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Dedication

To my sisters Rachel, Emma, and Mariah—I would face down any demon for you.

And to all those still healing from pain they cannot talk about: the journey isn’t easy, but it’s always worth it.
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A Note from the Author

Please note this book depicts issues of self-harm, fantasy violence, emotional and physical abuse, anxiety and panic attacks, grooming, and suicidal ideation. I have done my best to approach these topics with sensitivity, but if you feel this kind of content may be triggering, please be aware.
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So you’ve returned for another story about the boy and the girl. The princess and the refugee, the zawenji and the ulraji—yes, I know the next part of their tale. We will return to their story in due time, I promise.

But before that, allow me to take you back to a night that had nothing to do with either, but everything to do with a different young boy hearing his adopted mother scream for the very first time . . .

The first contraction had hit the sultana of Ziran in the middle of a council meeting, and the viziers had been so deep in their debate about allocating grain for the upcoming stormy season that no one noticed the queen’s distress until she was bent over the table, a blooming patch of water turning the bright scarlet of her gown bloodred.

By the second contraction, the palace midwives had the sultana secured in the birthing room. By the third, all seven of the High Priestesses had arrived at Ksar Alahari, sacred herbs and holy oils in hand to anoint the newest member of the royal family with blessings from the gods.

The fourth contraction was when the screaming began.

“Is having a baby supposed to sound like that?” whispered the queen’s elder daughter as another of her mother’s cries filled the air. As there was little an eight-year-old could do to aid the birthing process, Princess Hanane had been relegated to guarding the door, a task she took very seriously, and one that the soldiers actually protecting the birthing room allowed her to pretend she was doing. But now, several hours into the endeavor, her giddy excitement at the prospect of a new sibling had been overtaken by the harsh reality of what bringing a new life into the world actually entailed.

The princess shuddered as a series of low moans and frantic whispers slipped through the door. “She sounds like she’s dying.”

“That’s not what a dying person sounds like,” replied the princess’s companion. Farid, the queen’s ward who followed Hanane around like a second shadow, was prone to such ominous statements. He’d been this way since he’d arrived at Ksar Alahari almost a year prior, the sole survivor of the bandit attack that had massacred his diplomat parents, and even now he spoke in a soft voice almost devoid of emotion, eyes deeper and murkier than any ten-year-old’s should be.

Farid’s gaze shifted from Hanane’s worried face to the sky beyond the balcony. Thick black clouds laced with white streaks of lightning roiled across the horizon, unusual for this time of year. “I would know.”

Another scream rang through the air, and Hanane’s eyes grew wide. After several agonizing minutes, the door finally opened. But instead of her silver-haired mother and a squealing infant, there was only the king.

“Baba!” Hanane scurried over to her father with Farid, as always, close behind. “Is it done? Is my baby brother here?”

“Not yet,” sighed the king as he rubbed the bags lining his eyes. “And we don’t know the baby’s gender yet. You could have a sister.”

“It’s going to be a boy. I just know it,” she declared, and at the sight of his daughter’s childish bravado, the king laughed for the first time in days. However, the laugh died as the sultana’s screaming began anew. Hanane’s lip quivered, her eyes flitting between her father and the birthing-room door.

“T-They’re both going to be fine, right?” she asked. The spirits of all the babies who had not survived seemed to hang in the air between them. If this one did not live, that would make four siblings who had never made it past the womb. Only Farid knew the secret names Hanane had given each one, for the subject was too painful for her parents to acknowledge.

“Of course they are,” said the king, and he meant it, for what was left of his heart refused to consider otherwise. A bright flash of lightning rent the sky in two, followed by low peals of thunder that echoed like drumbeats. No doubt the acolytes at the Wind Temple were in an absolute panic trying to decipher what message Santrofie, He Born of Wind and patron deity of all Wind-Aligned, was trying to send.

The king glanced at the storm, muttered something too low for either child to hear, and lowered himself to the ground, ignoring the startled looks from the guards that he would do something so beneath his station. He opened his arms, and though they were nearing the age where such comfort seemed juvenile, both Farid and Hanane gratefully folded themselves within his embrace. “Your mother has faced far worse odds and survived. She is going to survive this too, and when she does, you’ll have a new baby to play with.”

Farid chimed in, “And even if you can’t play with the baby, you’ll always have me.”

Hanane smiled at the boy. “That’s true. I’ll always have you.”

A flutter of unease ran through the king at the way his ward brightened at those words, but he pushed it away. Farid had been more ghost than boy when he’d first come to Ksar Alahari, so withdrawn that one could be in the same room with him for hours and never know. The fact that Hanane had been able to pull him out of his shell was something to celebrate. And besides, wasn’t that what every parent wanted, to have their children be as close as these two were?

The king began to speak again, but he was cut off by the midwives frantically calling his name. He jumped to his feet and sprinted into the room, and all the princess saw before the door slammed shut was a flurry of movement, her mother’s sweat-slicked face, and several piles of bloodstained rags. Hanane began to shake, and when Farid reached out to comfort her, she shoved him away and clasped her hands together in prayer. She was Sun-Aligned, and so she prayed to her patron deity, Gyata the Lion, that her new sibling—ideally a brother—would be happy and whole and would always want to play with her, even when she did not feel like sharing her toys or sweets.

The priestesses had taught her that the gods rewarded those who gave offerings alongside their demands, and so she declared, “I’ll do anything you want, anything at all, if you just let them live.”

The last word was barely out of her mouth when the loudest peal of thunder yet tore through the alabaster walls around them. The princess opened her eyes, and that was when she saw it: for a single instant, less time than it took a butterfly to take flight or a dead man to breathe his last, every drop of rain hung suspended in the air like a thousand tiny pearls. Hanane yelled for Farid to look, but as soon as he did, the rain was splattering to the ground once more.

Years later, this evening would become just another hazy blur among the stream of the young princess’s childhood memories. But in that moment, she knew with a faith as strong as a mountain and as vast as the sea that she had spoken to the gods and they had spoken back—for not even a minute later, the unmistakable cry of an infant filled the palace, and all thoughts of promises and the deities who collected them left her mind as Hanane ran to go meet her sister.
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Malik

In the center of a shining palace of alabaster and silver, on a crested hill deep in the heart of a golden desert, there was a boy. And in the center of this boy, there was a tree.

Of all the trees in the grove, this one was the most magnificent, its leaves reaching the highest and the lemons hanging from its branches the brightest yellow. Neither the tree nor the grove it stood in were real, but that was of little concern to Malik. For years he’d been convinced that his mind was a broken, barren place filled with nothing but the scars of his childhood; if it was capable of creating something this warm and full of life, then perhaps there was a chance he was not as broken as he’d been led to believe he was.

Yes, the lemon grove was perfect. Or it might have been, were it not for the snake.

“Foolish, stupid boy,” the Faceless King roared in a voice formed of jagged skies and crashing waves, dark magic and darker obsession, as he thrashed against the binding that held him tight to the tree at the center of the grove. “You cannot keep me here forever.”

Malik shuddered as the depths of the obosom’s wrath radiated through the connection they shared. Long ago, the Faceless King had been worshipped throughout the Odjubai Desert as Ɔwɔ, the embodiment of the once-mighty Gonyama River. At the height of his power, he’d possessed the strength to drown empires and remake kingdoms.

Now he was here, stuck inside the mind of a simple human boy who barely understood what magic was, let alone how to use it. The indignity of the whole situation seemed to upset the spirit more than anything else.

The Faceless King twisted against his bindings once more, and the part of Malik’s mind that the spirit occupied pushed sharply against his consciousness. It felt like being ripped in two from the inside out, and Malik fell to his hands and knees as he bit back a scream. This wasn’t real. As soon as he woke, this would be over.

But Malik’s hold over his mind was at its weakest when he was asleep, which was why the Faceless King had chosen now to make another escape attempt. As another wave of pain racked through his core, Malik reminded himself of all he had to lose if the obosom got free. The spirit also known as Idir, beloved of the ancient queen Bahia Alahari, held a vendetta against Ziran that only destruction could quell. If even a sliver of the obosom’s immense power slipped through the binding, he would flatten the entire city and every person Malik loved without hesitation.

All this wrath in the name of a wrong that had occurred a thousand years before any of them had been born. A wrong that had only been committed in response to the tyranny of Malik’s own ancestors, the Ulraji Tel-Ra.

Malik did not regret trapping the spirit inside his mind—but Great Mother help him, it hurt.

“You dare compare yourself to the ulraji of old?” asked Idir, and even though Malik had been sharing his mind with the spirit for nearly five days now, he still flinched at the sensation of Idir reading his thoughts. “Your powers are a mere fraction of theirs, and even they at their strongest would not have been able to hold me captive for long.”

Another wave of the Faceless King’s power pressed against Malik’s skull, sharp as a scalding iron. Surely this should have been enough to wake him, but Malik remained locked in the struggle with no way to call for help. Would anyone looking at him see his body convulse with the strain of what was happening inside, or only his sleeping face? If Idir killed him and took over his body, would anyone even know?

“Trapping me in here was a clever trick, but you misjudged one thing,” hissed Idir. “Just as all that I am has been revealed to you, so too has all that you are been laid bare before me—I know each twist and turn of your thoughts, all the dark corners of your mind that even you cannot face.” Though Malik had bound the Faceless King in his emaciated human form, the obosom had retained the serpentine eyes of his true body, and it was those eyes that leered down at Malik with a hatred thousands of years deep. “And that is why I know you are not strong enough to keep me here forever.”

Familiar tendrils of panic wormed their way into Malik’s gut. What if Idir was right? After all, what was Malik’s paltry understanding of ulraji magic against a spirit who had been revered as a god? Even with his storyweaving, what was he but painfully and ridiculously human? He couldn’t do this, he never should have done this, he was only delaying the inevitable, he was—

No. No.

Malik knew that if he followed that spiraling thread of anxiety, it would lead to him begging for Idir’s mercy like a coward. That was what the old him would have done.

However, the old him had died the moment he had plunged a dagger into his own heart on the last day of Solstasia. And the new Malik might not have been a god, but he was far from powerless.

“I don’t have to be strong,” said Malik, and even though every inch of his body screamed in protest, he forced himself to his feet. The words of his grandmother’s old grounding mantra filled him, pushing back against the onslaught of pain and uncertainty.

Breathe. Stay present. Stay here.

Malik lifted his head to meet the Faceless King’s challenging gaze with one of his own.

“I just have to be stronger than you.”

If the spirit had been angry before, it was nothing compared to the surge of pure rage that Malik’s words brought forth. The entire lemon grove reverberated with the Faceless King’s indignation, and Malik tried to grab one of the trees as an anchor, only for his hands to blister from the heat of it. The ground turned to ash beneath his feet, and then Malik was falling deep into a recess of his mind from which there would be no escape. He pushed with all he had against the ever-growing void beneath him, but he still could not force his body to wake.

And then through the swirling chaos came a golden light—a single thread of nkra, the basic element from which all magic flowed. Though there was no way to know where it led, Malik grabbed on to it, for it was the only thing to grab on to. The warm scent of the earth after a spring rain flooded his senses.

Karina’s scent.

The thought had barely crossed Malik’s mind before he was falling again, away from the lemon grove and even the Faceless King, into a corner of his mind tucked away from all the rest.

The sensation stopped. Slowly Malik opened his eyes to a world filled with . . . green.

His surroundings were hazy in the way that places in dreams often were, but what stood out to Malik was the lush vegetation all around him, unlike anything that could be found in the Odjubai. The throaty calls of turacos and other birds, mixed with children’s laughter, rang through the air, and the few squat mudbrick dwellings Malik could see had been painted in swirling geometric patterns from no culture that he recognized. He had never been here before, and yet somehow, deep in the core of everything Malik understood about himself, he knew this place.

The source of the laughter quickly made itself apparent as two girls ran past him, their faces blurred like paint running together on an artist’s palette.

“Faster, Khenu! The elders will make us chop firewood if we’re late again!” yelled the taller of the two girls, who ran by Malik with no indication that she’d seen him.

“I’m coming!” cried the smaller one—Khenu, apparently—and the quick, bird-like nature of her movements reminded Malik of his younger sister, Nadia. Khenu made it halfway across the path before she tripped over a tree root and went sprawling into the mud. She immediately burst into tears, and the bigger girl doubled back to help her with an exaggerated sigh.

“What kind of ulraji cries over a little fall?” teased the taller girl as she pulled her friend onto her back. Malik’s eyes widened—this tiny child was an ulraji? This must be a memory of the past then, for only in ancient times could such information be shared so freely. But whose memory was this—the Faceless King’s?

Malik took a step toward them, then froze as the scent of rain filled his nose once more. A buzz of energy that had nothing to do with his magic coursed through his veins as he glanced over his shoulder to see Karina standing beside him.

Her eyes remained on the two girls walking into the jungle, allowing Malik a moment to simply take her in. She seemed unharmed after her frantic, storm-fueled escape from Ziran several days before, her amber eyes bright and alert, her cloud of silver coils hidden beneath a green scarf wrapped around her head. Only when the girls were gone did the princess look his way, and though this was nothing more than a dream, the buzzing energy in Malik thrummed higher as her eyes swept over his face, lingering a moment too long on his lips and forcing him to recall the last time they had been alone together.

Five days since they had stood on the roof of the Sun Temple and shared the kiss that had undone him completely.

Five days since he had attempted to kill her to save his younger sister.

Five days since Karina had vanished from Ziran in a rush of wind and lightning as her older sister rose from the grave.

Such a short span of time, and yet the world as they knew it had rewritten itself completely. There was so much Malik wanted to say, explanations and apologies all crowding for space on his tongue. He took a step toward the princess, and then another when she did not move away.

“Karina,” he began, and that was all he managed to say before her fist collided with his jaw.

“Malik? Malik!”

Malik’s eyes snapped open in an explosion of pain as someone touched his shoulder. All at once, the instincts he’d honed over years of surviving his father kicked in. The ink-black wraith tattoo that normally swirled around his bicep scurried down to his palm, where it morphed into a dagger with a black blade and golden hilt. Malik grabbed the assailant by the front of their shirt with his free hand and pressed the knife against their throat with the other. The person balked, unable to pull away.

“Malik, it’s just me! Put the spirit blade down!” they cried, and just as Malik realized it was his older sister, Leila, squirming in his grasp, he became aware of a second weapon pressed against the soft skin of his neck.

“Release her,” said the Sentinel, and the only thing louder than the rapid beating of Malik’s heart was the high-pitched keening in his ears from the warrior’s proximity. He immediately let Leila go, and the Mark sank back into his skin as he placed his head in his hands, struggling to breathe. Where was he? What was going on?

Breathe. Stay present. Stay here.

He wasn’t in the center of his mind fighting Idir for control over his own body or in a dream about Karina and the past. He wasn’t a child cowering in a corner and praying to the gods that his father wouldn’t find him, not this time.

He was in the infirmary of Ksar Alahari, where he’d been since the end of Solstasia. His sisters were safe. He was safe, though that might change if the Sentinel did not withdraw his weapon.

Leila took one look at Malik quivering in fright beneath the spear and snapped at the warrior, “Get that thing out of his face, you’re scaring him!”

Back in their hometown of Oboure, an Eshran speaking in such a way to a member of the Zirani elite forces would have warranted a beating at best, death at worst. But it was a testament to how drastically their status had risen that the Sentinel simply looked Malik over, nodded once, and then withdrew to his post in the corner of the room. Leila clicked her tongue and muttered under her breath, though Malik did not miss the way she kept her hands placed defensively between them.

“I am so, so sorry,” he choked out.

“Don’t apologize, I’m the one who startled you awake.” She uncurled her hands and wrapped her arms around herself. “It’s all right. I’m not hurt.”

But she could have been. That was why the Sentinel was here—not to protect Malik from the world, but to protect the world from Malik. He couldn’t even blame Farid and the council for wanting to be prepared in case Idir escaped, but that didn’t mean he enjoyed being under surveillance every moment of the day.

“Was it the Faceless King? Is he giving you trouble?” asked Leila. The Sentinel’s fingers, tightening around the shaft of his spear, was the only sign that he was listening at all. Malik noted the red-and-silver sash slung over the man’s chest; was that some sort of status symbol?

“A little bit—but I have him under control now!” Malik added at his older sister’s look of alarm. Just to be sure, he reached deep inside himself and pushed against the binding that separated him from Idir. It held, the pain from his dream gone.

Unlike Malik, Leila was not an ulraji, so she did not fully understand what had occurred when Malik let the spirit into his body. In the days since the end of Solstasia, he had often caught her looking at him as if she expected a demon to burst from beneath his skin and kill them all.

Which, given what had just occurred, was not as unlikely as Malik wished it was.

But they would not have to worry about the spirit breaking free for long, as today was the day Malik was to begin his formal ulraji training with Farid. Under the former palace steward’s tutelage, he would learn to control his powers and to fortify his mind so well that the Faceless King would never escape.

Malik’s eyes fell to Nadia, who slumbered peacefully on the bed beside him, completely unperturbed by what had just happened. Good—this was the first night since returning from her time as a hostage in the spirit world that she had been able to sleep at all. She let out a gentle breath as he tucked the blanket under her chin.

Everything Malik had done, everything he had sacrificed, had been for that breath. Any pain he had to live through was worth seeing it again.

“He won’t be able to hurt us anymore,” Malik vowed, and a tremor ran through his mind.

Believe that as you will, little ulraji, Idir hissed. Even the best-built wall has its weak points.

An overwhelming urge to dig his nails into the flesh of his arms took hold of Malik, an old habit born from years of having no outlet for the magic burning inside him.

But instead he snapped at the woven rubber bracelet around his left wrist, the one his friend Tunde had given him during Solstasia.

This was still his mind. He was still the strongest person here.

The discomfort must have shown on his face, for Leila gathered one of his hands with one of her own and used the other to touch the bruise purpling at the edge of his jaw. “Where did this come from?”

That was an excellent question. Malik wasn’t sure how to explain the strange dream he’d had of Karina without mentioning how close the Faceless King had come to escaping right before it.

He had no right to dream about Karina anyway, not when the last time they’d been alone together he’d shoved a dagger into her heart. And though he didn’t regret what he’d done, for Nadia’s life had been on the line—or so he’d thought—the guilt was clearly affecting him more than he’d realized if he was conjuring up dreams of the missing princess attacking him.

And Karina’s presence had felt so real too, as if he could have just reached out and touched her. Was there a chance that . . . no, what was he even thinking? His magic could create illusions, but no illusion could make a dream real.

“I bit my lip during the nightmare,” he said. That must be it. He’d accidentally hurt himself in his sleep, and his fatigued mind had interpreted it as Karina punching him. That was all this was, nothing more.

The more Malik tried to unravel the meaning of Karina, the little ulraji girl, and the strangely familiar location he’d seen, the more tangled his thoughts became. Though he knew he should try to rest as much as he could before Farid came to fetch him, he simply sat there with Leila’s hand wrapped around his own long after she had fallen asleep once more. The Faceless King’s presence was easier to bear when he was awake, and Malik let himself focus on his sisters’ breathing, the sharp scent of the herbs the healers had strung up through the infirmary to ward off the grim folk, the tickling sensation of the Mark scurrying across his back, anything except what his first day of ulraji training might entail.

It was in this exact position that Farid found Malik when he entered the infirmary just after sunrise.

“I didn’t expect you to be awake so soon,” said Malik’s new mentor. The man was dressed as impeccably as ever, his dark hair combed neatly to the side and every thread in place on his blue kaftan, showing no fatigue despite the turmoil he and all of Ziran had been through since Solstasia’s end. Farid didn’t even glance at the Sentinel as he came to the bed, and Malik wondered what it must be like to not grow up in constant fear of the warriors. “Did you sleep well?”

“Yes,” he lied. Leila bolted upright, her expression going from the soft confusion of sleep to hardened alertness the moment she laid eyes on Farid.

“Is today the day you finally stop treating him like a prisoner?” she demanded, and heat rushed to Malik’s face. He loved his sister with all he had, but he wished she wouldn’t be so sharp with someone who had been so generous to them.

“The man brought a girl back from the dead and staged a coup in the same day,” she’d hissed when Malik had first told her of his plan to become Farid’s apprentice. “We don’t know what he’s capable of.”

But they did not know what Malik was capable of either, which was exactly why he needed Farid’s training.

The older ulraji returned Leila’s frosty glare with a gentle smile. “Indeed it is. In fact, I’ve arranged new lodgings for all three of you, and I’m certain you’ll find them preferable to the infirmary. If all goes well today, we can have you settled by this evening.”

Malik could hardly believe it. Permanent rooms for him and his sisters here in the palace. It was more than they could have ever imagined—but wait.

“What do you mean by ‘if all goes well today’?” Malik forced himself to pull away from his sisters, wanting to appear strong and confident before his new teacher.

“I’ll explain all that in due time. Come with me—just you, for now. Your sisters can join later,” said Farid, and though Leila’s frown deepened, Malik quickly moved to do as he was told. The lack of sleep caught up with him, but he fought the wave of nerves and fatigue down as he hurried to match his teacher’s quick strides. “But first things first. You need to get changed, for you’ve been summoned by the princess.”
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Karina

Of all the backstabbing, silver-tongued, Great Mother-damned boys in the world, why did Karina have to dream about him?

“Look at that, the princess is finally awake,” teased Dedele as Karina stormed across the sand barge the next morning. The still-rising sun had only begun to peek over the horizon in brilliant waves of pink and blue, so Karina had not even slept in that late, but her companions moved about the ship with an alertness that suggested they’d been up for hours. Dedele was on the lower deck cataloging their supplies, and after retying the knots that held down their calabashes, the former Fire Champion nodded at the bruises on Karina’s left hand.

“Why do you look like you brawled a gorilla in your sleep?”

“Bad dream,” Karina grumbled. That alone was not all that strange, as she’d been having nothing but nightmares since escaping Ziran. As soon as she fell asleep, she was back on that platform, acrid smoke filling her lungs as she watched Farid—her own family—turn against her and defy the Ancient Laws to raise her sister from the grave. Then her eyes would lock with the false Hanane’s, and Karina would wake up with screams burning her throat, which was why she’d gotten barely half a night’s sleep combined over the past five days.

But last night’s dream had felt . . . different from the others. More real, like a memory she hadn’t realized she’d forgotten, even though she had not recognized those girls or that village. Karina had only known one person there, and just remembering that expression on Malik’s face, like he’d wanted to touch her, made her wish she had gotten more than one blow in.

“I saw Malik,” Karina blurted out, only to silently curse herself for mentioning him. Talking about the boy implied she cared about him, which she most certainly did not—not after he had left her for dead. Even his name felt wrong on her tongue, as he’d been going by Adil during Solstasia. Who knew if his name was even really Malik?

However, neither of Karina’s companions seemed as concerned about the dream as she was. Dedele simply let out a whistle as she tossed Karina a chewing stick. “Are you sure this was the kind of dream you should be discussing in front of a child?” she asked with a nod toward the third member of their small traveling party. Afua scoffed from where she sat cross-legged on the upper deck, purple light pooling from her palms into the worn wood of the barge.

“I’m not a child!” she protested, though the youthfulness of her voice betrayed otherwise. “I know all about kissing and those sorts of things!”

“It wasn’t that kind of dream!” Karina snapped. She gnawed on her chewing stick with more force than necessary so she would not have to explain further.

She could normally handle good-natured teasing—in fact, she was often the instigator of it—but then again, normally she was waking up in a palace with an army of servants at her beck and call, not on a tarp that smelled like what might happen if a pig carcass and a pile of vomit had a child. Normally she was not the most wanted fugitive in Sonande, and she did not have to check over her shoulder every second to see if any one of the dozens of threats that lurked the Odjubai Desert had come for her at last.

Malik was one of the people she had to thank for this new normal. Him, Farid, and every other traitor to the throne who had sent her running from her city—from her home—like a dog with its tail between its legs.

Karina absentmindedly grazed the thin line of puckered skin right over her heart. Though the wound Malik had given her had never brought physical pain, pulsing anger burned through her whenever she remembered how he had lured her onto the roof of the Sun Temple with an illusion of her dead sister all so he could kiss her with one breath and kill her with the next.

And Farid. Her guardian, her brother in all but blood, seeking her death as vengeance for a murder she hadn’t even remembered she’d caused. Even now, she could still feel the bite of the chains he had clapped around her wrists and the searing heat of the flames he had used to create that monster wearing her sister’s face. Karina’s chest constricted as she recalled the moment that everything she had known about the world had flipped onto its head when she’d seen her dead sister breathe once more.

All at once, a powerful gust of wind slammed into the barge, and the ship tipped sideways. The three girls went sailing across the deck.

“Karina!” barked Dedele as Afua dug her hands into the wood, her magic trying to force the ship to remain upright.

“Sorry, accident!” Karina yelled back. Gritting her teeth, she reached deep inside for the thread of nkra that connected her to the air and willed it to calm. It whipped around them several more times before pulling back. Dedele muttered thanks to her patron deity, Ɔsebɔ the Leopard, before whirling on Karina.

“If you don’t get those powers of yours under control, you’re going to summon every Sentinel in a hundred-mile radius,” she warned. “It’s too early in the year for sandstorms, so any abnormal weather pattern will be traced back to you. You shouldn’t even use your magic until we reach Arkwasi.”

“I am well aware of that,” Karina grumbled. It was easy enough for Dedele to tell her to stop using her magic when she wasn’t the one trying to tame a storm beneath her skin. One wrong thought, one unguarded emotion, and Karina could freeze them all to death or accidentally trap them in a lightning storm, just as she’d done to her own father and sister all those years ago.

“You should practice those breathing exercises I taught you,” suggested Afua, the slightest hint of fatigue in her voice from having had to expend so much magic so quickly. “The bedrock of all zawenji magic is emotional control, which starts with breathing.”

Years of music training had taught Karina how to breathe, beautifully in fact, but she wasn’t in a position to argue with Afua when the Life-Aligned girl was the only reason they hadn’t died yet. Karina walked dutifully to the other side of the ship, far enough away from the other two that they wouldn’t be knocked over by a stray gust if she lost focus, and settled into a meditation pose with her legs crossed and her hands folded in her lap. Whenever Afua meditated, she always began with a prayer to her patron deity, so Karina tried the same.

“I give praise to you, Santrofie, He Born of Wind, God of the Skies and All Born Under Your Protection. I give praise for the air that fills my lungs and for the wind that pushes lost sailors toward home. May I move through the world with the swiftness of a spring storm, and may your wisdom guide me through all the paths of life, from my first breath to my last.”

This was where the faith was supposed to wash over her, where Karina was supposed to feel so in tune with her magic and the god who allegedly gave it to her that she would finally understand why people believed in the patron deities enough to dedicate life and limb to them.

It never came. She opened her eyes with nothing but that old twinge of disappointment where her connection to the divine should have been.

The golden dunes of the Odjubai Desert rolled past her in waves as vast as any sea—well, what Karina imagined a sea might look like. Like all members of the Alahari family since Bahia, she had been trapped behind the magic Barrier that protected Ziran, so she had never actually seen the sea herself. The destruction of the Barrier was perhaps the only good thing that had come from having fled Ziran as she had. No one in a thousand years of her family, not even her famed mother, had gotten as far from the city as Karina had.

Unfortunately, it was hard to enjoy the taste of freedom when she had to spend it running for her life.

Karina ran her thumb across the thin line where the sky met the earth, all thought of meditating forgotten. Somewhere past that line, was Farid sending more soldiers to drag her back to Ziran kicking and screaming? Or had they been given orders to strike her down wherever they found her? Was he scheming right now alongside the monster he had created from Hanane’s corpse?

The wind stirred again as Karina tried to force down her memory of that creature’s birth. The dead were the dead were the dead, just as the Ancient Laws always said. The true Hanane had died ten years ago, no matter what Farid believed. That thing that had crawled out of the fire was no more Karina’s sister than Malik was Karina’s ally.

She needed an army, one strong enough to rival the forces Farid had at his disposal. And the only other nation in Sonande with might to rival Ziran’s was Arkwasi. That was what made these grueling days and hellish nights of travel worth it, the promise that at journey’s end she’d find aid from the paramount chief in Osodae, their capital, and from the Conserve, the secret community of zawenji that had taught Afua all she knew.

And once she had the power of the Arkwasian nation at her back, she’d be that much closer to taking back what was rightfully hers.

But there was no point fantasizing about commanding her army if she buried the sand barge beneath a storm before then, so Karina turned back to the breathing exercises with renewed vigor. However, on her third failed attempt, she gave up and instead chose to watch the desert roll by. This far north of Ziran, all she could see was sand, rocks, dirt, more sand, a corpse, sand—wait.

Karina rubbed her eyes. The shape of a person’s body remained, lacking the shimmering edge of a mirage.

“Dedele! Afua!” she called, her pulse quickening. “I think I see someone!”

In moments, the other girls were by Karina’s side. Dedele unclipped her spyglass from the belt at her waist and peered through it. “Ɔsebɔ’s spots, is that a dead body?”

Karina snatched the spyglass from Dedele and squinted through it herself. They were too far from it to make out any identifying details, but it was impossible to miss the way the body convulsed against the sand. “They’re still alive! We need to do something!”

Dedele stole her spyglass back with a scowl. “It could be a trap. A bandit pretending to be injured to lure in unsuspecting travelers and rob them.”

Karina knew that, and yet . . . the memory of her mother’s body falling to the ground flashed across her mind. “We have to at least check. Afua, hurry.”

The Life-Aligned zawenji dutifully changed course. The second the ship was secured, Karina scrambled down its side and ran over to the person, an elderly woman old enough to have been her grandmother. Dark purple bruises bloomed over her wrinkled umber skin, and the thick red lines in the sand trailing behind her suggested she had clawed her way hundreds of feet until she had been unable to move another inch.

“Can you hear me, atti?” Karina asked, using the Zirani endearment for grandmother as Afua pressed a goatskin of water against the woman’s lips. After a few scary moments of stillness, the woman began to drink from it greedily until she coughed and sputtered all over herself.

“M-m-my daughter,” the woman croaked out once the coughing finally subsided. “Please help me, they took my daughter!”

“Who took your daughter, atti? What happened to you?” asked Dedele.

“They came last night, they grabbed e-e-everyone. Those who fought, they killed. I pretended to be dead, so they left me behind.” The hands grasping the front of Karina’s dress were so weak a fly might have batted them away. “Oh, my daughter! My only daughter! They took her! She’s gone!”

The woman let out a howl like a wounded animal, and it was only Karina holding her up that stopped her from folding into her own despair. She did not specify who her assailants had been, but she did not have to; the horrors of the traffickers who roamed the Odjubai were well known. That this woman had survived one of their raids was either an act of luck or the gods, depending on what one believed.

As the woman continued her heaving sobs, Karina looked up at Dedele and Afua, her own anguish reflected on both their faces. “We need to do something.”

“Do what, exactly?” replied Dedele. “Hunt down the traffickers and ask them politely to give back her daughter? Best case scenario, we end up dead. Worst case scenario, they realize who you are and—” Dedele cut off with a wary eye toward the elderly woman, but she was too deep in her own sorrow to realize what had almost been said. It was only because of the thick emerald scarf tied tight around Karina’s silver hair that the woman hadn’t been able to recognize her on sight, but it was a flimsy disguise at best.

Karina saw the sense in Dedele’s argument. Both she and Afua had risked their lives to get Karina out of Ziran and were now risking them yet again to get her to Arkwasi. How could she put their sacrifices in jeopardy for a woman whose name she did not even know? Coming to her aid seemed even crueler than passing her by, for now they had given her hope only to wrench it away.

But it was more than compassion toward a stranger that kept Karina holding the woman close. Something Malik had said to her back in the necropolis underneath Ziran rang through her mind.

Do you not care about the hundreds of people who die crossing the desert each day or those lost to the unrest in Eshra?

His words filled her with as much shame now as they had then. For despite the fact that he was a traitor, that he had left her for dead, he’d been right. She hadn’t cared about the refugees or the fallen, simply because she had never had to care. She had lived her life ignorantly tucked away in her alabaster tower, the suffering of those beneath her as distant as the suffering of characters in folktales.

Even now she was protected from the worst of the fallout of Farid’s coup. When her people had needed her most, she had run. For all her magic and status, she had been completely and utterly powerless as the world had crumbled around her.

Just as she’d been the night she’d lost Baba and Hanane.

Just as she’d been the night she’d lost her mother.

Another breeze howled past their ears. How could she ever call herself a queen if she couldn’t even save one old woman?

“If the traffickers don’t come back to kill her, exposure surely will,” she said softly, and even Dedele looked stricken at the thought of the woman rotting away in the sand. “If we can get her to the nearest town, she might stand a chance.”

Karina regarded Dedele with the same steely gaze the Kestrel always used to use when she was facing down a particularly stubborn opponent.

Finally, the former Fire Champion let out a sigh.

“There’s a small village called Tiru about an hour’s ride from here,” she said reluctantly. “I doubt the news of your escape has reached them yet, so it should be safe. But after that, no more stops until we reach Arkwasi.”

Karina nodded along as she began to pull the old woman to her feet. Soon they would be back on the barge and the journey toward her revenge would begin anew.

But first, one small detour.
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Malik

You’ve been summoned by the princess, Farid had said, as if this were simply a visit to the fishmonger. As if this wasn’t the very same princess who a week ago had been nothing more than a pile of bones wrapped in a white funeral shroud.

Neither Malik nor his sisters had witnessed the resurrection, but it was all anyone had been talking about in the days since. The servants spoke of it even now as they prepared Malik for his meeting with her.

“I hear Mwale Farid keeps the princess locked away in the tallest tower, which can only be entered using a crystal key he wears on a chain around his neck,” whispered one attendant to another as they scrubbed Malik down in the hammam.

“There are horns hidden beneath her hair, and her ears are pointed like a goat’s,” swore another as they dressed Malik in a black kaftan embroidered with gold, taking care not to agitate his still-healing wounds. “If you look into her eyes for too long, she’ll steal your soul!”

It was the stuff of children’s stories and fireside tales, which was how Malik’s life had been feeling ever since he’d arrived in Ziran. But given that no one had actually seen Princess Hanane since the end of Solstasia, the rumors had taken on such life that the people might actually be disappointed if she did not have cloven feet or some other monstrous defect.

It was all Malik could do to keep one foot in front of the other as Farid led him deep into the heart of the palace. Due to the lingering threat of enemies from both within and without, Princess Hanane’s whereabouts were being kept a secret even to those who resided there, and so Malik walked with a blindfold around his eyes and only Farid to guide his way.

He quickly lost track of the twists and turns on this convoluted path to wherever they were going. The fact that the Sentinel from the infirmary had come with them did nothing to calm his nerves. Every one of the man’s echoing steps forced Malik to remember just how many of his people these warriors had slaughtered.

As if you couldn’t do the same to them if you wished.

“Be quiet!” Malik hissed under his breath, and Farid’s grip on his shoulder tightened.

“Is something the matter?”

“N-not at all!” Cursing himself internally for rising to the spirit’s bait, Malik snapped his rubber bracelet until a small welt formed on the inside of his wrist. Great Mother help him, he hadn’t even met the princess and he was falling apart.

The only good thing about the situation was that the grim folk, and by extension the wraiths, were nowhere to be found. He’d noticed it when he’d first come to the palace during Solstasia—something kept the creatures from crossing into Ksar Alahari. Malik made a mental note to ask Farid why as soon as they were done with whatever they were doing.

Left turn, right turn, then right again, then up a flight of stairs, another left turn until, finally, Farid ordered him to stop. Bile sloshed in Malik’s stomach as someone announced, “Adil Asfour, Life Champion of Solstasia, has arrived, Your Highness.”

Farid lifted the blindfold from Malik’s face and dim torchlight flooded his vision. A cavernous arena built of stone that must have been ancient even when the palace was built lay before him. An array of swords, spears, shields, and other weapons lined one wall, while most of the room was taken up by a flat pit, the stone around which had been gouged with marks no human hands could have made. The sharp scent of recently doused fire hung in the air.

But the real sight to behold was Princess Hanane. Karina’s elder sister sat on a raised platform overlooking the training hall, and pure terror froze Malik in place as she leveled her gaze on him with the weight of a ruler inspecting her newest conquest.

The rumors had been all wrong—there was no gray, rotting flesh here, no talons or claws where human hands should have been. The princess was beyond lovely, around Malik’s own age with skin that shone like obsidian. The sharp tilt of her eyes was the same as Karina’s, as was the soft curve of her jaw and the silver sheen of her hair. But the differences between them outweighed the similarities—where Karina had been full and soft, Hanane was willowy and thin. A smattering of constellation-like freckles dusted the bridge of her nose, and her silver hair cascaded down her back in rivers of locs instead of the free curls Karina wore. Even the soft pastel red of her gown was a far cry from the bold colors and patterns her younger sister preferred.

And she was barefoot. Somehow, this small detail disturbed Malik more than anything else—if a person rose from the dead, they should have some kind of mark to show for it, but all Malik saw was a girl who wore her royalty like a second skin.

The council was also present, seated in half circles on either side of Princess Hanane, but she and Malik might have been the only two people in the world from the way she stared at him. She lifted a single finger and bid him to come closer.

“So you’re the one who defeated the Faceless King.” The princess’s voice lacked the huskiness of her sister’s but possessed the same commanding air that dared a person to try to defy her. Malik wondered if the constant comparisons between them had ever bothered Karina, before he remembered he was not supposed to care.

Inside his mind, the Faceless King shifted in discomfort.

Get away from the lich. The farther the better.

For once they were in agreement, but for all his nerves, Malik was not stupid enough to turn away from royalty.

“I am, Your Highness,” he replied.

“Farid speaks most highly of you. You must be powerful indeed to keep such a creature contained.”

Malik decided it best not to mention just how close the spirit had gotten to escaping the night before. “I am honored to hear that, Your Highness.”

He did his best not to squirm as Princess Hanane’s gaze swept over him. “They tell me you make illusions?”

Malik nodded. “Anything I can envision, I can speak into existence.”

“Make something for me. Right now.”

He mulled over it for a few seconds before he remembered how much the late queen had loved plants—perhaps her daughter did too.

A buzzing warmth ran through Malik’s veins, not unlike the feeling of sitting before a fire after hours trapped in the cold. He could live a thousand lifetimes and never tire of this sensation—that moment when his words converted the invisible bonds of nkra all around him into pure magic.

“Which color flower do you like best? Red? Blue? Yellow with a pink center?” Hanane’s eyes brightened as the flower materialized in the air between them, its petals shifting from the deepest red to cerulean blue to a warm sunlight yellow. The thrill of having an audience warmed Malik, making him feel more confident. More in control.

“I’m not limited to inanimate objects either. I can re-create living creatures as well, like—”

“Make a gorilla!” Hanane ordered. Malik had been thinking more along the lines of, say, a kitten, but he fulfilled the princess’s request. She yelped in delight as the gorilla strolled up behind her and sniffed the back of her head, only for her smile to fall when her hand sank straight through the creature’s head. “Your illusions can’t be touched?”

Heat rushed to Malik’s face. “Not yet.”

Farid had moved from Malik’s side to the princess’s, and he now nodded at his new protégé. “It’s said the storyweavers of old could create illusions so intricate they could starve a person for weeks, and they’d die convinced they had been eating a feast,” he said. “In all my years of studying the mystic sciences, I have never heard of anyone retaining control of their body once a supernatural being had possessed it. You may not have mastered tangible illusions yet, but I’d guess it’s from a lack of proper tutelage rather than skill.”

The compliments were nice, truly, but none of that explained why they were gathered in some kind of fighting ring. More importantly, Malik couldn’t shake the feeling of dread that came from being around a member of the undead. Just the fact that Princess Hanane was sitting there felt like someone had decided fire was no longer hot or north was now south. There was a fundamental wrongness in the air, one that kept the hair on the back of Malik’s neck raised.

But Farid wasn’t perturbed. He gazed at the princess with nothing but softness, and Malik supposed that if his mentor was not worried about her presence, he shouldn’t be either.

“You’re probably wondering why I’ve called you here,” said Princess Hanane. “Today is the first Water Day of the new Water Era, and as is customary, a ceremony will be held at the corresponding temple for those under the Alignment of the current reigning deity. The duty of helping the High Priestess perform the ceremony usually belongs to the winner of Solstasia, but because the Water Champion Adetunde is still missing, the role falls to you as the runner-up.”

“Tunde is missing?” Malik blurted out. How much had he missed in those five days in the infirmary?

Grand Vizier Jeneba spoke for the first time since he’d arrived. “Adetunde has not been seen since the last day of Solstasia. We believe he may have left the city with Karina.”

The words should not have hit Malik as hard as they did. He’d already known that Tunde and Karina had shared a history before he’d ever arrived in Ziran. Tunde had loved her, and she must have felt some degree of affection back to have chosen him over Malik to win her hand in marriage.

Yet still the thought of the two running off together stung in a dark, ugly part of Malik that he hadn’t realized existed until that moment.

Thick lines of worry creased between Farid’s brows. “It is also possible that poor Adetunde was one of the many casualties of the storm Karina unleashed upon the city. But as long as his whereabouts remain unknown, you are the only one who can perform his duties, and we must make sure you are up to the task.”

Malik followed Farid’s gaze to the center of the pit, where the Sentinel who had come with them now stood shoulder to shoulder with two others. Understanding dawned on him. “This is a test.”

“That is correct,” replied Princess Hanane. “Today’s Cleansing Ceremony is the first meeting of the court since my . . . since I returned. Though I myself will not be attending, it is of the utmost importance that the people see that the palace is still in control. They most certainly will not feel that way if the Faceless King bursts out of your body.”

“But what about our training?” Malik asked Farid, hating how much panic slipped into his voice. “Isn’t that exactly what you were going to teach me how to avoid?”

“Control is the cornerstone of all magic training, Malik,” Farid said calmly. “Today’s test is a lesson in and of itself. Pass it, and your education continues. But if you fail . . .”

The implication was clear: if Malik showed any sign of losing control over the Faceless King, they would kill him. Every struggle he had overcome would mean nothing if he could not convince these people that he had complete control over the magic within him.

Something he hadn’t had even before he’d been sharing his body with a malevolent spirit.

The grand vizier chimed in, “The Faceless King is one of the most dangerous threats Ziran has ever known, which is why Bahia Alahari sealed him away in the first place. We must honor her wish to ensure this evil cannot plague our people once more.”

A sharp spike of anger surged through Malik’s gut. Honor her wish? roared Idir. How dare they speak of her wishes when they did not even know her! Only one of us was a monster, and it was not me—

Malik imagined slamming a lid down over the obosom somewhere dark and deep where he could not be seen or heard. The anger faded, but Malik could still feel it lurking beneath his skin. The terror must have shown on his face, for Farid strode over to him and placed his hands on his shoulders. “I’m sure you’re frightened but don’t forget that you have already bested the Faceless King once. I know you are strong enough to do it again.”

If Malik could not have faith in himself, he should at least have faith in Farid’s belief in him. Despite the fear curdling in his stomach, he nodded.

With one last encouraging squeeze to Malik’s shoulder, Farid led him into the pit before returning to stand with the rest of the spectators. Once he was in position, Princess Hanane explained, “When I give the order, you will be faced with a series of attacks from our Sentinels. Your task is to keep both your magic and the Faceless King restrained throughout.” She pointed toward the ceiling, where Malik noticed for the first time a half-dozen archers perched in the windows overlooking the hall, each with an arrow aimed straight for his heart. “If you show the slightest hint of losing control, my guards have orders to strike you dead. Do you understand?”

The ground wobbled beneath Malik’s feet, for even more frightening than what the princess was saying was everything she was not. Once he was dead, there was no way his sisters would be allowed to live, knowing what they knew. All three of their lives hinged on him succeeding.

“I understand,” he whispered, the words feeling as if they were coming from somewhere far beyond his body.

The princess nodded. “Then you may begin, Commander.”

The words were barely out of her mouth when the Sentinel with the red-and-silver sash charged toward Malik. He had only just registered that he had been in the presence of the commander of all Sentinels in Ziran when the first blow hit him in the side.

Pain tunneled through Malik’s body. He managed to dodge the next two blows but was too slow to avoid a kick to the back from the second Sentinel. He crashed into the stone steps at the edge of the pit, and there he lay as the world swam in and out of focus, his magic flaring alongside the pain.

Really, Malik? Four blows and you’re already down?

Malik let out a low moan in response. His magic burned at the back of his throat, ready to weave illusions that would subject these Sentinels to the very kinds of horrors he’d been forced to suffer his entire life.

But doing so would be a death sentence for him and his sisters. Malik folded the magic into itself until what had begun as a tsunami was nothing more than a thin stream. He had to hold it back, at least until this was over.

Malik had only just pushed himself to his feet when the commander barked something to the other two Sentinels. The subordinates fell back, and the commander leveled his gaze on Malik, his hand extended in front of him, palm upward. Bright orange sparks roared to life in the center of it, and they coalesced into a swirling fireball that he hurled straight for Malik’s head. Malik barely managed to dodge the flames, his mind whirling to process what he’d just seen.

The Sentinels could harness nkra, just like him and Karina. The elite warriors of Ziran had magic.

But there was no time to reflect on this revelation as plumes of fire appeared throughout the pit, leaving Malik no choice but to run lest he be burned alive. He managed to weave between the walls of fire, only to crash into something hard—a slab of rock that jutted out from what seconds before had been smooth ground.

As the commander rained fire from above, the second Sentinel rumbled the ground beneath Malik’s feet, making it impossible for him to find even footing. He hopped from fissure to fissure, twisting in and out of the plumes of fire. Through it all, he kept a tight hold on the binding in his head. It was all he could do to keep track of these threats when a jet of water crashed into his chest, courtesy of the third Sentinel.

Why are you putting up with this? whispered the Faceless King, his voice a sliver of calm compared to the nightmare raging around Malik. Let go. Fight.

The threads of magic that kept the obosom within him stretched as tight as they could go. Right now, there was no lemon grove to ground Malik and no thread on which to grab, just a swirling onslaught of earth, water, and fire with no end. The power to combat this was inches from his grasp. One illusion, and he could end this.

Malik’s magic surged, and in his mind’s eye, he saw the Faceless King tearing into the weakened binding, yes, that was it, so close, just a little more—

“No!” screamed Malik, and with the desperation of a cornered animal, he bit down on his arm. The metallic taste of blood exploded in his mouth, and with the pain came a sharp sense of clarity as he slammed back into control of his mind. Though the obosom howled with rage, Malik’s grasp on the binding held, even as blood poured down his arm. An image of his sisters’ faces flooded through his mind.

He could do this—for them, he could do this.

Time slowed into a swirl of fire and water and earth. Through it all, Malik kept his magic tamped down deep inside him. No thought filled his head except a steely determination that his sisters’ blood would not be on his hands, no matter how much of his own he had to spill.

And then, after what felt like an eternity but could not have been more than an hour, Princess Hanane called out, “Enough.”

The Sentinels snapped to attention like puppets pulled on strings. Their elements vanished, leaving a muddy battlefield behind. Malik fell to his hands and knees, quickly reaching inside himself to check the binding.

It had held. He had passed.

He flinched as the Sentinels hauled him back to the platform, where Princess Hanane regarded him with a new respect in her eyes.

“That was quite impressive. You clearly—”

All emotion drained from the princess’s face. She jumped to her feet and grabbed Malik’s injured arm, ignoring the way he recoiled. “This bracelet,” she said, her voice thick with an emotion he could not name. “Where did you get this?”

“It was Tunde’s. He gave it to me during Solstasia,” Malik replied.

The princess’s eyes grew hazy and unfocused, and she clutched at her chest with the hand that was not in a death grip around Malik’s wrist. “Tunde . . . the missing Champion, yes. Tunde, he . . . so familiar.”

A tremor passed through Princess Hanane’s body, and Malik almost thought he saw something moving behind her eyes when Farid placed a hand on her shoulder and pulled her back toward him.

“You need not concern yourself with Adetunde, Your Highness. It’s handled,” he said, and the tension seeped from the princess’s body. To Malik, he said, “You have performed admirably today. I could not have chosen a better apprentice for myself. The Sentinels will take you to the infirmary so you can collect your sisters, and from there you will be taken to your new quarters to wait until I fetch you for the ceremony.”

Farid’s tone was not unkind, but something in Malik bristled at being dismissed so quickly after what he had just been put through. He had proved that he could subdue an entire spirit under the most strenuous of circumstances—surely that was more than admirable.

But his mentor’s attention was on the princess now as he whispered soothing words into her ear, so there was nothing Malik could do but fall in step behind the Sentinels as they ushered him out of the room. He took one last look at Farid leading Hanane in the opposite direction, and the expression on the man’s face was so soft it made Malik’s heart ache.

No one had ever looked at him like that, as if his very presence made their world better.

He doubted anyone ever would.
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