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            Dedication

         
         
            For You who gifted me a voice,

             and you who protected it, 

            and you who helped me find the shape of it, 

            and again, you, who taught me to hone it.

            May this voice move mountains,

            And reach across seas,

            To you in search of your own. 
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            A Reminder of the Events in Forged by Blood

         
         Abidèmi Adenekan and her people, the Oluso, are humans with blood magic that manifests in many forms, from manipulation of
            ice and water to teleportation to visions and prophecies. Dèmi and her mother, Yetundé, are Ariabhe Oluso who possess wind
            and healing magic and live out a meager life as the town’s healers in the small village of Ikolé in Oyo, a central region
            in the Kingdom of Ifé.
         

         
          

         Twenty years prior, the Eingardian Empire, another region populated by nonmagical Ajes, subjugated Oyo in a bloody war that
            resulted in the murder and enslavement of countless Oluso. Though their magic is powerful, Oluso cannot murder another human
            for any reason, or else the spirits through whom Oluso draw their power will sever their spirit bonds, causing the killer
            to lose both their magic and their sanity, while their descendants are born as Aje from that moment forth. Despite the Oluso
            incapacity for bloodshed, the Eingardians fear the Oluso and believe they are dangerous and barbaric, dehumanizing them, enslaving
            them, and pushing them to the margins of society.
         

         
          

         One day, an Eingardian woman brings a sick Aje boy to nine-year-old Dèmi’s hut pleading for their help to heal him. Yetundé warily agrees, and after the healing ritual is completed, she leaves the boy in their hut as he recovers, with Dèmi to watch over him. Dèmi feels a strange connection to the boy, Jonas, and befriends him. Then, Eingardian soldiers attack, attempting to capture Dèmi and her mother for their unlawful use of blood magic. Dèmi witnesses the captain of the guard, Mari, revealed to have past history with her mother, murder her mother in cold blood. Feeling betrayed by Jonas, who is now exposed as an Eingardian noble of note, she leaves her home and childhood behind, running for her life. As she escapes, however, she is mortally wounded, and in desperation asks the Aziza, the spirits of the forest, to save her, knowing that they will exact a price from her one day. 

         
          

         Nine years later, Dèmi has found a new surrogate family of fellow Oluso in the city of Benin: Oluso guardians, Will and Nana,
            and their newborn daughter, Haru. Dèmi and her best friend, Colin, a mysterious and charismatic Oluso with strong yet unstable
            magic, receive training and tutelage from the elderly Baba Sylvanus and spend their days getting into trouble while attempting
            to protect their fellow Oluso. On a routine trip to the Benin marketplace, Dèmi encounters a slaver selling two young Oluso
            children. Unable to stand idly by while seeing her people treated like livestock, she helps the children escape. The jailbreak
            seemingly draws the attention of Lord Tobias Ekwensi, an Oluso who works as an onyoshi—a broken Oluso who has traded his services
            tracking his fellow Oluso in exchange for comforts the Eingardian Army provides. He confronts Dèmi in her home and offers
            her a proposition: kidnap the Eingardian prince and use him as a bargaining chip for the freedom of the Oluso . . . or she,
            along with the other Oluso in the house, will be arrested if she refuses. Dèmi accepts, and with the help of Colin’s teleportation
            magic, infiltrates Benin Castle, where the prince is known to be visiting.
         

         
          

         While Colin runs interference, Dèmi breaks into the prince’s quarters, intending to knock him unconscious, but she comes face-to-face
            with the boy from the day her mother was murdered: Jonas. Jonas, now a man, is dissatisfied with the way his uncle, Alistair
            Sorenson, rules the kingdom, and fears his uncle’s plans for the Oluso. He agrees to go with Colin and Dèmi willingly, hoping
            the action will serve as recompense for Dèmi, who is still angry his presence drew the guards to her village and inadvertently
            caused her mother’s death. Colin hurriedly teleports them to safety but is unable to get them to their destination, forcing
            them to journey on foot.
         

         
          

         Still raw from the betrayal a decade ago, Dèmi distrusts Jonas’s motivations and binds him with her magic as they work to evade patrols searching for the kidnapped prince. Desperate to avoid capture as they travel toward their goal of a rendezvous with Lord Ekwensi in the northern Oyo city of Old Maiduguri, the trio run into a forest rumored to be a passage to the Spirit Realm. They find themselves sucked into this realm, where they encounter magical beings such as tree spirits, powerful water-spirit humanoids called the omioja, and the Aziza. After Dèmi risks her life, and Jonas aids her in saving a young omioja from a vengeful and deadly water spirit known as a mami wata, the Aziza queen, Ayaba, invites the trio to stay. Colin is discomfited by his sense that Jonas desires Dèmi, as he, too, wants her heart. 

         
          

         Meanwhile, Dèmi braces for death, believing that Ayaba will make good on the life-debt promise that Dèmi made as a child,
            but instead the queen asks for Dèmi’s help to save the Aziza and the other spirits. Ayaba reveals that because the Spirit
            Realm exists in parallel with the Physical Realm, their homes are being destroyed by Eingardian consumption of and disrespect
            toward the lands they inhabit. Dèmi promises to help the spirits, and in return, the Aziza assist the trio in getting to their
            destination by supplying them with gwylfins—large, sentient dragonlike beasts that fly them to the next city on their path:
            Lokoja. Before they leave, Ayaba pulls Dèmi aside and cautions her against becoming too involved with Jonas or Colin, telling
            her of a prophecy she has received that one man would bring her death and the other would bring her despair.
         

         
          

         They land in Lokoja and meet with an informant of Ekwensi’s, Etera, an Aje executioner tasked with killing his fiancée, an Oluso named Sanaa. Upon meeting Etera, Dèmi is unsettled to find herself speaking directly to Ekwensi through his use of skin walking—a taboo magic that allows him to inhabit another’s body at will. Dèmi is further discomfited by the fact that Ekwensi is able to wield magic despite having previously broken his spirit bonds when he killed soldiers while defending his village from the Eingardian invasion twenty years before. She has little time to ponder her concerns, however, as Ekwensi charges them with saving Sanaa, who is set to be executed later that day. 

         
         Dèmi leaves Jonas and Colin to secure the escape route as she descends into the dungeon where Sanaa is being held along with
            other Oluso who are waiting to be sold into sexual slavery. Despite Ekwensi’s protests, Dèmi refuses to stand by and let her
            fellow Oluso die or be enslaved, but in her attempt to rescue all of them, they are captured by Mari.
         

         
          

         Dèmi is chained with iron, a metal known to seal Oluso powers and cause them pain akin to torture. She and the other Oluso
            from the dungeon are led to a square on the outskirts of the city for immediate execution. She watches helplessly as Elu,
            an Angma Oluso who chooses to keep her explosive magic inside to protect her fellow Oluso, is ultimately burned to death with
            molten iron. Too late, Dèmi remembers a bead that Will gave her before she left Benin, which—when broken—would summon him
            to Dèmi in case of emergency. She breaks the bead, but nothing happens, so she prays to Olorun to save them, at which point
            Colin materializes holding a knife to Jonas’s throat. Colin uses his hostage to negotiate the Oluso out of their chains, but
            a battle breaks out and they must devise another means of escape. Will and Nana finally arrive and Dèmi insists on evacuating
            all nineteen Oluso prisoners before they themselves escape, so they stall for time as Colin and Will teleport out groups of
            Oluso. Exhausted from all the magic they’ve expended, they are defenseless as Will prepares to transport the last of prisoners
            out of the square. The soldiers launch a volley of arrows at them, but they are halted in midair by Jonas’s hidden iron-blood
            magic. This revelation, coupled with the self-sacrifice of Elu’s sister, Cree, who uses her light magic to first blind the
            soldiers and then detonate herself, lets them narrowly escape.
         

         
          

         While Will and Nana attend to the freed Oluso, Dèmi, Colin, and Jonas make the rest of the journey to Old Maiduguri. Jonas confesses his heart to Dèmi, apologizes for her mother’s death, and for keeping his secret identity and magic hidden. Colin questions Jonas’s commitment to the Oluso cause for freedom, given his proximity to the colonial forces that underpin the kingdom. 

         
          

         Finally, they meet up with Ekwensi and turn Jonas over into his custody. As part of their payment for helping Ekwensi, the
            lord tells Dèmi about her father, who was known as Iron Blood Osèzèlé and hated by his fellow Oluso, including Dèmi. Osèzèlé
            was the last remaining iron-blood Oluso, suspected of betraying his brethren and single-handedly winning the war for the Eingardians
            by using his magic to sacrifice 50,000 Oluso at once in Benin, the capital city of Oyo. Ekwensi admits that this story is
            incomplete, and that the truth is Oyo was already losing the war, so Osèzèlé sacrificed 50,000 willing Oluso to turn the other 400,000 in Benin into Ajes, thus sparing them from murder or enslavement by the encroaching Eingardian
            Army.
         

         
          

         With their part of Ekwensi’s plan complete, Colin and Dèmi make to depart, though Dèmi has grown closer to Jonas over the
            course of their journey and is conflicted as they part ways. Before they can take their leave, they are met by the king of
            Eingard himself, Alistair Sorenson. Colin moves to teleport himself and Dèmi away, but before he can, the king recognizes
            Colin as the son of Royal Council member Lord Kairen. Fearing what would happen to Colin’s father if it was known his son
            was Oluso, and under threat from the king, Colin and Dèmi accompany Jonas and Alistair to the Eingardian capital of Nordgren.
         

         
          

         In the castle at Nordgren, Dèmi, Colin, and Jonas share a tense meal with the king, where he reveals that he recognizes Dèmi for who she really is—the daughter of his first love, the former Princess Yetundé of Oyo. To Dèmi’s further dismay and confusion, Mari enters, having survived the explosion in Lokoja, and declares that Dèmi should belong to her since she also once shared love with Yetundé. Jonas attempts to intervene on Dèmi’s behalf, but Alistair tells Jonas that Iron Blood Osèzèlé was the man who is responsible for putting Jonas’s mother in a coma for the past eighteen years. Dèmi is pushed to the brink as the king also admits to killing Osèzèlé, and she attacks Alistair, thinking to garner the freedom for the Oluso by killing him. She is quickly subdued, shackled with iron, and thrown into the dungeon. 

         
          

         In the dungeon, Dèmi meets pregnant Oluso women who are being forcibly bred to see if their children can be made into iron-bloods
            by being born and surviving life in an iron cage. In nearly two decades of experimenting, only one child has lived past infancy,
            a girl named Malala. Ekwensi arrives soon after, revealing that Malala is his child, and the source of the magic he’s been
            using to thwart Alistair’s machinations though the magic comes at the cost of Malala’s lifespan. When Dèmi confronts him over
            the use of his daughter’s magic, he questions her commitment to garnering the Oluso freedom at all costs, insisting that she
            has to be willing to sacrifice anything for true freedom. He then releases Dèmi from her shackles and Jonas’s nursemaid, his
            now-undercover ally, takes her place in the dungeon as a decoy. Dèmi escapes the dungeon by means of a secret passage and
            the help of Jonas, who is set to be officially named the heir to the kingdom at a gala that evening.
         

         
          

         Jonas plans to use the succession gala as a means to smuggle Dèmi out of the castle. She accompanies Jonas as his personal
            guest at a masquerade, where she meets Jonas’s fiancée, Elodie, and reunites with Colin. Knowing she feels betrayed by his
            secret regarding his parentage, Colin tells Dèmi about his mother, Eyani Al’hia who ruled Berréa, the region to the south
            of Oyo as the Scourge of T’Lapis. His father, Lord Kairen, once Eyani’s concubine, slowly murdered all of Eyani’s court and
            tricked a young Colin into poisoning his own mother over several years under the guise of offering her a sleep aid. Soon after,
            Colin’s magic manifested and his father tried to assassinate him as well, but he thwarted his father using the battle techniques
            his mother taught him. Ever since, Lord Kairen begrudgingly decided to accept Colin’s existence.
         

         
          

         Jonas takes Dèmi away from Colin and Elodie for a dance, during which they kiss and Dèmi comes to the realization that the strange attraction she’s been experiencing toward Jonas since the moment they met is because they are destined Oluso mates. Jonas has known ever since that first meeting in her hut. 

         
          

         Their discussion is cut short by King Alistair Sorenson’s announcement of Lord Ekwensi’s promotion to Regional Lord of the
            Oyo region and Jonas’s official appointment as heir to the throne of Eingard. The partygoers are then shepherded out of the
            ballroom into an arena for “entertainment.” There, the king gives a speech that stokes the crowd’s fear and hatred of the
            Oluso as three hundred shackled Oluso are brought out onto the arena floor. The king announces that the Oluso will be unshackled
            and tasked with killing one another in a battle royale until there are just a few survivors, and those few will be rewarded
            for their great deeds in service to the kingdom.
         

         
          

         Lord Ekwensi objects to the wanton killing, so the king strips him of his titles and land and prepares to execute him, but Jonas uses his magic to disarm both the king and Mari. The king orders the Oluso in the arena killed, but Jonas undoes their shackles and Ekwensi springs into action. He calls down lightning from the sky to strike the stadium, sending the audience scrambling in fear. Ekwensi calls for the Oluso to take back their freedom by force, but Dèmi stops them before things go too far and challenges Alistair Sorenson to a trial by combat for the kingdom’s crown. Full of hubris and seeking to restore his subjects’ confidence, he accepts with one condition: Dèmi must wear iron to seal her magic. They begin to fight, and Dèmi is quickly overmatched. Colin and Jonas attempt to interfere and save her, but Ekwensi stops them. Moments from death, Osèzèlé appears to Dèmi in a vision and unlocks the iron magic within her. She impales the king with a number of iron spikes and subdues him but refuses to deal the deathblow in honor of her spirit bonds and her mother’s vow to pursue true justice. Ekwensi steps in and calls lightning down to smite the king, reducing him to a blackened lump. He incites the Oluso to war, promising them a new way to kill without losing their spirit bonds and magic. He gives them a choice—side with Dèmi, who refused to kill the king who oppressed them, or join Ekwensi and take back their humanity by force. The vast majority of the arena Oluso follow Ekwensi as they set out to build their army, and Dèmi faints. 

         
          

         Waking after ten days of unconsciousness, Dèmi is eager to begin her rightful reign as queen and set about the work of rebuilding
            the kingdom and freeing the Oluso. She quickly discovers that the powerful Royal Council is no less distrustful of her, and
            many outright challenge the legitimacy of her rule. Jonas thinks to force the Council to accept Dèmi’s legitimacy by dissolving
            his engagement to Elodie and pledging to marry Dèmi instead. Frustrated, Dèmi leaves the Council chamber with Jonas and runs
            into Colin, who is clearly envious of Jonas’s status as Dèmi’s mate. After a heated argument, Colin confesses his love to
            Dèmi and disappears to join the ranks of Ekwensi’s army.
         

         
          

         Assured of their goals but entirely unsure of how to achieve them, Demi is nonetheless determined to forge ahead toward a
            brighter future with Jonas beside her.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Prologue
Before

         
         
            Third Year of the Great War, Thirty-Three Years Before Alistair’s Betrayal

         

         The creature opened its mouth and cried like a newborn baby.

         
         Afèni paused momentarily as the sound echoed through her ears. It all felt so real, the sniffling cries that spoke of hunger
            and longing, the curling pitch that invited the hearer to extend their arms out for an infant who needed warmth and love.
            She could see her youngest, Lola, with puffed cheeks like ripe kola nuts reaching for her, nestling into her lap as though
            she were a happy child of a year. But the glittering eyes staring out of the razor-sharp skull in front of her were frostier
            than an Eingardian winter, nothing like Lola’s wide, brown ones that drank in the world. So she drew her blade, put away the
            specter of her lost child, and advanced again. It was time to end this.
         

         
         But as she took a step forward, the creature drew back, flapping its bony wings as though it could ward her off with the gale
            they generated. She touched a finger to the Oluso mark on her neck—a red flower nestled in the eaves of a crescent moon—and
            the wind spirits gathered around her like stars overtaking the night sky. She clenched her fist and the wind spirits surged
            forward like arrows, sending out tiny bursts of concentrated air that exploded near the creature’s body, knocking it from
            side to side until it crashed against the copse of fallen trees on the hill behind.
         

         
         The creature screeched, revealing rows upon rows of deadly sickle-like teeth studding its generous jaw like diamonds glittering in cave walls. Afèni tightened her grip on the hilt of her blade and lowered herself into a near crouch. One of those teeth had been enough to cut through an entire battalion of her soldiers, the best of the Oyo Royal Army. Three had destroyed half her Council, five Oluso closer to her than a ragtag group of politicians from disparate regions throughout the entire Kingdom of Ifé should be. She had mourned them all—golden-haired Brigitte, who laughed harder than anyone else and fought just as bravely, whether in the battlefield with her ax or in the courts against her fellow Eingardians who resented the growing prosperity of the other regions. Green-eyed Ts’alisi, whose songs about her desert home in Ismar’yana were enough to draw even the most taciturn of listeners into a smile. Cheeky Jae Hyuk, who told as many jokes as he invented new ways to wield his shadow magic. Brooding Unagbona, who had as many anxieties as visions of the future. Calm and collected Maluly, who favored her native Berréan rapiers and could kill with so many different kinds of weapons but preferred to cook for people, enemies and lovers alike. 

         
         “Run, Ola rè!” Brigitte had screamed as one of the creature’s teeth drove into her back. As Afèni’s vanguard, she was tasked
            with protecting her queen. But Afèni had not been prepared for the way her friend’s gray eyes shifted into fathomless pools
            of ash, the smile plastered on her ruddy face reduced to a flat, unmoving line. She had known even before her friend’s body
            drove at her with her beloved ax that Brigitte herself was long gone. The creature had taken her mind, and with it everything
            she once was.
         

         
         The creature in front of her now slunk back even farther, the rattle of its bones drawing her out of her reverie. Her own
            bones ached as though in echo, warning her that exhaustion loomed. Most of those who had seen sixty name days were safe at
            home in their beds or surrounded by a wealth of children and grandchildren, gathered like precious pearls beading a crown.
            Some had fallen prey to the ripples of the Great War that tore through the kingdom, yes, but there were many still who had
            yet to suffer a drop of blood. She’d made certain of that. Yet here she was, tangling with ghosts, spending down what was
            left of her life thread in battle.
         

         
         She took another step forward, careful to keep her gaze pinned to the creature. It slipped through the copse of trees, its whiplike tail scraping the ground in steady bursts like the nose of a hound in search of something. Afèni knew better than to trust its retreat, but she couldn’t help but wonder why the creature hadn’t sent its fearsome teeth after her. Finally, the creature’s tail slapped against the bark of a tree stump in the clearing, the remains of a once-proud iroko tree, and stopped, drawing its head back on its long, snakelike neck. 

         
         It was now or never.

         
         Afèni stabbed her fingers to her neck, imagining a fire that would burn even brighter than Ts’alisi did when she died buying
            Afèni time to escape. This creature was nothing like the ones that had attacked Benin Palace—it was bigger, more fearsome
            and intelligent—and so she imagined a flame that would burn as badly as the lava in Mount Y’cayonogo.
         

         
         Flames gathered on her skin, gold-red illuminating the rich earthen shade, a fire ready to consume everything that gathered
            in its path. It surprised her, even now, how easy it was to summon Shango’s gift, how simple it felt to wield an ancestral
            spirit’s magic as though it were a mere trifle. This magic alone had cost the lives of most of her children, but it sang so
            easily at her fingertips, as though it were good for nothing other than to light celebration candles.
         

         
         If this works, we will have something to celebrate, she thought.

         
         Stepping back on one foot, she swung her hand like the arm of a catapult, flinging a ball of pure heat at the creature. The
            creature flapped its bony wings closed, crouching over the tree stump. The flame connected with the edge of one wing, and
            the creature lifted its head, crying out in what sounded eerily like a human scream. A woman’s.
         

         
         Afèni burst forward then, screaming as she charged the creature with her blade. Her heart pounded in her ears, the rush of power swirling in her veins, making her feel as though she could strike the earth itself and split it forever. She leapt at the creature, ignoring the ache in her body, the voice in her head warning her to stay careful. The time for caution was long past. Her blade met the creature’s tail in a shower of sparks, and she leaned in, coating the body of the blade with some of Shango’s fire. The creature held fast, screaming even louder as the flames jumped from the blade onto its skeletal rib cage. Then Afèni felt something slithering, knife-hot against her spine, bone scraping against skin. Suddenly, she was flying through the air, speeding toward the body of an ashen birch. 

         
         She slammed into the tree with a thud, blinking against the pain that burst against her skull like an ax demanding its due.
            Her bones sagged as though at peace, happy for the chance to rest, but her body sang its pain, blood pooling at the back of
            her head. She had no time for this. Afèni rolled upright, sucking in deep breaths, wincing against the stab of pain that pierced
            her chest. Another broken rib. Temi would be disappointed.
         

         
         How many times must I beg you to be careful, Mother?

         
         She could almost hear her eldest daughter’s stern voice, feel her warm, steady hands. But as her vision cleared, she saw that
            there was no healing magic bathing her skin. Temi was as dead as Lola.
         

         
         Afèni was alone.

         
         She took a step forward, gritting her teeth as fresh pain engulfed her. She had promised the ancestral spirits she would find
            a way to subdue rather than harm this creature. She’d lied. It was perched in a high tree now, studying her as though it could
            read her thoughts. She could imagine what Damini would say.
         

         
         Ogbon ju agbara lo, Mama. Wisdom is greater than strength.

         
         Her third youngest had been wiser than many of her generals, but it was still his mother’s cunning that robbed him of what
            should have been a long life.
         

         
         She put her blade back in its sheath and made to go. Perhaps she had erred, tracking the creature all the way here, clearly
            disturbing its territory. Maybe it was time for her to let it all go. Most of the creatures were dead now, vanquished by Shango’s
            flame. This was the last as far as she knew.
         

         
         The creature cocked its head, the action so like her dead son’s that she nearly stopped. But she kept on, putting one foot
            in front of the other. It flew to another branch, watching her leave.
         

         
         Now.

         
         She whipped around, running full speed at the tree stump the creature had abandoned. The creature screeched, a thunderous cry that shook the ground. But she was already drawing both hands away from her neck, pulling a fiery notched bow into existence. The arrow lying against the string of flame would cause nothing short of an explosion. 

         
         The creature leapt off the tree.

         
         She aimed at the stump.

         
         The creature swooped down.

         
         She loosed the arrow.

         
         Then, just as the creature’s talons grazed the air above her head, she bent away, rolling onto the ground. But it was for
            naught. The creature disintegrated in a burst of violet flame and reappeared as the arrow approached the stump, driving its
            body at the arrow.
         

         
         The creature went up in a blaze, bone charring in an instant. It flapped its wings, rising like a bird of legend into the
            sky, then it plummeted to the earth, crashing into a heap.
         

         
         Afèni sucked in another lungful of air, breathing past the haze of smoke and heat that gathered around her face. Finally,
            it was over. Three long years in bitter war finished.
         

         
         The fire raged, but it did not spread onto the nearby grasses, keeping the creature as its pyre. The creature’s eyes hollowed
            into empty sockets, and only then did Afèni skirt around its body to get to the tree stump it had perched on.
         

         
         The stump it had so clearly been guarding.

         
         Afèni peered into the hull of the stump and gasped. There, lying in the swell of dark wood, was a sleeping baby. Silver-white
            hair fell gently over golden cheeks the color of ground cassava. Tiny hands wriggled against a round face as the child stirred
            from its sleep. She reached out a finger to touch it, her heart racing faster than the flames devouring the creature. The
            baby opened honey-brown eyes and looked back at her. She staggered, nearly falling to her knees. The child gurgled as though
            she had done something funny and waved his little hands in the air.
         

         
         Tears pricked Afèni’s eyes as she reached for him, drawing him to her. He nuzzled against the hard copper of her breastplate,
            batting shell-like hands against her breast. He rounded his mouth, sucking in air and she realized then that he was hungry.
         

         
         “I can’t feed you, little one,” she whispered. She had fed all her children at the breast from the time they were born. She’d been headstrong, even wrapping Lola to her chest as she charged into battle the first time the creatures attacked, even though her royal mother had disdained the practice. 

         
         Sacrifices must be made for greatness. That is the code we live by.

         
         She wondered now if her long-dead mother, Empress Yomi, would be proud to know that her daughter had sacrificed all but one
            of her children for power. Sacrificed her own heart for that of their people.
         

         
         The baby sucked the air again, making a noise halfway between a gurgle and a wail, and Afèni clicked her teeth at him.

         
         “Pèlè, pèlè. I’ll get you food.”

         
         Placing the child back in the stump, she took out the bowl in the pack strapped to her back, dumped all the water from her
            skein into it, and waited.
         

         
         Two faces appeared on the surface of the liquid, swirling like shadows covering the face of the deep. A young man with a hardened
            body that denied his role as a scholar stood next to a willowy woman with pale skin and long dark hair.
         

         
         “Ola rè, you’re bleeding!” the man exclaimed.

         
         “I’m all right, Sylvanus,” Afèni answered, brushing her fingers against the wound still oozing in her scalp. “The creature
            is dead.”
         

         
         “With hope, this will keep the Ajes from rebellion,” the woman said. “They are flooding the streets as we speak, clamoring
            for a sacrifice.”
         

         
         Afèni wanted to laugh. It was comical, really, how history seemed like a snake engulfing its own tail. Her mother had turned
            a blind eye as the other Oluso slaughtered the Fèni-Ogun, risking their spirit bonds out of fear of iron-blood magic. Now,
            the Ajes, humans born of broken spirit bonds, were fast outnumbering the Oluso, demanding that they sacrifice themselves to
            give the Ajes a firmer sense of safety.
         

         
         The child roared into a full-blown wail and Afèni gathered him up again, pushing away her thoughts.

         
         “I thought you just finished a fight,” Sylvanus asked.

         
         “I need help,” she answered. “Tell Markos to send you to Sayaji Island, the northernmost strip. Bring Edwina with you, Folaké has decided to wean Yetundé.” 

         
         The woman frowns, the slits in her neck flapping with the motion. “Human children can be weaned after a few months?”

         
         Afèni shook her head. “No. My daughter just resembles my mother. She thinks it will make the child weak. Be grateful, Xiaoqing,
            that our lot is not yours.”
         

         
         Xiaoqing opened her mouth to ask something else, but just then the child wailed again and Afèni sat back against the stump,
            soothing him.
         

         
         He looked to be about the same age as her granddaughter, Yetundé, a bright little star she had gotten to hold only once. It
            was understandable that Folaké could not forgive her. She had, after all, traded the lives of all of Folaké’s siblings, eight
            out of her nine children, for the ancestral power needed to defeat these creatures. Even Lola, the child of her later years,
            and the apple of her eye, was not spared. The spirits had demanded and received their due.
         

         
         Folaké would understand in time. Or she wouldn’t, and the kingdom would suffer.

         
         She stroked the little boy’s face and he latched onto her finger, trying to bring it to his rooting mouth. She smiled at him,
            pressing a kiss to his forehead. But as she did, the magic in her blood leapt to the surface of her skin, buzzing like a horde
            of worker bees tasked with protecting their queen.
         

         
         She pulled away immediately, nearly flinging the child back into the stump. Then, taking a deep breath, she placed him in
            her lap and peeled back the wrapper bundling him. There, on his chest, was a flower in the eaves of a crescent moon. She gasped.
            The boy was not just Oluso but Fèni-Ogun. The way his magic had pulled hers out of her confirmed that.
         

         
         She laid the boy on the ground and got to her feet. The water in the bowl rippled and Xiaoqing looked up at her.

         
         “Ola rè,” she said. “Sylvanus will be there soon. They just left.” Then, seeing the pinched look Afèni wore, she asked, “What’s
            wrong?”
         

         
         “Xiaoqing, do you remember the bodies that started washing up on your shores years ago? Oluso who all died in a similar fashion?”

         
         Xiaoqing nodded. “I know of the acts those few cowardly Oluso committed. The Fèni-Ogun are Olorun’s children too. We omioja
            are tasked with aiding all of you.”
         

         
         “I found one.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “This child is Fèni-Ogun.”

         
         The omioja woman blinked up at her. “That is good news, yes?”

         
         “No. People have reason to fear the iron-bloods. Not all of them are innocent. Some were kind and wonderful, yes. But others—they
            were close to wreaking destruction on our world.”
         

         
         Xiaoqing narrowed her eyes. “Many of you are not innocent, and still, we help you. Listen to yourself. You found a baby. What
            harm could it cause?”
         

         
         Afèni dragged her hand through her curls, her mind racing with thoughts that peppered her like stones. The creature had protected
            this baby—the same creature that had laid waste to their kingdom for the last three years.
         

         
         “You’re right,” she told Xiaoqing. “He is harmless. I need to pick him up.”

         
         She knocked over the bowl of water with her foot and the image of Xiaoqing disappeared. She didn’t want to be tempted to change
            her mind.
         

         
         Drawing her blade from its sheath, she walked over to the baby. He blinked at her, reaching out both hands, and she positioned
            the blade over his chest. Her heart ached. Her fingers shook with the knowledge of what she was about to do.
         

         
         But what choice did she have? Her daughter, Folaké, would come to power soon. She would not be able to handle the storm that
            would ensue if people found out there was an iron-blood still living.
         

         
         The Fèni-Ogun had been the brightest of all Oluso, children of Olorun who could shape the very earth with their will and sometimes control the magic of other Oluso. Many iron-bloods had been unjustly—at least some would claim that; Afèni didn’t have the luxury of living in such a naïve world—killed in the last five years. This boy was likely the last. But for all her disagreements with her mother’s callousness concerning the Fèni-Ogun massacre, Afèni understood that iron-bloods could not be allowed to run around unchecked. 

         
         Sacrifices must be made for greatness. That is the code we live by.

         
         She shuddered. Then she lifted her blade, her heart drumming with fear that gathered in her like a hurricane, drowning out
            everything else.
         

         
         “Please,” a woman’s voice said, cutting through the noise in her mind. “Please, save him. Save my baby.”

         
         She looked up. There was no one around her, save the still-burning corpse of the creature. She saw now that the creature had
            moved the remnants of its head. It now faced her, eyeless holes burning into her skin, hotter than any ancestral flame. As
            she watched, it opened its mouth again and the voice crept out.
         

         
         “Please. Save my child. Help my Osèzèlé . . .”

         
         Afèni flung aside her blade, putting her hands on her head. Suddenly she could feel the creature’s presence in her mind like
            a grasping hand trying to ensnare her will. It drew memories out of her: Lola’s wrinkled face as a baby freshly born; her
            children gathered around her, kissing her cheeks and hands to mark her sixty-fifth name day, not knowing those hands would
            soon be stained with their blood.
         

         
         Afèni’s throat tightened. She wanted to weep; she still had not done so. She wasn’t sure she could. There was no time to mourn
            in war, only to maim, kill, destroy—survive.
         

         
         She let out a small chuckle. “All right, you win,” she barked at the dying creature. She relaxed, letting her shoulders drop,
            and the creature’s presence in her mind receded. It already knew what she couldn’t admit until this moment: she could not
            do this evil, not for anything in the world. It was ironic that she had made such a bargain with the spirits, promised them
            the lives of her children so she could save countless others. But she could not kill this child.
         

         
         Almost in answer, the creature’s head crumbled into a pile of dust, its remains fluttering on the wind.

         
         The baby wailed, loud and clear now, and Afèni snatched him to her breast, holding him close.

         
         “I’m sorry,” she whispered over and over. “I’m sorry.”

         
         And she was. Somewhere along the way she had begun to believe what her mother said—that power to destroy your enemies was the only thing that would chase away your fears. Her mother feared iron-bloods like Croiden Aurelius Schulson, who could bury a village with a wave of his hand, so she’d turned her back on the suffering Fèni-Ogun. Afèni, too, had cheated the spirits and harmed the creature instead of quelling its anger as the spirits asked. She was no better than her mother. 

         
         She got to her feet, pressing another kiss to the child’s forehead. There was still time. She would send the child away with
            Sylvanus and Edwina. At the very least he would have people to care for him and hide his origins. When he came of age, he
            could train with Sylvanus, hear the story of what happened to his people. She would right this wrong.
         

         
         Starting now, she promised herself, she would learn the hardest lesson of all—hope.
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            Torn

         
         There’s nothing out there. Will sent us on a fool’s errand—

         
         “Shh!” I clap a hand to Jonas’s mouth although the words had actually passed between us without a sound, blossoming in my
            mind like fireflies winking into a darkened night. It’s been a year. One year of knowing Jonas as my mate, of wondering every
            time my heart thuds against my chest whether the feeling is mine or his as well. One year of waking tangled up with each other,
            unsure of where I begin and he ends. One year since he’s been able to slip into my mind like a dagger caressing its sheath.
         

         
         “Sorry,” he whispers, his breath tickling my fingers. “Talking seemed more conspicuous—”

         
         I shake my head in a quick motion and he falls silent. Moving slowly, I inch closer to the agbayun bush we’ve been hiding
            behind since the sun’s rays first beckoned at Rabbit Hour. The moon is shining now, her silver light barely visible through
            the veil of clouds smothering her like a shroud. Wolf Hour is fast approaching, but save for the eerie violet flames burning
            through the trees in the clearing, nothing has changed. Until now.
         

         
         Straining against the bush, I still, not daring to breathe. Then it comes, a crackling rattle, like kokulu when they turn
            their heads all the way around, jewel-blue eyes chattering with excitement as they scent their prey. I crawl into a crouch,
            the honeyed smell of agbayun berries curling against my nostrils. In the haze of the flames, the fruit glow red against milky-white
            flowers, like blood dripping through pierced skin.
         

         
         “What is it?” Jonas asks.

         
         I glare at him this time. What does he not understand about being quiet? The sound comes again, faster and louder, rhythmic rattles that echo through the burning leaves. The flames grow brighter, but the branches and leaves remain unconsumed. Then, at the edge of the clearing, something flits by. I clutch the bracelet on my arm and imagine a dart, sleek and long, with a curved, sharp edge like an arrow. The bracelet blazes golden, peeling itself from my skin, twisting and curling until it resembles the dart in my mind. I scan the clearing for jewel-bright eyes, a slim, bony frame, and a ridged, whiplike tail, knowing the only chance we’ll have to survive a kokulu is to strike first. 

         
         The bush to our left rustles. Rolling to my feet, I whip out a hand to pull Jonas up, but he is already standing, one hand
            on the sword hanging from his back, tensing forward in a mirrored pose. The leaves give way, and a flash of white springs
            across my vision. Flicking my wrist, I shoot the dart forward, hoping to hit the hollowed part of the kokulu’s skull, the
            soft ridge in the bone right between its jeweled eyes. A small face topped with silver-brown hair pops up instead, and a child
            spills out through the bush. Jerking abruptly, I fling the dart just wide enough that it flies right by his cheek, burying
            itself in the tree a few paces behind.
         

         
         The child screams, then catches himself, slamming his head into the dirt in a frightened bow. “My apologies, My L-liege,”
            he stammers. “I was s-s-sent with a mes-s-s-age.”
         

         
         I step back, breathing hard. The rattling is gone.

         
         “I’m sorry,” I gasp in answer. “I didn’t know you were there. I didn’t mean—”

         
         The boy begins to pray. “Ah Raah Dhathi,” he cries, calling for Olorun, Father of Spirits and Skies. His words arrive in near
            song and inhaled trills—it’s T’chera, a language spoken only in the ridged valley where Oyo and Berréa meet. “Save me from the many deaths that hide at this woman’s hands,” he pleads.
         

         
         I flinch. I’m used to Ajes being afraid of Oluso like me, treating those born with blood magic as beasts and monsters to be
            exploited and slaughtered. Despite spending all my life at the mercy of those Ajes, I have never felt like the monster they
            imagine. To this boy, though, I am no doubt a walking nightmare.
         

         
         I open my mouth to tell him I’m harmless, then snap it shut. That’s not entirely true, and even though I mean him no harm, though I’ve tried my hardest not to harm anyone, a handful of assassination attempts in the past few months have taken the matter out of my hands. It’s laughable. People
            make us into monsters, and we become more monstrous when we fight back. There’s no way to win.
         

         
         Jonas recovers first. “Raise your head,” he says softly. “We won’t harm you. I promise.”

         
         The boy does not move.

         
         “Raise your head,” Jonas repeats, this time with the command of a man born to be king.

         
         The boy obeys, trembling all the while. He shies away from Jonas’s offered hand, unfurling with the bush at his back. He’s
            lanky but wears his height like an oversized coat, hunching as though he can fold himself in half. His pale skin isn’t strange
            here in Lleyria, half a day’s ride north from the Eingardian capital of Nordgren, but his coiled silver hair and gray-green
            eyes mark him as double-caste, with more than one mixed bloodline. No doubt he’s one of the many refugees fleeing toward the
            capital in hopes of avoiding the drums of impending war.
         

         
         “Who are you?” I ask, palms up in an attempt to soothe. I can barely hear my own words over the thundering of my heart, but
            I try to slow them down, fill them with soft apology. “Who sent you here?”
         

         
         And why were they foolish enough to do so when they suspect this forest is filled with ancient beasts?

         
         I swallow that last part though. No doubt the town’s elders failed to share that with the boy, same as they did with us until
            a series of unexplained deaths forced them to ask for aid. They probably thought a refugee’s child expendable.
         

         
         The boy shifts toward Jonas as though he can shield him from my gaze. “I am a humble messenger, my liege,” he says, words
            tumbling out in a quick rush. He breaks into another bow. “My name is not worthy of your notice.”
         

         
         “You’re from Manapané?” I ask, keeping the gentle hum in my voice.

         
         The boy looks up at this. “How—”

         
         “I have a friend from there—Amara. When she speaks, it almost sounds like she’s singing. I’ve always envied that.”

         
         The boy cocks his head, considering. I offer a brief smile—my palms still up in a gesture of peace—and speak one of the few
            phrases I know in T’chera: “Ngisi kaya omi erinbi gaja.”
         

         
         The boy bursts into a strangled half laugh before slapping a hand to his mouth. Jonas lifts an eyebrow.

         
         “I charge like a buffalo, but love like an elephant,” I say, grinning. “I frightened Amara when we first met.”

         
         Jonas smiles. “What was so scary about you?”

         
         “I wasn’t exactly merciful to the woman selling her on the market.” I flash another smile, but the memory of Amara stuffed
            into an iron cage designed to burn her every time she transformed at her owner’s request vanquishes the lightness of the moment
            before.
         

         
         Pushing past the ugly memory, I turn to the boy. “You’ve a message for us?”

         
         Jonas slips his hand in mine, giving a gentle squeeze. I squeeze back.

         
         The boy touches his ear, then the bottom of his chin before holding his palm up, saluting us the way T’cherians greet respected
            elders. “The tall woman—the captain of the guard sent me. The search is done. They asked you to come down for a report.”
         

         
         “Is that all?”

         
         He nods. Jonas and I share a look. We knew, when the Eingardian Royal Council approved our joining this excursion, that the
            situation must be dire. So we did things our own way, interviewing the townspeople, trudging uphill to investigate these flames
            that appeared with the wave of death that has swept Lleyria. So far, though, we’ve seen nothing. But to hear that the guard
            has found something not even a day since we’ve been here, after months of nothing to report—something is off.
         

         
         Jonas shrugs. “Maybe we brought better luck.”

         
         “Let’s hope so.” I nod at the boy. “Thank you. Go back safely.”

         
         “Namiz’en. I am Namiz’en, Your Holiness,” he chirps, then he stops, frowning. “I mean, Your Grace. No—my lady?” His voice
            is husky but high, still brimming with the energy of boyhood. He can’t have had more than thirteen name days.
         

         
         Jonas chuckles, his throaty laugh cutting the tension in the air. “It’s okay,” he says. “I don’t know what to call her either. I call her ‘my queen,’ but she gets annoyed with me.” 

         
         I roll my eyes at this, but my lips are already curving into a smile. “We’re not married yet. Or so your Council likes to
            remind me.”
         

         
         He snorts. “An error we will soon remedy.”

         
         I laugh and turn to Namiz’en. “Call me Dèmi.” I tap the corner of my mouth then point to my heart, offering the T’cherian
            sign of heartfelt thanks. “Ah Raah Dhathi keep you on your return.” Then I lower my voice, weaving steel into it. “Go. Don’t
            stop for anything. Run until you get down there.”
         

         
         Namiz’en dips his head in a parting bow and scurries away, cutting through the bush as though we are the rumored beasts lurking
            in Lleyria Forest.
         

         
         “All that work to put him at ease, and you go and scare him again,” Jonas tuts.

         
         I say nothing, watching as Namiz’en’s silver hair is swallowed up by the dark that rings the clearing. If the townspeople
            are right and the kokulu—a beast that once hunted even the most powerful Oluso for sport—is in this forest, fear is an appropriate
            gift. O dara lati bẹru ati ki o wa laayé ju iku lọ ni iku alaibọwọ, iku alaanu.
         

         
         Better to fear and live than die an irreverent, merciless death.

         
         “What now?”

         
         “We go,” I say. The forest is silent, except for the flames roaring on, mocking us. “Who knows what they found?”

         
         “Or who.”

         
         I look up at this. “You think it’s Ekwensi? Or—”

         
         I stop, the memory of the last time I saw Colin coming alive in my mind. His mischievous hazel eyes glittering with hurt and
            hope. His warmth as he held me before dissolving into the stifling castle air. I swallow, throat suddenly tight. It can’t
            be him. Colin grew up with an Oluso mother, with the ancestral knowledge of the Great Spirits. He wouldn’t unleash a kokulu
            on a town. At least, not knowingly.
         

         
         But it’s also been a year. One year since Lord Ekwensi killed Alistair Sorenson and ended his despotic rule. One year since many Oluso, dreaming of a world where they no longer had to be hunted, joined hands with Ekwensi to start a revolution. One year since Colin left me behind to join him. 

         
         Jonas squeezes my shoulder and I sigh, brushing away the memory of Colin’s bitter smile. “It could be Mari,” he says. “She
            has family in these parts. You never know.”
         

         
         I flick a finger and my iron dart rips out of the tree bark, shooting back toward my heart. As it arrives, I throw my arm
            up and it transforms once more, morphing into the ringed, snakelike bracelet Nana gifted me as a betrothal present. Mari disappeared
            after that disastrous day when I took on Alistair Sorenson and won, escaping with no concern for her fallen lover or the many
            lives she’d manipulated and destroyed. It could be her—this felt like her style.
         

         
         “We should go,” I snarl, snatching my ogbene from the ground. If I meet Mari Strumblud again, she will beg for the mercy of
            a quick death. I might even show her the same courtesy she showed my mother and kill her in front of her loved ones.
         

         
         Jonas takes one of my hands, stopping me as I struggle to tie the woven cloth bag to my waist.

         
         “We need to hear their report before the Council gets to it,” I argue.

         
         “And we will,” he says, tipping my chin up. “But we can’t go down there like this.”

         
         “Like what?”

         
         “Oko mi, you’ve been like this all day.”

         
         I snort, annoyed, but my cheeks heat all the same at him calling me “my darling,” and in Yoruba at that. Jonas never stopped
            with his Yoruba lessons, even after becoming king-elect. Often, when we’re alone, he’ll speak it to me and, just for a moment,
            I’ll imagine I am home in Oyo again, watching children dance as Mummy sings during the Winter Festival. But it’s summer now,
            and these days I struggle to remember the twinkle in her voice, the way she would light up as she wove tales for me, whole
            tapestries of our history and ancestors’ memories. I have spent so many months in Eingard, wishing for the blistering kiss
            of an Oyo sun, anything to fill the bone-deep ache for home that grows with each passing day.
         

         
         I meet Jonas’s piercing dawn-blue eyes, scowling. “I’ve been what?”
         

         
         “Nervous, jumpy, worried—other adjectives.”

         
         I rock back on my heels, pulling away. “That’s not fair. You know why—”

         
         “I know that we planned to come here, to figure out if the Council was hiding anything, together. I know that what the townspeople
            told us, and the timing of the kokulu coming back, is eating at you.”
         

         
         He snakes an arm around my waist and draws me in, brushing my cheek with his free hand. “I also know that we have to trust
            each other to get anywhere, and that we haven’t been alone—without an attendant, guard, retainer, what-have-you—in months.”
         

         
         I swallow, heat spreading from my face down to my breasts and lower belly. “We have been alone,” I protest weakly. “Just not
            as long as we would like.”
         

         
         “Hmm,” he murmurs, kissing my forehead.

         
         “You have to admit—the timing is suspect.”
         

         
         “I admit that.” He kisses my neck.

         
         I try not to squirm, the brush of his lips sending warm tingles down my arms. “And we’re still in the dark about so much.”

         
         He cocks a head toward the crackling flames. “Strictly speaking, that’s not exactly true.” He nuzzles his nose against mine,
            his ash-blond hair tickling my cheeks.
         

         
         “Then what is?” I whisper, daring him.

         
         “This.”

         
         He slips a hand into the waterfall of braids cascading down my back and cradles my head. His lips crash into mine, soft yet
            demanding, unspooling my focus. My skin burns everywhere his fingers touch. I throw my hands behind his neck and drag him
            down, filled with a need to have his skin on mine. He bows over me, bearing down like the bower of a tree over a sapling,
            the heft of his body bending my frame, molding me into something pliant and supple. Each kiss is a sunburst, drawing me out
            of shadow, insisting I be seen, felt, and touched. The air is hot despite the sticky, wet night, and we gasp for breath as
            we meld with each other, aching. The Oluso mark on my wrist sparks, the magic in my blood thrumming to a rhythm matched by
            his.
         

         
         The rattle starts again, so close my ears ring with the sound. I stop nibbling on Jonas’s bottom lip and freeze. This time though, the sound does not stop, growing in intensity, crashing through the clearing like a wave. I lower into a crouch. 

         
         “What’s wrong?” Jonas’s gaze is fixed on me, alert. Gone is the heavy-lidded desire that made his eyelids flutter a moment
            ago.
         

         
         “Don’t you hear it?”

         
         “Hear what?”

         
         I stiffen. “You can’t hear it? Even if you look into my mind?”

         
         He shakes his head, and now he spins, searching the clearing. “I feel your fear. Nothing more.”

         
         The rattling stops, but now there is a shriek, a spout of braying laughter. Jonas edges closer to me. “I heard that.”
         

         
         The flames flare, and suddenly the twisted yew trees burning within them resemble a mass of wizened faces fused together,
            mouths open in silent horror. The branches shake like grasping hands reaching beyond, begging to be set free. The laughter
            twists into cackles and hisses. Jonas and I stand side by side, weapons at the ready.
         

         
         I remember now the tale the okosun sang the year I came into my magic; of Queen Afèni forging an immortal flame from the fury
            of the Spirits and using it to destroy the kokulu. I shook with excitement as I recounted the tale for Mummy later, bursting
            with pride that my great-grandmother had been a fearless warrior, hoping I would become the same.
         

         
         “Dèmi, that tale is tragedy,” Mummy whispered then, gathering me into her lap. “The kokulu are not mere monsters to be vanquished.”

         
         “Then what are they?” I say, steeling my jaw in defiance.

         
         “A vengeance. One that Afèni paid handsomely to defeat. The Spirits do not give without exacting a price.”

         
         She pauses as though she wants to say more, but when she tries to speak another shriek pierces the air, and the memory dissipates.
            I grasp at it, trying to remember her face, her voice—more. It’s been so hard to do that lately. But the memory is gone.
         

         
         The shrieks grow, rippling into a storm.

         
         Jonas touches a finger to the mark glowing faintly through his light-colored shirt—a flower resting in the eaves of a crescent moon, the sign of an Oluso. The iron short sword at his belt obeys, whipping itself out, poised like a scorpion readying to sting. 

         
         Then silence. The flames die out in one fell swoop, the night engulfing us. Twisting my palm, I call the wind spirits and
            within a moment they are there, hovering above, glittering stars in the devouring night. The wind howls as something slices
            past the trees. We barely have time to pivot when balls of violet flame explode out of darkness into the sky west of us.
         

         
         “The town!” Jonas shouts, but I am already running, calling on the threads of my magic, feeling its ferocious warmth burn
            through me until my skin blazes with green fire and our legs are wrapped in wind. Anything to get us there fast.
         

         
         We tumble down the hill bracketing the bush, not stopping even as brambles catch at our skin and tug at our hair. We land
            on the trail winding through the larger mountain face and leap onto the rocky ledge that overlooks Lleyria. The town is spread
            in parallel and intersecting lines, its order belied by white limestone roofs lashed to timber houses, beset on many sides
            by sloping stone buildings. Cobblestones end abruptly in muddy streets, and the spiked logs that serve as the city walls are
            patched with beaten sheets of metal.
         

         
         Beyond the winking golden specks of lanterns in the town streets, those violet apparitions swarm like bees converging on a
            honeyed hive. Winged shadows glide and swoop between, dragging massive tails that chatter and click like cowrie shells. The
            townspeople, wispy dolls from this distance, twist their gazes up, some lifting their hands as though in supplication.
         

         
         Stretching my magic, I forge a vine that lashes Jonas’s wrist to mine. We scramble a few paces back and sprint full-speed
            at the ledge. As we catapult off, the wind spirits gather around, flinging us forward like arrows speeding off a bow. Before
            we drop to the gilded city gates, the first flame falls, and the shining eyes of a kokulu sparkle as it jets past, maw spilling
            teeth that streak toward the people below, driving into their bodies with deadly precision.
         

         
         We land on the city walls as people start to run, screaming as they flood through narrow streets. A man dives into the safety of his home, a kokulu tooth protruding from his back, but within moments the stone walls are ablaze with violet flame, roaring like an inconsolable child. 

         
         As the flames fall and the kokulu descend into the streets, screaming their fury and delight, the last of Mummy’s words from
            that fateful night spark in my ears.
         

         
         Never forget—the kokulu are messengers, a sign of what’s to come. When the Spirits grow restless and evil rules the land, they rise to bring a message
               of death. If you ever meet one, Dèmi, your wisdom is in your survival.

         
         Run.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Break

         
         The sky is falling, balls of violet flame sparking as they slam into the ground, setting off an inferno that licks through
            the city streets. The townspeople scatter as the earth cracks and splits, falling away from their feet. The flames bathing
            the ground spit dark clouds that writhe into a shadowy veil, devouring the breezy night air.
         

         
         In front of me, a woman stands transfixed, a young child in her arms, watching the chaos with a rueful, dreamy smile.

         
         “Move!” I scream, leaping off the city wall. I knock her to the ground just as another kokulu dives, claws snatching at the
            place where she’d stood a moment ago. The little girl in her arms is wailing, but the woman’s gaze is blank, brown eyes fixed
            on the darkening sky. Now I see the glowing tooth embedded at the base of her throat, sparkling like an amethyst on a wealthy
            woman’s neck. I wrestle the girl away, jumping back as the woman goes up in a blaze.
         

         
         A shriek erupts behind me and I whirl, but Jonas is there, sword clashing with the elongated jaw of a kokulu. It jerks back,
            tail whipping at us, but there’s a flash of cerulean and Jonas’s short sword darts up, parrying the tail. The girl’s terrified
            cries grow louder, her pale face turning red with the effort. The kokulu rears its tail again, then as Jonas’s blade flies
            to meet it, it pirouettes, twisting around and stretching its cavernous mouth. As the blade meets bone, shooting off white
            sparks, the kokulu unhinges its jaw and spits hundreds of daggerlike teeth.
         

         
         “Dèmi!” Jonas shouts, but once more I’m ahead of him, already clutching the iron ring hanging from my neck, calling on the
            spirits.
         

         
         The wind spirits converge, knitting into a wall that gathers around us. The kokulu’s teeth ricochet off the wind wall, slamming into the stone outposts near the gate, kicking up a storm of dirt and rubble. A few slip through cracks, driving at us. The girl burrows against my chest, screaming. Rolling to my feet, I clutch her to my waist and yank my father’s ring off its chain. The ring radiates golden flame, twin to the fire now racing up my arm. As the teeth dart near, the ring transforms, stretching until it resembles a spear with a jagged edge on one side, as though it’s been split into two. I lash out with the spear in a wide arc, turning on my left heel, striking down the teeth coming my way. The iron screeches as it clashes with bone, but the teeth fly into the dirt, erupting into smaller orbs of violet flame. 

         
         “You didn’t mention demon teeth when you signed us up for this,” Jonas huffs as he cuts down the few spinning around him.

         
         I swipe at the sweat dripping down my face. “Thought it’d be better to see them yourself.”

         
         “I didn’t think you’d be lying. The town elders are fools.”

         
         “For what?” I turn, slapping away an errant tooth. “Struggling to believe the kokulu existed at all? Or using it as an excuse
            to revive Oluso raids?”
         

         
         He stabs the tooth with his short sword and it wriggles, dancing like a live thing. “It won’t work. The laws have changed,
            the raids won’t be coming back. Not if I have anything to say about it.”
         

         
         I clench my jaw, thinking of the hatred in the town elders’ eyes this morning, the way they talked to the walls—Olorun’s blood—even
            the dog that wandered into the chief’s rooms—anything to avoid acknowledging me even as they begged for aid. Oluso may not
            have been found in Lleyria for more than a century, but the fear is alive and well. It’s only worse now that Ekwensi has shown
            that Oluso can kill without losing our magic and sanity. It doesn’t matter how many times I argue that he might be a special
            case—an aberration that defies the original spirit bond to which Olorun bound all Oluso to. It sounds like excuses even to
            my ears. No doubt the Council is hoping I will die here. I smirk.
         

         
         Good thing Will warned us in advance.

         
         Jonas slips his sword back into the scabbard hanging from his back. “The Council won’t get away with this. Not this time.” He smiles grimly, his eyes creased with worry. 

         
         I turn my back to him, scanning for the kokulu that attacked us. Nothing. The teeth scattered around us lie dormant, the flames
            consuming them as bright as festival lights, mocking us with their jovial hue. Save for the woman’s still-burning body a few
            feet away, no one is in sight. Beyond us the city is ablaze, violet twisting with stone and timber like ivy growing over a
            wall. Screams echo from the distance, warring with deafening rumbles broken only by thunderous claps. But the street is quiet.
         

         
         Too quiet.

         
         The girl begins to sob again, her small hands clutching at my neck. She’s frail but with a dimpled face that still boasts
            baby fat—seven name days at most. I abandon my spear and it hovers, radiating golden light that cuts through the darkness.
            I stroke the girl’s dark hair, murmuring reassurances. She wails even harder, mumbling words that are hard to understand.
         

         
         “What is she saying?” I ask. We need to move, meet up with the guards that were supposed to be protecting this city. But we
            can’t leave this child, not with her guardian dead.
         

         
         The girl blubbers, spilling a chorus of words, but I shake my head. I’m a fast learner, but a year in Eingard has not been
            enough to pick up all the local dialects. At first it was a shock to realize that, although the Royal Council under Alistair
            Sorenson’s rule mandated everyone speak the standard dialect of Ceorn, Eingardians outside the capital had their own variations
            on the language. Then again, all that mattered to Jonas’s uncle was Eingardian blood. Destroying the languages of the rest
            of the Kingdom of Ifé was more important than ensuring everyone in his region spoke the right dialect of the “proper” tongue.
         

         
         “It’s all right. We won’t hurt you,” Jonas says, taking the girl from me. He rubs her back, whispering softly. “What hurts,
            little one?”
         

         
         The girl answers and he listens, the skin between his brows pulling tighter as she speaks. Then she scratches at the ill-fitting
            trousers covering her legs and he beckons me over.
         

         
         “Something bit her. When she and her cousin were running away.”

         
         I swallow and move closer, waving a hand slowly before pointing to the girl’s trousers. She flinches and clutches at Jonas, whispering in his ear. He places a hand on her shoulder and gives a small squeeze. 

         
         “I’m a healer. I won’t hurt you,” I say.

         
         Another tremor ripples through the buildings. The timber backing lashed to the city gates creaks in protest. The girl collapses.
            There’s a gash on her knee, creased, mottled, and bumpier than a cut should be, oozing dark liquid. I peer closer, and right
            then, the bump moves, making a squelching noise that sends a shudder down my spine. I call up my magic, green fire swirling
            at my fingertips. I need to examine the girl closer, confirm I’m not imagining things.
         

         
         “Wound’s infected,” I say.

         
         The tremors shift into a rhythm, the beat of a thousand footsteps marching in tandem. I scarcely have time to extinguish the
            flame in my hand when guards sporting iron breastplates and purple-and-yellow cloaks erupt from the mist, arrows nocked.
         

         
         A man’s voice rings out. “In the name of the king, I order you, identify yourselves!”

         
         “I am the king,” Jonas announces, stepping forward just as a guard spits, “Meascans. They’re behind this.”
         

         
         The guard swerves, training his arrow at my throat. “Hands where I can see them.”

         
         I stiffen at the insult, that familiar coil of rage spreading through my tightening muscles. This guard chose the wrong day.

         
         He steps closer, barking, “Hands where I can see—”

         
         Another voice drowns his. “Put that bow down. Now.”

         
         The guard snorts, but others move to obey, lowering their weapons, shuffling to the sides of the wide street like grass parting against an onslaught of wind. A woman stands in the center, a head taller than the rest, iron spikes threaded through the thick braid running down her scalp. The secondary braids on the side of her head are plaited into half suns, the beads hanging from them threading back to the middle braid to form rays. Her pauldrons are lion faces, mouths carved into a vicious snarl. The sun symbol on her breastplate announces her as Mina, the former leader of the capital wing of the Eingardian Army, and Jonas’s new head general. The three jagged streaks under her left eye, stark white against the richness of her brown skin, mark her as Oyo-born, from the northeast Lani tribe of warriors. 

         
         “I won’t repeat myself,” she says, yanking out the nzappa strapped to her belt. She tosses the curved ax from palm to palm
            and it gleams, catching the light coming off my spear. “What’s it to be? Your pride or your life?”
         

         
         Next to me, the little girl whimpers, folding as though she can make herself disappear.

         
         The guard eyes us. “You’re making a mistake, Captain,” he scoffs, barely sparing Mina a glance, let alone a respectful salute.
            “It may look like one of your people, but meascans are not known for showing mercy. Look what it did to the child.”
         

         
         I bristle and my spear responds, flying straight to me. Everything happens all at once. The guard releases his arrow, but
            the arrow halts midair, a thread of cerulean twining around it. Mina hurls her nzappa and it catches the guard’s bow, cleaving
            it in half. It spins back into her hand, but not before the smaller curved blade on the back licks his hand, leaving an angry
            gash. He drops with a howl. A few other guards cursing my dirty-blooded magic move to try their luck when Jonas steps in front
            of me, brandishing the insignia that’s been tucked under his collar. At the sight of the sun
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