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CHAPTER 1
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Arie

MY HANDS SAT CLENCHED in my lap. I didn’t play with the gold and pearl fabric of my dress, or tap my fingers on my throne, or even twitch an eyebrow. But underneath my skirts, my toes tapped a steady rhythm, counting down the seconds until dinner.

Normally, I adored holding court with my father. Learning to rule meant everything to me.

But not today.

Not for the last few months, actually.

We’d listened to the nobles list their complaints for nearly four hours now. My head buzzed with voices, like a swarm of locusts. The more people in the room, the louder they pulsed until the pressure was unbearable. 

At least if I kept still and avoided drawing attention to myself, it was more manageable. I sat as quiet as the serving girl concealed in the corner. But she wasn’t wearing the gold circlet of a princess woven through delicately braided hair. She didn’t have long, black curls falling on expensive gold-lace sleeves. Or a white pearl dress, designed to remind eligible men of a wedding gown. Lucky girl.

A white-haired Shah, lord of a small province in our kingdom, stood in the open space before my father and I. 

“King Mahdi,” Shirvan-Shah railed, in the middle of an outburst. “I didn’t want to bring this to your attention if I didn’t have to, but this dispute is over far more than my son and Marzban-Shah’s daughter.” Spittle flew from his mouth as he paced the marble floor between us and his rapt audience, who waited their turn. “It pains me to speak of such things, but I’m afraid I must...” He dropped to his knees before my father’s throne and bowed his head. 

I wanted to roll my eyes. 

“As I’m sure you’re aware, the Marzban family has Jinni-blood running through their veins...”

I leaned forward. 

Too late, I caught myself and sat back. 

No one noticed. All eyes were glued to Shirvan-Shah, who let the silence draw out, until it lay thick and expectant over the room. He cleared his throat and stage whispered, “I believe she may have a Jinni’s Gift.”

Horrified gasps and murmurs replaced the silence. The corners of his mouth twitched upward as he stood. I found myself hating him.

“That’s a strong accusation to make without proof,” my voice rang out. I couldn’t help myself. “What if she’s innocent?” I clutched the arms of my throne, leaning forward. “Are you willing to risk ruining a young girl’s life simply because she didn’t find your son a good match?” 

Every onlooker shifted their gaze from Shirvan-Shah to me. The hum in the room grew louder. I regretted my words immediately. 

“Arie,” my father scolded. It wasn’t my place to judge in these hearings. Not yet. My role was to learn and observe.

“Sorry, Baba.” I bowed my head, hating the disappointment in his tone. 

Whispers grew louder as I became the center of attention. My head throbbed. 

“Continue, Shah.” My father tipped his gold scepter toward Shirvan-Shah. 

As the focus shifted back to the older man, I sighed softly, resisting the urge to sag back against my throne. Imitating the serving girl once more, I sat stiff and upright, barely breathing. 

The Shah eyed me before easing back into his speech. “The princess makes a fair point.” He dipped his head toward me, tenting his bony fingers. “However, I fear Marzban-Shah’s daughter’s Gift is evident. There’s rumor of her sheets turning to iron, as well as her bathtub, and other common household items.”

This time I guarded against any reaction. When those around me gasped, I chastised myself, Don’t be too still either.

“What kind of Gifting is this?” my father muttered.

“I’d never heard of its likeness, Your Highness,” Shirvan-Shah stepped closer, though he didn’t lower his voice in the slightest. “There are too many different Jinni’s Gifts to keep track of. I thought perhaps it was like Aaran-Shah’s Gift, where he knows what to plant and helps the seedlings grow. Or Yazdan-Shah’s son who can turn commonplace items into gold. But it seems that, as usual, this woman’s Gift is dangerous.”

Why do they see danger in women while men are trusted? I pushed down the urge to question him, but it was difficult. Her Gift seems harmless. Especially when compared to other Jinni’s Gifts I’d heard of growing up—the ability to travel across kingdoms in a heartbeat, shape-shifting, swimming in the depths with the Mere-folk, soul-stealing... That last one may have been more of a child’s bedtime story than truth, but I’d never been entirely certain. How can we know anything about the Jinn when even the entrance to their land is a secret? 

“Thank you for bringing it to my attention,” my father said with a sigh. The laws regarding Gifted women had been passed before I was born. While the stories differed on how the decision came to be, the verdict was clear: Gifted women were dangerous. They must go to trial and be closely examined. If they failed the trial, their Gift was to be severed. 

I’d been too young to witness the last Severance, but my blood ran cold as my father added, “She will be dealt with immediately.”

Dealt with.

I clenched my teeth to keep a flood of words from escaping.

A neighboring prince’s Gift had surfaced just two months ago. Of course, his Gift had been deemed safe. But it’d been years since anyone had discovered a Gifted woman. 

My father turned to the cleric. “Schedule a hearing. And arrange a search party to see if anyone can find a Jinni. We’ll likely need a Severance.” The cleric scratched notes on his parchment.

The blood drained from my face. The hum in the room grew louder. Another Shah stood to go next, but I stopped listening. My heart pounded as I waited for the worst of it to manifest. Bracing myself, I still felt completely unprepared when it happened. 

The princess looks like she’s about to faint. 

It was someone else’s thought forming in my mind—the tone of it high and shrill. Though I’d doubted the sensation when the episodes had first begun, certain I was losing my mind, it was undoubtedly a thought. Now, I could usually distinguish which thoughts belonged to me versus those around me. 

I tried to ignore the stranger in my head. But as one of my ladies-in-waiting, Havah, stepped forward to offer me a cup of cool water, her thoughts intruded as well. 

She looks horrible. 

It took everything in me not to wince as I accepted the cup. As I thought about the ruling, it was hard to swallow. 

I didn’t know the full details of a Severance. But the Gifted woman’s fate was certain: death. 

Whether a day, a week, or even a month or two after the fact, she wouldn’t live long. They always said it was an accident. The women hung themselves, or slipped in the bath, or fell from their horse... But I knew better. Someone killed them. What a horrible punishment for an innocent girl who couldn’t help herself. I hated that I had to keep silent. But if I didn’t... 

If my kingdom—if my own father ever learned of my Jinni’s Gift, would he do that to me?

***
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WHEN THE BELL TOLLED in the keep across the castle, my father dismissed everyone to get ready for dinner. “We’ll resume with Yik-Shah in two day’s time.” 

I stood a split second after he did, rushing toward the back door to avoid the crowds as I all but fled the throne room, trailed by my ladies-in-waiting. I led the way up the curving staircase, down a long hallway, and entered my rooms. 

My sitting room at the entrance held a dozen comfortable chairs and a table, meant for entertaining guests without allowing them the intimacy of my bedroom, though there was a small bed hidden along the wall where my ladies-in-waiting took turns staying the night in case I required anything.

“I’ll call if I have need.” I dismissed them, entering my personal rooms. Locking the door, I crossed to my bathing room and stared into the floor length mirror.

Havah was right. My warm, golden skin was pale; a sharp contrast to the soft black hair that flowed loosely over my shoulders. I touched my lips, still a vivid red, and the paint came away. Dipping a clean towel in fresh water, I scrubbed until my face was clean. Water dripped on my elegant dress, but I didn’t care. As I set down the towel, my hand shook. 

A knock sounded. 

With a sigh, I moved to open the door. “Time to get you ready for dinner, Arie-zada,” Havah called me by my childhood nickname, a shortened version of my formal title, Shazada. She stepped through the door, to stand beside it. You go through so many dresses.

I turned to hide my reaction as I waved her in, moving to the balcony for some fresh air. 

“Sirjan-Shah paid you so many compliments during the last courtship tour, I could hardly keep up,” Havah said. 

I stared at the sea, eyes searching for a glimpse of one of the Mere out of years of habit, though I’d yet to see one. Waves crashed against the cliffs below, and I struggled to tune out Havah’s thoughts as I replied, “His compliments were shallow.” I knew, because his flattery was interlaced with thoughts of my treasure and how he could best get his hands on it.

Or maybe you’re shallow, Havah’s thoughts washed over me like a bitter rain. 

I winced. 

She ignores them all. I couldn’t tune her out, no matter how hard I tried. I’d give anything for attention like that.

When I glanced back to where she sifted through my closet for a suitable evening style, she only smiled. If not for the way my Gift had manifested over the last six months, I’d never have guessed her thoughts. 

What did she have to be jealous of? Her bronze skin was smoother than mine, her lips fuller. Her brown eyes more slanted and her hand more talented at lining them with coal. Her hair shone just as dark and long as my own. We could be sisters, but for my tiara and the quality of my clothes.

“What about Tahran-Shah?” she asked, pulling out a red, sleeveless dress that would cling to me. She helped me remove the white pearl gown. “He’s very handsome and his—”

“Is there anyone who interests you, Havah?” I interrupted, stepping into the red dress. 

“No one, Arie-zada.” She used the term of endearment almost like a weapon. Making me like her. Want her by my side. Except now that I knew the truth, I couldn’t hear it the same way. 

I allowed her to lace the dress tight, so it wouldn’t slip, though I secretly drew deep breaths until she finished. No sense in being miserable during dinner.

Havah held out the top piece to finish off my dress. I slipped my arms into the gold lace sleeves. It settled delicately over my collarbone and shoulders, making the ensemble appear modest, though it didn’t even reach the dress. Havah buttoned it in the back.

How could any man want a mere servant when they’re in your presence?

I swallowed a sigh. The constant invasion of thoughts was exhausting. Even if people weren’t thinking of me, there was always an ominous, low hum in my mind. The hum would swell into a buzz and threaten to form. It made me so tired, I could hardly think. 

I swayed on my feet.

She wants to be crowned heir apparent on her 18th birthday, yet she can’t make it through a full day of court. 

“Just stop.”

Havah froze. 

Hands outstretched, with a hair pin still in her mouth, she met my gaze, confusion written across her face.

Not again. I cursed myself inwardly for yet another slip. I couldn’t seem to control my tongue. 

“Stop... worrying over the men in my life, my friend.” I smiled to take the edge off my words. “I know you want the best for me.”

“Ah...yes, Arie-zada. Of course. As you wish...” Only a tiny crease between Havah’s brows gave her feelings away as she pinned my thick curls up, to better offset the enormous gold earrings dangling from my ears. As I turned to stand before the mirror, they tickled my shoulders. 

Just as I’d begun to relax, Havah returned to her previous train of thought, How can she rule Hodafez, if she can’t even stomach a Severance?

I ground my teeth. For the love of Jinn, can’t you think about anything else for two seconds? I wanted to scream the words, but I managed to stay silent for once, until she was done. 

So beautiful, she thought, stepping back, and this time the tone was a bit kinder. More admiration, less contempt.

“Thank you,” I murmured into the silence.

She paused once more.

My eyes widened. I forced myself to breathe. Lifting my chin, I stared at myself in the mirror, patting my hair. “Ah... it looks lovely.” 

It was enough. 

“You always look lovely,” Havah replied, moving to store the leftover hair pins. 

I slowly let out my breath. 

Each time I slipped up, I feared the worst. 

I reached out to grasp Havah’s hands, searching her smooth face for a friend, wanting—needing—to know I wasn’t alone. “I’m sorry I snapped earlier. It’s just... it’s impossible to know if a suitor is truly interested in me...” 

I stopped, unable to put into words the real problem: I knew exactly what they were interested in. My wealth. My throne. Even my people, occasionally. But never me. 

Havah’s face softened. Her hands squeezed mine back. “How could anyone not love you? You only need to let your guard down long enough for a nice young man to get to know you. Now come, it’s time for dinner.”

I let her lead me through the front room where my other ladies stood waiting, out into the carpeted hallway that softened our footsteps, and downstairs toward the dining hall. The hall that held an entire room filled with people eager to prove Havah false and bring my worst nightmares to life. 

She was wrong. No one could know me, or the truth. If they knew the truth, they wouldn’t love me. They’d want to kill me. 
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CHAPTER 2
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Arie

AFTER DINNER, I ENDURED a few more hours in the Great Hall, pretending to listen to the storyteller and musicians, before claiming a headache and retiring early. 

I paced across my bedroom, stopping at my balcony to gaze out at the black depths of the sea and the way the moonlight lit a path across the waves. It made me want to jump out onto the water, follow the path wherever it led, and never return.

When it felt as if hours had passed, I picked up my candle and cracked open the door between my bedchamber and the outer room. Tonight, it was Farideh who slept there, ready to come to my aid. Fortunately, she was a heavy sleeper. 

I tiptoed through the room into the dark, silent hallway on slippered feet. My candle flickered as I crept down the stairs and slipped inside the castle library. 

Passing dozens of bookshelves that stretched twice my height, I pushed through velvet curtains that led to a little room at the back. It was pitch-black without the moonlight coming through the windows. The smell of books and dust grew stronger, tickling my nose. But the room was empty besides the books and work tables, which was all that mattered. My reading material over the last few weeks had to be kept secret at all costs. 

Glass boxes guarded the ancient books. One thick volume rested against the back wall, old and worn, that no one was allowed to read, but was too full of information to burn. 

I set my candle on the table. It lit up the small pocket of space surrounding myself and the book. The enormous volume was turned to the title page: 

The Land of Jinn

Lifting the heavy glass lid, I set it aside before leafing through the pages, one at a time. I’d found the book only a few nights prior, after searching the library for a book from Jinn for months, with no success. Each night I could get away, I came here to read a bit more—always making sure to turn it back to the title page and replace the glass before slipping out.

The pages in the first section, Laws and Lists, were dense: this land had been merged with that land, and this law passed underneath a similar law, and so forth. I’d gleaned very little from it beyond the first sentence, which declared, “Each individual Jinni must honor the code of Jinn or risk banishment.” I held back a sneeze as I flipped past that section. 

Next was Spells and Secrets, written in a language I didn’t recognize. The last few nights I’d studied them anyway. The pictures on each page shimmered as if they might come to life at my signal, but what that signal might be, I couldn’t guess. 

On one page, a clock, on the next, a sundial. A tea kettle. A candle. Seemingly random objects. But tonight, I noticed a pattern in the spells that I hadn’t seen before: each object told time. Whether obvious, like the pocketwatch, or through items that didn’t seem designed to mark time at all: a tea kettle which would boil after a certain number of minutes passed. A candle that might last for hours, but would eventually burn out. 

Interesting, but meaningless, as far as I could tell. I didn’t know how I could use the spells if I couldn’t even read them; I made note of it and moved on.

After the last page of spells, I discovered a third section: History and Households. 

I snatched my candle, bringing it closer and leaning in to read. My eyes caught on the page where my fingers fell. There was handwriting in the margins. 

I bit my lip. It looked like—could it be my mother’s? I recognized her handwriting. The style was utterly unique; the way her letters curved and her script flowed—if indeed it was hers—reminded me of a never-ending ribbon. 

I squinted at the words. The humans believe the race of Jinn to be nearly extinct. I followed the swirled script to the next line and stopped. They fear us.

Us?

It couldn’t be. I stepped back, glancing over my shoulder as if someone else might see the offensive words. I’d assumed after my Gift formed that somewhere in my family’s lineage there was Jinni blood, but not... 

Was my mother... did she mean that she’d been Gifted like me? Or what if—no. It’s not possible, I repeated to myself, but it didn’t feel very convincing. Had my mother been a full-blooded Jinni? 

I flipped through the book, barely remembering to be gentle with the worn parchment, searching for another note in the margins. 

The pages upon pages of history ended and genealogies began. Households. They listed family trees in tiny print, starting with two names and expanding into hundreds, crammed onto the page like ants swarming a crumb. 

I almost missed it. 

There, at the very bottom of one of the family trees, directly under two full-blooded Jinni’s names, another descendant’s name was scribbled in... 

My mother’s.
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CHAPTER 3
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Arie

WHEN I STRODE INTO the grand hall the next morning, I was in no mood to greet anyone. I had my ladies-in-waiting surround me instead of hanging back, creating a natural buffer and giving me a reprieve from inane conversation. 

After last night’s revelation, I’d flung the book back to the title page, dropped the heavy glass overtop, and raced back to my quarters in a panic. My mother was from Jinn. A full-blooded Jinni. Which made me only half-human and half—I couldn’t even finish the thought. What were the implications of this? My father had to have known. Or did he? He would’ve told me, would’ve wanted to prepare me, if he’d known himself. Right? And what about the court? If they knew—if even one person knew—they’d almost certainly be watching me in secret. Waiting for me to reveal a latent Gift. If I hadn’t accidentally already done so. I’d lain awake the entire night trying not to think about it. And now I felt like walking death.

I didn’t notice the servant approaching until he spoke. “Your father requests your presence in the throne room,” he said, bowing. I nodded, moving past him toward the high table for breakfast. “He said it’s urgent,” the young man added before I could sit. 

I paused, letting go of my skirts. “What could possibly be so important that it can’t wait until I’ve had a hot meal?” I ignored his thoughts about my deep blue dress and the strip of skin it revealed at the smallest part of my waist. Lifting my hands, I let the dozens of silver bracelets clink together noisily to catch his attention. 

He cleared his throat, clasping his hands together as he bowed again. “I believe it’s because we have a guest. King Amir of Sagh.” 

I dismissed him, and the servant hurried away. Heading toward the throne room and leaving my ladies-in-waiting behind, I barely noticed the people I passed. Why was the neighboring king here?

Though King Amir was as old as my father and his dark hair beginning to gray, his face was more youthful with thick black brows, few wrinkles, and a long nose that made him look regal. He was wealthy enough to bribe anyone he pleased, which he often did. The king of Sagh should be likeable. Yet, no matter how nice he seemed, I often left his presence feeling oddly uncomfortable.

Because Amir had a Jinni’s Gift. 

Leaving behind the grand tables where courtiers feasted and a storyteller entertained them, I followed the long hall to the throne room, but paused outside. I took a deep fortifying breath before pushing through the heavy door. 

The throne room felt larger without the crowds. Quiet. As the door closed, the wave of thoughts died down like the tide going out until there was only the softest whisper. They grew stronger as I approached the small room at the back, where I spied two people through the open door. 

My father stood by the enormous work table in the back. Papers were strewn across the stained wood, lit by sunbeams. Usually I’d find him muttering to himself as he sorted through them, forehead wrinkled. Today, he stood by, letting King Amir review Hodafez’s materials and goods for himself. I frowned at the audacity. Standing in the shadows of the pillars, I couldn’t seem to will my feet forward. Maybe I could hide in my rooms and claim to be ill.

“Your kingdom is so small,” Amir tutted as he leafed through the papers. “And the castle too. If my fortress were this size, it’d be indefensible.” My father didn’t say a word. Odd. “You’re fortunate, you know,” Amir continued, rounding the table. “The way Hodafez rests on a cliff, surrounded by mountains or sea on all sides; it’s impregnable. Otherwise, I’d have taken it by force years ago. You’ll forget I said that, of course.”

“Of course,” my father finally spoke.

And that—his immediate agreement and the fact that he truly meant it—that was the reason I hesitated to enter. Amir’s Gift was powerful.

The memory of his voice the first day I’d met him still gave me shivers. “Give me the bracelet, Arie,” he’d murmured in that deadly monotone. 

As a six-year-old, the thought of losing my jeweled bracelet had made my eyes well up with tears. But as I’d begun to wail, he’d whispered, “Hush.”

And I had.

Even as a child, I’d fought the compulsion to obey, but in the end, he’d left the castle with my jewels and the command not to tell anyone. It’d taken me years to break free of that order. 

What he’d done was forbidden. It broke the Jinni code. But I had no proof; it was a woman’s word against a king’s. 

His Gift might be weak compared to a full-blooded Jinni, but I stared at him now the way I would eye a cobra. He was deadly. Unpredictable. 

Though my father and Amir were around the same age, my father’s hair had turned white instead of gray, and he had permanent laugh lines around the corners of his eyes. I expected them to notice and greet me, but if my father saw me, he didn’t say a word, and Amir ignored me as well. 

“You called for me, Baba?” I forced myself to walk up to them. My footsteps echoed in the quiet room.

“Arie.” My father held his arms out to me, but tucked them absently back into his belt before I reached him. 

“Hello, princess. We’ve been waiting for you. Your father has news. You’ll be very excited.” Amir’s deep syrupy voice flowed over me, and I found myself feeling oddly eager. My father just smiled. 

“Oh that’s right, it was our little secret,” Amir clapped a hand on my father’s shoulder, smirking. “You may speak of it now. I’m sure your daughter would like to hear the news from you.”

“Yes, yes,” my father said, coming to life. “I have good news for you, Arie.”

“That’s what Amir tells me,” I replied, wary. Amir scowled at the way I left off his title. He always was a stickler for formalities, despite the fact that we were both royals. 

“Mmm, yes.” My father smiled at my forehead instead of my eyes. “We have finally found you a husband!” 

I blinked. First at ‘finally,’ and then at ‘husband,’ but he wasn’t done. “You are to be married within the week. A wedding! If your mother was still alive, she’d be so happy.” And indeed, he had actual tears of joy in his eyes as he finished.

Amir and my father studied my face for a reaction, but I felt nothing. This was ridiculous. “Married to whom?”

“To myself, of course,” King Amir said, stepping forward to take my hand. His fingers felt cold. “When I knelt down on one knee, you were in shock, but you’ve come to admire me and look forward to our marriage. I can see you’re very pleased.” 

Though not one word was true, I responded to his influence, smiling back at him. 

“I remember.” A small voice in the back of my mind yelled that it’d never happened, even though I saw the mental image of Amir on one knee, holding a ring. I glanced down at my bare finger, feeling confused and thrilled with my engagement all at once. My father hugged me and repeated his excitement. Amir simply smiled and nodded. 

“I’m sure we will make each other truly happy,” he said, as he bent over my hand and kissed it. Only his thoughts jarred me back to reality. Your kingdom will finally be mine. 

I froze. Amir had turned back to the papers on the table and missed my reaction. 

He couldn’t know I’d heard him. I might wonder what my father’s reaction would be to my Gift, but if Amir ever found out, I knew exactly what he would do. 

“Another Gifted woman? Shameful,” Amir said as he slapped a paper onto the table. My muscles tensed, certain he’d heard my thoughts, even though that was my Gift, not his. He shook his head, gesturing toward the paper. “I’ve half a mind to just hang her.” My heart stopped. But he meant the girl from yesterday—the one who could turn things to metal. 

The way Amir’s face twisted in disgust before he moved on reminded me of a day, years ago, in the Court of Kings. When the idea of a Severance had shifted from a rarity so uncommon that a famine was more likely, to a frequent custom that was widely accepted. 

Amir’s hair had been dark then, his form more muscled, but he’d been just as convincing. He’d stood in the middle court, among reigning kings seated around him, and a wider audience of royal families and nobility in the surrounding balconies. “A Gifted woman is dangerous. You’ve all seen the results.” 

Back then my mind hadn’t enough strength to fight his influence, and I’d nodded along with everyone else. We’d just witnessed the aftermath of another Gifted woman—a kingdom burned to a crisp. Or so I’d believed. Now, I wondered if it’d been set up to convince the kingdoms to remove women with Gifts once and for all.

A few of the kings had resisted Amir’s sway. “She deserves a fair trial, just like a Gifted man,” one had said.

But others aligned with Amir. “Women can’t handle this kind of power. They’re too emotional. I vote we sever all their Gifts.”

“Agreed,” said another. “The toll on them is too much, it would be better if they were allowed to live a normal life.”

Arguments rose and fell, but in the end, Amir had shrugged. “We will give women a sound and reasonable trial. But we all know how it will end.”

The woman had hung herself.

I shivered at the memory, strategizing the best way to resist Amir without revealing my Gift. But my silence stretched too long. Amir glanced over his shoulder. “You are happy, are you not?”

Forcing myself to give in to the waves of influence washing over me, I beamed up at him. “I’m delighted to marry you. When will our wedding take place?” Clenching my fists within the folds of my skirts, I tried not to fidget.

My father hadn’t said a word. He stood, gazing at nothing, as Amir set down the paper and held out his hands. “Come.” I swallowed and obeyed, keeping my smile pasted on. When he gripped my fingers, I focused all my energy on not pulling them away. “We’ll be married in a fortnight on Summer’s Eve,” Amir said. “The feast and entertainment will make the perfect wedding celebration, don’t you think? Best of all, the entire kingdom has already been invited and everyone nearby will be encouraged to attend. Your father has already given it his blessing.”

I blinked at that. The Summer’s Eve feast was less than two weeks away. Amir mistook my silence for the same blank reaction as my father. He cupped my cheek with his hand. “You will be a beautiful bride.” I let my face light up the way he expected it to, and he turned away. “You’re dismissed.”

How dare he dismiss me in my own home? My blood boiled as I glared at his back. I almost forgot to obey, but forced my feet to move toward the door, touching my father’s arm as I passed. “Baba,” my voice came out too bright. “Could we have a private moment to celebrate? Maybe we could have some champagne?”

“I’m not sure we should celebrate just yet, Arie-zada.” My father patted my arm. His face was slack and his words came out slow, as if he had to mull over each one individually. “It’s still a secret.”

“Oh, it’s not a secret anymore,” Amir replied, not even glancing up as he picked up another paper. “That sounds delicious. Go pour three glasses. I’ll join you in a moment.”

At the command underneath Amir’s voice, my father turned to obey, and I followed, hurrying to shut the large oak doors behind us. My father pulled out the champagne and began to pour the drinks.

“Baba.” I took his hands and squeezed, searching for some sign that he was present, that the distance from Amir gave him his mind back. “You know I can’t marry him.” My whisper was urgent, desperate. “Please tell me you’ll stop this!” I was only 17. That might be old enough to get married. But it was far too young to marry someone as old as Amir. My father had always agreed with me before.

“Mmmhmm, King Amir thought you might be uncertain, but he knows you’ll come around.” Baba patted my hand before he pulled free and turned back to pouring. 

This wasn’t him. I stepped back with tears in my eyes. It’s not his fault, I told myself as I hurried toward the side door. I needed to escape before Amir arrived. 

Walking down the hall, I kicked through a door when no one was looking, letting it crash into the wall behind me as I strode on, blinking back tears of frustration. I didn’t know what to do. No one else saw past Amir’s manipulation. I was alone.
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CHAPTER 4
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Arie

WHEN I REACHED MY room, I dismissed Havah the moment she finished drawing my bath. I sank into the soothing heat with a sigh. But the peace was short lived.

Havah returned before I’d had a minute to myself. “Your father expects you to sit beside King Amir at dinner tonight,” she told me, laying out my towel. “He said you’ll be announcing your engagement—a thousand blessings on your wedding, I didn’t know! Which dress should I set out for the evening?” 

“I didn’t know either,” I told the ceiling, not wanting to see the misplaced jealousy on her face any more than I wanted to hear it. “Pick whatever looks good. I’d like a few moments alone, please.”

She left in a huff, but as soon as she closed the door I felt relief from her thoughts. The walls muted them as they would a voice, and for that at least, I could be grateful. I needed to think of a plan.

Our little kingdom was small, but it wasn’t defenseless. If Amir decided to threaten us, maybe we could fight. We had the sea on one side and the benefit of height on the other. There was only one winding road up to our little fortress and it was well-protected. 

Staring into the bubbles, I smacked the water. It didn’t sound like Amir planned to go home or even leave our castle between now and the wedding.

I pictured the stables, where my favorite horse had his own stall, no doubt being groomed and fed right now. How hard would it be to sneak away? Steal down to the stables in the dead of night, saddle up, and ride off? I could seek refuge in a neighboring kingdom... No, Amir’s men would stop me before I left the castle gates. 

I gave up on relaxing, splashing my way out of the tub. Drying off, I heaved the towel at the wall, wishing it would smash and break instead of land without any impact at all. I felt equally useless.

Straightening my shoulders, I called for Havah to return and help me dress. I didn’t want to leave. I loved my father. I wanted to rule. And I couldn’t imagine life away from him and my home. As Havah did my hair, I clenched my jaw at the two young women in the mirror. There had to be a way out of this. 

***
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BY DINNER, MY HAIR was dry and I’d calmed down. This would all be handled by the end of the meal. I hadn’t endured years of training in court etiquette just to let one difficulty ruin my entire life. This was my kingdom. 

The royal court milled about in the Great Hall, conversing, waiting for my father and I to be seated before finding their tables. A wave of their thoughts, mostly unclear, surged over me. 

“To the high Shazada, much beauty,” a girl said. She was just a year or two younger than myself, displaying a crown of dark braids and a shocking ability to bow so low in such a tight dress. 

I hid a smile as I dipped my chin and accepted her wishes, returning my own. “To the daughter of Marzban-Shah, many admirers,” I replied, remembering how she’d turned down a sour proposal. If only I could take her aside for some tips on how to do the same. 

Maybe she could help me, the girl thought even as she stood. Her smile trembled and her eyes blinked too much, something I may not have noticed without the thought. Why did she want help? When I stared too long, she blushed and apologized, melting away into the crowd. Only when she turned her back did I remember: she was the Gifted girl. Maybe a part of me had wanted to forget. A very large, guilty part. I swore to myself I would try to help her the moment I resolved my unwanted engagement.

One difficulty at a time.

I moved through the room, greeting everyone who approached. 

“To the high princess, a happy marriage.”

“To the Madani family...” I struggled to find a response, “much wealth.”

“To the high Shazada, a blessed marriage.” 

I wanted to groan. “To the Berange-Shah... a good day.” It was a disgraceful response, but I couldn’t find it in myself to care. I picked up my pace, making my way toward the raised dais at the front of the room where I would sit with my father and King Amir, and hopefully avoid any further conversation.

When my father and King Amir joined me, I managed a smile, though it was mostly teeth. The king didn’t seem to notice, only nodding as he pulled out his chair. I expected to hear my father’s thoughts about my attitude, even if he didn’t voice them, but there was only silence. Strange. 

Across the room, everyone sat at the long tables, and a hush fell. The pressure of their thoughts increased. 

Such a pretty dress, an unfamiliar woman’s voice. 

This engagement ruins everything, another woman. She was meant to marry my son! 

I’d grown accustomed to not reacting during meals, but still I flinched. This wedding would not happen!

With a flourish, the musicians played a rolling trill of excitement to signal the start of the feast, and the silence broke. I breathed a soft sigh as the noise level returned to normal, the music plucking along light and airy. Everyone’s focus returned to their food. Amir patted the hound who lay at his feet.

The first course was served. Stewed venison from my father’s hunt last week, prepared with flavoured sauces, herbs, and spices. The servants held out bowls of water for us to wash our hands before we ate, but Amir waved them away. “I’ve already washed,” he told them. 

I blinked when they didn’t react, glancing at my father when Amir dipped his dirty fingers directly into the bread trencher before us, ripping off a piece. The stale bread from the kitchen that served as a thick long plate was meant for holding food, not for eating, but Amir ignored dinner etiquette altogether. 

Baba frowned. “Even a king should respect his peers and wash for dinner.” 

“Oh, but I have, can you not see?” Amir spread his hands. A hair from his hound that clung to his sleeve drifted down onto the table. He spoke loud enough for the whole room to hear, and those who were listening nodded, returning to heaping their plates with food. Of course he’d washed. How could Baba question him? 

“My mistake,” Baba hurried to agree, lifting his spoon. “I do apologize.” The room waited respectfully for him to take the first bite, before they began their meal. 

I could’ve choked as another dog hair drifted through the air toward my bowl. 

Why is she unconvinced? At Amir’s thought, I stopped watching the hair and smoothed my frown into a peaceful smile, as if all I ever wanted was to sit there and eat. I pretended to bump my bowl, moving it to the left—the hair just missed it—and took a bite. Amir would call for a Severance if he sensed even a whiff of my Gift. 

Strange.

The word came through crystal clear, which meant he was still thinking directly about me.

I swallowed my bite, not daring to look up, and scooped another. 

She has a strong mind. He had no idea how strong. I’ll have to keep an eye out for her... 

The thoughts faded. I focused on breathing. In. Out. Don’t draw attention. Bite after mindless bite. At least if he ever plans to murder me, I’ll have forewarning, I tried to console myself. But it didn’t help. To even think of going through with it... I shook my head, gripping my bowl with both hands to keep them from trembling. 

Soon, the notoriety of our guest diminished and the noise tripled as conversations and drinks flowed.

I stayed silent. My father wasn’t one to chat during meals, and Amir was focused on the food as well. The meat tasted like dust in my mouth. The servants served fruit and nuts to cleanse our palates before the next meal. I picked at the grapes.

The next course was more exotic. Roast peacock. Our cook always took every opportunity to impress guests, and there was a generous helping of leeks, onions, and peas incorporated into the sauce that soaked into the bread platter. 

I nibbled at the bread, dipping it in the sauce to give it some taste. If Amir had paid me any attention at all, he would’ve noticed my anxiety, but instead he devoured his meal, draining another cup of our finest wine.

Only when he’d picked over the last course full of baked apples, candied pears, and a cheese platter, did Amir settle back into his chair with a belch, and turn to address me, “What are you doing tomorrow, my bride-to-be?”

The term of endearment made my skin crawl. I swallowed, pushing a smile onto my face, though it didn’t reach my eyes. “I thought I’d go for a ride in the morning.” I’d always loved to ride, even more so as my Gift took over. Anything to get out of the castle. 

“Oh no, I don’t think so,” Amir said, dipping his dirty fingers in the water bowl finally, though it was too late to be helpful, then wiping them on the bread bowl so that no one else could eat it. “Can’t have the future Queen of Sagh out riding around the country like a vagrant, can we?”

I couldn’t tell if he was using his Gift, or if it was just my fear of disagreeing with him, but I fought to find the right words. “No, I suppose not...” 

Amir grabbed the trencher, pulling yet another chunk of bread from the side and dipping it into the last bit of leftover sauce. “Glad that’s settled,” he said through a mouthful. “Don’t you worry now. You’re going to be a very happy bride.”

This time, his Gift swept over me and I had to fight it. He pushed back his chair and stood, making his way out. There was no need for me to pretend my acceptance. He’d grown so used to the effects of his Gift, he’d just assumed. I should be grateful for that. Because if he’d turned back even once, I knew he would’ve seen the fury written all over my face. 

I crushed the bread in my hand until it was a solid lump. It was either that or cry in front of the entire court. 

I glanced at my father who still sat beside me, stiff and silent. What had Amir done to him? Same wavy white hair and beard, same gold crown perched on his head. Same warm, brown eyes, except the warmth had vanished, leaving a blank expression I’d never seen before. 

“Baba,” I whispered so no one would overhear. He started to turn to me. “How can you let this happen?” Hurt slipped into my tone and I had to stop before my voice broke. At my words, his eyes stopped at a point on the table, transfixed. He continued chewing, as if he hadn’t heard me. What had Amir said to make him come to an abrupt halt at even the slightest reference to the wedding?

Staring down at my trencher, I tried to eat a few more bites so I wouldn’t be hungry later.

“Can you pass the cheese?” my father said out of nowhere.

Speechless, I lifted the platter and handed it to him. “Do you want the grapes too?” 

“No, no,” he replied right away. It felt almost normal. “I have my wine.”

“Of course, Baba,” I whispered, watching him finish his meal and stand to leave. 

“Goodnight Arie-zada,” he said, patting my arm. He moved toward the closest door. 

“Baba, wait,” I stood on impulse, and followed him out into the hall, before wrapping my arms around him and burying my face in his tunic, feeling his scratchy beard on my forehead. 

He tilted his head to peer at my face. “What’s this? What’s come over you?” His voice was gruff, but his thoughts were concerned, Something’s wrong... As he pulled back and unwrapped my arms, his eyes were alert and normal. Had Amir’s spell worn off?

“It’s King Amir,” I babbled. “He’s trying to force me to marry him and he’s convinced you to—” 

My father pulled out of my embrace and turned to go. 

“Baba, wait!” He didn’t. And worse, I couldn’t hear a single thought from him, as if he couldn’t absorb any conversation about the wedding. What had Amir commanded him? 

“Why don’t you hear me?” I cried after him as he rounded the corner. He didn’t respond. He couldn’t. I swallowed back tears, holding onto that thought. It wasn’t his choice. He didn’t mean to leave me alone. It wasn’t his fault. 

I ran to my rooms before anyone could see me cry. He couldn’t help me. He couldn’t even help himself. 

I went to bed that night wide awake, ignoring the teardrops trailing down my cheeks and hitting my pillow as I wracked my mind for a solution. A way out. I’d do anything—absolutely anything—besides marry the king of lies.
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CHAPTER 5
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Arie

WHEN I HEARD HAVAH’S slippered feet come in the next morning, I was ready. I didn’t even roll over. “I’m not getting dressed today Havah, you can go.” 

She curtsied. “Yes, Princess Arie.” Ever the obedient one. Unlike me. “I’ll get you some breakfast.” 

“Two helpings please,” I called after her before she left the room. “Extra bread and fruit. And cheese!” 

Her thoughts were judgmental, but she didn’t say a word, only nodded and left, letting the door swing shut. 

It wasn’t long before she came back with a full tray and another servant helping her carry the second. “King Amir requests you join him and your father in the library.”

“Tell him I’m not feeling up to going out.” If he wasn’t in my presence, then I could feasibly disobey without him suspecting my Gift, couldn’t I? “It’s my time of the month. I’ll be staying in my room today.”

I ate as much as I could stand and wrapped up the leftovers, carefully hiding them in the back of my wardrobe. At first, I expected Havah to return or Amir himself to show up, disregarding etiquette that forbid him from entering a lady’s bedchamber, but he must have accepted my excuse because no one came, except Havah to bring the noon meal, and much later dinner. Each time, I asked for extra servings of everything. Though they thought I was acting strangely, they obeyed.

As the day dragged by, I went over my options one last time, making certain this was the best choice.  

My father, King Mahdi of Hodafez, was vacant and disconnected from his own kingdom, his own daughter. He couldn’t save me. Our armies weren’t strong enough to fight Amir’s, even if he hadn’t had the advantage of his Gift. They couldn’t save me. My father was well-loved, so others might fight with us. But how could they even begin negotiations with Amir in their midst? He’d seen our weakness and exploited it. No one could save me. 

There was only one thing he hadn’t accounted for.

I was not a weak woman. I could save myself.

***
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AS DARKNESS FELL, I had Havah bring me food one last time; who knew how long I’d need my supplies to last. Once finished, I dismissed her. “I’d like to be by myself tonight, you may go. I won’t need you until morning.”

Though extremely offended—it was her turn to stay the night in my outer rooms in case I needed her—she went. That was all that mattered right now.

As soon as she shut the door, I flew to my dressing room. Now that I was finally alone, I needed to hurry.

My travel bag was stuffed to the brim with food and hidden on the back shelf. It was lightweight, but too conspicuous with the intricate designs, beading, and jewels. Ripping them off earlier in the day had felt almost physically painful. 

Next, I removed my nightgown and slipped into a shift, followed by a simple gray dress I’d picked out hours ago. It was meant to be embellished with another lace top piece that decorated my arms and shoulders but little else, with a suggestive cut-out over the cleavage. Instead, I pulled on a more modest—and warmer—top piece made of a soft white wool that covered my arms completely and most of my torso. It was difficult to button it in the back without Havah’s help, but I managed, and then added a warm spring cloak to my ensemble as well, just to be safe. Summer was on the horizon, but the nights could be cold. Underneath my skirts I’d pulled on warm leggings and riding boots. 

I stepped up to my floor length-mirror, pausing for a moment to study myself. The simple brown cloak over a gray and white dress still looked far too rich for a commoner. I tugged the cape closer together and tied it. My posture screamed nobility. Curving in my shoulders, I lowered my chin, imitating our servants, pulling the hood of the cloak over my head. 

It would have to do. 

“Why does everything have jewels or lace or trains?” I muttered as I turned and tripped on the excess fabric of the gray dress. Did village women even have trains? 

I sighed. Of course they didn’t. Why would they? There was no need for frivolous clothing as a working woman. I swallowed. It wasn’t the thought of working that terrified me, it was the number of unknowns; my mind spun at the uncertainties. 

I shook my head. This was for the best—not only for me, but for my father as well. Amir couldn’t very well force my father to marry him. As long as I stayed away, our kingdom would be safe from his clutches. 

Turning sideways to see the back of my dress in the mirror, I took the knife I’d used on the bag earlier and carefully cut the train off. Much better. The cloak would cover any jagged edges. 

I pulled my long hair back in a braid, winding a strip of leather around the tail. 

Focus. No time for fear.

I left the useless gray fabric on the floor of my dressing room. The goal was speed, not secrecy. Once they figured out I was gone, they wouldn’t need to see the evidence of my plan to guess what it was: blend in. Disappear. 

Picking up my travel bag, I untied the strings, packing another cloth full of cheese, sliced bread, fruits, and nuts leftover from my last meal. 

My eyes caught on the tiara on the dressing table behind me. Back-tracking, I placed my crown deep in the bottom of the bag. A backup in case things didn’t go as planned; another kingdom might be willing to harbor a princess, at least briefly. Returning to the dressing room where I’d discarded the jewels from my travel bag, I stuffed those inside the bag as well, before pulling the drawstring tight. They would fetch a good price, if I couldn’t immediately find work.

The bleakness of my future spread over me like a heavy cloud, weighing me down. I fought the urge to crawl back into bed and go to sleep. This is for Baba, I reminded myself. For my kingdom. And for me. It was better for everyone if I was out of Amir’s reach. With time, Amir would leave, and I could return. 

Swallowing hard, I stepped up to the enormous mirror on my wall: the final stage of my plan. The silver spun edges of the mirror twisted with designs, hiding the entrance to the secret tunnels behind it—which were never to be used except in dire circumstances, such as a revolt or a fire. My situation definitely qualified as a crisis.

Behind this mirror, the tunnel led past my father’s room—which wouldn’t help—and also past my mother’s old rooms—which had been sealed off since her death—exiting out of the castle through the stables on one side, and out onto the cliff walls on the other. 

Feeling along the edges of the mirror, I searched for the hidden pressure point. It’d been years since I’d even thought of the tunnels, much less used them. My fingers slipped over along the edge, finally landing on the piece of metal that was discretely detached from the rest of the ornamentation. There was a satisfying click.

Picking up a candle, I swung the mirror open. The hinges squeaked in protest and I winced. If I ever returned—no, when I returned—I would make a point to oil each of the doors—

“Where are you going?” Havah’s voice stopped me, one foot over the threshold, and the other out. My grip on my bag tightened. I didn’t know if I could hurt her. But if she was going to sound the alarm...

With a candle in one hand and my bag in the other, I lifted my chin, holding myself tall, and answered simply, “Please don’t tell anyone.”

Havah’s cheeks were pale. “Is this... because of your wedding? I don’t understand, why wouldn’t you talk to your father? He’s always been reasonable before. I’m sure if he knew you were about to—”

“He can’t know!” I interrupted, setting the candle holder down on a nearby table with a bang. “His mind is not his own. And I’m not entirely sure yours is either.” I advanced toward her, a step at a time. 

She faltered backward, holding her hands up in protest. “Of course I’m—are you suggesting—he wouldn’t! It’s against the law!” 

“What good is a law if there’s no one to make him keep it?” I snapped. But I stopped moving. As far as I could tell from her thoughts, there was no deception in her. “Havah, do you trust me?”

Her lower lip trembled, but she nodded. “I do.” Her thoughts echoed her words. She was telling the truth. For the first time since my Gift had developed, I found myself grateful for it. 

“Answer me this: have you spoken with Amir one-on-one—even for a moment—since he came to visit?”

She shook her head and whispered, “No.”

Could she keep it hidden from me if she didn’t think about it? “That’s not very convincing,” I pushed. 

“I swear to you,” Havah dropped to her knees, surprising me. “I won’t tell a soul you’re leaving. I’ll pretend to fall violently ill for the next few days to avoid running into him.”

When I didn’t immediately answer, she glanced up with a fervent light in her eyes. “If you think that leaving Hodafez is necessary, I swear on all of Jinn that I will help you.” I let a beat pass, listening. Her eyes squinted in confusion but she waited with me. Only when I felt certain she was telling the truth did I answer.

“It is necessary,” I repeated what I’d told myself earlier. Stepping forward, I reached down and pulled her to her feet, until we were eye to eye, and made my own vow: “I won’t let him have our kingdom.” 

“We can’t let him have you either,” Havah added. “It occurred to me that he’s at least twice your age!” 

A smile touched my lips. “That too.” I grasped her arms and squeezed. “Thank you.”

She squeezed back and bowed her head. I shouldn’t have been so harsh on her. Everyone had jealous thoughts. But in this moment, she was loyal and true.

I turned back to the mirror, but Havah caught my arm. “You can’t go that way,” she said. “King Amir’s men are everywhere.”

“How do you know where the tunnels lead?” I asked, pulling out of her grip. “Only the royal family is supposed to—you shouldn’t know about them at all.” 

Havah groveled under my scowl. “I... my mother told me... and her mother before her...” 

Brows raised, I heard her regretting this revelation, worrying that I might remove her from her position as a lady’s maid or have her punished. I placed a hand on her arm. “Let’s at least see for ourselves,” I said in a kinder tone. After all, I couldn’t leave her behind. She could still change her mind about keeping my secret.

Gesturing to my bedroom door, I added, “Bar the door before we go.” Something I kicked myself for not doing earlier.

When she returned, we each took a candle and stepped inside the tunnel, pulling the mirror closed behind us. 

There were torches along the walls at steady intervals, but I ignored them. The candle was enough. There wasn’t time to waste.

Winding around rooms, we descended first one staircase to the ground floor, then another to street level. We closed in on the stable’s secret entrance. There was no peep hole, no way to see the other side without cracking open the stone door. 

Nerves strung tight, I pressed the latch and caught the door before it swung wide. Loud, drunken voices sang out from one of the nearby stalls. They were either playing a game, drinking, or playing a drinking game. 

I pushed on the stone until the latch clicked shut, hoping no one heard. “You were right,” I whispered to Havah. “Let’s try the seaside exit.”

I’d wanted my horse, for the fastest departure, but on foot would still work, if we hurried. The night was waning. 

We retraced our steps to the ground floor of the castle, then the second, entering a third, smaller tunnel that narrowed until my shoulders nearly touched both walls. It exited at the uppermost part of the cliffs, only a stone’s throw from the watch towers above. 

Remembering the guards stationed there, I gave Havah my candle and motioned for her to back up. I felt my way up to the stone door. The latch took forever to find in the dark. Before I opened it, I pressed a finger to my lips to remind Havah of the guards. She nodded, staying put in the narrow passageway. It was unlikely they’d hear us with the waves crashing against the cliffs. Far more likely they’d spot our silhouettes scurrying down the mountainside. 

Pulling the door inward, I leaned out, searching for the watch tower. When one of the guards turned to look down at the cliffs, I ducked back inside. Why did the moon have to shine so bright tonight? 

I couldn’t risk this exit either. 

Hissing in frustration, I pushed the heavy stone door shut once more, returning to Havah. She didn’t say a word until we’d traversed the long tunnels back to my bedchamber. 

My candle was nearly burnt out. As we’d walked, I’d struggled to think of another escape route. But we’d been in the tunnels too long. There was only one option left. 

I set my candle on a nearby table, before facing Havah. “You must never tell anyone of the tunnels,” I began. “And even more importantly, don’t tell my father what I’m about to do.”

She followed me over to my bed, where I proceeded to remove the sheets and blankets. 

“Tie these together,” I said. “Two knots. Make sure nothing will pull them apart.”

Nodding, she obeyed. Minutes creeped by as we created a rope. I rubbed my eyes, which burned. Morning couldn’t be far off now. I fought the urge to give up.

At some point, Havah must’ve pieced together my plan, but she didn’t say a word, only helped me finish the rope. 

“Do you think you could stay here until morning? Keep them out as long as possible?” 

I knew I was asking too much, but Havah only nodded, remaking my bed with my heaviest winter bedding and stuffing pillows under it to form a princess-shaped outline. “I’ll tell them not to disturb you—and pretend I’ve just come to check on you if they do come in.” 

I hugged her on impulse. “Thank you, Havah.” My throat was tight. I couldn’t waste any more time. I tied an extra knot at the top of my travel bag. Pulling it over my shoulders, I tied it again over my chest as a precaution.

At the edge of my enormous balcony, I threw the rope of bedsheets over the ledge, wrapping it around the rail and tying it tight. 

Each summer, men dove from the cliffs into the water below. The warrior’s leap, they called it. As long as you leapt far enough out, there were no rocks and the water was deep. It was the height that was terrifying. I’d never braved the jump—my father would never have let me—and I’d never had a desire to. 

My balcony was two stories higher.

But it was designed for privacy. Which meant it was the only part of the entire castle that was left unguarded. 

Leaning over the thick stone ledge, I tested the rope, before swinging a leg over to follow. The bedsheets dangled in mid-air, the same way my heart dangled in my chest, dropping into my stomach. Would they reach low enough? 

I couldn’t find the will to move. Straddling the stone railing, I stared down. The water below was pitch-black and clouds passed over the full moon, darkening the skies and hiding the stars completely. 

Havah stood in the doorway, hands clutched in front of her mouth to keep her thoughts to herself, though I heard each one of her fears just fine. 

I had to jump. No one would ever expect it. 

For the millionth time, I tried to conceive another way out. But the guards were loyal to my father, which made them loyal to Amir. I’d never make it. This was the only way.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 6
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Arie

THE DARK WATER RIPPLED in the moonlight. Tightening my grip on the bedsheets, I awkwardly climbed over the stone railing until I was hanging from the edge along the outside. My muscles seized up. It took enormous effort to slide down the sheet at the pace I intended, without slipping. 

My arms burned with the effort of holding my weight plus the bag full of food, which threw me off balance whenever the wind blew. When I reached the first knot, I sucked in a breath. What if I hadn’t tied it tight enough? I braced myself for a fall, but the knot held.

Hand over hand, gripping so tightly my fingers grew numb, I reached the end of my makeshift rope with much too far left to fall. The cliff diving took place much lower than this, and even then, only the most skilled swimmers attempted it. What if I sunk so deep I couldn’t find my way to the surface? 

And what about the Mere? Would they interpret a princess entering their kingdom as a threat? 

Stark terror gripped me. But there was no going back now. My trembling muscles would never carry me back up. Cramps took over my arms, making it hard to keep my grip. I swayed there, suspended at the end of my rope, gathering the nerve to jump.

Before I had a chance, I felt a knot begin to slip, dropping me lower, and lower, and then I was falling. I held in a scream, air stealing my breath, before I hit the water. The frozen sea hit my body like a punch to the gut and I sank so deep that the moonlight didn’t reach me. 

Flailing wildly in the dark, I kicked toward what I hoped was the surface. There was nothing to guide me. My lungs burned. Had I swum toward the ocean floor instead of the surface? Just as I began to lose hope, my hand broke free of the water and reached open air. 

I gulped deep mouthfuls, panting as I tread water. It was freezing.

My skirts tangled around my legs and my bag on my back weighed me down. Remembering all the food inside, I hurried to untie it and hold it up, but it was a losing battle. I started swimming, struggling to hold it up with aching arms and kick through the lurching waves at the same time. 

The cliffs were close, but I couldn’t waste time resting there. I needed to swim across the bay. If I could reach the shore of the neighboring kingdom of Keshdi, that would put some distance between myself and Hodafez. But could I make it that far? The frozen depths and the murky black water made me shiver as I kicked. 

Flipping onto my back, I floated to catch my breath, dragging in deep lungfuls of air. This could work. Holding my bag over my stomach to preserve at least some of the food, I kicked. The thought of sharks or angry Mere below made me push harder. 

The silhouette of the castle grew smaller and smaller. It made me expect to see Keshdi over my shoulder each time I looked, but even though I swam on and on, until the burning in my chest grew even hotter than the muscles in my arms and legs, it didn’t appear. 

Eventually, I stopped looking back and focused on kicking. If I let myself stop too long, I’d sink. 

My strength was giving out when I saw the twinkle of lights on the water and glanced over my shoulder to see the coastal city of Keshdi rising above me. The white sand of the shore glinted in the moonlight. 

The last stretch was the hardest. Something brushed against my leg and gave my muscles new life. Heart pumping so fast it burned, I finally felt the sand beneath my feet and waded out of the water.

My legs shook. My bag was soaked through. My shoes and leggings chafed, squelching loudly with every step. I was too tired to peer inside at the damage the water had done to my supplies.

I took two more steps and sprawled out on the shore to rest. But the first hints of the rising sun touched my skin, and panic made me drag myself to my feet and set off through the trees. I could see the town through the branches on my right, but I stayed hidden, pushing through foliage and searching for the nearest path as I dusted off sand. A small dirt road curved up ahead. 

It was past dawn now; the sun warmed my skin but I shivered at the thought that in just a few short minutes, my ladies-in-waiting might check on me and find Havah instead. Once they discovered I wasn’t in my room, they’d alert my father. Who would then tell Amir. In the daylight, the cliffs of Hodafez rose close behind me across the bay. Too close. 

There was almost no one on the road, besides a woman and her two children heading toward Hodafez. I slipped through the underbrush, heading in the opposite direction and staying out of sight, just in case.

By the time my clothes were nearly dry, the steady plodding of horse hooves sounded on the dirt road. I stopped and hid behind a tree. My legs felt like soggy bread—I couldn’t walk much further. A farmer passed by with a wagon full of wheat held down by a blanket. I have to take the risk. 

Slipping out of the woods, I crept up to the back of the wagon, lifted the edge of the blanket, and jumped inside. I nestled into the hay, pulling the blanket over me, and held my breath. The cart didn’t stop.

With a sigh of relief, I let myself relax, just for a moment. It was cramped, but soft. The wheat tickled my arms and neck, but I ignored it. I’d stay here just until we reached the town of Piruz. I knew enough of the high-born families there to feel safe and it would bring me far enough from Amir’s clutches. The sun beat down on the blanket over me, lulling me to sleep. My whole body ached. A nap sounded divine.

It felt like only a minute had passed since I dozed off when the wagon jerked to a stop. Blinking, I frowned at the blanket above me. The air had grown overly warm and the prickly wheat made my sweaty skin itch. How long had I been asleep? I hadn’t meant to still be in the wagon when it stopped.

“Only one more mile to town,” the farmer said. Was there someone with him? Or was he talking to himself? I tried not to rustle as I shifted. The sound of him patting his horse reached me, softened by the blanket. The horse stomped its hoof. “Calm down,” I heard him mumble, “We’ll be there soon.”

Muffled footsteps approached the wagon bed. I held my breath. His hand grasped the edge of the blanket. But he only tucked it into the sides more firmly where I must’ve loosened it, before his footsteps shuffled off. A moment later, I heard him relieving himself. 

I held as still as possible when the farmer’s footsteps returned, but he only climbed up and slapped the reins. The wagon lurched back into motion. 

How far had he said the next town was? A mile? I should walk the last stretch. I didn’t want to be anywhere nearby when he came to unload the wheat.

Crawling toward the back of the wagon, I peered out from underneath the blanket to find the sun at its peak in the sky. My eyes watered as they adjusted. I’d slept much longer and gone much farther than I’d planned. 

With care, I took my bag and slid out onto the ground, landing as softly as I could, crouching in case he heard my fall. After making sure he hadn’t noticed me, I ducked into the trees. A few stray pieces of wheat had spilled out onto the road and others still clung to me. I brushed them off. 

Once within the trees, I opened my bag to view the damage the saltwater had done to my food. My nose wrinkled at the smell. Tossing the bread and cheese without looking too closely at the colors they’d taken on, I nibbled at the fruit and nuts that were left, wishing I’d packed more.

The jewels were still in the bottom, along with my crown if I grew desperate. I tried to smile. It shouldn’t take too long to walk the last mile to town. I would get a hot meal there. 

This is for the best, I reminded myself again. This was the only way my father could be free of Amir. I just needed to find a place to stay for a while; wait him out.

Though I climbed over fallen logs and circled the underbrush, the horse and wagon were so slow they barely gained any distance from me at all, coming back into sight after every bend. 

As I considered stepping out into the road and passing them, now that I was far enough from home, I heard galloping hoofbeats fast approaching.

Two men rode past wearing the colors of Amir’s guard. 

I pulled back into the trees, breathing hard. 

They overtook the farmer and ripped the blanket from the back of his wagon before he could even stop his horse. With a few words exchanged that I couldn’t make out, they took off down the road toward town. 

After that, I walked even slower, unsure what to do now. If they were searching for me ahead, I didn’t want to deliver myself right to them. The trees began to thin and the city walls came into view. 

The city was enormous. It started abruptly, with houses made of pale limestone and roofs that shone burnt-orange in the sun, stretching out before me as far as I could see. I’d come quite a bit further than I’d intended; at least half a dozen cities past Piruz. I’d never seen Aziz from on foot before, but I recognized it immediately from the way the city stretched out into the water like a claw. My stomach growled and my feet ached. Still, I didn’t enter. 

Approaching the outskirts, I stopped at the solid wall that surrounded the city. There were only three entrances. Even now, in the heat of the day, there was a line to pass through the largest gate before me—too many people. Better to avoid being seen. To the left, the road led to a tall building with stables; the streets of Aziz weren’t wide enough for horses. Were the guards there, or had they entered the city on foot? I could only assume they were still looking for me, since they’d never returned down the road. 

On a gamble, I circled the city until I came to the gate by the sea. Only then did I allow myself to enter Aziz. 

This entrance was smaller, probably meant for the city’s inhabitants rather than trade. I followed the cobblestone streets inward, trying to ignore the trapped feeling from the narrow streets and the sensation of being pressed between the pale buildings which grew darker and more sinister in the shade. 

On the far side, the castle of Aziz rose above the rooftops, well-protected by the intricate roads, the thick wall, and the sea. I’d stayed there before. On the outside, it was modest. Designed to hide the wealth of this city, though anyone who looked closely could see that the people were clearly taken care of. 

Details I’d never noticed from my previous visits struck me now that I was on foot. Lanterns hung from doorways, open windows held clothing strung out to dry. Here and there, a person would pop into sight, before turning down another street. As I descended deeper into the city’s valley, the bustle of the marketplace came into sight. I walked faster. 

The smells of fine food and spices made an easy trail to follow. At the edge of the market, the narrow streets opened into an enormous bazaar, filled with people and stalls selling all kinds of wares. 

Carpets were laid out to claim spaces, lined with baskets full of different food and cloth. Even more carpets hung on display, along with jewelry, scarves, and a million other items for sale. Awnings were put up at random to provide shade from the heat of the sun, which was making its way back down toward the horizon. 

I fished out the smallest jewel, though it was likely still too much, approaching a vendor selling sausages with a butter-cheese on flatbread that made my mouth water. 

Setting my bag on the ground, I waited my turn to bargain. I’d never done this before. As I stood there, a blind woman sat begging only a few feet away, holding out her bowl to a passing stranger, but he only scoffed and continued on. 

Moved, I stepped out of line without thinking. Placing my hand gently over hers, I set the tiny jewel in her bowl. She frowned at the sound, picking it up and testing the feel of it. As her eyes grew round and awed at the edges of the jewel, I slipped back into the crowd, smiling at the way her face lit up. Her hopeful thoughts of the ‘nice stranger’ reached me as she made her way out of the square. 

Turning back to the vendor, I moved to pick up my bag. 

It was gone.

For a moment, I could only stare at where it had been, trembling. “Where is my bag?” I demanded of the people in line. “Who took it?”

They only scowled at me. 

“You!” I pointed to the man who stood where I had been, “Did you take it?” He shook his head, trying to ignore me, but I stepped closer to him, grabbing his arm, “Did you see who took it? Which direction did they go?”

He shook me off, angry now. “How dare you? Where is your husband or father to stop this inappropriate behavior!” 

I backed away, glaring at him. Only his thoughts of calling the city guards halted my retort.

Instead, I scanned the area, searching for someone leaving, possibly in a hurry, carrying my bag. There! I pushed through the crowds, running after the brown bag in the distance, but as I got closer, I knew it wasn’t mine. Swiveling, my eyes skimmed over the nearby people, but there were just too many. It was a lost cause. 

How could I have lost everything in one moment? 

I stood there at the edge of the bazaar, breathing hard, searching for the thief without success. The little food I had left, my spare clothes, my jewels, and my crown. All gone. 

I sprinted back to where the blind woman had sat, shoving past people in my haste... but she was gone as well. 

“Excuse me,” I called to a passerby. He ignored me, striding on. Blinking, it took me a moment to remember: to them I wasn’t a princess. “Excuse me, please,” I spoke more firmly to a passing older woman. She slowed, but just barely. “Have you seen anyone with a brown bag?” I hurried to keep up with her as she strode down the street, but she didn’t answer. “Please,” I gritted my teeth and begged, “Someone stole my bag—it has all my belongings in it—have you seen any sign of someone running, maybe, or—” 

“No. Go bother someone else.” 

The ill treatment was jarring. When I stopped, she moved on without a backward glance.

Standing in the dust of the marketplace, I stepped aside to let a group of people pass, then further back as the crowds jostled me, until I stood against a wall in the shade. 

My stomach growled as the smell of the sausages wafted toward me, emphasizing the enormity of what I’d lost. How could I have been so stupid?

Stepping into the shadows of an alleyway, I tried to organize my thoughts, to plan, to think of something. 

I listened for thoughts from those around me, but for once, all I heard was a soft buzz. 

No one gave me a second glance. No one cared.

It felt strange. 

Hugging my arms to myself, I pulled the cloak tighter around me, and despite the heat of the day, I shivered. For the first time, I was truly alone.

That girl’s been lurking for an hour now, a foreign man’s thought startled me. She looks like she’s going to steal something. I think I’ll wave down the next guard to pick her up...

I didn’t waste any time melting into the crowds, making my way to the opposite side of the bazaar. I eyed another vendor selling fresh, warm flatbread, beef, and yogurt. My stomach gurgled. I pressed a hand against it and tried to form a plan. 

Clearing my throat, I stepped up to the woman ladling yogurt and beef into the flatbread. “Tomatoes?” she asked her customer, “Cucumber?” They paid for their meal and left, and her dark brown eyes landed on me. “One?” she asked, already preparing to make another. 

“I’d like to,” I began and she picked up a second flatbread, opening the mouth of it to fill it up. “No, no,” I hurried to add, “I mean I’d like to, but I don’t have any coin, and was wondering if I could work for you in exchange for—”

“You can’t pay?” she interrupted. 

I shook my head, lifting my chin higher. “I can work for it,” I repeated.

“I don’t need any help.” She waved me away. 

My pride wouldn’t let me grovel. I passed her stall to one just a few carpets further, and tried again. 

The man there was even less interested in speaking with me. “Paying customers only,” he snapped. “Move along.”

I forced myself to try once more at a fruit stand; anything that would fill my stomach. 

“Please, do you have any work?” I tried a different approach. “All I ask for payment is a meal.”

All the wrinkles on her forehead deepened as she mulled it over. “What can you do?”

“I can... ah...” My mind raced to find an appropriate answer. Run a kingdom? No. Address courtiers? Definitely not. Plan a banquet? “I’m a fast learner—”

“I’m afraid I can’t help you, young lady.” She was kind enough to pat my hand. “Maybe come back tomorrow. If sales are good...” she trailed off with a shrug. 

I nodded and moved on, wandering aimlessly. The sun was setting. Shopkeepers were beginning to tear down. There was no point in asking anyone else; their day was over. They were going home to a warm meal and soft bed. I, on the other hand, untrained, unqualified, and useless, would not be experiencing any of those things tonight.
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CHAPTER 7
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Arie

I QUENCHED MY THIRST at the town well, telling myself I was full and ignoring the way my stomach rioted. I would try again tomorrow. The sunset turned orange, pink, and gold as it touched the edges of the rooftops. 

I needed to find a place to sleep before it grew dark. The thought of sleeping out in the open was hard to fathom. Pulling my hood up to avoid unwanted attention, I tried not to dwell on it for too long. I’ve made it this far... 

Dusk fell quickly. In the graying light, I nearly ran through the last few streets out of the city. No one gave me a second look. I entered the forest outside the city, eyes on the growing shadows around me, peering over my shoulder every few steps. I listened more carefully than I ever had in my entire life, making sure no one followed. The hum of nearby thoughts faded as I delved into the underbrush. I didn’t know where I was going or how far, but hoped it would come to me soon, because I could barely see. 

A nagging worry followed me. What if I can’t find my way back? Glancing around in the dim light, I noticed a small clearing with soft, tall grass that grew up to my waist. A promising hiding place.

Wading through the grass at a snail’s pace for fear of snakes or other creatures hiding within, I stopped in the center, feeling the ground to make sure it was dry before bending the long grass into a makeshift bed. It offered a slight cushion. I wrapped myself in my cloak for warmth in the cold night air and lay down, using my arm as a pillow.

The moon was still nearly full. Here, away from the light of the city, the stars glittered above me as the sky turned a deep black. 

The silence felt like a physical weight—like I’d lost my hearing. The irrational fear that this might actually be the case had me checking my surroundings every few minutes. But the soft buzz of cicadas slowly rose in the air and I finally realized what was missing. This far away from town, away from people, there wasn’t a single thought. A complete absence of my Gift. It was heavenly. 

A possibility crept into my mind that I’d considered before, but had never known how to act on. 

My Gift could be removed. 

Before, in the castle, pursuing a Severance had never been an option. Admitting my Gift and submitting to trial meant revealing the truth to whoever was killing Gifted women. Even if I’d found a way to keep my abilities hidden as I looked into a Severance, I knew one thing for sure: only a Jinni could perform the rite. And a princess searching for a Jinni couldn’t be kept secret for long. Back home, it hadn’t mattered if I’d wanted a Severance or not; it wasn’t safe.

But now... If I could find a Jinni, removing my Gift might finally be possible. I stared up at the night sky as the stars winked on, one at a time, soaking up the peaceful silence. This supposed ‘Gift’ had always been more of a curse. If it were truly possible to be free of it... it could save my life.

***
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INSTEAD OF WAKING RESTED, the emptiness gnawed at my insides like a tiny creature clawing at my ribs, pulling me out of sleep before it was even fully light out. Every part of my body ached. In the night, the dark silhouette of the trees shifting in the wind had made me jump more than once, and the noise of the cicadas, though comforting at first, had made it nearly impossible to sleep. I stood stiffly, glancing around the empty clearing as I stretched and yawned. 

Pulling my cloak back on, I set out the way I’d come. My feet were covered in blisters from all the walking yesterday. Before I even reached the outskirts of town, the smells of baked bread and stews cooking wafted to me on the wind. My stomach pinched me. Hard.

One step in front of the other, eyes on the stone wall in front of me, I pushed on, entering the town. The soft buzz of nearby thoughts settled over me again as if they’d never left. 

I paused in the quiet alleyway, before going further. Closing my eyes, I tried to remember the maps in my father’s throne room. If I went to the castle, would they recognize me without my crown? Or worse, what if King Amir’s guards were still here searching and they dragged me back home? 

In the growing heat, feeling thirsty, hungry, and discouraged, I struggled with indecision. Should I take risk going to the castle just for a meal or keep trying to find work?

“You just gonna stand there with your eyes closed?” a male voice asked. I jerked, eyes flying open to find a tall, well-dressed young man around my age leaning against a green door on the stairs above. He was chewing on soft, fresh flatbread, and his dark hair fell across his face as he smirked at me. My mouth watered, but my heart pounded. I hadn’t meant to draw any attention.

Drawing myself up to my full height, I hid my discomfort that he was a half-head taller and only a few feet away, looking him up and down. Taking time before speaking was a common intimidation tactic in the courts. I’d learned it the same year I’d learned my letters. 

But to be honest, I was at a loss for words.

How had he managed to startle me? If he was looking right at me, clearly thinking about me, shouldn’t I have heard his thoughts?

You take your sweet time. There, finally. His first thought.

“You take your sweet time,” he said on the heels of the thought, matching it, down to the exact words. They blended together. 

Speechless, I frowned at him, concentrating. My Gift had never done this before. Thoughts never lined up this smoothly. 

Pretty, but strange, he thought. And then shocked me by saying, “You’re pretty, but strange.”

My lips parted. Who said exactly what they were thinking? I studied him. He shrugged, mistaking my silence for a dismissal and turned to go. 

“Wait!” I found my voice and called out. He turned back, golden-brown eyes studying me as he took another bite of bread. I had no clue what to say. There were no leering thoughts underneath his words, no twists of phrase, no secret dismissals or disrespect... well, nothing that he kept hidden anyway. 

“I’m, I just—” I stumbled over my words. Frustrated to be caught looking like a fool, I lifted my chin, straightened my hood, and cleared my throat. “I was just wondering where you bought the bread.” I swallowed the drool that formed when I said the word.

He paused, holding the last bite in front of his open mouth, pulling it back slowly. She’s hungry.

“I’m not looking for handouts,” I said, before he could verbalize that last one. My pride wouldn’t let me take some stranger’s leftovers. I’d figure something out. “I just need directions. I’m... new in town.”

“You sure are,” his thoughts and words overlapped, and that smirk returned. Pointing over his shoulder, he shrugged. “The market’s that way. Can’t miss it.”

Though I already knew where the market was, I thanked him and moved down the street, trying to keep a steady, non-desperate pace for appearance’s sake.

I like her. 

I paused mid-step at his thought. Turning to face him, I stared up into those eyes and spoke without considering my words. “What was that?” His brows rose at the blunt question. He hadn’t actually said anything. 

“I just—I thought I heard something...” I faltered. The seamless blend of his words and thoughts had thrown me off kilter; the last straw in my tired, confused mind. I just needed to hear him lie once so I could move on.

Squinting at me, he didn’t answer right away. After he finished chewing, he shrugged. “I was thinking... you’re a little odd.” Ha! First lie. I nodded to myself, turning away, when he added, “And I like it.”

Again, I paused. Looking over my shoulder at him, I croaked out, “You... like it?”

“Sure,” he shrugged again. “It. You. Stop making such a big deal out of it,” he said as my brows rose in shock. “Go get your bread.” And he walked off without a goodbye or another word.

I blinked at his back. 

Turning toward the market, I tried to forget him, but I’d never met someone so honest. It took away the advantage I’d grown so used to. 

As I entered the market, I wiped the frown from my face, shaking off the irritation. No need to worry about it anymore. I’d never see him again. Focus on getting something to eat. The smell of freshly baked bread, spices, and roasting meat flooded my senses, making me clench my fists until little crescent nail marks were indented in my skin. 

I made my way through a new section of the bazaar, feeling too intimidated to try asking for work just yet, staring at the different spreads. Little tent awnings stretched out from the buildings on one side of the street, shading the tables underneath, full of all different wares, including food, food, and more food.

My stomach ached with a hollowness I’d never experienced before. I felt briefly murderous. All my high morals flew out the window when I saw a table left unattended. 

I could spend the day asking for work again, only to be very likely turned away with yet another round of laughs. Or...

No. I shook my head, walking past the open booth and on down the street. Stealing was the very reason I didn’t have coin to buy food in the first place.

In the doorway of the shop ahead, a young woman stood sweeping dirt and debris out onto the street. “Pardon me,” I called, walking around a cart in the street to approach her, “Do you have any work for the day?” I began.

“No,” she snapped. 

“Please,” I continued, humbling myself to beg. I had no other choice. “I could sweep for you, or–” 

Without a word in reply, the woman turned to go inside and slammed the door in my face. Trying to steal my job, she thought as she did. And she was filthy too. I flinched. Had sleeping in the field left me looking that poorly after one night? I ran my hand through my hair, trying to straighten it. A piece of the sweet-smelling yellow grass fell to the ground. 

The shopkeeper at the booth next to me saw me turn toward him, and before I could even open my mouth to ask, he shook his head in silent rejection.

A man with a thin mustache and hair slicked over in an effort to hide his balding head, stepped up next to me, sliding his hand down my arm. I jumped. He whispered in a deep voice, “I know where someone as beautiful as you could have work in minutes.” His face was just inches from mine.

I stepped back even as he spoke, yanking my arm away. The sudden urge to call for help hit me, but who would come? I called on all my courtly training, standing tall and strong, and glared at him. “How dare you,” I demanded in a loud tone. “Leave me at once!”

But my anger hardly affected him at all.

He had the audacity to step closer, still whispering, “Down the street, two blocks, ask for Elam if you change your mind.” He snaked a hand out toward me as if to stroke my arm yet again. I lurched out of reach with a shudder of disgust. 

As he skulked off, I felt more frustrated than ever. His offer was quite clear. Between that and stealing a loaf of bread, I knew which I would choose in a heartbeat. 

Before I could think too hard on it, my feet turned back toward the unmanned booth. Not knowing how much time I had before the owner returned, I picked up my pace. Hurrying toward it in a mix between a casual walk and a desperate jog, I pulled my hood up, trying to blend in. 

The table was still unguarded. 

It wasn’t ideal. The sun was shining. The streets were filled with booths and shopkeepers and crowds, all of whom might see my next move. But I was no longer thinking straight or strategizing much further beyond: get bread, eat bread. 

I glided past the table, reaching out a hand.

One warm loaf in my grasp, I curled it in toward me. That was smooth, someone’s thought rose above the wordless hum, and I froze. Someone was thinking about me. Someone had seen. 
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CHAPTER 8

[image: image]


Arie

THE VOICE WAS FAMILIAR. I glanced behind me in the direction it had come from, but in that split second of indecision, another man stepped out in front of me. I hadn’t seen him underneath the awning. His eyes landed on me. Dropped to my hand. I slipped the soft bread beneath my cloak, but it was too late. 

“Thief!” the shopkeeper screeched, pointing his stubby finger at me. “Stop her!”

I ran, dodging hands that reached out to grab me, but I didn’t get far. Someone seized my cloak, yanking me to a stop. Others latched on until they held me firmly in place. I gripped the bread so tightly that the middle caved in and it threatened to break in half. 

Why did she stop? She could’ve made it. There was that familiar male voice again. I swung my head around, trying to glimpse the owner of the thought. Over my shoulder, as the shopkeeper shoved through the crowd yelling orders, I spotted him. Golden eyes. He leaned against a building, watching the scene unfold. 

A hand clamped down on my wrist, yanking the bread in my hand above my head for everyone to see. “This woman stole from me,” the man screamed over the crowds, drawing attention. “I call for the maximum punishment for the crime! Do I have three to bear witness?”

My mouth was dry. The maximum punishment in most kingdoms was either slavery or death, depending on the leniency of the crown. “Let me go!” I struggled to yank my arm from his grip without success. The bread dropped to the ground. “It’s just bread! It’s not even worth anything!”

“Not worth anything!” The man’s face reddened.

“I’ll witness,” a woman snapped, crossing her arms as she glared at me. “That’s the only way they truly learn their lesson.” No mercy there. 

“So will I,” a man intoned, shuffling supplies from one hand to the other. This was ridiculous. What kind of people reacted so harshly over a piece of bread?

The shopkeeper twitched as he waited for a third. “Who else? Come, I don’t have all day!”

A pause. Maybe not everyone in this city is insane. But, no. Even as I thought this, two more voices sealed my fate. I tried to pull away again, startling him, but he was stronger and faster, and so were two strangers standing nearby. 

The crowd closed in. There was nowhere to go even if I could break free. I stilled, feeling bruises form under their fingers. The shopkeeper untied the rope securing his tunic, wrapping it around my wrists. The sharp rope bit into my soft skin. I flinched as he tightened it. “She belongs to me now!” He raised his voice so all the onlookers could hear, adding, “She’ll fetch a high price at the auction tomorrow, if anyone is interested!” 

He yanked on the rope, leading me back to his shop. How had this happened? Was this how people truly lived? As the crowd dispersed, a grin spread over his face and he added to himself, “I won’t have to work for weeks.” 

I stumbled along behind him, unable to escape, listening to him ponder the price I might fetch tomorrow. I clenched my fists. We’d see about that. 

“Sit.” He pointed to a narrow spot against the wall between the heavy baskets of bread and wares. 

I considered running, but he was already determining that he would beat me if I tried. I lowered myself to the ground with as much dignity as I could muster and sat. 

Tying the end of my rope to a large basket full of heavy cloth, he didn’t say a word. Try to escape through the market with that. See how far you get. 

“Maybe I will,” I muttered.

His eyes narrowed in on my face and his hands stilled on the rope. “Say again?”

My heartbeat roared in my ears and I couldn’t breathe. He could not find out about my Gift. “Maybe I will... sit.” 

He shoved the basket back against the wall at my impudence, which dragged me with it, knocking me sideways. By the time I caught myself, he’d already turned back to the front of his booth.

I stared at the knotted rope around my wrists and the dirty carpet underneath me. My empty stomach squeezed even tighter than the rope. When the shopkeeper’s back turned, I immediately set to work on the knot, but I paused and fell back as soft leather shoes stepped onto the carpet in front of me. 

“Good morning, Haman,” a smooth male voice said. I lifted my gaze to find the boy with those golden eyes standing in front of us.

He gave my captor a charming smile. “How fortunate. I’m looking for a slave and now I overheard you say she’s going to auction tomorrow. Why don’t I save you time and buy her from you now?”

“I think not,” the shopkeeper huffed. “No doubt she’ll cause a bidding war. I’d be a fool to sell her to you now.”

No. The initial shock was wearing off as the full scope of my situation sank in. “I’m no one’s slave!” I snapped at both of them, standing halfway, before the heavy basket stopped me.

The shopkeeper’s hand swung at my face before I had time to react, cracking across my cheek and knocking me sideways. I fell into the limestone wall behind me. Sharp pain spread across my face and side. Blinking back tears, I stayed standing, glaring at him.

“Ah,” golden eyes said, shaking his head. “I’m not sure I’m interested in damaged merchandise.” The shopkeeper’s hand stopped mid-air, where it was raised to slap me again. I couldn’t tell if he was saving me or the ‘merchandise,’ but I appreciated it. 

Don’t stop, golden eyes thought when I stilled, and it sounded like a groan. He wanted me to struggle? I hesitantly tugged at the ropes that held me there. The basket hardly budged an inch, but irritation spread across the shopkeeper’s face. I dragged the basket a bit further, testing its weight. 

That’s it, golden eyes thought, even as he raised his hand, thoughtfully stroking the dark stubble along his jaw. “Come to think of it, obedience is key. I’m not sure she’ll be worth buying after all.”

As golden eyes nodded farewell, turning to go, the shopkeeper’s greedy gaze shifted to me. She’s going to cost me more than she’s worth. I should sell her while I can... I risked another tug on the ropes to compound those feelings, even as I wondered why I was trusting golden eyes at all. I couldn’t tell what the shopkeeper thought of him, but his white tunic and overcoat were embroidered with gold thread in delicate ornamental designs, and his pants were dyed a rich, expensive red, which all spoke of wealth. 

No doubt the shopkeeper could see a missed opportunity as easily as I could. He hurried to untie me, dragging me to the edge of the carpet. “I suppose I could sell her to you now,” he called after the well-dressed stranger, a desperate tone in his voice. 

Even knowing golden eye’s strategy, I couldn’t help but be impressed at his indifference as he paused and turned around. “How much?”

“Four hundred.”

“Tohmans?”

“No, rice kernels. Of course, tohmans!”

Golden eyes whistled. “You’re trying to steal from me, even as you sell me a thief?” He laughed and turned to go once more. 

This time the shopkeeper dragged me out into the crowds as he lowered his price even further, and I knew we’d met a master bargainer when golden eyes graciously accepted, paying the man and taking my ropes so smoothly the shopkeeper didn’t have time to wonder if he’d been tricked until we were already walking away. 

Glancing over my shoulder, I noted the shopkeeper counting his coin as he returned to his carpet. I felt multiple eyes on me; no doubt the same ones who’d just witnessed against me before. I would wait to struggle until the crowds thinned. I listened intently for golden eye’s plan for me, so I could anticipate if I should run or fight, but he didn’t think about me at all; the hum of his thoughts focused on something else. 

He kept the rope loose between us, never pulling me along, slowing his pace to match mine instead. 

I picked a place up ahead, at the end of the market where the streets narrowed again—I could use the walls to my advantage, knock him into one, a well-placed kick—but we veered off course unexpectedly. 

He stopped beside the stall with the elderly woman from the day before. She greeted him warmly, eyeing me as she accepted the coin he set down in exchange for some fresh fruit. Handing it to me, he only said, “Take it slow.” 

Stomach growling, I barely heard him, following mindlessly as I bit into the soft fruit and ate until all that was left was the core. Nibbling at that, my stomach reacted and I understood belatedly why he’d warned me. 

I hadn’t even noticed we turned down a new street, so focused had I been on the fruit, until he took my hands in his and gently slipped the rope off, tossing it to the side. 

“Do you still want some bread?” he asked before I could form any words. Was that a trick question? I nodded, even as I frowned in confusion. He waved for me to follow and we strode down the new street until he found a stall with flatbread. “Is this okay?” he asked, and again I nodded, shocked into silence by the strange treatment. No one asked a slave what they wanted. 

I took a step back at that thought. I was not and never would be his slave. Now that my hands were free, I should run. But I stood fixed in place by his offer of food.

She’s scared, he thought as he purchased the bread, staring at me. Accepting two loaves, he stepped back up to me. “You’re scared,” he commented, just as I was debating if I should run now or wait until his back was turned. 

“No, I’m not,” I retorted. I was terrified. 

Yes, you are. “Yes, you are.” It set me off balance.

He held one of the loaves of bread out to me silently. 

“You don’t have to do that.” I didn’t take it. Accepting bread from him felt like accepting that he owned me, which I would never do. My father always said my pride would be my downfall. It just irked me that this boy was so cocky. Who was he anyway? Was he one of the princes? He couldn’t be. I would’ve met him in previous courtship tours if he was.

“A simple thank you will do.” He smiled as he took my hand, flipping it over so he could place the bread in my palm. My fingers curled over it as if they had a will of their own. He stepped back, crossing his arms and tapping a finger as if to emphasize that he’d wait.

“Thank you,” I ground out. It came with difficulty. I hated being told what to do. 

“You’re very welcome,” he said. If I hadn’t been so annoyed at him, I would’ve laughed. Instead, I scowled and crossed my arms. As I did, the bread got in the way and I stopped mid-movement, giving up all thoughts of making a stand, to bring it to my mouth instead. Taking an enormous bite, I closed my eyes and groaned in happiness. 

“That’s not very civilized,” he taunted. I responded by stuffing an even bigger bite in my mouth before I’d finished the first. “So,” he said when I didn’t reply. “What’s your name?” 

My mouth was full to the brim. My court advisor would be ashamed of my poor manners. I garbled around the mouthful of bread, “I’m not going to tell you my name. It’s none of your concern.”

“Well at least give me a nickname or something. Otherwise I’ll have to give you one. I’m thinking I’ll probably go with ‘Bread Girl.’ Or maybe ‘Starving Sister.’ Or–”

“Arie!” I interrupted, swallowing the enormous bite. He cocked his head, unable to understand what I’d said. “Just call me Arie,” I repeated once I’d swallowed. 

I took a more modest bite. He was ruining my meal. But I was too busy chewing to worry about where to go next. And I had to admit, if only to myself, that I felt a little safer with him nearby. Just the thought irritated me. I needed to learn how to protect myself. Maybe I could learn to carry a walking staff. 

I was still mulling that over when he disrupted my thoughts. “I’m Kadin. But you can call me Your Highness.”

I jolted. Had I been wrong? Was I speaking to another royal all this time? His clothes did seem rather rich. But one glance at his face revealed he was joking. I raised a brow and took another bite. 

“Kadin,” I began, trying to think of a diplomatic way to tell him I wasn’t going anywhere with him.

“You mean Your Royal Highness Majesty Kadin,” he corrected me. 

“I definitely don’t,” I replied. “That’s not even right.” I stopped myself from adding anything further. Why would a village girl know or care about exact titles? He raised a thick, dark brow, thinking the same thing, but stayed silent. 

“Listen, that was a good grab,” he turned to continue walking, and I found my feet moving to follow. Maybe I could let him buy me a bit more to eat before I took off. “If you hadn’t paused, you’d have been free and clear.” He glanced over at me. “So why’d you hesitate?”

I opened my mouth to tell him it was his fault. After all, he’d distracted me. But I couldn’t answer without giving away my Gift, so I only shrugged. 

“With a little training, you could be pretty good. You could work for me, if you’re interested. A few small jobs now and then.”

I didn’t miss that he was purposely vague. “Are you going to force me?”

“No.”

No? I stopped walking and when he noticed, he stopped too, turning to face me, waiting. His thoughts didn’t tell me anything, which meant he wasn’t strategizing a way to drag me into it, wasn’t thinking about me at all. Just waiting. 

I studied him. Ornate patterns on his long overcoat. Only the rich could afford all that detail. Dark hair that fell in front of his eyes with that five o’clock shadow that made him look just a bit disheveled and one-hundred-percent mysterious. “What is the opening for?” I asked slowly.

“The pay is good, but the job is risky. I can’t tell you unless you agree.”

Risky? What did that even mean? “Well... if you can’t tell me, then I’ll have to say no.”

Tensing, I prepared to run, waiting for the slightest thought of grabbing me. I raised my chin and kept my face clear of my plans. 

He only nodded. “Okay. That’s a shame, I had a good feeling about you. If you change your mind, we’re on East Rice Street.” And he turned on those fancy leather shoes to leave. My lips parted in surprise. 

I stood in the middle of the busy street, still holding the last bit of my bread, staring at his back as he strode away. Why did I feel like I’d made a mistake? 

As he reached the corner, his final thought grabbed my attention, I can’t let a pretty girl keep me from finding a Jinni. 
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CHAPTER 9
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Arie

“WAIT!” I CALLED BEFORE I could stop myself, running after him. 

He was looking for a Jinni? 

My thoughts from the night before, of finding a Jinni willing to sever my Gift, came rushing back. 

I rounded the corner to find Kadin standing there, waiting, brows raised. 

Slowing, I stopped in front of him.

I opened my mouth, then closed it. 

He hadn’t said that last thought out loud. 

I wracked my brain for another way to bring it up. 

I’d have to take a risk. “I’ll do it.” 

The way he studied me made my toes curl. 

I swallowed, but held his gaze, unwavering. 

“Why’d you change your mind?” Again, so straightforward, saying exactly what he was thinking. 

It was growing on me. 

Of course, I couldn’t do the same. 

I shrugged. “I need a job.” 

“This isn’t just any job,” he cautioned me and I felt déjà vu from his conversation with the shopkeeper just a few short minutes ago. He’d hooked me, and now he had me chasing him. 

“You really are a master manipulator, aren’t you?” I said on a whim, trying this new angle of being unusually direct myself. 

It felt good. 

No beating around the bush. 

He chuckled. It was all the encouragement I needed to keep going. 

“You said if I agreed, you’d tell me what the job is. So, what is it?” I crossed my arms, aiming for a posture of confidence, but it felt defensive.

He studied me. Should I tell her?

It was the first time I’d seen him uncertain. So careful. 

If it was such a big secret it must be something unlawful or forbidden... and he’d wanted to hire me after seeing me steal. 

As he searched for a way to partially reveal the truth, his thoughts confirmed my suspicions. The words slipped out, “You’re a thief.”

His brows rose at my accusation. 

My breath hitched. 

Why couldn’t I keep my mouth shut? 

He didn’t deny it.

“You want me to come steal things for you?”

“I haven’t decided, honestly.”

Even though I knew he was turning the tables again, making me pursue him, it still worked. “I suppose I have some experience. What’s the job?” As if I stole often. As if that wasn’t my first time. “I’ll consider working for you, if you tell me everything.” 

He only laughed. “I’d be a fool to tell you everything. You’ll have to earn our trust first.” 

Instead of pushing him toward sharing his secrets, I’d helped him decide not to. 

I could kick myself. 

On impulse, I stepped closer, speaking softly, “I’ve heard rumors around town... that you’re looking for a Jinni?” I hesitated at the last second, turning it into a question, worried he hadn’t told anyone and I’d just given myself away.

He frowned. Lifting his chin, he crossed his arms. “You’ve only been in town a day. Who told you? And how come you didn’t say something until now?” 

He wasn’t quite buying it, but he hadn’t denied it either. 

I could work with that. 

“This is what I do,” I told him. “It’s my job to find Jinn for people who’re looking. I just... wanted to make sure you were worth working for first.” 

I was reaching now. Men hunted the Jinn occasionally, but a woman? Nonetheless, I’d already started down this track. Too late to turn back now. 

I stretched myself to my full height; I only came up to his chin. 

“Who told you I was looking?” Kadin repeated. 

He wasn’t gullible. His thoughts were suspicious, and he didn’t hide them from me, speaking almost as soon as he thought them, “Are you a Jinni?” 

I took an involuntary step back. “Of course not.” 

I caught myself. I couldn’t afford to appear defensive. 

Lowering my arms to my sides, I shook my head and smiled, as if it were obvious. “Don’t you know anything about the race you seek? You can recognize a Jinni by their pale skin, paler than any human.” I quoted my mother’s book as I held up my arm, gesturing at the warm tone, far darker than any Jinni, although much lighter than my father. “But more importantly,” I added, as another detail from my mother’s book returned to me, “They always have blue eyes. As you can see—” I gestured to my face. “—my eyes are brown.” 

“It could be a trick,” he replied. 

He had me there. 

Could they disguise that feature? 

My knowledge was limited; I’d only just begun to read the book when I’d left home. 

But I needed him to believe he needed me, so I lied. “No,” I shook my head. “Not possible.”

“How do I know you’re telling the truth?” he asked. So candid. 

“You don’t,” I said, choosing to be equally direct in return. “But you can test me, if you’d like. I can find a Jinni.” 

The truth was, I only knew limited bits and pieces of the methods; the book had been extremely vague. 

I needed him to help me with the rest. 

Including survival. 

“Hire me, and I’ll help you track and find a Jinni in under a week’s time.” 

A bold statement. I had no idea if it was true, but I needed work, I needed coin, and I needed time to plan. 

“There’s something odd about you,” he replied. “Tell you what. Come to dinner.” Though he didn’t mean for me to hear it, I caught the thought that followed. At least we can give her something to eat before we make any decisions. “If you can convince my crew, then you’re hired.”

“Your crew?” My stomach wanted to ask more about dinner, but I made myself focus.

“There’s six of us total.” Those warm golden eyes watched me closely. He still didn’t quite buy my lie. “Thought you would’ve heard that when you were making inquiries.” 

Best not to reply to that. 

“Do you promise I’ll be safe?” I asked. I didn’t mean for my voice to come out so high and shrill.

“I give you my word,” he replied. 

I listened for his thoughts. 

No sign of deceit. No ulterior motives. He meant it.

I let myself relax, just a little. My feet ached, my stomach still pinched me as if to say one meal was not nearly enough. 

Once I let my guard down, weariness overcame me. I could’ve slept right there in the street. 

“Okay,” I said. “Dinner it is.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 10
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Arie

KADIN BROUGHT US TO a small abode on the edge of town. Made of the same pale limestone as the other buildings, I recognized the green door with peeling paint. It was where I’d first met him. An oddly small place for someone dressed like him.

In the early afternoon heat, the streets and roofs were empty. No one lounged outside to witness me enter. 

My steps slowed. 

Kadin strode ahead, confident, head held high. But I’d gotten enough of his thoughts in piecemeal to know he was as unsure as I was. 

He glanced back as he pulled out a key. “Changing your mind?” 

“No,” I said after a long pause, uncertain. 

Remember the Severance, I reminded myself. For me, and maybe... maybe for Amir? 

That was an idea I hadn’t considered before. It would certainly solve a lot of problems. 

This is about more than just a job and a meal. I limped toward the green door on blistered feet with as much dignity as I could muster. 

Unlocking it, his fingers curled around the handle and he pushed it open, ushering me in ahead of him. Stepping inside, I blinked, waiting for my eyes to adjust, appreciating the cooler air after the sun had beaten down on me without ceasing the past few days. 

A low sofa stretched the span of three walls in the small front room, all three sides covered in brightly colored pillows. The decorative window covering let light in through a hundred different designs making patterns across the walls and floor. It was a beautiful home, but there was nothing personal, no paintings or tapestries. An older man lounged at the table, which held the noon meal. 

My mouth watered. 

The man didn’t look up, busy working with a knife and a piece of wood. He was nearly my father’s age and his skin was even darker than Baba’s. His head was shaved smooth, but he’d allowed a carefully trimmed beard to grow. 

Kadin cleared his throat. “We have company,” he told the man, who glanced up at me. “This is Arie. Arie, this is Illium.”

The older man nodded, once, and returned to his work. The complete lack of thoughts about me proved his disinterest was real. 

A younger man came through the kitchen door holding a tray with steaming cups of tea. Kadin repeated the introductions, adding, “This is Naveed.” 

The younger man was closer to my age, and I assumed Kadin’s as well. He had light brown skin, closely cropped black hair, and warm brown eyes. 

He set the tea down and stepped forward. Not saying a word, he just smiled and squeezed my hand. 

Hello, he thought and let go, still not speaking. 

It should’ve made me feel ill at ease, but it didn’t. I smiled back. “Wonderful to meet you both.” 

Illium grunted, focused on his whittling. 

Naveed nodded in reply. You as well. 

I began to feel nervous, but held myself still and composed, trying to hide it. Did he somehow sense my Gift? Is this a test?

“Each member of my crew has a job,” Kadin said, pulling my thoughts away from the strangely quiet man. “Illium is in charge of potions and poisons. Naveed is my eyes and ears.” Again, a grunt from one and a nod from the other. 

Naveed’s hands moved lightning fast, almost like a dance, and I heard his thoughts as he spoke to Kadin. Tell her what happened.

“Naveed is unable to speak,” Kadin added. “He lost his tongue many years ago when one of the princes decided they didn’t like something he said.”

I swallowed, suddenly very aware of my own tongue. Kadin said the words casually, but a muscle tightened in his jaw and there was fire in his eyes.

His thoughts were only a soft hum since he wasn’t thinking of me. 

Had he been involved somehow? 

He sat on the sofa, gesturing for me to join them. 

I chose the empty side across from Illium, and a few feet from Kadin, perching on the edge. I eyed the food, but tried to focus on Kadin’s words. 

“You’d think Illium over there is mute as well.” Kadin joked, which eased the tension in Naveed’s shoulders as he settled onto the sofa by Illium. “But his silence is by choice.” 

The older man’s hands never stopped moving, but he flung one up in a crude gesture before returning to his work, and Kadin laughed.

I picked at the dirt under my nails, feeling completely out of my element, but forced myself to stop. Turning to Naveed, I cleared my throat. “I’m sorry that happened to you.” I knew it hadn’t happened in our kingdom or I’d have heard of it, yet I still felt responsible. Rulers should be just and fair. 

He smiled. She’s kind.

I watched his hands as Naveed signed and Kadin translated. “He says don’t worry about it.”

I pressed my lips together and nodded, but knew I wouldn’t forget his story anytime soon.

“Arie’s here for a meal,” Kadin told them both, running a hand through his thick, dark hair. “I’ll explain more when the others get here.”

Naveed waved toward the food on the table, offering me a bowl. 

“Yes, please. Thank you,” I said in a rush, leaning forward. 

He filled the bowl with rice and vegetables. It was simpler than what we ate back home, yet tasted better than any meal I’d ever had. 

I’d only taken a few bites when the door burst open, startling me. Three men entered mid-conversation, shutting the door and stepping into the room before they noticed me and fell silent.

“This is Arie,” Kadin began all over again, and introduced them to me one by one. “This is Ryo, Daichi, and Bosh.” Each of them waved. 

Nice.

How’d she get here?

She’s pretty!

The onslaught of thoughts made my head ache, but I tried not to wince as I greeted them. 

Ryo gave me a wide smile that he assumed worked on all the ladies as he sat down first. “Make room, make room,” he said, grinning at me. I scooted over to the bench where Kadin sat as they crowded in, but I didn’t have far to go. I felt oddly aware of Kadin’s presence, even though we weren’t touching. 

Daichi moved slowly, more cautious, and if his thoughts were any indication, a bit shy. He and Ryo were both handsome, with black hair and almost equally dark eyes, the only difference was while Ryo was clean shaven with closely shorn hair, Daichi’s most defining features were his beard and topknot. Both had tattoos that swirled out from underneath their shirts, which spoke of them hailing from Bafrin in the East. 

“You’re taking all the food,” Daichi grumbled as Ryo scooped more and more until he’d made a tiny mountain in his bowl. 

“Oh, shut it, I worked harder than you.” Ryo took his time scooping yet another helping, which only made Daichi grumble more. 

“Those two are cousins,” Kadin murmured as they bickered. “But you’d think they were brothers the way they argue.”

Normally they would’ve had my full attention, and the quiet boy seated in the corner would’ve gone unnoticed, but his thoughts were louder than all of the conversation combined. She’s so pretty. I wonder if she’s older than me? I wonder if she likes Kadin? She probably likes Kadin... 

I ducked my head, focusing on my bowl instead of the boy. He looked younger than the others, tall and gaunt with gangly arms and legs, like he’d missed a lot of meals growing up or had just recently grown a foot. The dark fuzz on his upper lip grew in patches.

As they settled in to eat, they talked less, and I inhaled my food. I found myself grateful that men could only think about one thing at a time. Focused on the food—or in Illium’s case, the strange little object he was carving—the quiet allowed me to finish my own meal in peace. 

With the warm food in my belly, I started feeling sleepy.

“More?” Kadin asked, taking the bowl from my hands. I nodded, embarrassed but still hungry.

He scooped another helping, handing it to me before he sat back down. 

The light from the window reflected the gold flecks in his brown eyes and distracted me until he spoke to the others, “Arie here tells me she’s an expert in the Jinn.” 

Their thoughts assaulted me all at once and I couldn’t even separate them in the jumble. 

Ryo winked at me. “That true, gorgeous?”

“It is,” I managed a weak smile. “I’m trained in hunting the Jinn.”

“Says she’d be a good addition to our team,” Kadin added, and then took a bite. It seemed that was as much introduction as I would be given. 

“The question is, why are you all looking for a Jinni?” I asked. Did they want some extra help to steal something? Or did they want to steal something from a Jinni?

Illium blew the wood shavings from his lap in the silence. 

The others watched him, none of them replying. Bits and pieces of their thoughts flooded my mind. Why does she want to know...how does... can we trust... she telling the truth? 

It was overwhelming. I pressed a hand to my forehead, rubbing my temples. I didn’t know if I’d ever learn to pick a thought out of a group when they all coincided like this. 

Hopefully, if this went according to plan, I’d never have to. 

I cleared my throat and added, “You know what, it’s none of my business. All I need to know is if you want my help.”

“We definitely need your help,” Bosh said, licking his finger as he spoke. “We haven’t had any luck—” he cut off as Kadin lifted a few subtle fingers. “Um... today that is...” he faltered, trying to recover.

Kadin sighed and shook his head. 

I bit the inside of my lip to keep from smiling.

Naveed set down his bowl to sign something. Kadin didn’t translate, but I overheard, How did she know?

“That’s what I want to know too.” Kadin replied, still not bothering to interpret for me. He signed something further. She has secrets. Don’t know what they are yet. 

You have such a soft spot for the unfortunate souls, Naveed signed back, shaking his head at Kadin with a small smile. At first I thought my Gift was growing and expanding to all thoughts, until I realized Naveed meant me.

I schooled my face not to react, scooping up the last kernels of rice until my bowl was clean. Kadin wasn’t as convinced as I’d hoped. 

He finally spoke, “I figure we can hear her out. See what she knows. What do you all think?”

Illium shrugged, turning over the wood to scrape away at a new place, speaking for the first time. “Whatever it takes.” His deep baritone voice surprised me. It was soothing and melodic, with the cadence of a natural speaker. 

Kadin nodded. “That’s a yes from Illium,” he said to me as Naveed signed something. “And from Naveed as well.”

Ryo spoke with his mouthful. “I vote yes.” 

Daichi lifted his spoon in agreement. 

“Definitely,” Bosh’s voice came out a bit higher than he might’ve intended, “We need a lady in the crew.” 

“A lady, huh?” Ryo teased him. “Trying to flirt, are we?” 

Bosh blushed and stuttered, “I just meant, for all the, you know, for when we need to get into certain places that—”

“We knew what you meant, Bosh,” Kadin cut him off. 

Why did I get the feeling Bosh was about to say something Kadin didn’t want me to hear? Were they looking for a Jinni or were they thieves? Or both? Kadin set down his bowl to give me his undivided attention. “So, Arie. How do you go about hunting a Jinni?”

Their gazes turned to me. “Before I start,” I said, clearing my throat to buy myself time. “I should ask what you already know?” 

Kadin frowned. Is it a ploy? Maybe she’s using us and doesn’t know anything. 

I kept my face clear and open, not letting a single twitch reveal I was doing exactly that. 

“I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to exchange information,” Kadin said slowly. I could tell the men trusted him; they waited for him to continue. “We know the Jinn are drawn to certain objects. Ancient relics and antiques. But we’re not entirely certain which ones. Daichi—” he waved to the bearded man, “—show her the artifact.”

I eyed the tattoos curling around Daichi’s thick arms as he pulled a small, circular item out of his pocket.

At first, I thought it was a metal ball. He held it out to me and I accepted, feeling the cold weight of the object in my palm. “It’s a doorknob...” 

“Close,” Bosh spoke up, “It’s a door knocker.” He grinned at my surprise.

When I glanced back up at Daichi, a blush had risen above his beard. 

He held out his hand to take it back and I returned the odd metal door knocker. 

“Why...” I trailed off, not knowing where to start. 

“The Jinn are known to appear at auctions looking for particularly old items,” Kadin explained. 

Naveed took my bowl and I pressed my hands together, unsure what to do with them. 

Everyone was finished, but we stayed seated, listening to Kadin. His men clearly respected him. It made me wonder what he’d done to earn such loyalty. 

“It’s believed that certain antiques may be enchanted for different Jinni, to enhance their Gifts. Different objects for different abilities.” Kadin clasped his hands together, speaking quietly. His words reminded me of the book full of Jinni spells back home. “At first we searched for individual items.” He gestured to the door knocker. “But if you don’t know what you’re looking for it’s nearly impossible to know if you’re chasing the right item. We were never able to find a Jinni that way. A while back we decided to try auctions with some success.”

“Success?” Ryo scoffed. “We’ve been to dozens of auctions. In almost as many towns. We’ve seen one Jinni.” 

Illium looked up sharply at Ryo. 

Without this reaction, I’d have missed it. They hadn’t been here long. That explained why there was nothing personal in the décor, nothing to speak of a home. 

Kadin only shrugged. “We made the mistake of waiting for the last Jinni to win the bid before trying to meet him. He disappeared before we could approach.”

“We even tried coming back the next day,” Bosh added helpfully, “You know, when the bidders pay for their winnings and pick them up? But he’d already came and went.”

Kadin waved a hand. “The important thing is, we know an auction is the best place to find a Jinni. And now we know, the best way to gain an introduction, will be to possess the item they’re bidding for. Then, they’ll have to come to us.”

The puzzle pieces fell into place. I hadn’t known that, but I finally remembered what I’d noticed in the Jinni book back home. It was a tidbit that would immediately place me as an expert now. Except... the door knocker didn’t make sense. “Was a Jinni actually bidding for the door knocker?” 

“I told you it was stupid,” Ryo muttered.

“Shut it,” Daichi snapped, shoving the piece back into his pocket, growing redder. 

“We were experimenting,” Kadin pacified the men, speaking to me and ignoring the muttered jabs at Daichi over his ‘precious door knocker.’ “We’ve spent a few months traveling from one auction to the next. Usually we bid low and let someone else outbid us, once we feel confident the other person isn’t a Jinni. But in a few rare cases, our bid ended up being the highest.”

“Yeah,” Bosh joked, trying to impress me, “like when this dingbat thought a Jinni would want something as stupid as an old piece of a door.”

“I said, shut it,” Daichi stood so fast he knocked the table in front of him, spilling a half empty cup of tea. 

Naveed jumped up to catch it, mopping up the spill before it reached the floor.

“Daichi, why don’t you go get some air,” Kadin said lightly.

Glaring around the circle, Daichi stomped out the door and it slammed shut behind him. 

Instead of being ashamed, Bosh chuckled, and Ryo and Illium joined him. 

Kadin’s lips quirked, but he resumed his explanation as if nothing had happened, leaning back against the bench. “That’s all we know. Your turn.” His sharp gaze met mine, deceptively casual but I knew from his thoughts that he was convinced I was about to reveal how little I knew. 

I shouldn’t have been offended. He was wise to be skeptical, right even. But if he hadn’t thought I had true information then this whole meal had been charity. It made me bristle. “It’s not just any artifacts they want,” I told Kadin with a tone of authority, shaking my head at him. “They need to be timepieces.”

I paused, waiting for a reaction.

Kadin only frowned, studying me. 

“You know, items that mark time in some form or fashion,” I prompted, keeping my features still, trying not to be nervous. I didn’t have any other information to share. If he’d already discovered this, I was in trouble. 

“Like a sand glass?” Bosh’s voice was hopeful. 

“Or a pocket watch,” Ryo added. “Or a sundial...” 

I hid my relief with a laugh. “Exactly like that.”

“Timepieces,” Kadin mused. He was watching me too closely. His expression hadn’t changed. “That narrows it down, but there will no doubt be a variety of options. How would we know when a Jinni might bid?” 

“I’ll know,” I declared. In truth, I had no idea, but I needed them to take me with, or all of this would be for nothing. “Up until now, you’ve been guessing. But if you take me with you, I guarantee I’ll find you a Jinni.” 

I met each of their gazes, letting confidence ooze out of me, and heard each of them begin to believe it. 

I only hoped I was right.

Kadin studied me. His men watched both of us. “Alright,” he said, even as he thought it. “You’re in.”

I grinned. I couldn’t help it. 

For a long second, Kadin didn’t look away. You’re going to break my heart, aren’t you? He stood to pour himself another cup of tea, not showing even a hint of the thought on his face, making me feel like I’d imagined it. 

Worried my face was turning red, I glanced around the room and said the first thing that came to mind, “Let’s find a Jinni!”

They cheered, raising glasses in agreement.

Kadin sat back down as they settled. I half-expected him to address the thought he’d had, since he’d been so direct up til now, but he turned the conversation to planning so fast it felt like being twirled one too many times. “The next auction is tomorrow,” he began. “Which means we’ll need to finalize the details tonight.”

He described what they knew of the next day’s auction. 

Naveed caught me staring at the teapot and poured me another cup. 

I smiled my thanks, only half-listening to Kadin until he said, “We’ll use Arie as bait.” 

I almost choked.

“Because she’s so pretty?” Bosh asked. Normally men kept those thoughts private. But he was utterly serious.

“Because she’s a so-called Jinni-hunter,” Kadin smirked as he gave me the title. 

I guess, in a way, that’s exactly what I was. 

“The real bait is the artifact, though, right?” I spoke up. 

“I suppose you’re right.” Kadin smiled. Only when his thoughts proved in line with his words did I smile back.

Their excitement was contagious. 

They plotted all through the afternoon and into the evening, with a few card games mixed in. 

When the heat of the day cooled, we moved up to the roof. Sitting in the night breeze, full of good food, I lounged in a chair and watched the sun set over the ocean, almost happy. 

Except when I thought of my father.

The men had stopped worrying about me unless I asked questions, so I’d grown quiet, content to listen. Mostly, they forgot to think of me altogether, except for Bosh. 

I think I’m in love, the thought floated to me out of nowhere. 

I avoided his gaze, though I didn’t think he knew he was staring. 

I’ve found the girl I want to marry. I wonder if she’d dance with me at Summer’s Eve...

“Bosh, focus,” Kadin chastised him when he caught the young man gawking. 

Bosh turned away, probably thinking about his embarrassment now. 

I sighed softly, and Kadin frowned. He didn’t miss a thing. I’d need to be careful of that.

I leaned my head against the chair, letting my eyes slide shut. But they flew open seconds later as Kadin thought, She’s tired.

“Come with me.” He stood, leading me back inside and downstairs. “I’ll show you to your room.”

I followed him down the hall, trailing a finger along the brightly colored walls, watching paint peel off under my touch. Their clothes spoke of wealth, but this dwelling was falling apart, and the furniture was sparse. “How long did you say you’ve been here?” I asked Kadin as we stepped into the bedroom at the far end. 

“I didn’t,” was all he said in response. 

Not long then. I was bursting with questions, but I decided to wait. I could pick up more by being invisible than by asking him anything. 

Kadin busied himself picking up someone’s pack, stuffing clothes and miscellaneous items lying around the room inside. “This’ll be your room while you’re working for us.”

“Working with you,” I corrected him.

No reaction. 

He finished filling the pack as I moved toward the rickety bed, eyeing the blankets. This isn’t the time to be picky. After two days of barely eating or sleeping, the warm food in my belly had me swaying on my feet. “Wait... Is this your room?”

“No,” Kadin said. “It’s your room.” Which I took to mean yes, it had been. He carried his pack toward the door. “Rest. There’ll be time to plan more tomorrow.” 

I nodded and he closed the door. 

Why did I trust him? His thoughts were comforting, but some men were just better at hiding their feelings and plans...

I shrugged as I dropped onto the shaky bed. I’d be more careful when I woke up. Now I needed to listen to my body, which was begging for rest. Curling up, I barely even noticed the rough blankets and lumps in the mattress as I drifted off to sleep.
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Arie

A HANDHELD MIRROR. A set of silver spoons. A lavish settee. 

I stood in the middle of the town square in a crowd of people watching the auction. 

Each item the auctioneer’s lackeys held up passed slower than a seven-course dinner. Or at least that’s what it felt like. 

He yelled over the crowd, speaking so fast I struggled to follow, pointing here and there at bids only he seemed to see. 

I sighed, fanning myself with a large leaf I’d found. It felt like I was being gradually cooked by the sun. 

A dozen men stood guarding the prizes of the day, and the crowd pressed in closer, making us a mess of sweaty bodies pressed together. 

Not a single timepiece so far. 

At least none that I was aware of. I’d accidentally bid on the first piece of the morning when I’d brushed my hair from my face, so now I kept my hands carefully below my neck to avoid the same mistake. The tension building in my muscles mixed with the anxiety and overwhelming number of thoughts in such a confined space, was forming what promised to be a spectacularly awful headache. 

I glanced around the square yet again. Standing in the midst of a crowd of people, I searched for any sign of a Jinni, but of course, I wasn’t entirely sure what I was looking for. Neither were any of the men in the crew, though they were spread out across the square nonetheless, eyes peeled for a sighting. Pale skin and blue eyes. Such small things would be so easy to miss in this mass of sweaty people.

I watched the men circulate through the crowd. Kadin kept a close eye on me. He was trusting me to bid for their little group today, so he needed to calm down and give me some space. Between him, his men, and the hum of so many in the crowd, I could hardly think straight, much less make out his thoughts. But from his expression, he clearly wasn’t convinced I would come through today. I made a face at him. 

He only raised his brows at me and hid a smile in response.

The heat of the sun made me so tired, I almost missed the next item when the auctioneer held it up. It was small, no more than the size of my palm, and rose slightly taller than it was wide. Beautiful gold metal designs framed the thin base and stem, billowing out into a round bulb the size of both my fists put together. Thick green glass with a perfectly shaped opening at the top. It would glow a mellow, warm-green light when lit.

An oil lamp.

My instincts responded to the lamp. Oil lamps only stayed lit if they had oil. If you filled them to different markers, you would get different amounts of time before it burnt out. 

Which meant that, in a way, it marked time.

I bid on it impulsively, raising my palm leaf high. 

Kadin frowned at me, looking like he might break his cover and come over to rebuke me in person. 

But I simply raised a brow at him, as if to say, Think about it.

His frown softened, turning puzzled. 

I continued to bid, even as the amount rose higher and higher. I may have been sheltered in our castle, but even I knew when the price grew steep. 

It made sense, considering the lamp’s base was made of gold and the delicately blown glass looked detailed and ornate, making it very valuable indeed. 

Even though I couldn’t see most of the group while I focused on our lamp, their combined thoughts hoping I was making the right decision felt oppressive.

The auctioneer’s words flew by, as people kept bidding. “This beautiful item is going fast, if you don’t bid now you’ll lose it, bid now, do I have a bid? You there, sir? Ma’am?” 

I bit my lip, confused, had I lost it? I raised my leaf high again.

“Young lady, you already have the highest bid.”

I blushed as he continued to rally the crowd. 

“Do I have anyone who dares to risk the young lady’s ire and take it off her hands? Bid now, or forever go without.” 

Listening closer, I paid more attention to the other bidders. I began to worry the cost was too extreme. Kadin hadn’t given me permission to bid this high. 

His frown deepened, but he didn’t try to stop me. 

Then, just as I was about to back out, I felt it. 

A sense I’d only ever felt around a few others. One in particular: King Amir. I’d assumed it was just because the king made me uncomfortable. It was always so small and insignificant, less noticeable than goosebumps, almost like a breeze. This time it was magnified one-hundred-fold, yet the breeze didn’t touch the leaf in my hand or the clothing around me.

I lifted my hand to stay in the running and raised up onto my tiptoes to see who might bid next. 

The internal breeze didn’t have any sense of direction and I worried it was my imagination, until I saw a pale hand rise in the crowd, adding his bid to the rest. 

I glanced over at Kadin. 

Worry lines creased his brow, but he nodded for me to continue. 

So, I did.

It rose even higher. 

Between the crew’s lavish clothing and their humble living space, I couldn’t honestly predict what they had to spend, but one by one, the other bidders backed out, until between the auctioneer’s calls, the only hands that rose were mine and a Jinni’s. 

I waved my makeshift fan in the air once more, bidding slightly higher, wondering if even my crown cost this much. Could they afford such a ridiculous sum?

When the auctioneer urged the crowd to beat my latest bid, there was only stillness. 

Was the Jinni still there? Had he given up? 

The auctioneer proclaimed the final price, naming me the winner.

The lamp was mine. 

As the auctioneer moved to the next item, I wove through the crowd and stepped to the side where the employee wrote down my information. I signed a promise of purchase note. We had until the end of the week to pick it up and pay for it.

Now what? 

I heard his thought as if it were a shout amongst whispers: Why does she want my lamp? It was so crystal clear, as if he’d spoken to me from mere inches away. 

I whirled around, looking over both my shoulders, expecting to find him right there behind me. 

But I was alone. 

It was definitely a Jinni. 

Goosebumps broke out along my skin as I scanned the crowd, searching for him. I’d never heard a Jinni’s thoughts before, but now I knew without a sliver of doubt. We’d found him.

Hello, Daughter of the Jinn, he spoke directly to my thoughts again, and this time he added a direction to it, making it come from my left, in a way no one had ever done before. 

How does he know I have Jinni-blood? Can he sense me the way I sensed him? 

Panic flooded my senses, and despite the sweltering heat, I felt ice-cold. Does that mean he knows of my Gift too? 

I waited for those surrounding us to turn and stare at me in horror, until a more rational part of me reminded myself that he hadn’t spoken aloud. No one else had heard it. When I turned toward the ‘sound,’ I found him immediately. Staring at me.

Tall and thin, he stood still amongst the sea of people, hands in his jacket pockets. He had a hook nose, clear, sky-blue eyes beneath dark black brows. His pale, almost-translucent skin was so clear his veins showed beneath, giving his pale skin the slightest hint of blue. His tall forehead spoke of intelligence and his long black hair, almost to his shoulders, was swept back. His stance was casual. Un-hurried. He allowed me to take it all in, with eyes wide and my mouth open, before he continued his internal conversation with me, I wish to buy your lamp. 

I didn’t know whether to think my response back to him or speak it out loud. 

In my indecision, I simply stood there, planted in place. 

Kadin approached me from the side, while we still stood staring. “Well?” he asked. “Did it–”

“Kadin!” I interrupted him. “Did you get what you wanted? I got what I wanted, so I’m happy.” It sounded like I was a rambling fool. 

As smart as he was, Kadin somehow didn’t catch on. “Are you okay? Did you spend all that coin just because you thought it was pretty?”

Without warning, the Jinni stood next to us, joining our conversation. “I don’t mean to intrude.” 

Kadin jumped as if he hadn’t seen him until he spoke. 

I smirked ever so slightly. Now he caught on. There was no mistaking a Jinni now that I’d seen one. 

“I would like to speak with the lady regarding her latest purchase.”

“Of course,” I agreed.

When he turned to Kadin, patiently waiting for him to depart, my smirk turned into a full-on grin. I wiggled my fingers at him as he turned to go.

“Very good,” the Jinni said, facing me. He held a cane. He seemed too young for a cane, only a half-dozen or so years older than myself. Was he older than he appeared? Some legends said the Jinn lived forever. His eyes did seem ancient. Then again, he held the cane more like a weapon than something he needed for support. “How much for the lamp? I can pay you double what you’ve purchased it for.”

“If you can pay double, why didn’t you keep bidding?” Kadin called from a few feet away, eyes narrowed.

“I prefer not to draw unwanted attention to myself,” he replied, turning to Kadin with one raised brow, waiting. 

Kadin’s scowl deepened, but he took the hint and moved back until he was out of hearing distance. 

“I don’t believe I caught your name,” I said, curtseying and giving him my most charming smile that usually gave me a thought or two. “I’m Arie.” 

The silence from his mind felt almost intentional. I had no way of knowing for sure, but my instincts had me wondering if he was capable of hiding his thoughts? Who knew what the Jinn were capable of? Maybe he could hear all my thoughts right now. 

He sighed. “Gideon.” 

It fit him. “Nice to meet you, Gideon.”

He nodded at my effort to start with pleasantries, but only said, “I’m waiting expectantly for your answer.”

I knew for sure Kadin wanted a chance to speak to him, which was the next step in his plan. The next step in mine had been different. I’d wanted to ask him to describe this so-called “Severance.” I’d wanted to know if he would sever my Gift. And I’d wanted to ask if he would also sever King Amir’s. Then the king would never have the upper-hand in Hodafez again. 

But on the spot like this, the enormity of my request hit me and I couldn’t bring myself to ask. 

I needed more time to think it through and form the right words. To get to know this Jinni a bit better first. After all, a Severance was a lot to trust a stranger with. Especially a Jinni. “Maybe we could meet somewhere quieter and discuss it?”

Gideon sighed again, long and drawn out. Would he agree?

The Jinni culture was full of rules that they strictly adhered to. A code of honor. A true Jinni would never steal, no matter how easy it might be for him. 

At least, that’s what we’d been taught in stories growing up. 

Now was the moment of truth.

“So be it,” Gideon finally replied. Rubbing the bridge of his nose, he asked, “Where would you like to meet?”
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Kadin

THIS IS FOR YOU, little brother, I thought, watching Arie speak with the Jinni. 

My plan had worked. Finally. After months of searching for a Jinni, this strange girl had shown up and we’d found one at the very next auction. I’d never admit it, but I hadn’t been sure it was possible. A small part of me had wondered if the Jinni were just a myth like everyone thought back home. But now, this tall, soft-spoken, formidable member of their race stood in front of me, in the flesh. 

And he’d just shoo-ed me away.

I ground my teeth, waiting from an appropriate distance, until Arie beckoned me to rejoin them. 

I hurried to do so. 

My men all watched anxiously from their concealed positions within the crowd. 

“The lady wishes to speak somewhere private.” The Jinni skipped small talk in a strange mixture of bluntness combined with impeccable manners. “Lead on.”

“Right this way.” I made an effort to hide my reaction, but I felt elated. The hard part was over. The Jinn weren’t nearly as terrifying in person as the stories made them out to be. He’d even called Arie, our girl in rags, a lady.

“His name is Gideon,” Arie said in a hushed whisper as she brushed past me. 

My skin tingled where we’d touched, but I didn’t reply. She was already five paces ahead on the road. 

I gestured for this “Gideon” to go ahead of me, and waited until he turned his back before I signaled my men to follow. 

We stepped into a small clearing just two blocks down on the outskirts of town, where no one would overhear our conversation. My men were careful to stay out of sight, peering out from buildings and trees. No telling if the Jinni might spook easily. I snapped off a piece of long grass from the side of the road, chewing on it out of habit. 

“Now,” Gideon faced me, placing his hands atop his cane. His quiet voice carried in the little clearing. He stared at me with those sharp blue eyes as if he saw more than I would like. “About my lamp.”

“You mean our lamp,” Arie corrected him, crossing her arms. I had to give her credit for her gumption. 

“We’re willing to part with it,” I amended her statement smoothly. “For a price.”

“I have graciously offered double what you paid.” Gideon stood stiff and unmoving. Not a flicker of expression crossed his face. 

“We have a slightly different form of payment in mind,” I answered. Now was the moment of truth. “I’ll give you the lamp for only half what we paid for it.” We’d make the coin back. We always did. “If you agree to come with us to the kingdom of Baradaan. To bear witness to the prince of Baradaan breaking the Jinni code.” 

“Bear witness,” he repeated. 

Arie frowned at the phrase. 

I’d picked it up in my inquiries. It was the Jinni’s ancient term for observing an action and passing judgment. 

Legend had led me to believe it was a common practice in Jinn, but Gideon narrowed his eyes. “So you lust for revenge?” 

I hesitated. How did he know that? “The princes are abusing their Gifts,” I answered after a long pause. I didn’t want to spill my story to a stranger. “Across all the kingdoms. Someone needs to hold them accountable.”

“You lust for revenge,” he repeated, and it was no longer a question. I wondered how he’d deciphered something I’d kept so carefully hidden. When I didn’t answer, he asked, “There is truly no other way I can convince you to part with it?” 

“No.” I didn’t want it in the first place. I wanted his help.

“Then I’m truly sorry,” Gideon said. He knelt, scooping up a handful of rocks and picking through them. He chose a simple gray stone barely larger than his thumbnail, more a pebble than a rock, smooth and round. He dropped the other stones, placing the gray pebble in his palm, and running his other hand over it in a smooth motion. Was that... Was he doing a Jinni spell?

He held it out, but he offered it to Arie, instead of me. 

I gritted my teeth yet again, keeping my face smooth, and peered over Arie’s shoulder to see it. There was a strange design etched into the previously smooth rock, a swirl that almost resembled a snail shell, intricate and detailed enough that someone could mistake it for an actual shell and not notice the uniqueness of the pebble. 

“If either of you change your mind about selling the lamp, give my talisman a rub,” he told us, pointing to the pebble. Arie’s fingers curled around the talisman and she placed it within the folds of her dress pockets, making me nervous.

“We’re not changing our mind,” I repeated, emphasizing we to make it clear that Arie didn’t have a choice. I felt desperate and hated it. “What can we do to change yours?”

“Nothing, I’m afraid.” Gideon tugged his vest down as if to make himself presentable, though he was perfectly neat. Tapping his cane on the ground, he sighed. “I’m unable to spare time for your schemes, as I’m obligated to finish an urgent assignment of my own. Good day.” 

The air bent around him as if folding him into it like a blanket, and he vanished. One second he stood in front of us, and the next we stared at the tree behind him.

“Wait!” I shouted into the thin air he’d left behind.

But he was gone.
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Kadin

“DO YOU THINK THE Jinni is gonna steal the lamp from the auctioneer?” Ryo asked without malice.

“No,” I shrugged, barely seeing the dirt road in front of me as we trudged back into town. Everything had fallen apart. “The Jinn honor their code. They wouldn’t stoop to stealing.” The code of Jinn. What I’d hinged my entire plan on in the first place. What if I was wrong?

According to the code, there were three unbreakable rules:


1)  Never use a Gift to deceive

2)  Never use a Gift to steal

3)  Never use a Gift to harm another


Every bone in my body had been convinced that all I needed to do was point a Jinni in the right direction—to Baradaan—and my little brother would finally receive justice. 

I’d overestimated how important their code was to them. Something to keep in mind.

Arie walked beside me, lost in thought. Could the little Jinni-hunter find another Jinni as quickly as she had today? 

She glanced up at me as I thought this. She tended to do that a lot. 

I didn’t think on it long though, as another idea struck me. What if Gideon was bluffing? What if he might be willing to help us, if we called his bluff? After all, he’d given us his talisman as a way to reach him...

“Well, what’re we gonna do, boss?” Bosh asked, picking up his pace until he was by my side.

“We’re going to return to the auction block and claim our lamp before the end of the week.” I smiled at him as my plan clicked into place. “We’ll just need a little more coin.” 

Bosh nodded, content to have another job on the horizon. 

We would see if Gideon still turned me down when I held the object he so clearly wanted in the palm of my hand.

“What if the Jinni is still with us now?” Daichi whispered from the other side. The big man looked nervous. Not one to startle easily, he must be truly terrified. 

The Jinni had appeared and disappeared into thin air. 

For the second time that day I felt a prickly unease. I tried not to show it. “Then he should know we’re serious.” My voice rose higher than usual. 

“His name is Gideon,” Arie piped up from behind us where she’d slowly fallen behind and now trailed after the group. I’d forgotten she was there. “And he was perfectly nice.”

I paused at the entrance to town, turning to face her. “Nice enough, but not very helpful.”

“Well, maybe not everyone is interested in going on a little revenge assignment. I think I’d prefer not to go either, actually.” She tossed some of that beautiful raven hair over her shoulder and skirted around me, continuing down the road into town. “It was very nice to meet everyone, thank you for letting me stay with you for a while. And good luck on getting your payback, whatever that might be.” 

“Not so fast,” I called after her, picking up my pace until I walked beside her again. “I’ll need that talisman before you go.” I held out my hand.

“I’d like to keep it.” So casual. As if she wasn’t withholding the most precious item in all our possessions combined. 

“I don’t think so.” 

She clutched it tighter. She wanted the Jinni’s help as badly as we did. But why? Had she ever meant to help us, or had she only joined our crew for herself?

When she just smiled at me, I dropped my hand. “Please.” The word fell flat. “I need it to call Gideon back once we officially purchase the lamp.”

“He gave it to me,” she argued, not slowing down for a second. “How do you know it would even work for you?” 

I considered that. Then considered stealing it from her. The idea of taking it by force made me uncomfortable. Glancing back, I found my men trailing us, wide-eyed at the girl standing up to the boss. Not something that happened every day.

“Unless you’ve come into a fortune recently, you can’t go anywhere,” I told her, grinning in triumph. “The auctioneer expects you to pay him by the end of the week for that lamp.” 

She froze mid-step. 

“And it’s strange,” I continued, stopping beside her to cross my arms and tap my chin. “I don’t know how I know this, maybe I have a Gift—but I feel fairly certain you don’t have any coin to pay for it.” I let my eyes drift to her clothing, ripped along the collar and by her feet, as if someone had hacked at it with shears, and dirty from sleeping on the ground at least once. 

The men had grown silent behind me. Probably trying to fade into the background as Arie’s glare burned up all the air in the space between us. 

She took one menacing step toward me. 

I stayed planted in the middle of the road. 

“I don’t want the lamp.” She took a step toward me, and another. “I don’t need the lamp, and I have no plans to pick it up, so why should I worry about paying for it?”

She stopped in front of me, less than a foot of space between us, hands on her hips. 

“I hate to break it to you, but creditors aren’t going to see it that way.” I shrugged, whistling a tuneless song as I stepped around her now, gesturing for the others to follow. “As far as they’re concerned, your bid means you bought it. No excuses, no changing your mind.”

Over my shoulder, I spoke up in case she was too stubborn to follow just yet. “Illium, what do the creditors do to people who can’t pay their debts?”

“Well, sometimes they’ll enslave them,” Illium answered in his deep voice, as serious and dour as ever. “Other times, they’ll put them in a cell or cut off a hand.” He shrugged. “Depends on the size of the debt, really.”

I let that sink in for a moment, before I turned back to face Arie, where she still stood in the middle of the street. “I suppose you could try to go into hiding. But I can’t guarantee that’ll be very effective.”

Ryo caught on to my tricks and backed me up. “Oh, they always find you.” He shook his head. “It’s terrible what they do when someone backs down on their word.” He lowered his voice so she was forced to step up and join us as we walked on. “I’ve heard awful stories of them taking the payment however they can...”

“Aww, maybe it won’t be that bad,” Bosh tried to encourage her, not realizing my ploy. “How much did you bid again?”

When she told him, he whistled a high note that fell low and final. “Ah,” he said, “Nevermind.” 

I smirked a little, but didn’t turn around. “It’s up to you,” I shrugged, still not looking back. “But we’re going to need that Jinni’s talisman back, either way.”
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Arie

I’D WANTED TO FIND a quiet corner in the city where I could call Gideon back and make my request. I’d been rehearsing what I could say to convince him since the moment he’d vanished. But now... I clutched my skirts and squeezed, imagining they were wrapped around Kadin’s neck. His cocky smile made me furious. After my brush with slavery just the day before, he knew I wouldn’t risk that again.

But he was beginning to worry. Is she going to follow? 

He and his men continued to walk, though Bosh broke the unspoken agreement between them and glanced back at me multiple times as the space between us grew. 

Good. Let them stew a bit longer. 

Why hadn’t I just asked Gideon sooner? It had only taken me a few short minutes to work it out. I would start by appealing to his Jinni code, I’m sure the Jinn dislike humans stealing their abilities. And then, straight to the point: I don’t even want my Gift and would like to request a Severance... No... maybe a bit more formal. He seemed to appreciate formality: I would like to beg you to consider providing me with a Severance... I could improvise that part... In return, I’ll sign the lamp over to you. A willing subject asking for their Gift to be removed? How could he say no? But the only way it would work was if I could get away from the crew and it didn’t look like Kadin was going to let that happen anytime soon.

“If I’m staying with you, I’m keeping it,” I finally called out after them as I started to walk. I slipped my hand into my pocket, clutching the small pebble before I caught myself. Making every effort to avoid rubbing it, I carefully let go and pulled my cloak around me as if that would stop them from taking it. I could only trust Kadin’s thought earlier would hold. He didn’t want to harm me. 

I stopped in front of him. “Gideon gave it to me.” 

We stood at a crossroads in the streets, literally and figuratively. I could tell he was frustrated, as much as he tried to hide it. The way those golden-brown eyes squinted at me. But I didn’t back down.

“Fine,” he said, after a long moment. He turned, leading us through the narrow passages between tall buildings, winding this way and that, until I was thoroughly lost. 

The men kept me in the center of the group, and no one said another word until we reached the now-familiar green door of their small dwelling. They didn’t trust me as much now. We’ll have to keep an eye on her at all times, Naveed signed and they nodded agreement. 

Everyone kept quiet as we entered, sensitive to the strange mood that had settled over us. 

I didn’t care. 

I had nothing to say, so I stayed silent as well. 

We sat down to the piping hot stew that Naveed had put together before we left. I sat on the far side of the sofa from Kadin. We ate in silence that grew more awkward the longer it stretched. 

Why doesn’t she want to help us? I tried to ignore Bosh’s thought, holding my bowl out to Naveed and gesturing for a refill. I’d eat until I couldn’t take another bite. At least then I’d have a full stomach when I snuck away later. 

“Please, Arie,” Bosh surprised me by speaking up. “I know you don’t want to stay with us. But we’re not all bad. We can be quieter and Naveed’s food is really good and—”

“Shut it,” Daichi growled. “She doesn’t care about us.”

Ryo smacked him across the head. “Not you at least, if you go around talking like that.”

Kadin cleared his throat. “What they’re trying to say, so poorly—” he lifted one eyebrow at the men and it disappeared under his long hair, “—is that we really need a Jinni’s help. It’s not right what these princes get away with. No one stands up to them. We just want justice.” 

I accepted the second bowl from Naveed slowly. 

His eyes pleaded with me. 

Glancing around the room, I saw that all of them hung on my reply. Daichi restlessly played with his doorknob, while Ryo chewed his lip. Illium scowled, even grouchier than usual; he’d already made up his mind that he didn’t like me. Kadin wouldn’t lower himself to beg, but his eyes implored me to reconsider, almost as if he knew what I was planning.

Lowering the bowl, I stared down at the food in thought, avoiding their gaze. I’d grown up with the princes and their foolish, power-hungry ways. At least I’d been somewhat protected, as a princess. What must it have been like for these men, for them to venture out on a quest for vengeance?

Glancing up again, I caught the men signing to each other, but whatever they were saying, it wasn’t about me because the thoughts stayed a wordless hum. Bosh’s head whipped back and forth, watching Daichi sign, then Illium and Kadin respond. Naveed joined in, hands moving faster than all of theirs combined. Bosh squinted, looking as confused as I felt.

My mind drifted back home, to the reminder of my own power-hungry, unwanted fiancé, King Amir. I imagined Gideon teaching him a lesson that would send him running back to his castle, leaving my father in peace. That alone made me reassess my decision.

Maybe it was possible to do both; to help them convince Gideon and to convince Gideon myself. I didn’t really have anywhere else to go. No one was hiring. I didn’t have any coin. Better to stay with this small group of people whom I half-trusted, where I could get a warm meal. If I helped them first, and asked for Gideon’s help later, it would give me time to get to know Gideon too. That seemed reasonable.

“If I stay long-term,” I began, and Bosh and Ryo cheered. “Then I get paid as a partner. Whatever the rest of you earn, that’s what I’ll earn too.” I had no idea how much that might be, but judging by their clothing, they had to have some coin. If I was careful, I could save my pay and make it last. No one would steal from me again without serious consequences. 

“Agreed,” Kadin said. And this time everyone cheered. Except me.

I paused in chewing. “So how are you going to pay for the lamp?” I asked. “Because as you said, I obviously don’t have enough.” 

Out of everyone here, I should’ve been most able to afford it. I ignored the urge to mourn the loss of my tiara and jewels once more. “Do you have some treasure hidden somewhere that I don’t know about?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Kadin said, waving off my concerns with a smile. “It’s something we know how to do.”
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Kadin

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING up so early?” I asked Arie, stepping out onto the roof. The morning sun still kissed the horizon and the light had a pure, shimmery quality to it, cool and refreshing before the heat of the day. 

I tried to catch my breath as I approached. When I’d awoken, her door had been open—and though I wouldn’t admit it to her, I’d run through the entire house searching for her, terrified she’d left in the night with the talisman.

She sat curled up on the sofa surrounded by pillows, wearing the same dress she’d worn the last two days. It occurred to me, belatedly, that she didn’t have anything else. Didn’t have a single bag or coin to her name. And yet, besides a hint of dark circles under her eyes, she looked beautiful and perfect. A blush rose in her cheeks as I admired her. 

“Were the men too loud last night?” I pulled a chair over to sit by her, turning it backwards so I could straddle it and drape my arms over the back. I faced the colorful sky as well. “They aren’t used to having a lady in the crew. Have we made you uncomfortable?” 

“No.” She shook her head, but didn’t take her eyes off the sunrise. “They’re fine. You’re all fine. I just couldn’t sleep.”

“Are you worried about something?” I studied her out of the corner of my eye. “Something you want to share?” Ever since we’d told her our plans for the heist last night, she’d been quiet.

That got her attention. One perfect brow arched as she glanced over at me. “Something I want to share? How about you go first? It’s not every day one meets six men preparing to steal treasure from a king. And not to keep, but to pay for a Jinni’s services? All of which, everyone immediately changes the subject when I ask...” 

I laughed. “Fair point.” The men were just following orders. They had their secrets, and I had mine. The pink streaks in the sky were fading to a more normal blue. The men would be up soon if they weren’t already.

“You’re good at keeping secrets, you know that? You’re impossible to... read,” Arie faltered over the last word. 

“Am I?” I smiled, liking the idea. When she frowned back at me, I chuckled. Oh, why not tell her a little? “You want to know about us? About how we started stealing from castles?”

She nodded. Swinging her legs off the sofa, she faced me fully, leaning forward. 

“Where should I start?” I teased, tapping my chin. “Well, Illium, Ryo, and Daichi aren’t here for the Jinni. They only care about getting paid. I caught the cousins fleecing travelers along the road for small coin almost two years ago. They’re better at working together than they let on. Illium, we met even more recently; about nine months back. We’d heard rumors he was good with poisons, but he was selling sleeping tonics and other potions when we met. We went looking for him, since we needed someone with his talents for some jobs. He’s a bit spooked by the Jinni though. I’m not sure if he’ll stay with us.” The thought made me pause. The older man could be dangerous if he wanted to be. I’d have to handle him with care and a generous send off.

“What about the others?” Arie’s voice pierced the quiet. “And you?” 

I held up a hand. “Settle down, I’m getting to that. The rest of us are here to find a Jinni. The heist is just a necessary part of our work.” 

Arie pressed her lips together, raising a brow. 

“Naveed and I grew up together. He’s been with me since we started. We want to find a Jinni for the same reason—and no,” I added when her mouth opened, “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“But Gideon said it was revenge?” she said anyway. “How did he know that? Was he right?”

“You’re stubborn, you know that?” I rested my chin on my hand as I half-smiled at her. I didn’t want to think about it. “Does that normally work for you?”

“It does,” she allowed the tiniest smile in return. “What about Bosh then? Isn’t he a bit young to be running heists? What if he were caught? His family would never forgive you.”

“He doesn’t have any family,” I replied, shrugging. “He wants to find a Jinni who can help him locate his father, who abandoned him in a village when he was a baby. But I think...” I hesitated. Why was I sharing so much with someone who was still a stranger? 

She blinked, breaking my gaze. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

“That’s alright,” I said. Something made me feel like I could trust her. “I think we have become his family in a lot of ways. He’s been with us for four or five months now, but it feels like he’s been part of the group forever. He doesn’t have anywhere else to go.” 

“Oh...” she whispered. 

We were quiet for a long moment. I didn’t feel the need to break it. 

The door to the roof burst open and Bosh stepped through first, followed by the others. Naveed held a tray of cups filled with tea and he set the tray down. Everyone took a cup. 

“I was thinking, maybe now that we have Arie we could do the ‘Dancing Chicken?’” Ryo said without preamble as they all came to sit with us, pulling up chairs. 

Arie blinked at the strange name for the con, and I held back a laugh. We’d been planning the heist for weeks now; we already knew every second of how the job would go down tonight. But the men still liked getting a rise out of her.

“I vote we do ‘Parade of Princes,’” Daichi chimed in, grinning, which made Ryo mutter about how he always disagreed with him. 

I leaned back and stayed quiet. Let them get this nervous energy out of their system. 

“Which one is that again?” Bosh spoke up, “Is that where they line up or the one where we—”

“We stick to the original plan,” Illium interrupted, his deep voice carrying over the racket. He looked to me for confirmation and the others turned my way as well. 

I switched the warm tea to one hand so I could lean on the other. “We keep the plan,” I agreed. “We’ve had Ryo in place for almost two weeks now. He knows most of the kitchen maids. Among other things. Now that Arie’s here, I have the perfect role for her.” I’d come up with the idea last night, but hadn’t told any of them yet.

“Me?” she said, biting her lip, which only drew my attention there. “What will I do?” 

I mulled over how much I should tell her. Her eyes flashed to my face as if she could sense me holding back. I just popped a sugar cube in my mouth and smiled. “We’ll need you to be our driver.” That’s all she needed to know for now. Keep it simple for her first heist. It wasn’t technically the job I had in mind, but somebody had to drive the wagon. The men glanced at me curiously, but didn’t say anything. 

“Do you know how to drive a wagon?” Bosh asked her eagerly.

“Um... no?” Arie was frowning at me. 

“She’ll learn,” I said as I took one last sip of tea and stood. “We only have a couple hours left to get ready.” Everyone tried not to tense at that, but the nerves always came into play around this point.

“Naveed and Bosh, it’s time for you to collect the horse and wagon. Illium will finish mixing his concoctions. Ryo, you’ll go ahead of us to the castle and charm your way inside. Take Daichi with you. Teach him the ropes.”

“But he’ll get in the way,” Ryo complained. “You can’t flirt with a woman when someone’s watching. It’s just not right.” He stood too, moving back across the roof.

Daichi bristled, following him. “What’s not ‘right’ is the way you constantly lie and manipulate. Have you ever kept a promise you made to a woman? Hmm?”

“Absolutely!” Ryo huffed. “I phrase my words carefully so there’s never any real lies. It’s an art really. A skill.” 

“Teach him this supposed ‘skill’ then,” Illium growled from his corner, still finishing his tea. 

“Naveed’s intel says we’ll need two men to lift the bar for the back door,” I explained calmly, interrupting the fight about to break out. “Unless you’ve been lifting tree trunks in your spare time, you’re too weak on your own.”

Ryo grumbled to himself. “C’mon,” he said to Daichi, opening the door. “Let’s go.” 

“I’m going to run an errand in town,” I added before they disappeared. “Don’t forget. Right before the dinner hour. You’ll hear the cue.”

“You got it, boss,” Daichi said and Ryo nodded. The door closed behind them. 

Our plan had officially begun.
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Kadin

“THE PRINCES LIKE TO have guests to dinner to show off their wealth,” I told Arie. We rode in the front seat of the wagon down the road toward the Aziz Castle. 

She rolled her eyes, but was too focused on the road to come up with one of her usual fiery responses. Her fingers clenched the reins so tightly I thought they’d lose circulation. 

I reached out and gently pried them loose, flipping her hands over and lowering them to rest in her lap so she could cradle the reins instead. “Don’t worry, the horses won’t rip them out of your hands,” I teased. “We got the nice ones.”

She snorted, but her posture softened slightly. “It’s not the horses I’m worried about. I can handle any horse. It’s this ridiculous plan.” 

She didn’t even know the half of it. 

Her frown deepened and no matter how much I teased her after that, she didn’t lighten up. Earlier, when I’d gone out on an errand, I’d mulled over how there was something off about her. Usually I could read people better than a book, but it felt as if Arie was written in a completely new language. 

“Don’t worry about the plan.” I waved off her concerns when she asked about it yet again. “We could do this in our sleep.”

“Yeah,” Bosh chimed in from the wagon bed as Naveed and even Illium nodded. “We’re the best of the best. That’s why Kadin picked us, right boss?”

“That’s right.” I grinned at him. He wasn’t wrong actually. The kid could pick any pocket and pilfer any object. He could probably steal a spoonful of food directly out of a starving man’s mouth without him ever noticing. 

“King Gaspar is hosting a dinner party tonight for all the nearby nobles and neighboring royals, so he, his guards, and all the castle staff will be thoroughly distracted,” I continued. “Naveed made sure to learn exactly how many guards will be on duty tonight. Illium came prepared.”

I didn’t need to check with him or even look back. Illium always came prepared. “Stop here.”

Arie pulled the reins and the horses slowed until the wheels stopped rolling. I hopped down and held out a hand to her. 

“What’re you doing?” She didn’t move. 

“I’m trying to help you down.”

“But, I’m the driver.” She scowled, tightening her grip on the reins. 

“And you drove,” I agreed. “Now, you’re a walker. It’s the second stage in the master plan. Come on, trust me.” I leaned over the side so my hand was just inches from her own. 

For a minute, I thought she was stubborn enough to challenge me further, but she set the reins on the holder and stood, clutching her skirt in one hand and placing the other in mine, before climbing down carefully. Once on the ground, she let go. 

I hid my disappointment, taking my bag from Illium.

“Your turn to drive,” Illium told Bosh, not moving. The older man knew my plan and he was good with secrets; mostly because he didn’t care. He and Naveed could fill Bosh in after we left. 

Bosh hopped up into the front seat, eager to drive, while Illium and Naveed continued to lounge in the back. 

“Good luck.” I nodded to them as Bosh clicked for the horses to take off down the road once more. 

“You too, boss,” Bosh called back cheerfully, and they were off. 

“Why aren’t we going with them?” Arie asked me, frowning. “And why are they dressed like servants, but we’re not? I’m not going any further until you explain.”

“You have cute frown lines,” I told her as we strolled down the road, unhurried. It was true. She also had a dimple in one cheek when she was trying not to smile. “They’re going to need them to blend in once they’re inside.” 

“Aren’t we going to need to blend in too?” Her voice fell in disappointment as she added, “You’re taking me off the crew, aren’t you?”

“Not at all,” I reached down to the side of the road to snap off a long piece of stiff grass. “You and I are taking the easier way in.”

“Easier?”

“Mmm,” I nodded, chewing on the prairie grass, an old habit. “Daichi and Ryo are going to unbar the door on the castle keep and drop a rope out the outer tower window. Naveed, Bosh, and Illium will all be scaling the wall to get inside. I figured you and I could just walk in instead.” Unlike the other men, I was dressed in my finest. “That reminds me.” I lowered the sack from my shoulder. “I got you something.”

With a flourish, I tugged a huge pile of red fabric from the bag, struggling to find the top and botching the unveiling a little. 

She gasped. “What’s this?”

Feeling quite pleased with myself, I grinned and held it out to her. “Try it on. Humor me.” I returned to the road while she stepped behind the trees on the side, switching her torn grey dress for the brand new one.

“How’s this?” she asked, sounding breathless. 

When I turned around I accidentally let the piece of grass fall from my mouth. “Very nice.” She looked stunning. Her raven hair flowed down her back, free and wild, and the red dress made her look fiercely beautiful. “We’re gonna need to do something about your hair,” I said, clearing my throat. I stepped up to her. “I grew up with sisters. Trust me.”

She frowned at the idea of my doing her hair, but didn’t protest. The simple crown braid only took me a few minutes. Playing with her hair felt intimate. And absolutely nothing like doing my sister’s hair. “There, done.”

She touched a hand to the loose braid, brows rising. “I’m impressed.” 

“You should be. You look beautiful.” 

She blushed at the compliment—or possibly my gaze. “So. Walking in, you say.”

“Only for another minute or two,” I said, turning to glance behind us. “In fact, I think I see our ride coming now.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 17

[image: image]


Arie

A NOBLEMAN’S CARRIAGE APPROACHED. 

“What do you mean our ‘ride’?” I hissed.

“Oh, didn’t I tell you?” Kadin smiled at me. The gold flecks in his eyes seemed brighter in the light of the setting sun. “We’re going to attend the celebration.”

I scowled. “You know perfectly well you didn’t tell me.” How had he kept this from me? Was he so confident in his plans, he hadn’t even needed to think about it? At least, he hadn’t in my presence. 

“You only just met me,” I reminded him. I could not be seen at this dinner. What if we ran into guests who recognized me? “How do you know I won’t betray you all?” Surely that would change his mind. “I’ll have to sit this one out.”

He only shrugged. “I think you’ll be fine.”

My mouth opened and closed as I struggled to find the right words. “What—how can you—why would you trust me?” 

“I don’t know,” he said, scratching his chin where there was a shadow of a dark beard forming on his jaw. He pretended to consider me intently. “You have a very trustworthy face.”

I snorted.

“Besides, usually when someone is running from something, they don’t like to draw attention to themselves.”

I froze in place on the road. “How did you know?”

“I didn’t until just now.” He stopped as well, grinning at the shock on my face, as he raised a hand to wave down the carriage that drew closer. 

The driver pulled on the reins to stop and the nobles poked their heads out the window to see what the fuss was about.

“Hello there,” Kadin called easily, smiling at them as he strode up to the carriage. I trailed after him. A local Shah, his wife, and their daughter peered out at us. I didn’t recognize any of them and blew out a soft breath of relief. 

“I do apologize for the inconvenience,” Kadin was saying. “But our carriage broke down and we’ve been forced to walk to the party. It’s terribly undignified. I don’t suppose you’d have room for two guests? We’d be happy to compensate you for your troubles.”

I raised my brow at Kadin’s sudden fine manners, so composed and believable. 

Despite never having heard of him, they immediately accepted his explanation, inviting us in, and within moments the carriage was moving again. 

I sat next to the parents, while Kadin sat across from me, perched on the edge of the seat beside the daughter with his hands on his knees like the perfect gentleman. His clothing was as fine as theirs, but the way his hair fell in front of his eyes and that five-o-clock shadow made him seem just the tiniest bit wild and out of place. 

He asked their names, which I promptly forgot, and acted as if we were all good friends who’d known each other for years. I was thankful he charmed them with a steady stream of small talk, because I couldn’t say a word. 

I studied Kadin as he chatted away amiably. Who was he really? He didn’t fit the mold of any man I’d met before. 

Less than an hour ago, I’d volunteered to go to the horse gate to stay with the animals while the men gathered their things. The poor horses had stood in the heat along the side of the road, attached to a cart, heads drooping, too tired to move.

“They’re working you too hard, aren’t they boy?” I murmured to the closest horse, rubbing the soft white spot on his muzzle. He closed his eyes at the attention, soaking it up, and I moved to scratch the soft fuzz on his shoulder and neck, missing my steed back home. 

The other gelding was a soft brown color with dust patches all over from neglect, while my stallion back home was a deep inky black that shone from daily brushing. “You like that, don’t you?” I smiled at them, as I pet them both, relaxing for the first time in a while. The first horse nuzzled me back. “I like you too.”

“You’ve said nicer things to those two in the last five minutes than you have to us in the last two days,” Kadin teased from behind me. 

I whirled around to face him, swallowing. “Animals are better than people. They deserve it.”

“People aren’t that bad,” he argued, crossing his arms casually. When I finally glanced up, those golden eyes pinned me in place, studying me curiously. 

“They are, actually,” I said. No malice, just the truth. I stepped around him. But I only took a few steps before I heard his fascination with me. I sighed.

Before I could think about it, I paused to look over my shoulder at him. “Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

I turned to face him fully, crossing my arms just like him, although admittedly a lot more defensive. “Don’t be interested in me,” I said, raising my chin and keeping my tone cool and self-assured, though I didn’t feel it. I’d never called a man out like this before. It felt good, so I added, “You’re just like every other man, admiring my body and my face.”

“Yeah,” he surprised me by agreeing immediately, a slow smile spreading across his face. “I definitely am.” 

Despite my frustration, I blushed. 

“A man can like more than one thing, you know,” he added, still wearing that smirk. “I was also admiring your way with animals and how you’re a bit prickly in the mornings.”

“Well,” I faltered. “Don’t.” 

He just stared at me, one side of his mouth twisting up in that crooked smile. He took a step closer until he was nearly toe to toe with me. 

I tried to swallow but my mouth was dry. 

“Don’t tell me what to do,” he said with a smile. And this time, he stepped around me to climb up into the wagon. 

The rest of the crew approached as I stood in the street, confused. 

I hid my red face in the horse’s neck. “What just happened?” I whispered to the beast, but he was too busy falling asleep to pay me any attention. 

Now I sat across from this enigma in the carriage, and I couldn’t help but admire him. Not only was he handsome and intelligent, but he seemed kind. Was it a façade or was it real? I couldn’t tell.

“The Lady Dusa and I are grateful to you both for rescuing us,” Kadin said, pulling me out of my thoughts. Had he picked that specific name intentionally? Dusa was a common name, so maybe it meant nothing... but it also meant ‘sweetheart.’ 

“We’ve been looking forward to this event for ages.” Kadin switched to the next subject, without even a glance in my direction. Maybe I’d imagined it. “When was the last time you visited the Aziz castle?”

The conversation continued on around me, but my ears had caught on that one word and stayed there.

We. 

I’d officially become a thief, just like the rest of them. I wasn’t ready to admit it to Kadin yet, but it sent a tingle down my spine. I was playing an important role in the heist. I was valuable. As the carriage rolled up toward the grand castle, I admired it with them, murmuring my delight for the coming celebration, slowly coming into playing my part.

I rather liked it.
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Kadin

WE SLIPPED INSIDE THE castle with the other arriving nobles without incident, walking up the steps alongside Azadi-Shah, his wife, and their daughter, who kept sneaking jealous glances at Arie. 

Despite her reticence, Arie drew everyone’s attention like a fire on a dark night in her vivid red gown. Even as we entered the grandeur of the castle with its vaulted ceilings, ornate sculptures, and brightly painted décor, I found myself admiring her more than anything else. 

She gripped my arm as if it was the only thing that kept her from drowning, and kept reaching a hand up to hide her face. 

“You look beautiful.” I caught her hand and drew it down. “Stop worrying. You’ll stand out far above everyone else.”

Instead of reassuring her, her brows drew together and her hand flew back up to her face. “I don’t want to stand out. I shouldn’t be here. You don’t understand...”

I was at a loss. Was it the heist? Was she having second thoughts? “Help me understand then.” 

“It’s nothing.” We passed through the enormous entrance into the grand dining hall where the tables were laden with a feast that could feed a thousand. 

“It’s obviously not nothing,” I murmured under my breath as I smiled at those around us, searching the room for my mark. 

“It’s nothing, because there’s nothing you can do,” she replied, lifting her chin. “Why have you brought me here?”

I let her change the subject. A distraction would help her get over the nerves. I leaned closer to explain as we walked, “Each night, the Captain of the Guard gives the men who stand guard over the treasury a code that only they and the King know. They guard the treasury at the end of a long hallway with an arrow notched and ready to point at anyone who tries to approach without this code. If we can learn tonight’s code, Illium can get close enough to use his sleeping powders on the guards. Without it, we may have to shoot them to keep them from raising the alarm. I’d like to avoid that if at all possible, which is why you and I are looking for the Captain of the Guard.”

Arie groaned. 

I paused, turning to study her. She was pale and shaking now. Steering us through the crowds, I led her out onto the balcony, and found a corner sheltered by a potted palm where we could talk in private. “What’s going on?”

She pulled away, crossing her arms. “I just don’t want to be here. It makes me uncomfortable. This sounds like something you could do on your own.” 

I stared her down. She was hiding something. I crossed my arms as well. “I originally planned to get the Captain alone and force him to tell me. But I thought if you were here, you could sweet talk him into giving up his secret, the way you charmed Gideon. And then we wouldn’t need to hurt anyone.” I shook my head as I spoke. “Never mind, it was unfair of me to expect that of you without asking. Go meet the others instead. I’ll handle the Captain.” 

I turned to go back inside, but Arie’s hand on my arm stopped me. 

“Wait.” 
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CHAPTER 19
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Arie

I AGREED TO IT on one condition: Kadin had to let me talk to the Captain of the Guard alone. 

She’s embarrassed, he thought as he agreed. 

And I let him think that, leaving him standing on the balcony as I moved indoors. He couldn’t know I’d met Captain Tehrani during my visit here last summer. Or that the Captain would recognize me on sight. Not to mention dozens of others. I’d already spied the king’s son across the room and made note. 

Is that Princess Arie? The thought struck me like a physical blow over the hum of other shapeless murmurs. 

I nearly choked. 

Only a few paces away, a girl with a mass of curls caught my gaze and waved. Her silver dress shimmered with a hint of expensive Jinni magic. 

I flashed her a smile and a wave before turning sharply in the other direction, only to bump into another familiar face. 

“Arie?” Someone touched my arm to stop me. I turned to squint at him, vaguely remembering him as a Shah from one of my first courtship tours. “I hadn’t heard you were visiting? When did you arrive?” 

“I—um—today actually,” I replied, stepping backwards, trying to keep moving.

But he wasn’t having it, he matched me step for step, as if we were crossing the room together. “I as well,” he said, “I would’ve thought we’d have crossed paths.” Is she avoiding me? Was she keeping her visit a secret? What does this mean for my... the thought trailed off as he stopped thinking of me, though he smiled into my eyes as if infatuated. 

His obsession with his own importance irritated me. With the nobles, every word carried layers of meaning, always weighing what I said, what they said, what each of us really meant, like a dance... But now, confronted with his false smile, I decided to try Kadin’s direct approach. I stopped walking. “Have you seen Captain Tehrani?” 

The Shah blinked at the blunt question, probably searching for hidden meaning that wasn’t there. “I... haven’t... but, I’d assume he’s stationed by one of the main doors...?”

“Thank you.” I smiled, turning on my heel and leaving him to stew in confusion over my strange behavior and what it might mean for him. 

I felt oddly elated.

Striding across the room to the only other entrance, I couldn’t help but grin as a new realization struck me: the people here might recognize me, but they didn’t know I’d run away.

Of course they didn’t. It made sense. Amir would never make it public; it would raise too many questions. And if my father had any say in it, he wouldn’t risk my life falling into the wrong hands. 

Even more reassuring: both my father and King Amir were a full day’s journey from here. Although there was still the matter of Amir’s guards... My heart fluttered at the possibility they’d remained in Aziz—would they have stayed at the castle? I couldn’t be sure, which dampened my mood for a moment. But no, a couple of lowly guards would never be invited to a party like this. 

As long as the royal family didn’t notice me, everyone else would just assume I was here visiting. By the time they learned otherwise, I’d be long gone. 

I was safe. 

The room bustled as everyone searched for someone of importance to talk to. Women tried to be seen; men tried to see them. Finally, by a smaller side door, I spied Captain Tehrani.

Swallowing, I strode up to him. Using Kadin’s tactics yet again, I skipped all preamble and dove straight into what I wanted to know.

“Captain Tehrani,” I whispered as I stepped up beside him and touched his arm to get his attention, leaning in and leaving it there. His thoughts immediately zoned in on it and how close I stood. “I’ve just heard the most fascinating rumor. You must tell me, is it true that the king has a code for the men who guard his treasury?” 

The captain startled. “Where did you hear that?”

I let my lips curve in a mischievious smile and pressed even closer, lowering my voice as an excuse to do so. “I can’t reveal my source. But I’m dying to know, what is it? What’s the big secret?”

He coughed to cover his surprise and stayed still, his thoughts revealing he was too concerned about offending me to move. “I can’t say.” 

This wasn’t the reaction I’d hoped for. “Oh, come now, you can tell me. What would a girl like me ever do with that kind of information anyway?” I laughed, rolling my eyes at the absurdity, making him chuckle as well, though possibly just to humor me. 

He was growing suspicious. I needed to make this more believable.

“Oh, alright, it was that guard by the entrance,” I said, guessing my way through. “The one who’s kind of lazy, you know? Looks right through you...”

Captain Tehrani scowled. “I know just the one.”

“But, now my curiosity is piqued,” I whined, batting my eyelashes and hoping it came across more flirtatious than ridiculous. “Just whisper it in my ear. I’ll never tell a soul.” I pressed my hands to his chest in earnest, drawing his gaze there.

“I know you wouldn’t do anything...” he trailed off, considering it. I can’t tell her. If King Gaspar found out she knew, I’d lose my head. His eyes raised to mine. “Sadly, rules are rules.”

That truly was unfortunate. “What if I guess correctly, hmm?” I ran a finger along my lips thoughtfully, drawing his attention there. He made it too easy. It was times like this where I understood why men feared my Gift. Before he could argue, I began guessing. “Is it the King’s name?” That would be horribly egotistical. And completely like King Gaspar. 

He smiled, but refused to answer. She’ll never guess. 

“Mmm, something other than a name maybe.” I watched him carefully for a sign that I was getting closer. “Maybe his favorite food...” no reaction, “or a pet...” still nothing, “or... something to do with the treasure itself...”

How did she—no, don’t respond, she’ll give up if you don’t let her know how close she is.

This I could work with. “Maybe it’s... the number of coins in the treasury?” I sincerely hoped it wasn’t or I’d be here guessing all night. “Or maybe a painting... or, oh, is it jewelry?” I trailed off, running out of ideas. “Maybe a weapon of some sort?” 

He was scowling now. This isn’t possible. If she guesses jade dagger, I’ll need to interrogate her to find out which soldier leaked the information. 

I sighed, slouching a little in defeat. “I give up. It’s probably something impossible like a secret lover’s name, isn’t it? This isn’t nearly as exciting as I’d hoped. If you’ll excuse me, Captain, I’m off to find dessert.”

“Yes, of course,” he replied, and his relief was palpable. 

I listened for his thoughts as I turned away to find Kadin, hoping I hadn’t been too obvious. Not a single one about me. Because after all, what would a girl like me ever do with that information?
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CHAPTER 20
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Kadin

THE WAITING WAS THE hardest part. Arie met me on the balcony right at sunset and swore she’d learned the code, but refused to tell me her methods. 

“Jade dagger?” I scrunched my nose at the surprising choice. “Are you certain? I thought for sure it’d be his niece or a favorite pet.”

Arie shrugged. “So did I.”

“I don’t know why I trust you,” I told her honestly as we strolled to the ledge to admire the view of the open sea. “I barely know you.” 

Her eyes narrowed. “If you put me through all that just to say you don’t trust me, I swear on a Jinni I might hurt you.”

“Only one way to find out, I suppose.” I grinned and changed the subject. “Can I just say how pretty you look?”

She rolled her eyes and faced the water, leaning on the edge of the stone wall, but a hint of red touched her cheeks. I faced the sea as well, trying to focus on why we were here. It should begin any moment now. 

When the trumpets sounded from inside the great hall, I knew it was finally time. 

“Everyone, please come to the balcony for a surprise,” the King’s voice boomed over the crowd. 

Everyone already on the enormous balcony began to murmur in excitement. 

“Come,” I said softly, pulling Arie away from the edge, pushing against the flow of people. I regretted staying on the balcony so long. We only had from now until the final dinner course. 

The volume and chaos of the great room transferred outdoors and rose to new levels as they crowded each other, trying to get the best position. Arie pressed closer to me as we approached the King and his son, ducking behind me out of sight as they passed, and then returning to my side once indoors. 

I didn’t say a word. Whatever her secrets might be, they could wait until this was over. 

I stuck to the sides of the room, slipping into the hall at the first opportunity, keeping a slow, meandering pace for appearances as a distracted couple strolled by and busy servants glided past. “Not long now,” I murmured. 

Sure enough, the first boom sounded behind me. The castle shook. 

Arie’s eyes flew open and she gripped my arm. 

I patted her hand, grinning. “Don’t worry, it’s just the fireworks.”

***
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WE MET UP WITH NAVEED, Illium, Bosh, and Ryo in the far tower. Naveed signed to Bosh, who frowned as he tried to follow, while Ryo outright ogled Arie in her finery. Illium’s scowl deepened, causing his dark skin to wrinkle. 

I held the door open for Arie and entered behind her, waiting until it was closed to whisper, “Where’s Daichi?”

Ryo rolled his eyes. “After we unbarred the door, he followed some girl out of the kitchen. Haven’t seen him since.”

My jaw tightened. 

They looked to me with brows raised, to see if they should be worried or not. 

I was, but they didn’t need to know that. “He knows the plan,” I said, waving them onward. “Let’s go.”

We circled the tower stairs to the ground floor. A quick pick of the lock and we were in, following the mosaic patterns along the floor toward the Keep. 

The Keep held the treasury. And also the dungeons. 

If Naveed’s reports were accurate, this part of the castle should be very quiet, with everyone in the kitchen and dining room on the other end of the castle, or in the guard house by the entrance. 

“Illium,” I whispered, gesturing for him to take the lead. “You’re up.” As the authority on powders of all forms, our demolitions expert could flatten people as easily as buildings. Before our departure, I’d watched him grind up a special formula that would render any man unconscious within seconds of breathing it in. 

According to Illium, one simply needed to blow the powder in their direction. But we all preferred him to do the job. What if we inhaled by accident? Most likely, we’d wake up on the dungeon floor. Better to let Illium do what he did best. 

He led us down the halls until we reached another turning point. The guard on the other side was down before I rounded the corner. He’d been posted alone. No one else to raise the alarm. 

We dragged him inside the stairwell, and Illium stripped him of his armor, putting it on over his own clothes for the next stage of the plan. 

The tiny arrowslit window in the tower barely let in the light of the moon. As the hallway door swung shut, Naveed lit a match and held it to the wick of his small candle, before lighting the rest of ours. 

We continued to follow Illium in his armor down the hall, bunching together, no longer worried about appearances this deep within the castle. No average servant would be caught wandering here. 

Our shadows crept along the walls as we reached the Keep. 

Another guard down. 

A set of stairs that led to the basement of the castle. Dank and dark. Now our candles were our only light.

Halfway down, the stairs split in two. The red carpet continued on down the staircase to the right, while the one on the left was bare and plain. 

Everyone paused to check with me. 

I nodded to the red carpeted option. If our choices were treasury or dungeons, I doubted they’d put a fancy runner on the path to the dungeons.

The stairs curved as we crept down. 

A light at the bottom made us slow. 

Illium stepped into the hall and into their line of vision.

“Halt!” We heard the guards call immediately. “What’s the password?”

“Jade dagger,” Illium’s deep voice rung out.

A long pause.

“Come forward,” they called, less strident now. 

I waited, picturing Illium calmly drawing out his powders and blowing them in the guard’s faces.

Moments later, a thud sounded, followed by another, as the guards dropped to the floor, unconscious. 

Though Illium insisted the powders would only reach his intended victims, I still drew the collar of my shirt up over my mouth and nose as we stepped into the hall and passed the two armored guards sprawled helplessly on the floor, out cold. 

This time, I nodded to Ryo, my escape artist. Able to get in and out of a tight squeeze, he could always see all the angles. He would stay outside and rearrange the soldiers to concoct a believable scene. 

With two it could be trickier. It’d be difficult to convince someone that two guards fell asleep at the exact same time. 

Since our aim here was to be invisible, Ryo had sketched a few different options. He pulled a small hammer and chisel from his toolbelt, which meant he’d gone with his favorite choice. He intended to chip away a few large bits of rubble from the ceiling and rearrange them around the guard’s heads, to make it look like a small earthquake or shift in the castle structure had caused debris to fall from the ceiling and knocked them out. 

Grinning, Bosh pulled out the key to the lock that he’d swiped from Captain Tehrani in the midst of the feast upstairs. 

Once the bolts clicked open, he swung it wide for us with a smirk and a bow. 

Naveed led the way inside, and we followed, leaving Ryo to his work. 

We’d broken into many castles before, but this treasury was definitely on the larger side. The vast room stretched what had to be almost a third of the castle above. We held our candles aloft. 

King Gaspar had an enormous work table front and center, currently piled with gold bars, leading me to believe he often came down and counted. We wouldn’t touch those. Along the walls were different cases set up to display a wide assortment of jewelry and weapons, which all gleamed in the light. 

Arie lit one of the main lamps before I caught her and the room burst into light. 

“Stop,” I hissed before she lit another. “We leave no trace. That includes everything down to the dust on the table and the oil in the lamps.” I twisted the key to extinguish the flame in the lamp, which caused the room to fall into a deeper darkness than before, almost sinister. 

“You should’ve told me,” Arie mumbled. 

“This is how you learn.” I grinned and bumped her elbow to show her no harm was done. “Now spread out, touch as little as possible, and look for things that won’t be missed right away. Things we can sell fast before the king starts looking for them.” Everyone nodded and steered away from the obvious gold bars lying on the table, which were stamped with the king’s face.

I moved along the wall, studying the delicate designs on the sword in the glass case nearest me, specifically the jewels lining the hilt. Carefully opening the case, I lifted the weapon, turning it over. There were just as many jewels on the other side—but not for long. 

With one of my smaller tools from my bag, I managed to dislodge the jewels along the backside with ease, dropping them into my bag, before replacing the sword on its stand inside the glass case. No one would be the wiser unless they also took the sword out, which I highly doubted would happen anytime soon.

“Here, boss,” Bosh handed me a bag full of coins. “These were in a trunk.” 

Naveed stepped up behind him and gave me a string of pearls, a jeweled bracelet, and a small pin crusted with diamonds. 

I dropped all the items into the bag. They clinked together in the quiet room. 

“Keep going,” I called softly. “There’s enough here to pay for the lamp plus a couple months in a new town.”

Bosh glanced over at me, pointing to a large gold statue with eyes of pure emerald and the belt covered in the same. 

I shook my head. “Too noticeable.” 

We continued to make our way through the room, searching for valuables that could be overlooked until we’d filled my bag and the other two we’d brought along to the point of bursting. 

Just as I was about to call it quits, I opened a drawer and found a silver dagger with a wicked curve and a small jade jewel inlaid in the handle. It wouldn’t fetch a high price, but I took it on impulse. A little souvenir of our successful raid on yet another high and mighty king. 

“That’s enough,” I said to the men as I placed the dagger in my boot. “Let’s go.”

Once everyone filed out, I held my candle up high, studying the room, making sure we’d left everything in sight the same as before we entered. With a nod, I closed the door, taking Bosh’s candle so he could lock it up again behind us. 

“Illium, lead the way,” I said as I gave Bosh’s candle back. 

We set off, circling the guard’s bodies and the strategically placed rubble. 

Ryo dusted off his hands proudly and took up the rear. 

So far, so good. 

Back up the tower’s circular staircase, we left the Keep behind and passed the chapel without any problems, reaching the tower landing where we’d originally met. 

“Alright,” I handed my bag full of treasure to Bosh. Naveed and Illium carried the other two. “This is where we split up. You three,” I nodded to my men with the treasure, “Leave the way you came.” 

They obeyed, slipping out the door one by one at Naveed’s cue, unseen, just like we’d planned. 

“Ryo, go find Daichi. He needs to help you bar the door behind them. If you have any problems, come find me, understand?”

“You got it, boss.” Ryo slipped out of the room after the others, headed down a different hall back toward the kitchen where I sincerely hoped he would find Daichi lazily lounging with one of the women just like he suspected. 

I wished Naveed were still here so I could have someone to complain to. Of course, Naveed would only shrug. Though the cousins had been with us for a few years now, this wasn’t the first time one of them had gone on their own path. I shouldn’t be surprised.

I sighed. It was just me and Arie now. “You ready to go back to the party?” I asked, putting on a smile. “We’ll ooh and ahh over those fireworks with the rest of them and then exit right out the front door.” 

“But what about dinner? I’m starving,” she whispered as we stepped out into the hall. I tucked her hand in my elbow once more. “And what about a carriage? The Azadi family won’t be leaving for hours yet.”

“We’ll borrow one.” I winked, striding confidently back to the party. 

We slipped through the great hall and each took a drink, clapping politely at the back of the audience just as the last few fireworks sounded. Another benefit of Arie’s presence: no one would suspect anything of a young man and woman slipping away to be alone together. 

We cheered as loudly as anyone else, and began slowly making our way toward the exit as everyone found their seats for dinner. 

“Halt,” King Gaspar shouted over the buzz of conversation. “No one leaves!”

One glance at his red face, turning shades of purple from fury, and my instincts kicked in. 

Something had gone wrong. 

“Hurry,” I whispered to Arie, ignoring the king’s command. I pushed through the crowd toward the door. “I think we’ve been made.” 
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Arie

IT HAPPENED SO FAST. 

The guards stopped us at the door. Merely holding up a hand for me to wait, while yanking Kadin to the side to search him. 

They found a blade in his boot. 

“What’s this?” a guard’s voice rose. 

King Gaspar strode over to us, snatching the dagger.

Though the king’s gaze was glued to Kadin, he was only a few strides away from me. 

One glance in my direction and everything would be ruined. 

I shrunk back, but the guards held me in place. 

Keeping my gaze on the king, I resisted the urge to react when I heard the first thought about me rise above the wordless hum of the crowd. 

Princess Arie... 

It’s the princess... 

Glancing out finally, I found multiple fingers pointed my way. 

I was furious with myself for agreeing to this plan. 

I should’ve said no. 

Soon enough, word would get back to Amir. 

“Where did you find my father’s blade?” King Gaspar’s glare didn’t seem to phase Kadin. 

“I’m not certain where your father’s blade is,” he lied smoothly. “But that blade is mine.”

King Gaspar growled at Kadin, holding the dagger as if he might put it to Kadin’s throat. “Is that so? Then why does it have an inscription on the handle with my name on it?”

“Ah,” Kadin said, glancing at me as he shrugged. “I missed that.”

“Take him to the dungeon,” the king said. “I’ll interrogate him after the party.”

They began to drag Kadin away. 

“Your Majesty,” one of my guards spoke up. “They were together.”

One glance over his shoulder had the king spinning around to face me. “Princess Arie? It can’t be...” his voice rose. “What are you doing with that criminal? Does your father know you’re here?” 

As he spoke, the voices in the room rose and the thoughts about me doubled in intensity, making me wince. 

A light came into the king’s eyes. King Amir’s guards were here searching for someone just a few days prior. “Detain her,” he said aloud to his men, “I’ll deal with her shortly.” As soon as I find out why they were looking for her. 

The guards tugged me after Kadin, down the same halls we’d just trespassed earlier, but this time we turned down the stairs toward the dungeons instead of the treasury. 

As the guards unlocked the massive door to the dungeon, we caught up to Kadin and his captors, where they were shoving him inside a cell. 

The dank stone and cold, wet air reeked of stale urine. It was pitch-black except for small crevices lit up by a torch here and there. I was thrust into the cell on the opposite side.

The door creaked as it closed. Keys jingled in the lock as the bolts clicked into place. 

The light faded as the guards left, until only the tiniest sliver of light slipped in from a far away torch. At the top of the stairs, the heavy door crashed shut, sealing my fate. 

I shivered.

“Is it true?” Kadin’s soft voice spoke into the darkness. There was a pause. “Are you really a princess?” 

He’d overheard after all.

I gripped the bars of the cage. Did it even matter now? King Gaspar would undoubtedly send me home. I’d never see Kadin again. So why did the sound of betrayal in his voice hurt so much?

“Kadin?” another man’s voice sounded from a nearby cell. “Is that you?”

“Daichi, you’re in here too?” Kadin’s voice rose, almost cheerful, as if we weren’t reuniting with him in a cell. “We were worried about you.”

An oomph sounded as one of them ran into the cell bars between them, followed by hands clapping each other on the back. 

I moved carefully through my own dark cell, until my fingers brushed the opposite wall. I slid down to sit on the floor and lean against it.

“There was this pretty girl,” Daichi mumbled. “I’m sorry. I wanted to impress her, you know—I didn’t say anything I swear! But then they threw me in here, and they were asking so many questions. Don’t worry, I told them I was alone!”

Kadin’s sigh reached me. “Did they ask?”

Daichi paused. “No... but, I thought that’s what they meant—wait, did they not know that already? I’m sorry, boss! This is all my fault, I didn’t mean to give you up—” 

“It’s okay,” Kadin cut him off. “Everyone else got out. We’ll be out of here soon too, don’t worry.”

“Do you really believe that?” I snapped from the corner. Nobody broke out of prison. I’d been a fool to come here. 

“Maybe the better question is, do I believe I’ve been in the presence of royalty all this time?” Kadin’s voice challenged me, and I regretted speaking up. “You never answered me, Princess Arie. Is it true that you’re the daughter of a king?”

“No,” I lied, sighing and shrugging before I remembered he couldn’t see it. “I think he was just trying to turn us against each other. To see if I’d give you up.” I wondered if that sounded as weak as Kadin’s ‘found it on a table’ excuse earlier. 

“That’s brilliant,” Daichi’s voice floated over to me in awe. “You know, you could actually be a princess if you wanted to be. I saw you from the kitchens—you looked like one.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “Thanks, Daichi.”

He accepted my words immediately and his thoughts turned from me to something else, likely how we would escape these small cells. But I could almost feel Kadin’s eyes on me in the dark. 

“It’s funny really,” I added for good measure, ridiculing the idea with a small laugh. “I’m no princess.”

In the silence that followed, Kadin’s thoughts whispered, You are, though, aren’t you? 

Even though he didn’t know of my Gift, it felt as if he was thinking directly at me. 

My words hadn’t fooled him in the slightest. 
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Kadin

ALL THIS TIME, I’D been mocking a princess. I couldn’t decide whether I should even worry about it, considering our present circumstances. Daichi was easily spooked and Arie might be acting tough, but I heard the tremble in her voice. They didn’t need to know I was terrified too. 

I’d never been caught before. We’d gotten lazy. How long would it take Naveed to realize something had gone wrong? Any amount of time was too long.

Staring aimlessly into the blackness of my small cell, I scratched at the dirt underneath me with my fingernails, thinking. 

My eyes slowly adjusted to the deep darkness; there must be a torch lit somewhere down the hall out of sight, but everything in my cell was in shadows.

One difficult situation at a time, I told myself, letting go of the dirt and dusting off my hands. Arie and I could have a very specific conversation once we escaped. Preferably before the king found my men waiting in the wagon just outside of the city walls with three bags full of treasure.

“If I’d packed some of Illium’s powder, I could’ve knocked those guards out when I was discovered,” Daichi was saying. 

“Don’t worry about it,” I reassured him. “We’ll do better next time.” 

Standing, I checked the cell door again, though I’d already checked it twice. Still locked. 

“I wish I’d taken my tools,” I muttered. Of course, that was foolish. Even if I had, the guards would’ve removed them from my person as fast as they’d taken the dagger and my own small blade. 

As I paced the room, I tried to get comfortable with the space. Two steps, turn, two steps, turn. They fell silent, listening. I paused by Daichi’s shadow in the cell next to mine. “Any chance anything in your pockets might help?”

I could just barely make out his head as he shook it, posture slumping, even more dejected now. “They confiscated everything.”

I sighed, returning to pacing. Maybe we could adapt ‘Three Tickets to the Theater’ to somehow trick the guards into letting one of us out? Not likely. Even in the streets that one only worked half the time. Then again, we had nothing to lose...

“What if we did ‘Pigeon Down?’” Daichi said, he scrambled up onto his feet to come closer to me and whispered, “We might not be able to get the girl out, but it could work for you and me.”

“We’re not leaving her behind.” I hoped she hadn’t heard. “And ‘Pigeon Down’ would only help one of us anyway.”

“Oh... even if we played dead one at a time?”

“I think they’d catch on.” I rubbed my temples, trying not to snap. 

Daichi dropped back to the floor. 

We were quiet for a long time. 

I wracked my brain for another con—something that had a better outcome. 

But nothing. 

Daichi lay down to sleep, but I couldn’t.

At least a few hours later, Arie’s dress rustled in the quiet as she stood. “I have an idea!” An outline of her form appeared at the door of her cell, and I could just make out her arm as she stretched it through the bars, holding something out toward us.

In the palm of her hand was a small dot. 

As I squinted, the dot turned into a rock and triggered my memory even as she spoke, “Gideon’s talisman!” 
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Kadin

ALL THREE OF US stared at the Jinni’s stone. That small gray pebble held our future in the balance. Would Gideon even come to a prison cell? And who was to say he would help us if he did?

“What have we got to lose?” Arie asked as we all just stood there, ogling the rock in silence. Before we could argue, she rubbed it. At first gently between two fingers, the way one would feel a coin to test its purity, barely visible in the gloom. Then more aggressively, holding it in her palm, while scrubbing at it with her other hand—first the thumb, then the butt of her palm. 

“A little patience, please,” a voice said from the opposite corner of her small cell, “I got your message when you first began. Why in the name of Jinn is it so dark in here?”

A light appeared behind Arie and she turned to face the owner of the voice. 

Gideon stood tall and pale as ever, eyeing her cell warily with those sharp blue eyes. He held a ball of white light in the palm of his hand. It flickered and cast shadows on the now brightly lit walls. “This is quite unusual,” he commented with a frown. 

“Greetings, Gideon.” Arie sank into a deep curtsy. “With respect, we’re in a bit of a situation and we’re hoping to ask for your help.” Her ability to shift into formal speech and the ridiculous curtseying made sense now, knowing where she came from. 

“Name it,” he said, but not in a generous way, so much as just impatient.

“I would like to once more request the same bargain as Kadin offered you,” Arie began. “I would like to see you bear witness to a Gifted prince for a day. And then we will give you the lamp for half what we paid for it.”

Gideon eyed us. “You don’t appear to have the lamp in your possession,” he said finally.

“We were on our way to claim it,” I took over, a half-formed plan in my mind. “My men are waiting with the coin outside the city walls, but we’ve been unfairly detained. The lamp is yours if you can get us out of here.”

“And to our horse and cart as well,” Arie said. 

When I shot her a look, she added. “What? I’m assuming Gideon is quite skilled.” 

“The question isn’t whether I can accomplish your request,” Gideon replied. “Rather, are you truly being kept here outside of the law, or did you possibly do something to deserve this cell?” 

That blasted Jinni code was going to stop him from helping us!

I acted on a gut-feeling. Leaning toward Arie, I stage whispered through the bars, “I don’t think he can do it.” 

Thank the stars, she was quick. She even turned away from him before she whispered to me, “You might be right. Well, I guess the lamp will just have to wait for us to pick it up.”

I nodded, then shook my head tsking, “It could take weeks for us to get out of here.”

Arie turned back to Gideon, as if he hadn’t heard our discussion, saying to him in a normal voice. “It’s such a shame we won’t be able to get the lamp to you sooner then. But of course, we understand if you’re unable. We will contact you again once we’re rightfully released.” And she bowed low in dismissal.

“I’m perfectly capable of getting a hundred men and horses outside the castle,” Gideon snapped. He cleared his throat, straightening his jacket. “Since you would eventually be released, I see no harm in making it sooner rather than later.”

With one snap of his fingers, the cell shifted, turning into the forest outside of the castle—outside of the city entirely. The lights twinkled in the distance. 

Even though I knew rationally that I had moved, it felt as if everything had materialized around me. It threw me off balance, making my head spin and my stomach react. 

“Your wagon and men are waiting alongside the road, just a few short paces from here,” Gideon told us in a bored tone. The light of the moon was strong and I could make out his face clearly.

“Many thanks,” I told him, and Daichi echoed my words. 

Arie stepped forward, stopping to press her hands together as if she’d been about to hug him. “Truly, Gideon, thank you. We couldn’t have done it without you.” 

Gideon nodded in response, but even in the dim light, I could see his cheeks darken. Was he blushing? Maybe the Jinn were more human than I’d thought.

“I’ll take the lamp now,” Gideon said to me, clearing his throat and straightening his vest and jacket once more. “Shall we drive to the auction block to collect it, or shall I meet you there?”

“As soon as you honor the bargain with Arie, we’ll give it to you,” I replied, nodding.

Daichi began to back away from us, paling at the mention of the deal changing. “Did you say they’re—the men—the others are, um, around the corner? I’m just...” He pointed behind him, disappearing around the bend behind the trees. Coward. 

“I do believe you changed the agreement,” Gideon argued, ignoring Daichi’s retreat and growing quite still. “You stated it would be mine if I brought the three of you outside the castle.”

“But I didn’t say when,” I reminded him. “It was no change to the original agreement—I was simply saying we couldn’t get you the lamp while still inside the castle, could we?”

Gideon’s mouth fell open. “Why, the audacity... you thought to fool one of the Jinn?” Was it my imagination, or was he now turning an almost ashen-gray, like a storm cloud about to release a tempest.

“Never!” I was quick to protest, wide-eyed. “I think you read into it.” It was daring to accuse him of being at fault. But I held my ground with a look of innocence. “My sincerest apologies, of course.”

“Of course,” he muttered, seeming unconvinced, but his normal color began to return as he calmed himself. He squinted at me, straightening his vest with a sharp tug. “Do not think to pull something like this so easily in the future. When the lamp is in your possession, contact me again.” 

And before any of us could answer, he vanished.
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Arie

I GRINNED AT KADIN. In his excitement, he picked me up and whirled me around. “We did it!”

I laughed, forgetting my annoyance for a moment. 

We. 

He’d included me in that word, again. It was an odd sensation, to belong after feeling so alone these last few months. It bloomed in my chest, hopeful and proud. Quite addicting.

When my feet touched the ground, I plummeted back to reality. 

He let go and stepped back, shifting into a more somber deference I recognized. 

“It’s not everyday I rob a castle with a princess,” he said, raising a thick brow. His dark hair fell across his eyes, making me want to brush it back. “I don’t even know where you’re from.”

“Hodafez,” I whispered, throat tightening. That one word alone could give away everything if he asked the right questions of the right people. 

Before he could ask anything further, I turned and ran around the bend to where Gideon had said the men would be. 

Sure enough, they were lounging around the wagon and horses, waiting anxiously. Daichi must have filled them in. Ryo and Bosh whooped softly at the sight of me and Kadin, who clasped Naveed’s hand, then patted Bosh’s back as the young thief jumped up and down. 

“I looked everywhere for you!” Ryo punched Daichi in the gut out of nowhere, making him double over in pain. 

I gasped, but the men only chuckled as Daichi wheezed, and Naveed held him up so he didn’t completely buckle over. When he finally got his breath back, he only shook his head as he straightened. “I deserved that.” 

They laughed again, and I found myself laughing with them as Daichi and Kadin described how we’d gotten out of the dungeon. 

“You’re so smart,” Bosh praised me as Kadin checked the wagon bed. The clink of the bags knocking against each other seemed to reassure him. “For thinking to call Gideon, I mean. That was brilliant.” His adoration made him the butt of jokes as we all climbed into the wagon. 

I chose a spot near the back, furthest away from Kadin, as he took the reins and clicked his tongue for the horses to move forward. 

We set out along the dark road, toward the auction house.

Nerves from the heist still thrummed in our blood. No one spoke as we watched Illium rearrange his powders in a way that made sense only to him, and then, despite the darkness, he returned to whittling something that was beginning to look like a pipe. 

“I thought we were gonna get caught when we were climbing over the wall, and the guards were right there below us,” Bosh spoke up in a giddy whisper. 

The others laughed, nodding at the memory. 

I shook my head at the way near defeat entertained them; I’d never understand how men’s minds worked.

“I thought it’d be when you told the cook the food was cold,” Ryo taunted him. “Good thing the other girls backed you up. If they’d gotten suspicious, they would’ve started asking who you were and why you were there.”

“They did get suspicious,” Daichi mumbled, crossing his arms. “Maybe it wasn’t my fault, maybe it was Bosh’s fault...”

“We need to be on the road within the hour,” Kadin said over his shoulder, interrupting the debate. “Or sooner. The moment the king discovers our absence, he’ll have the guards out searching for us. We need to be long gone before then.”

I wrapped my arms around my legs, staying quiet and letting the men forget I was there as they re-told the stories from each of their viewpoints. 

Even an hour felt too long. 

If King Gaspar found Amir’s guards, and they found me here... I shivered in the cool morning air. 

The sky grew lighter as we entered town through the main gate, nodding at the guard as we passed by. 

It’d be dawn soon. 

Once we were out of hearing range, Kadin pulled the horses to a stop beside the wall, climbing into the wagon bed to join us, all business now. “Arie, Naveed, go pay for the lamp.” He handed Naveed a bag full of coin. 

Though he didn’t waste time thinking on his decision, I still knew what it meant. He didn’t trust me to go on my own yet. I supposed I deserved that. 

I stood to climb down after Naveed, accepting his hand. Though he couldn’t speak, his smile was encouraging; at least his opinion of me hadn’t changed. 

“Illium and Ryo will take the wagon around the bend,” Kadin continued, “and pull off into the foliage to wait for us.” 

The older man nodded, but didn’t stop whittling. Ryo jumped into the front and grabbed the reins. “You got it, boss.”

Kadin hopped down onto the road, landing softly on the stone beside me. “Daichi, Bosh, you’re with me. We’ll gather everyone’s belongings and meet at the wagon.” 

I nodded along with the others. 

“No mistakes this time,” Kadin added. Without another word, he turned away from me, leading the big man and the gangly teen off into the narrow streets. 

Naveed took us to the auctioneer and gave me the coins. Though the auctioneer yawned at the early hour, complaining we’d pulled him out of bed, he was quick to give us the lamp and take our payment. 

My fingers wrapped around the simple green-glass lamp, expecting to feel a sense of its magic or power of some kind, but it felt like any other oil lamp with cool glass that warmed to my touch. 

I handed it to Naveed even as we walked out the door, hoping to earn some trust if he told Kadin later. 

The only true difficulty was pretending not to understand Naveed right away, even though his thoughts were so transparent to me. Let’s go to the wagon now. He pointed toward the city gates, miming what he wanted. 

“Um, I’ll just follow you,” I said, as if unsure. 

When we reached the wagon, the others were already waiting. 

Ryo clicked for the horses to take off and we were bouncing along the road out of town only seconds after climbing in. 

I settled onto the same bale of hay in the corner where I’d been before, watching Naveed hand the lamp to Kadin. 

The men fell into conversation, and I relaxed as the sun rose, enjoying the rarity of no one thinking about me, until I felt Kadin staring. Not bad at all. 

When I glanced up, he gave me a small smile. Even though he didn’t mean for me to hear the thought, I still felt heat rise in my cheeks until I was sure I was bright red. 

For a split second, I imagined what it might be like to live like this—free to do whatever I wanted. Be whoever I wanted. 

But it didn’t last. 

The road behind us stretched off into the distance, reminding me that I was only traveling further and further from home and the people who needed me. 

Pressing my lips together, I swore to myself that the next time I saw Gideon, I would find a way to ask him for help. My Gift was a death threat and Amir’s was a weapon; Gideon could solve both problems.

“It’ll be two days before we reach Baradaan,” Kadin spoke up. His thoughts revealed that the men already knew, but he was telling them again for my sake. He was uncomfortable with me now that he knew my secret, but was trying not to let on. 

He turned back to face the road and whatever lay ahead of us. 

I took a deep breath. Just being near him made me feel slightly unhinged. If he was this uncomfortable over my heritage, what would he think if he knew the whole truth? If he learned of my Gift? Part of me wanted to tell him, but the more rational side refused. Who was to say he wouldn’t leave me by the side of the road?

Naveed signed something that caused the men to burst out laughing and Daichi to shout curses; I assumed it was a joke at his expense. 

I shifted on the hay bale, when Bosh got up and plopped onto the bale beside me. 

He dug into his pack, pulling out a smaller one. 

My heart skipped a beat. It was my stolen bag!

“Um, Kadin says this is yours,” he mumbled. His face was red as if he was embarrassed. 

Had Kadin told him my secret? Fury fought against the panic, making my pulse leap. I listened intently, but Bosh’s thoughts didn’t indicate anything unusual. 

He slid it over to me; the others didn’t notice. “He says you stole this before me, and we don’t steal from each other... anyway, I didn’t see you that day, but he says he knows it’s yours, you know, because of what’s inside. Sorry. Now that you’re one of us, I figured I should give it back.” 

“That’s... alright.” I took the bag, resisting the urge to open it there in front of everyone. He thought I’d stolen the things inside?

“The, um, the food was all gross, so I threw it out... and I owe you a ruby, but the rest is there... you can check if you want...” he mumbled the last bit as he stood to go back to his seat. 

I touched his arm. “Thank you.” For more than he knew.

His face lit up and he nodded, returning to his spot. Easy to please, that one. And easy to fool. 

I forced myself to wait until nightfall when Kadin got each of us a room in a small town for the night, before I opened the bag in private. I shoved the jewels aside. 

There, at the bottom, was my crown. 

Safe.

I didn’t have to stay with the men anymore, if I didn’t want to. As soon as I could convince Gideon to help me, I could place my crown on my head and ask the nearest royal family to take me home. 

I should have been ecstatic. Things were looking up.

So why did I feel so sad?
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Kadin

EVERYONE WAS QUIET IN the early morning dawn, still waking up after spending the night in a small inn on the way to Baradaan. 

I drove the wagon while everyone else lounged in the back. It didn’t take much focus. The animals plodded along, following the road, and the reins weren’t even necessary except for at the occasional crossroad.

I slipped the small lamp from my bag and held it in the palm of my hand. The green glass was smooth and thick, surprisingly sturdy and not nearly as fragile as it had seemed from a distance. I couldn’t help but wonder what this Jinni wanted with it. 

Carefully, I re-wrapped it in the cloth, and placed it back in my bag for safekeeping. We might never know. 

All that mattered now was that we’d finally found a Jinni to bear witness; Prince Dev was about to receive the justice he deserved.

All these years he’d gone about his father’s kingdom doing whatever he wanted and getting away with it. I couldn’t wait to see that smirk wiped off his face. No doubt, Naveed felt the same.

When I pulled my gaze from the road again to glance back at my friend in the bed of the wagon, my eyes snagged on Princess Arie instead. 

I hadn’t found a way to bring up her secret again. Though I’d made Bosh return her crown the moment I’d pieced together that his latest haul belonged to her, I’d pretended not to notice the way she’d clutched the bag to her ever since. 

The whole situation frustrated me more than I wanted to let on, because I should’ve guessed. Of course she talked like a queen—she was destined to become one. But at the same time, it didn’t fit the Arie I’d come to know. She was so normal. Not at all like the ruling class I’d known my whole life, who flaunted their Gifts and authority. She was just... Arie.

I wasn’t familiar with her kingdom of Hodafez. All I knew was what I could glean from a map. It was almost three days east of Baradaan, where I’d grown up. Where we were headed now. 

I’d visited many kingdoms in my travels with Naveed. He’d been my closest friend since we were children running around naked in the streets. When we first left Baradaan, it was just the two of us. We’d added to our crew along the way until we grew to the size we were today. But I’d never been to Hodafez. And I hadn’t been home either. Not since I’d left four years ago. 

Bosh’s voice pulled me out of my thoughts. “Should we call on the Jinni soon or wait until we arrive?”

Naveed signed to me and the others. Do we even know how he travels? Does he need time to reach us?

I translated for Arie—and Bosh, who was still new to us and learning to sign. “Does our little Jinni-hunter know?” I asked Arie, though I suspected even more now that this title was a ruse. 

She pulled out the Jinni’s talisman and we all stared at the little gray pebble like it might come to life. She shook her head. “I’m not sure.”

“We’ve already traveled a full day and then some,” Ryo spoke up. “What if they can only do that little zip from one place to another if they’re close by? We’d better call him now so he has time to catch up.” 

Illium chimed in. “What if it’s nothing to him? You want to risk pissing off a Jinni? Be my guest, but let me off first.”

“Yeah,” Daichi agreed, standing even though the wagon hadn’t stopped. “Let me off too.”

“Don’t worry,” Bosh said from the opposite corner. “We will. No one wants to see you wet your pants when he shows up.”

Daichi lunged for him, and both Naveed and Illium held him back while Ryo laughed with Bosh. Arie shifted to another hay bale to avoid getting run over. 

“Only one way to find out,” I said, and they quieted, turning to face me. I gestured for Arie to go ahead. “If it takes him a while to arrive, then we’ll know.”

“And if it doesn’t?” Illium asked, but Arie had already wiped her thumb across it, ever so gently. 

The horse carried on down the road, but we all stayed frozen in a semi-circle, staring down at the pebble in silence. 

When nothing happened, I opened my mouth to suggest she try rubbing it a little harder. 

I hadn’t even begun when Gideon appeared. He sat at the back of the wagon on one of the hay bales, plucking a stray piece of hay off his trousers. “You certainly choose unique places to meet.” 

Daichi yelped and jumped a whole hay bale over before catching himself and growing still. 

Illium’s skin had gone ashen. As the oldest member of our group, he had grown up with stories of the Jinn terrorizing humans. Despite nothing really happening over the last few decades, he hadn’t forgotten, and had made sure we didn’t either, but I leaned forward, more curious than afraid.

“Thank you for coming,” I began, straddling the wooden divider between the driver’s bench and the bed of the wagon to face him, still holding the reins. It was uncomfortable, but I tried not to let it show on my face.

“Of course.” Gideon gave up removing the straw and placed his hands casually on the elegant cane he carried but didn’t seem to need. “It is a strange place to bear witness, but I’m ready to begin whenever you are.”

“Of course,” I imitated his polite manners, swallowing. His piercing eyes and my complete lack of knowledge about his abilities brought Illium’s stories back to me. “We’ll arrive in Baradaan around dinner time tonight. Since we—Arie—has your word you’ll bear witness for a full day, I was thinking we could officially start tomorrow morning?”

“Why, praytell, did you summon me now then?” Gideon said, tapping his cane on the wagon bed, drawing my attention to the elegant walking stick. Did he have a limp? I hadn’t noticed one. And if he did, why didn’t he cure it? Couldn’t the Jinn cure anything? Questions plagued me, but I didn’t dare ask and risk offense. 

“Our sincerest apologies,” Arie answered before I could. “We thought you’d appreciate knowing the plan.” Such a diplomatic response. I tried not to smile. 

Gideon softened a bit, though his features remained solemn. “I do appreciate that, thank you.”

“Would you like to stay and have dinner with us?” Bosh chimed in, fearlessly. “If you’re traveling all alone, it might be nice to have company.” 

I glanced at the others, especially Daichi and Illium, both of whom sat stiff and anxious, watching Gideon like he might explode any moment. 

“Only if you want to,” Ryo interjected. 

Naveed nodded vigorously. 

I held my breath and waited as Gideon considered us.

Bosh would get an earful from me later. He hadn’t been around for some of Illium’s more chilling stories. Though I didn’t necessarily believe everything I’d learned about the Jinn, I knew there was some truth to the rumors. Most of us had grown up on the legends of the Jinn before they’d withdrawn to their lands. 

They were enough to terrify a teenager, much less a young child who’d just wanted a bedtime story. I’d spent more than one late night lying awake in fear that a Jinni might come snatch me from my bed. 

Bosh blinked in confusion at the men’s glares. As an orphan, he must have missed those bedtime stories. 

The worst of it was, I didn’t know how to separate fact from what parents told children in order to scare them into obedience. When a Jinni appeared, were they really coming from a place outside of our realm? That seemed a bit far-fetched. But then again, so was the whole appearing and disappearing, and that had turned out to be true. What about the other myths? Could the Jinn really steal your soul? 

Gideon’s eyes snapped to me at the thought. Had he—no. No, it couldn’t be. Had he heard me? Quickly I sorted through the stories, feeling a distant memory of a Jinni who could read minds—did Gideon have this Gift? Immediately I threw up mental shields, imagining walls twice as high as a castle and ten times as thick, in the feeble hopes I might be able to protect myself. 

Gideon tilted his head slightly and blinked at me, before returning his gaze to Arie, who was speaking to him. 

“I’m guessing a traveler so far from home must be lonely,” she said. “I’m new to this group myself, but they’re mostly good company. Besides Kadin, of course,” she teased. Gideon didn’t react. “Anyway, you’re very welcome to join us, right Kadin?”

Normally I’d have a good comeback, but the fact that she and Bosh had just invited one of the Jinn to spend the evening with us—not to mention the whole day tomorrow—I could barely think, much less formulate an excuse. 

There was no way he’d say yes. But now that they’d offered, I couldn’t say otherwise. “It’s up to you,” I told him after an awkward pause. “It won’t be anything fancy. Just dinner at the Red Rose, one of the nicer inns in town.” 

One of the only inns in town, to be specific. Baradaan’s two villages flanking the castle were both small. That was part of why Prince Dev had found a way to personally terrorize nearly every single villager. It was also why it’d be the perfect place for a Jinni to bear witness to the crimes of the princes. In a town that size, there was no way he’d miss it. 

Gideon sat more still than any human being, thinking. Then he surprised me by saying four words I’d never expected to hear. “Very well.” He nodded to Arie, Bosh, and the rest of us. “I accept.”
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Kadin

I FELT LIKE I’D held my breath the entire afternoon. My chest hurt from the effort. I’d fixed my eyes on the dirt road and blue skies ahead of us, but my crew kept asking Gideon the most inappropriate questions!

“Where are you from?” Bosh had begun hours ago. 

“Hush,” Illium hissed before he’d even finished. 

“It’s alright,” Gideon waved a thin hand in the air smoothly, managing to look like it was part of a dance. “I have traveled much of the world, but I hail from Jinn, like most of my kind.”

“But what made you come here?” Arie asked, just as innocent and wide-eyed as Bosh. 

Stop bothering the Jinni, I thought at her as hard as I could, though of course, she couldn’t hear me. Gideon surprised me again, by turning those pale eyes in my direction, studying me the way a bard might examine a new instrument. Once again, I imagined throwing up all manner of mental walls in an effort to shield myself, though for all I knew, they could be as impenetrable as water. 

“I’m terribly sorry,” Arie said in the silence when Gideon paused. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

“Not at all,” Gideon’s lips stretched in a thin but genuine smile as he turned back to Arie. “It’s quite a long story, but suffice it to say I’m on a mission to find a small number of lost objects.”

“Like the lamp,” Bosh interjected, and he grinned when Gideon nodded. Ryo, Naveed, and even Daichi were warming up to the Jinni, less anxious now. Illium, on the other hand, had resorted to a sullen silence on the far side of the wagon—although he let them pester Gideon, since the Jinni had made his wishes clear.

When they asked if there was any significance to the lamp we’d purchased, Gideon simply said, “There is.”

Naveed’s eyes darted to mine more than once, whenever a question veered into unsuitable territory, which nearly all of them had, and I frequently glanced back at him. What had we gotten ourselves into? I could only hope the next day and a half would pass quickly.

The scenery changed as we traveled. Trees and undergrowth thinned out until they disappeared entirely. Eventually only scorched, rocky land stretched empty and infertile for miles in every direction, except for the occasional rock formation. In the rainy seasons, the valleys filled with water, but now it was dry as a bone.

“Keep an eye out for dragons,” I told everyone over my shoulder. 

“What?” Bosh squeaked. “You didn’t say anything about dragons!”

“They’re rare in Baradaan,” I reassured him. “Very unlikely.”

“Is that so?” Illium growled, pulling out his pipe. 

Only seen a few in my life, Naveed signed. They almost never come this far south.

I nodded, glancing at Gideon who simply observed. Did they have dragons in Jinn? He didn’t seem concerned. “It’s just good to be prepared.”

“Prepared how?” Bosh asked, ready to jump. “What do we do if we see one?”

“Not much you can do, except spread out,” Ryo said with a smirk.

Daichi nodded gravely, and Bosh paled. 

After that, we had no shortage of eyes on the sky, no matter how much I reassured them. 

Normally the open spaces relaxed me. Cities were so claustrophobic compared to the desert. This was my home. But the comfort was ruined by the tickle of a Jinni’s eyes on the back of my neck. 

We passed another towering ridge of rocks bleached almost white from the sun; they blended into the sand, creating the sense of wandering through a strange maze that was missing half of the lines.

The city was visible long before we reached it. Built directly into the stone of the mountain, the homes and even the castle were all the same desert sand and rock color that made them nearly invisible if you didn’t know where to look. 

The others had never been here. Only Naveed and I, and not since we’d left four years ago. Since we’d lost everything.

When our wagon drew closer to the mountains, the homes carved into the face of the cliffs began to take shape. The city stretched all across the base of the mountain with the castle on the far side, higher up and more protected. 

We approached the Red Rose at the edge of town; it was close to the road and the simple cave-like entrance made it appear deceptively small, though I knew from experience it tunneled back deeper and above into a second story as well. 

I jumped out in front of the sandy stone building before the wagon even came to a stop, landing hard on the packed dirt, desperate to get away and work through my concerns with the men without the fear of Gideon overhearing my thoughts. “We’ll meet up for dinner in one hour,” I told them, mainly for Gideon’s sake. “I’ll get us all rooms for the night. Ryo can take care of the horses.” 

I paused. Now it was my turn to ask an awkward question, and I found myself wishing it had already come up. “Gideon, can I, ah... get you a room, as well?”

“Yes, thank you,” he replied as the wagon stopped fully and everyone stood to dismount after me, following me inside. The tension in my shoulders made my headache ten times worse. 

I’d finally found a Jinni to bear witness to a Gift being misused, I reminded myself. After tomorrow, everything would be different. That’s what mattered.

I booked a room for everyone, plus paid for the horse and cart as Ryo came in from the stables. It depleted a small chunk of our new funds. We were burning through them faster than I liked. But it would all be worth it. Once we received our rooms, Gideon left us for some time alone. The others waited until he’d climbed the stairs and disappeared around the corner, before they each followed suit; I caught Arie’s hand. “Can we talk?”

“Sure,” she replied, brows drawing together, wary.

“Not here,” I said. “Let’s find some place quieter.”

The Red Rose had a tavern on the main level. Only a couple patrons occupied the large room, day-drinking. The sun shone in through a simple, wide-open window carved into the rock, which wafted delicious smells during meals, drawing in crowds.

Ignoring them and the space, I led Arie out the front door instead. I needed to put some space between us and the others. Especially Gideon.

Everything was built with the sand-colored rock, which made it easy for newcomers to get lost. Even so, nothing had changed. I found my way easily down one narrow street and the next, turning here, then there. We reached the other side of town in no time.

“This way,” I said, the first words either of us had spoken since we left. I pointed to a small crevice in the rock formations that the city had been built up against. “I used to come out here as a boy.”

I led her inside the narrow cave. Ducking to avoid hitting my head, I entered the darkness without hesitation. 

Arie didn’t follow. 

I poked my head back out. “Just trust me, would you?” I laughed. “I promise you’ll like it.”

Her brows rose in disbelief and she hesitated. 

I tried to see it from her perspective. We were still nearly strangers, after all. Without thinking much about it, I reached out my hand, palm up. “I promise you’ll be safe.” 

She slowly accepted, curling her fingers around mine. 

I gently led her through the tunnel, which curved into darkness in one direction, then back in the opposite direction, shrinking down until at a certain point we had to get down on our knees and crawl, which was likely the only reason it’d gone undiscovered by anyone else because an adult would never think to keep going. 

As children, Naveed and I had discovered this place, but we’d never shown it to anyone before; for some reason, I found myself wanting to show it to Arie. 

In the dark of the tunnel, she clutched my hand but didn’t complain. 

As we stood on the other side of the pinch point, light trickled in and I led her toward it.

A small oasis opened up before us, walled in on all sides by steep rock walls that from the outside were too sheer to scale. But inside the small space was a small, quiet pool, soft sand, and the sun shone down cheerfully on us. 

Arie gasped, stopping in the tunnel entrance. 

“Told you.” I smiled at her over my shoulder. I didn’t need to hold her hand anymore, but I didn’t let go just yet. 

Though she tried not to smile, her lips twitched, and she let me lead her on. 

“Right here,” I said, letting go of her hand and stepping to the side to let her go ahead of me. 

We followed the beaten path Naveed and I had created as children, rounding the deep pool to where a boulder made a natural seat on the other side. 

Up close, the pool was too deep to see the bottom, kept constantly full by some internal spring even in the heat of summers, except for one side where a shallow ledge was visible and the deep blue water turned nearly clear, showing the bleached rock beneath. 

Instead of joining me on the boulder to sit formally, Arie dropped to the ground by the shallow side of the pool, pulled off her boots, lifted her skirts up to her knees, and stepped into the cool water with a happy sigh. 

I blinked. This felt so much more intimate than I’d planned. But the water did look refreshing. I hesitated before joining her, removing my shoes as well and rolling up my pant legs. 

As I splashed into the water, it caused ripples that slowly faded the further out they went. 

“It’s so beautiful,” she whispered reverently, as if a normal tone might disturb the sanctuary. 

Dropping onto the dry ground at the edge, leaving my feet in the cool water, I leaned back, content to stay silent and enjoy the moment.

Arie was still taking it in with awe and wonder written all over her face. 

I patted the ground next to me, and she sat closer than I expected, not even noticing when our arms brushed together. 

“This is heavenly,” she breathed.

“My secret paradise,” I replied with a smile, staring at the water instead of her. “Well, mine and Naveed’s. We grew up here, you know.”

Arie was quiet for a moment before she put two and two together. “This is the kingdom where the prince cut out his tongue?”

I nodded, not really wanting to dwell on that day. We’d truly thought we would lose him. So much blood.

Her soft hand slipped over mine. She’d never touched me intentionally before. I lifted my eyes, happy to be distracted. Her pretty face was just a foot away from mine. Those warm brown eyes and soft lips distracting as she said, “I’m so sorry.”

I shrugged. My throat grew too tight to speak and I looked away. For a long minute, we stared out at the water and didn’t move. I needed to change the subject. I said the first thing that came to me. “I think Gideon can read minds.”

Arie pulled her hand away in surprise. “He spoke directly into your thoughts too?”

“What? No—” I spun to face her. That chased away all thoughts of how her dark hair shone or how her cheeks were tinted red. “He did that with you? When?” 

“At the auction.” She bit her lip and averted her eyes.

“I wish you’d told me.” I blew out a breath, running a hand through my hair. “It’s not right. I’m glad the Jinn left our land. If only they would’ve taken all the Gifted with them.” I turned back to the water, tossing a pebble into the stillness. The little rock smashed through the sense of peace there, which was exactly how my mind felt at that moment. Mind reading was such an unfair advantage. It was abuse. Anyone with an ability like his should be avoided at all costs. “Do you know the extent of his abilities?’

Arie shook her head. “No. But we could ask him?”

“No!” I turned to face her. “You and Bosh both need to be more careful about what you ask a Jinni. Haven’t you heard the stories?”

She just laughed. “You mean the Jinn who steal away naughty little children? You know those are just bedtime stories, right?”

When she put it like that, I felt foolish, but I persisted. “Think about it. All stories come from a place of truth. If Jinn really do have even a few of the Gifts the princes have, we’re completely at their mercy.”

She shifted uncomfortably, pulling her feet out of the water now as if chilled. “But everyone knows they have a code of honor. That’s the whole reason you brought Gideon here in the first place, to uphold their principles?” Her statement turned to a question at the end.

“I sure hope so.” I pulled my feet out to dry as well and we sat in silence, staring at the ripples still disturbing the pool’s calm surface. 

It was time to bring it up. 

Past time really. 

“So. You’re a princess, hmm?” I elbowed her lightly to take the edge off my words. “When was that going to come up?”

“I was thinking right after never,” she joked, grinning back at me. But then she grew more serious. “No one can know. Please.”

“I promise to keep your secret,” I said, “if you tell me why.” It was underhanded. A good man would swear a solemn oath and never ask again. But I wanted to know.

“I can’t,” she protested, clutching her dress so tightly I thought it might rip. “If they ever found out where I am, they’d make me come back, and I... I just can’t...” She swung around to face me. “Please, Kadin.” 

I liked the way she said my name. Those dark brown eyes were wide and pleading, drawing me closer. “Please, just promise me you won’t tell anyone.”

She sounded so desperate, I felt guilty. “Don’t worry. I wasn’t going to.”

“Promise me.”

“I swear on a Jinni’s Gift,” I agreed. She relaxed somewhat, but the mood was ruined. Life as a princess must not be so great after all. I tucked it away to think about later, when I was alone with my thoughts. But that just made me think of Gideon. Would I ever be alone with my thoughts again?
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Kadin

BY THE TIME THE first light touched the room, I gave up on sleep. Between thoughts of Arie and of the day to come, I had too much to worry about. Rolling out of bed, I threw on my boots and headed downstairs. Breakfast and a strong cup of coffee would wake me. 

In the doorway, I stopped. There was only one other person at the breakfast bar. 

Gideon. 

The staff at the Red Rose clearly recognized a Jinni when they saw one. They tiptoed around him, wide-eyed. 

I nearly turned around to go back to my room, when he turned to face me. 

“Good morning,” he said, as polite as ever.

“Morning,” I replied, my voice raspy from waking up. Uncomfortable, but not sure what else to do, I pulled up the stool next to him, slouching over the bar. I should’ve stayed in my room. As soon as the thought came to me, I shoved it into a dark corner of my mind and told it to stay there. “Coffee, please,” I said to the bartender. 

“How... did you sleep?” I ventured, struggling to find an appropriate topic of conversation for a Jinni. Did such a thing exist?

“Very well, thank you,” he replied. “And yourself?” There was a slight twist to his lips that made me feel like he was laughing at me. 

Not well, I thought impulsively. I kept thinking about how you read minds. 

And that kept you up? 

I leapt out of my seat, the stool falling backwards, hitting the floor with a crash. This was far worse than I’d imagined. Gideon looked over his shoulder as I crouched near the door. 

“Goodness,” he said, “I didn’t think you’d be so easily spooked.”

I cleared my throat, just blinking at him for a moment. “I wouldn’t call this easily spooked at all,” I answered after clearing my throat again. “This definitely falls into justifiably spooked.”

He wasn’t using any other abilities that I could tell. But it would be wise to be cautious. “How do I know you won’t use any Gifts on me?”

“It’s against the Jinni code,” he said simply, shrugging. “I cannot use them to steal, manipulate, or cause harm.” 

“But I have no way of knowing you’ll honor that.” I straightened, dusting off my clothes, feeling like I’d slightly overreacted. “It’s just not right.”

“It’s not entirely fair,” Gideon admitted. “But there are ways for the children of men to block some Gifts. Concealing thoughts for instance. You have a strong mind. You can learn.”

Picking up my stool, I gingerly sat next to him again. I needed to know more. But I found myself leaning away even as I tried to act natural. “Is it... Can you teach me?” 

“You’ve already begun teaching yourself,” he said, taking a bite, only half his attention on me. 

I accepted my coffee, taking a big gulp. I needed to wake up. He wasn’t making sense. “What do you mean?” 

“The mind has many natural defenses. You can train it just as you would train yourself to not think on something—say, a pretty girl when she’s nearby. Or the opposite, train it to think overly long on a subject—such as, say, a particular vendetta.”

“That’s not training,” I argued, forgetting for a moment my wariness when it came to his kind. “It’s impossible not to think on it—you don’t understand because you don’t know what happened.”

“Enlighten me,” Gideon said, pausing at his meal for the first time since we’d begun our conversation. 

“I’d rather you bear firsthand witness,” I mumbled. I didn’t want to relive that day. Not again. It had haunted my dreams for months afterward. 

I’d been only fifteen-years-old, but old enough to have been taking care of my siblings for many years already. I was like a second parent to them while my father worked and my mother drank. 

When I left my little brother, Reza, with my mother to pick up a bit of extra work, he’d crawled into the street, as Prince Dev paraded through town with three neighboring princesses. 

In his desire to show off for them, he suggested a race. Though the women declined, he took off anyway on his newly broken stallion. 

Some blamed the horse, said it was out of control. 

But I came out just in time to see a hoof crush my little brother’s skull. The agony I felt in that moment had barely faded, even now, nearly five years later. Though I’d only thought of it for a split second, I blinked away tears. 

“Was it an accident?” Gideon asked softly. 

I cursed myself. Of course he’d eavesdropped on my thoughts. “What do you think?” I snapped. Everyone always sided with the prince. How could they not?

“I want to hear what you think,” he replied, still in that soft, but unyielding tone.

Against my will, I remembered staring up at Prince Dev’s face that day for the ten-thousandth time. Shock crossed his face for a brief second followed by a look of revulsion, and then a sneer. 

Witnesses gathered at the scene, whispering, but no one came forward to help. 

“Someone clean that up,” the prince commanded his guards, reining his horse around the body, readying to move on.

That’s when I’d found my voice. Roaring, I raced out into the street, falling to my knees at my dead brother’s side and screaming at the prince, “My brother! That’s my brother!”

My choked screams roused the crowd, who began to murmur in dissent. 

For the first time, real concern crossed Prince Dev’s features. 

Naveed, a year younger than me but slightly taller, had stepped out in front of me and my little brother. “You killed him!” he’d shouted at Prince Dev in a strong voice that carried his accusation out to any who may have wondered. “You murdered him!”

“Silence!” the prince yelled, waving for the guards to move on us. “One week in the stocks!” 

Naveed dodged them easily, screaming insults at Prince Dev through the crowd. “You’re the one who needs to be punished! Murderer!” 

“Arrest him!” Prince Dev screamed, red-faced. He was shaking in fury. 

They caught Naveed, and I watched through tears as they dragged him out of the crowd.

“All the Jinni-forsaken luck on your bastard head!” Naveed continued hurling insults even as they hauled him in front of the prince. “May your father and mother despise the day you were born! May they–”

“Enough!” Prince Dev’s voice cracked as he yelled. “Cut out his tongue!” 

Next came the blood. 

Days of wondering if my friend would make it. 

Mourning my baby brother, while comforting my other siblings. 

What had Gideon asked? 

Was it an accident.

“I don’t know,” I whispered honestly, since he could read my thoughts anyway. “Probably.” My voice cracked a little. “But does it matter?”

Gideon didn’t answer right away. “You called me to bear witness to a Jinni’s Gift being misused.” His blue eyes seemed especially pale this morning. “I haven’t noticed it in your memories. Does this prince have a Gift?”

I toyed with my uneaten food, moving it around with my fork to avoid his gaze. “He does,” I said, but my mind betrayed me. He’d never used his Gift that day. He hadn’t even discovered his Gift until after his 18th birthday. 

“Mmm,” Gideon murmured, as if I’d told him more than I’d meant to. I supposed I had. “And what is his Gift?”

I tried hard to keep my thoughts in check. “He can speak any language,” I mumbled.

Gideon’s brows rose. “Is that so.” 

I nodded, but kept my mind blank. 

“Has this prince ever used his language Gifting for vile purposes?” Gideon probed. 

“That’s what we’re here to find out,” I said, straightening to face him, pushing away from the bar to stand. 

But Gideon stopped me, placing his hand on my arm. His touch wasn’t ice like the stories. It was warm like any other man’s. 

But I still shivered.

When he didn’t speak right away, my mind drifted to his last question, but I stopped it and did my best to throw up mental shields like I had before. 

“Very good.” Gideon nodded, just once. “You’re a quick study.”

I took that to mean I’d successfully kept him out of my mind and felt the tiniest sliver of relief. “Thank you,” I said in response. 

His hand was still on my arm. 

“Is there anything else I can help you with?”

“When do I begin bearing witness?” he asked in that calm, quiet tone, releasing me. 

“How does an hours’ time sound?” I asked. Everything in me was focused on that mental wall, keeping him on one side and my thoughts on the other.

“Very good,” he replied, watching me closely. 

I bowed quickly and left the room, putting some distance between us before he heard the truth: I didn’t know if Prince Dev had ever abused his Gift. 

I hoped he had. 

And I was ready and willing to provoke him into doing so today, if necessary.
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Arie

KADIN HAD THOUGHT ABOUT kissing me for a split second last night. My toes curled at the memory as I lay in bed. It hadn’t been a thought, so much as an emotion, but I’d felt it. I turned the feeling over, examining it. It was different with him. Because for the first time I wanted it too. 

I sighed at the sun streaming in through the window. All I wanted to do was stay under the covers and go over each moment from the night before, one at a time, savoring them.

We’d talked until sunset, long past dinner, making our way back as dusk settled over the land. Shadows crossed Kadin’s cheekbones and hooded his eyes. But whenever he looked over at me, he smiled. How could someone who’d been through so much, be so lighthearted?

He’d had four siblings. And he was the eldest. The way he described growing up, watching the younger children, always looking out for them, feeding them, tucking them into bed at night. And then... how his whole family had died four years ago...

It made my heart ache for him. 

Though I’d been too afraid to tell him my story, it was impossible not to think what might be happening back home. I told myself for the thousandth time that my father was okay. Amir had no power over him or Hodafez if I wasn’t there. Sooner or later, the king would have to go home. 

This was for the best. 

I rolled over and shut my eyes. Better not to think about it.

But my conscience wouldn’t let me close the door so easily this time. A little whisper asked, What if I’m wrong? Each day that worry grew louder, more persistent.

As tempting as it was to stay with these men and never look back, I couldn’t do that to Baba. I was all he had. 

My chest tightened. I couldn’t go home, and I couldn’t stay. Neither one would do. 

I sighed, climbing out of bed and putting on the red dress Kadin had given me, and the brown cloak over it. Heading downstairs, I focused on the question that plagued me above the rest: how would I convince Gideon to help me? 

Under my cloak, I clutched my small bag. I carried it everywhere I went, now that I had it back. Perhaps between my share in the heist, the jewels, and my crown, I could convince Gideon to travel to Hodafez for just one day. 

I bit my lip. He was so impatient already; would it be enough? Would he even consider my offer once he had his precious lamp? 

I felt a headache forming even before I entered the common room. Dozens of stranger’s thoughts slipped into my mind uninvited and unwelcome. I loathed this ability. Pinching the bridge of my nose, I struggled to focus as I wove between the tables to find a seat. 

Gideon sat at the breakfast bar on one side of the room, while at least a dozen other guests occupied the tables on the opposite side. Though Gideon sipped his tea with his usual unwavering composure, I couldn’t help but wonder if he was lonely. Traveling so long and often must be isolating. He couldn’t be more than a few years older than myself—or was age deceptive for the Jinn?

This was my chance. I tried to rehearse what I would say along the way, but the pressure of thoughts following me across the room shoved all rational thought from my mind. 

“You just missed Master Kadin,” he told me when I greeted him. 

Kadin’s name put a few extra butterflies in my stomach. I sat and accepted a breakfast plate from a server, piled with food, before turning to Gideon. 

“Tell me,” I began as I took a bite. “How long have you been away from home?” The food here was flavorless, but my stomach growled and I continued.

When he frowned, I paused, feeling guilty. “I apologize, if that was insensitive...” Had I already offended him? Why did I have to be so stupid? 

“Not at all,” he said. So formal. He touched the napkin to his lips before folding it in his lap. “I suppose I’m not used to conversation. Most people fear my kind.”

“I’ve noticed.” I took another bite. “I don’t get it. You seem perfectly nice.”

A small smile tugged at the corner of his mouth as Gideon turned back to his food as well, and there was a comfortable silence. “To answer your question,” he began, “I’ve unfortunately lost my ability to return home. I’d prefer not to discuss the circumstances.” 

I nodded. 

He sipped his coffee, before continuing, “It’s my hope that the lamp you possess might help me return. I’ve lived among the human kingdoms for the better part of a year now.”

I slowed in my chewing. He couldn’t go home? We had more in common than I’d realized. 

Gideon tipped his head once, almost as if in a nod. Had he overheard? 

I cleared my throat, feeling vulnerable, and said the first thing that came to mind. “Can I ask what brought you to our lands?” 

As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I knew I was prying. Would he take offense? But Gideon’s expression didn’t change. He lifted his cup to drink again. Only after finishing the glass and setting it down did he answer. “I’ve been... tasked with finding ancient artifacts.”

“I see. They must be important?” I wanted this conversation to be over. It’d been a mistake to think I could make my request while in a public place; I couldn’t hear my own thoughts above the noise, much less form an appropriate question. I set down my spoon.

“Very.” He nodded, carefully folding his napkin and placing it on his plate. “Artifacts all enhance or add to a Jinni’s Gifting.” 

“Enhance...” I had to ask. “You mean it makes Gifts stronger? Or better?” 

“Both.” He turned to face me. “In some cases, they provide a new Gift altogether.” 

“Do the artifacts work on humans too?” 

Gideon didn’t confirm or deny it, only staring at me with those unblinking eyes. 

Understanding bloomed at the secret I’d just uncovered. I whispered, “They do, don’t they? That’s why it’s not common knowledge. They must be terribly powerful.” 

Could an artifact give a half-Jinni like me some sense of control? Help me muffle thoughts in a crowd so I didn’t feel like I was losing my mind?

Gideon turned away without a word, still not denying it, and pulled out coins from his pocket to pay for his meal. 

“Even if humans did find the artifacts,” I spoke my thoughts aloud since he could hear them anyway, “they wouldn’t know they had something of such value. And if they did, they wouldn’t know how to work it. I mean, with the lamp, I’m sure it’s not as simple as merely lighting it...” I trailed off, watching him. 

He paused in the middle of setting some coins on the table before he stood. 

“Or... I suppose it could be that easy.”

He still didn’t answer. 

“Gideon,” I pushed, standing as well. “What does the lamp do?” 

He only shook his head, picking up his cane and moving toward the door without using it once.

“I’m not going to light it,” I teased. “But you wouldn’t want to risk my using it by accident, would you?” I followed him out of the room. 

The pressure of thoughts lifted as we entered the hall. I flashed him one of my most charming smiles. No prince alive had ever resisted. 

Gideon, as otherworldly as he was, was no different. He smiled back at me slightly. “It isn’t a violent Gift,” he admitted, now that we were out of earshot from the others in the common area. “I suppose there’s no harm.” 

I smiled, ducking my eyes for a brief moment, before staring up at him in rapt attention, going for irresistible. “No harm at all,” I encouraged.

Gideon tucked his cane under his arm, leaning forward to speak, “The lamp is for traveling.” We were conspirators, he and I, and I could tell he wanted someone to confide in. “For a Jinni who can already travel, such as myself, it increases our distance considerably. On my own, I’m not powerful enough to get home, but with the lamp, I could reach the gate to Jinn.” 

My mouth fell open. “That’s incredible,” I whispered. I could see why he would want it so badly. “What would it do for a human?” 

His eyes narrowed and he straightened, shrugging. “I don’t honestly know.” 

We were no longer accomplices; I’d made him suspicious. 

“It’s never been tested, to my knowledge.”

Before I could find the words to appease him, Kadin’s thoughts intruded and he spoke up from the staircase behind me, “Ready to go?”

I faced him, clenching my teeth at the interruption. His men followed behind him, joining us at the base of the stairs. 

Was it my imagination or had Kadin’s face lit up at the sight of me. When he grinned, I couldn’t help but smile back. 

Gideon and I greeted him at the same time, and as a group, we left the inn.

At least one of us might get what they desired today. 

It was finally time for Gideon to bear witness.
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Kadin

I’D THOUGHT THROUGH EVERY angle of my plans. 

Except this day. 

I’d avoided this day like a fool. Because I couldn’t allow myself to think about what might happen if we failed.

Though I loved to visualize Prince Dev suffering, the path from this morning until the hour he faced justice was unclear. I’d let myself hope that any misstep on Prince Dev’s part, related to his Gift or otherwise, would be enough. But it seemed I’d been wrong.

We strode down the narrow streets in pairs, winding along the side of the mountain, climbing toward the castle ahead of us. Built into the rock, it wasn’t designed for beauty but to be impenetrable, blending seamlessly into the sandstone around it. 

The windows were long, narrow slits that rose high above our heads, too high to scale and too thin for anyone but a child to enter. The enormous arch of the entrance stretched wide and dark, ready to swallow us. 

The men joked and taunted each other behind me, relaxed enough to include Arie and Gideon. None of them knew how unlikely this plan was to work. Except Naveed.

My childhood friend walked beside me. I didn’t speak and he didn’t sign; we didn’t need to. Not a day had gone by since we left this place four years ago that we hadn’t thought of it. 

Neither of us had gone home to visit. Naveed’s only family had been mine. 

And mine were gone. 

After my brother’s death, Prince Dev had tried to silence all protests. It was only because Naveed and I had been in hiding, planning our revenge, that I was still alive. 

Glancing over at my friend, he nodded tersely. Even if he still had his voice, he’d never tell them how Prince Dev might not misuse his Gift at all today. 

After speaking with Gideon at breakfast, I’d found Naveed and pulled him aside. “If Prince Dev doesn’t explicitly use his Gift, I don’t know if Gideon will lift a finger.”

Even if he breaks other laws? Naveed signed. The Jinni were supposed to be such sticklers for the law.

Lips thinning, I shook my head. “Even then. It has to be related to his Gift. So. Think on ways to make that happen.” There was no way we’d let him go free of consequences for even one more day.

Grimly, Naveed had nodded, and now here we were, stepping out in confidence, putting on a show for Gideon and the others. 

First and foremost, we needed to gain entrance to the castle. Prince Dev’s father held hearings for his people in the mornings, while the prince held parties that lasted all day. That’s where we would start.

The homes surrounding the castle were small, tucked away into the rocks, built in layers along the sides of the cliffs, but the castle itself stood on its own, separate and above, strong and spacious. It was a good hike, enough to make you out of breath on arrival. 

Naveed stuck close as we ascended the path to the castle. “Any ideas?” I whispered to him.

He shook his head. 

“Do you think it would count if the prince told a lie?” I hissed. “Or maybe if he spoke Jinn? Is that a crime?”

Though Naveed’s brows rose hopefully, a single thought from Gideon came through. No.

I sighed, shaking my head. “I guess not.” Naveed frowned at me, but I didn’t explain. Instead, I built up those walls in my mind, making them ten times thicker, so I could think of a better plan in peace. 

Yet, by the time we reached the castle, where it rose, tall and imposing, with a guard on each side of the open drawbridge, I had yet to think of anything. 

Standing in line to speak to the king, we watched for Prince Dev. He didn’t show. Likely, the man was still in bed with a hangover. Though we’d left early that morning, we still had to wait an hour in line, making our way slowly around the courtyard as each person had an audience with the king. 

Finally, we reached the castle entrance, through the enormous double doors, entering the throne room. Though I encouraged Gideon multiple times to roam the castle and search for the prince while we waited, he insisted on staying with us. Everyone clammed up at the color of his skin. A shell of silence surrounded us, making my scheme much more difficult.

Once inside, Ryo slipped away from the group. I scanned the room full of petitioners and the tall sand-colored ceiling while I waited for his signal. When he appeared at the entrance, I nodded confirmation and he entered the hall. 

“Naveed, you’re next.” My friend melted away from the group. Only moments later, he signaled from the door. Another success.

“Alright Daichi.” I waved him off. 

Before the big man had gone far, Gideon spoke up, “What exactly is taking place here?” His voice carried in the quiet. 

“Nothing.” I signaled for Daichi to wait, but he wasn’t paying attention. Too late to call him back now. I watched him make the grab and hoped no one else noticed. 

As he pocketed the paper and turned back toward us, Gideon snapped his fingers and the corner of the document where it poked out of Daichi’s pocket disappeared. 

It reappeared in Gideon’s hand. He held it up to study it.

“What did you...” Daichi searched his pockets and came up empty. “How’d you do that?” 

“An invitation?” Gideon ignored him, looking at me over the bridge of his nose.

“Everybody needs one if we’re going to spend the day here,” I muttered. Getting caught was so rare. Twice in just a few days? Was this a new streak? “To be allowed in for tonight’s dinner.”

“Why didn’t you say so?” Gideon smiled, sharp blue eyes glinting with mischief. He and the parchment disappeared. 

Everyone around us gasped. 

Whispers and pointing fingers directed our attention toward the throne. 

Gideon had flashed into existence on the raised dais between the King and the current petitioner. The guards belatedly raised their weapons as the King stiffened. Before they could react further, Gideon bowed low.

“What’s he saying,” Bosh hissed.

“If you can’t hear, what makes you think we can?” Illium snapped.

I couldn’t help but be irritated as well. I hated when things didn’t go according to plan. As much as we tried to eavesdrop with the rest of the crowd, we couldn’t make out a word they said from this distance. 

When Gideon disappeared in a flash once more, I tensed, waiting. 

“Here are your invitations,” Gideon spoke from his original position. He waved seven of the formal parchments that we’d intended to steal. Just like that. 

“What—how did you—” I flushed as everyone around us stared, including my men.

“I asked.”

Of course. Who would refuse to give an invitation to a Jinni? The King would have to be a fool to risk his ire. In fact, he probably assumed he was being honored by the presence of a group of Jinn and hoped to be showered with Jinni favor all night. 

I gritted my teeth together in a forced smile. “Thank you.” It was foolish to be angry about this. I shrugged off the discomfort, gesturing toward the opposite side of the castle, where we could now enter the great room with a genuine invitation. “Lead the way.” 

As we left the line, we passed a tall fireplace and approached the double doors to the great room, where two guards stood stiff on each side. 

Gideon simply flashed the invitations—and the guards opened the heavy doors wide. The first thing my eyes landed on were tables filled to the brim with food. 

As I surveyed the crowds of people, some seated, others dancing or talking, the muscles in my jaw tightened. I barely reined in my rage at the sight of him. 

Prince Dev. 

Blood pumped in my ears, making the merriment around me almost inaudible. 

My fingers curled and I clenched my fists at my sides, unable to move. 

Do not start a fight, I reminded myself. Not here. Not yet.

The prince was taller and more muscled than I remembered, but he had the same unruly brown hair and smirk. Seated on yet another raised dais, he was surrounded by food and drink, as well as a large group of men and women. Their boisterous laughter carried across the room.

We made our way around the outer edge. “Split up,” I said. “Get some food. We’ll meet by the pillars at midnight.” I pointed to the massive white stone pillars marking the main entrance. 

Everyone dispersed, except Arie and Gideon. 

I scratched my neck. “I assume you have a method for bearing witness...” 

Gideon half-smiled. “Don’t worry about me, Master Kadin. I’ll be watching.” He slipped away into the crowd before I could ask if he meant watching the prince, or me. 

“Shall we?” I turned to Arie, leading her to a table with two open seats. Normally I didn’t waste time in places like this; not like these nobles who spent their entire day enjoying entertainment and filling their mouths. I forced myself to unclench my fists and focus. We only had the day to make this work, so we had to work smart and we had to work fast.
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Arie

KADIN BARELY SPOKE THROUGHOUT the meal. The muscle in his jaw ticked and he chewed as if the feast was a job and the sooner he finished, the better. 

“It’s good, isn’t it?” I pointed to a dish of Ghormey-Sabzi. “This one is delicious.” 

He scooped some onto his plate and chewed without expression, staring at the prince across the room. 

I gave up on conversation. 

“Excuse me.” I pushed my chair out. “I’ll be back in a moment.” 

He didn’t blink. 

I searched for Gideon and found him seated on a gold sofa in the corner, where he had a good view of everyone. 

The surrounding sofas were empty. Finally, we could speak alone.

I stood taller and approached the circle of seats, pushing a smile onto my face. Resting my hands on the back of a sofa, I stood behind it like a shield. My instincts screamed at me to walk away, but I cleared my throat and spoke, “May I ask you a question, when you have a moment?”

“I am free now,” Gideon said, waving toward Prince Dev, who stepped down from the dais seating and walked toward the washrooms. “Since I’m not following the young Prince Dev to use the toilet, as much as Master Kadin might wish it.”

I paused, then laughed. “You’re making a joke!”

“It happens once a decade or so,” Gideon replied, lips twitching. “Please, sit.” 

I settled onto the sofa across from him, too tense to lean back against the pillows. Which problem should I bring up first? Where to start?

“How about the beginning,” Gideon said, but his voice was gentle, patient. 

His calm reminded me of Kadin, even though he was light-skinned where Kadin was dark, his raven hair slicked back instead of falling across his face, and crystal-clear blue eyes instead of Kadin’s warm amber gaze, like molten sunlight. Why was I thinking about Kadin right now?

I cleared my throat. “I have two requests actually...”

He waited for me to continue.

“First...” I licked my lips and launched into it, words spilling over once I let them free, “Once you’re done bearing witness for Kadin, I was hoping you might be willing to spend just a few short days in a nearby kingdom as well, where another king is also misusing his Gift and—”

“No. Next.” Gideon leaned back, crossing one leg over the other. 

“Please, if you’d only reconsider—” I slid to the edge of my seat, hands clasped, begging. 

He interrupted once more, waving a hand. “I understand. But I’m afraid time is of the essence. I can’t afford to waste even one more day before I use the lamp to return home.”

I sat back at that. I’d had my hopes pinned on convincing him. Without his help, I would have to resort to my original plan of waiting for Amir to return home as a jilted fiancée. 

“You mentioned a second request?” Gideon’s voice interrupted my thoughts.

“Yes,” I said to my hands, afraid to look at him as I spoke. “Ever since that first day, I could feel—could sense—your Gifting. And so, I assume... that you could sense mine as well?” 

Suddenly I was afraid not to look at him. 

When I lifted my chin to meet his sharp gaze, there was no sign of surprise. He only nodded. 

I lowered my voice even more, as I continued. “I’m sure you’re also aware it’s against the law for women to be Gifted. Throughout the kingdoms a Gifted woman is required to be put on trial, before being judged as a danger to themselves and to others.”

“It’s my understanding those trials are a bit of a farce.”

I lifted my chin. “If you mean the results are always the same, then yes. It’s supposed to be a fair trial.” I waved a hand. “But the women are always sentenced to have their Gifts severed. And they usually die within a month. I think—” I leaned forward, lowering my voice even more, “—I think someone kills them.”

Gideon shifted in his seat, no longer lounging casually, but leaning forward, tense. “Why did you bring this up to me?”

Another deep breath. I had considered this moment for ages, but once I spoke the words, I wouldn’t be able to take them back. “If they ever discover my Gift, they’ll put me on trial. And if they put me on trial, it’s a death sentence. I don’t want to die. But I can’t keep this Gift hidden forever. Either way, it’s killing me. I want you to remove my Gift.”
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Arie

“NO.” GIDEON SAT BACK again, this time as if the conversation was over, signaling for a servant to bring him a drink. 

I waited until he took it and the man left. “Why not?”

“Tell me,” Gideon said, swirling the drink before taking a sip. “Has any Gifted woman survived a Severance, to your knowledge?”

“No. But as I’ve said, I think it has to do with the trials.” I pursed my lips, trying to find the right words. “The deaths always take place within a month of a Severance. They try to make it seem random, but I know they’re killing them. That’s why I’ve come to you instead.”

He shook his head.

Scooting to the edge of my seat, I clutched my hands together. “Please Gideon,” I begged, “I can’t live with this Gift anymore. You don’t understand what it’s doing to me. I can’t control it. I can’t go home. I’m not safe anywhere.” I’m an abomination.

“You are not,” Gideon’s soft voice crept into my thoughts. I’d forgotten he might be listening. 

“I am,” I whispered back, tears filling my eyes so that he was only a blurry image when I looked up. “Please. I just want to be free of it.”

“You misunderstand. You cannot be free of it, because your Gift is a part of you,” Gideon told me. His eyes burned with intensity. “You can no more remove it free of consequences than you could remove an eye or a limb. The women do not die because someone murders them, they die because they can’t live without it. So, do not ask me again. No Jinni in his sane mind will ever agree to do this for you, do you understand?”

My hopes fell and a pit formed in my stomach, growing dull and bitter as I nodded. “I understand,” I whispered. 

He gave me a moment to stare at the blurry floor in silence, before standing with a sigh and sitting on the sofa beside me. 

“What exactly does your Gifting entail?” he asked. 

“It’s hard to describe,” I said, swallowing my disappointment and blinking tears of frustration away before he could see them. “I can hear... well, not everything people are thinking, but I always hear when a thought exists, like the way you’d hear waves on the shore or the buzzing of an insect. And then, when they’re about me, I hear...” I glanced around to make sure no one was nearby before I whispered, “I hear every single word.”

Gideon didn’t move. He didn’t blink or react in any way. Only stared at me. 

I dropped my gaze. 

It appeared he’d spoken too soon. I was a disgrace after all.

“What was your mother’s name?” he asked, out of nowhere.

“Hanna,” I said, frowning. “Why do you ask?”

He didn’t answer, only took a deep breath, slow and steady. Was he surprised? I remembered the note I’d found in the book that had insinuated my mother might be a Jinni... “Did you know her? My mother?”

“It’s hard to say.” Gideon’s expression didn’t reveal a thing. “But the Gift of Intuition is very rare. It’s certainly not something to be ashamed of.” 

The name caught my attention. Intrigued, I turned it over in my mind. “Is this your Gift as well?” 

“One of them.” He nodded. Before I could ask what his other Gifts were, he added, “You can control it.” He rapped his cane on the floor to punctuate his words. “With time and practice.”

He lifted his cane to point toward a mouse scurrying along the edge of the wall. “Imagine each thought is like a mouse. Right now, the mice are running around in chaos.” 

I nodded vigorously at the mental image. 

“Close your eyes,” he continued. “Imagine picking up each thought like catching one of the mice, and placing it in a jar.”

When I struggled to picture it, he only said, “Take your time.”

As I picked up each squirming thought by the tail out of the mess in my mind, dropping them into an imaginary glass jar, the noise surrounding me didn’t change. Was it working at all? I kept going, laboring over them, until my imaginary jar was full. 

The chaos of thoughts washed over me, as overwhelming and muddled as ever. Even more so now that I was paying attention to it. 

“It’s impossible... there’s too many.” I blinked back tears. 

He gave me a small smile. “It will take some time and practice. Now, put a lid on the jar, and screw it shut.”

Closing my eyes again, I tried to picture a thick lid for the glass jar, twisting it hard, locking them in. The din instantly softened. My eyes flew open in surprise. “I did it!”

“Well done,” Gideon said, and it felt like high praise. “Once you’ve mastered this, you can begin to open the jar, taking out one thought at a time whenever you choose.” 

A lump rose in my throat. “Thank you. Truly. I didn’t know this was possible. I didn’t even know my Gift of hearing thoughts was called Intuition.” He nodded in response, turning to look out into the room where I assumed Prince Dev had returned.

I took that as my cue to leave and stood, enjoying the regular everyday noise of conversation with only a soft hum of thoughts—one in particular stood out. Gideon’s method of singling the thoughts out had made them feel more tangible, more like the person they belonged to. This one felt close by. Familiar. 

I turned and my eyes met Kadin’s. Just two steps away. 

Staring at me. 

All the thoughts I’d so carefully placed in the jar exploded out into the air as I lost control, but I didn’t need to pick his out of the crowd. From the disbelief written all over his face, I had no doubt he’d heard everything.
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Kadin

I STARED AT THEM both. Gideon, the Jinni I was using to fight those born of the Jinn. And Arie, the girl I’d been falling for, who was one of them.

One of the very people I hated more than anything else in the entire world.

Arie reeled back, as if I’d slapped her. 

Gift of Intuition, she’d said, hearing thoughts. 

I took a step back. 

How dare she read my mind. I threw all my willpower into envisioning walls thicker than a dungeon around me, imagining pouring the cement myself, thickening it with every bit of my resolve. 

“Kadin, let me explain,” she began, pressing her hands together, pleading with her eyes for me to listen. Was that a trick too? If she was one of the Gifted, I couldn’t be sure. 

I spun on my heel and pushed through the crowd, aiming for distance. How far can she reach? I asked myself, feeling my usual calm slip away completely. 

No one answered, and I realized I’d half expected Gideon to, but maybe my walls were working. 

I couldn’t believe I’d been harboring a Gifted girl for so long without knowing. How had I not seen it? 

I gritted my teeth as I remembered how every time I would enter a room, she seemed to know. Even if her back was turned. 

I’d been flattered. Thought it meant we had a connection. I wanted to punch a hole in the wall. 

Shoving my way through the crowd, I curled my fingers into fists. Something in my expression made those who saw me move out of my way. 

“Kadin, wait!” Arie yelled, and people turned to look. 

She was drawing too much attention. 

I pushed through a closed door, not caring where it led. 

She followed me through. “Please, Kadin.” 

Oh, for the love of Jinn, she sounded like she was going to cry. Was that real? I felt a twinge of guilt at the thought.

The hallway wasn’t empty. 

Stopping, I turned to face her. “Not here.” I tried not to feel anything, think anything, as I took her elbow and guided her down the hall, searching for a quiet corner. A small alcove ahead, just large enough to hold a short sofa and a few plants. 

It would do. 

The space was tucked away, meant for meetings just like this. Except nothing like this. 

“You’ve been lying to us this whole time,” I hissed, and it wasn’t as without feeling as I’d hoped. My voice almost broke and I cut off.

“I can’t help my Gift,” Arie said, ripping her arm from my grasp. I was eager to let go, stepping back. She pulled back as well until we stood on opposite sides of the small room. “Do you think I want to be this way?” Tears welled in her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. I crossed my arms and stared at the marble walls as she continued, “Do you think I have a choice? I couldn’t tell you.” She gestured to me. “You would’ve reacted just like this.”

I stiffened. “Reacted to an unfair advantage where I have no control? Absolutely.” 

“Not everyone is like Prince Dev. I don’t know what he did to you to make you hate him so much, but it wasn’t me!” 

Her voice rose and I held up a hand, reminding her to keep quiet.

Of course it wasn’t her. She never would’ve done that to my little brother. Part of me understood why she’d kept it secret... but I’d trusted her. And she’d betrayed that trust. “You’re all alike.” I refused to think, to let her overhear anything further, but my voice was unsteady. “You use people.”

“No,” Arie shook her head. She took a half-step toward me, but stopped when I recoiled. A tear escaped, although she dashed it away before it reached her cheek. 

“You used me.” Quiet opened up like a canyon between us. I cleared my face of expression, pretending a calm I didn’t feel. “You were only with us to find a Jinni. You’re just like all the other Gifted.”

“That’s not true—”

“There’s no space for you in my crew,” I interrupted. “Take your things and go. I don’t want to see you when this day is over.” I stormed out of the alcove, but I couldn’t outrun the soft sound of her weeping.
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Kadin

IT WAS NEARING MIDNIGHT. Our deadline. I’d spent the entire day avoiding Arie. “Bosh, can you keep her busy? I need to focus.” He’d been more than happy, and I knew she wouldn’t bring up her Gift around him. But then I’d spent the night feeling rotten for placing him in that position. He didn’t deserve to have his thoughts overheard any more than I did. 

They watched a snake charmer on one side of the room. I kept to the opposite end of the vast hall, listening to the man beside me tell a dull story about farming. In any other situation, I would’ve left. But I forced myself to watch the prince. Watch him laugh. Watch him pick his teeth. Watch him drift off during the storyteller’s fable. Watch, as nothing happened, and all my efforts over the last four years were wasted. 

Naveed dropped into the seat beside me. Is something wrong? he signed. Have we been discovered?

I shook my head, sighing as I ran a hand through my hair. I couldn’t tell him. It wasn’t my secret. Even the fact that I would consider keeping it made me furious. It’d been hours since we’d spoke, but my anger hadn’t faded.

Arie had a Gift. 

All this time, I’d thought the secret written across her face was her noble heritage, only to find it was a different heritage altogether: Jinni blood.

“Let’s focus on framing Prince Dev,” I answered finally. “Any ideas?” 

When my friend shook his head, I rubbed a hand across my face. “We’re almost out of time.”

He clapped a hand on my back. 

What would I do if this failed? I’d lived every waking hour of these last few years focused on finding justice. Everything hinged on this plan succeeding. But there was less than an hour left before Gideon’s time with us ended. 

And Prince Dev was so drunk he’d fallen asleep in his chair.

I raised my head to check on him. 

No change. 

My eyes landed on Arie. Despite my best efforts to ignore her, I couldn’t look away. She was slumped in an extremely un-lady-like posture, staring at a spot on the floor. 

Bosh appeared at my side. “Boss, I’m gonna take Arie back to the inn, okay? She says she’s not feeling good, but she doesn’t know the way back.”

Shame washed over me. I’d been so angry, I hadn’t even considered that she was stranded here because of me. I nodded and Bosh scurried back to her. When she stood to leave, I tried to catch her eye, but she didn’t look back. 

The Gifted can’t be trusted, I reminded myself. Standing in a huff, I strode to the corner where Gideon still lounged on the gold sofas. 

Prince Dev might be sleeping sitting up, but he was still all the way across the room. I should’ve expected a Jinni to side with his own kind. “You look like you’ve definitely found something,” I goaded him, dropping onto the sofa beside him. 

“I’m beginning to think this is a waste of time,” Gideon replied. “The Prince-ling does not display any signs of misusing his Gift.” Those blue eyes flickered as he added in a dangerously soft tone, “Have you ever considered that perhaps the Gift isn’t the problem, but rather, the person who wields it?” 

How dare he judge me? “Whatever the outcome, it’s the agreed upon payment,” I snapped. Taking a deep breath, I added in a calmer tone, “We still have until the end of the day.” Which, of course, ended in a handful of minutes. 

The prince roused enough to call for another drink, leaning into the women around him, whispering in their ears. They giggled and batted their eyes at him.

A serving woman pushed through the crowds, causing a wave of annoyance as she strode toward the dais and the royals. Her thick, roped hair reached her knees and marked her as a foreigner from Chimigi. When she spoke, the torrent of foreign words confirmed it. She wailed and carried on in a language that meant nothing to me, tears streaking down her face, as she pointed at the prince. 

“I believe this poor woman is requesting you to translate,” the king said to his son in a bored tone. 

Prince Dev had shoved the other women off his arms, and while he pretended casual attention, the blush of wine in his pale cheeks seemed to have faded. Was he nervous?

“Of course,” he said with a grand smile that he cast out to everyone except the woman in distress. When he faced her, his tone turned sharp. We waited, glancing back and forth between them, listening to the babble.

The king’s foot tapped impatiently after a few moments. “What does she want?” he cut in when the prince didn’t seem inclined to share.

“Ah, well,” Prince Dev paused their discussion, turning from the woman to his father. 

I watched his thoat bob and my suspicions grew. What if this was the moment I needed, finally, but none of us knew it? I clenched my teeth. Glancing over at Gideon, I hoped against hope that he might speak this foreign tongue, but he remained as expressionless as the rest of us, waiting for the translation. 

“She does indeed want me to translate for her,” the prince began slowly. “Apparently, some scoundrel has taken advantage of her. Now she’s pregnant.”

Gasps sounded across the room as all eyes turned to the woman, lowering to her stomach. She placed her hands over her belly as only a mother does, all the while glaring murderous daggers at the prince. She lifted a finger, no longer weeping, but pointing directly at him and declaring something no one understood.

“She, ah,” Prince Dev cleared his throat and raised his voice to speak to the whole room. “She has asked me to help find the father.” He replied to her in her native tongue. His tone sounded dismissive, and the pregnant woman sneered. 

When she spoke again, he didn’t bother to translate, calling instead for one of the castle serving women. “Help this poor woman to a spare room so she can rest. We will begin the search in earnest in the morning!” He waved them away. 

The serving woman obeyed, tugging the arm of the young mother, who called out another string of words, eyes circling the room, begging one of us to understand her, only to meet blank stares. Finally, she followed the other woman out of the room with shoulders hunched in defeat. 

I glanced at Gideon again. He stood, still impassive, staring at the departing prince. 

The day was over. 

Gideon had borne witness, but found nothing. If this last situation wasn’t enough to sway him, nothing would be. 

I felt my own shoulders curve inward in disappointment. All those years of searching for nothing. Justice would never come. Prince Dev would never be forced to face his crimes. 

I opened my mouth to call the others, but Gideon clamped a hand on my shoulder. His sharp blue eyes met mine, and a cold fury burned within them that I hadn’t noticed. “I have borne witness,” he said in an icy tone I’d never heard before. “And I have seen enough.”
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Kadin

THE WORLD FLASHED AROUND me in a dizzying fashion. 

My stomach revolted. 

I focused on not throwing up on the scuffed wooden floor. 

Wood? 

The castle floors were marble. 

The room spun as I looked up and my confusion only added to my nausea. 

We stood in a small, cramped room with one tiny window. The sandstone color of the carved-out walls and ceiling reminded me of the Red Rose. 

Was this—I glanced around to find the bed on one side, a table and chairs on the other—yes. This was Gideon’s room.

Groans came from my men where we all hunched over the floor. 

Gideon must have caught Bosh and Arie before they left the castle; they both crouched in front of me. 

Bosh held his stomach with one hand and his mouth with the other, while Arie leaned against the wall. 

Traveling was much worse when you weren’t expecting it. 

My thoughts must’ve caught her attention. She glanced up and our eyes met. 

Staring at me, she pursed her lips, not saying anything. 

I ripped my gaze away. 

That’s when I saw Prince Dev. 

Gideon stood unmoving in front of the prince, who was bent over on his hands and knees, eyes squeezed shut, groaning. 

The others registered our surroundings with wide-eyes, gazing at Gideon with a new reverence. It only grew when Gideon began speaking to Prince Dev in the same harsh language that the pregnant woman had spoken.

I licked my lips, leaning forward on my toes. 

Across the room, Naveed met my gaze. His eyes glowed with the same fervor as mine. 

But Prince Dev ignored Gideon, standing with a groan as he frowned at us and the strange room. He fell onto the bed. “I have a wicked headache,” he mumbled. He leaned back as if to go to sleep, mumbling to himself, “This is a wild dream. I must’ve had too much to drink...”

Though Gideon kept a calm front, those cold eyes narrowed. His tone was so soft it was nearly a whisper, “Tie him to a chair.” 

Every single one of us leapt to obey. 

Ignoring Prince Dev’s protests, we dragged him off the bed and threw him onto the small wooden chair. 

Daichi produced ropes from our bags. 

We wrapped and knotted them around the prince’s arms and legs.

“Remember me?” I whispered in the prince’s ear, yanking the ropes tighter, pulling back so he could see my face. “Remember what you did to my family?”

Prince Dev paled. “What’re you doing?” he howled, fighting the restraints. “Release me at once!”

I stepped back to join the men and Gideon. I wanted to smile at the justice finally being meted out, but instead my blood boiled hotter. 

It wasn’t enough. 

“What right do you think you have to hold me here?” the prince demanded, as haughty as ever. “You’ll pay for this!” 

“You have broken the Jinni code,” Gideon answered with that deceptive calm. 

“I’ve done no such thing,” Prince Dev argued. 

All of us watched Gideon. Though we knew the Jinn took their code seriously, none of us knew how they punished criminals who broke it. 

“You were the only one who could speak Chimigi with that woman,” Gideon settled onto the edge of the bed across from the prince. “Or so you thought.”

Prince Dev blinked and swallowed, pulling at his restraints again as if he couldn’t help himself. His face glistened with sweat. 

Gideon continued, “You used your Gift to keep the truth of that baby from everyone.” A drop of sweat rolled down the prince’s face as Gideon leaned forward. “Would you like to tell them the truth now?”

Prince Dev shook his head, and his curls stuck against his face. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” But his shirt was drenched and his voice trembled.

“He is the child’s father,” Gideon announced.

How had I not guessed? No one said a word, including myself, until Gideon filled the silence. “You stand in judgment. How do you plead?”

The prince scoffed. “I don’t have to justify myself to any of you. Who do you think you are that you can just drag me from my castle and—” though his mouth moved, his words vanished. 

Gideon held something small and pink between his thumb and forefinger. Was that a... tongue? 

The prince’s eyes grew huge. His mouth opened and closed like a fish, making strange gurgling noises. 

“I will ask again,” Gideon said, as if they were carrying on a polite conversation. He released the strange object between his finger and thumb, and it disappeared. 

Lowering his hand, he dusted off the top of his cane before tilting it on its side, gripping the top of the cane and pulling. A sharp sound of metal on metal pierced the room as a wicked sword appeared out of the sheath, revealing the cane to be hollow inside. Gideon set the base of the cane on the bed and ran his finger along the thin, gleaming blade absently. “How do you plead?”

The prince twitched slightly, rolling his tongue over his teeth and lips before speaking more cautiously. “What I did is nothing compared to King Amir of Sagh.” 

I crossed my arms to keep from punching him. Even his efforts to be respectful came across arrogant and offensive. 

“Oh, haven’t you heard?” He sneered, even as he tested his restraints, which held fast. “He’s sent out a message to all the kingdoms to attend his wedding to the princess of Hodafez over Summer’s Eve, but if you know the right people, you’d know there’s rumors that say the girl is in hiding and he’s holding her father prisoner. He’ll kill the king if she doesn’t return and no one will stop him.” 

Arie gasped. 

At first, I tried to ignore her. As a sheltered princess, this conversation probably opened her eyes to a whole new world. But something about that name, Hodafez, triggered a memory. When it came to me, I lifted my eyes to Arie, finally letting myself look at her, and it confirmed my suspicions. 

Pale, she stared at the prince, trembling.

“According to the rumors, people obey every word King Amir speaks. He could tell King Mahdi to kill himself on the rocks and then declare himself the new ruler, and not one person would question it. At least, not while close to him.” Prince Dev settled back, shrugging as much as he could while bound to a chair, and continued. “Compared to that, my dalliances are trivial. Like a sneeze, or a misstep.” He raised his brows and smiled.

My fists clenched, despite my slow, careful breaths. I wanted to knock that smirk off his self-righteous face. I might have if Arie hadn’t stepped forward. 
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Arie

MY PULSE POUNDED LIKE I’d been running. Prince Dev had said it so casually. 

“What else did you hear?” I demanded. I barely held back from asking if my father was still alive. 

When the men frowned at me, I added, “Gideon needs to hear the whole story. Prince Dev is right, he’s not the only one using his Gifts to an unfair advantage! King Amir is misusing the Gift of Persuasion. That seems far more dangerous than languages—maybe Gideon should bear witness to his crimes!” 

I risked a glance at Gideon to see if it had swayed him at all. Instead, my eyes were pulled to Kadin’s like a magnet. His thoughts were somehow inaudible to me—had been ever since he’d discovered my Gift—but I could see him putting the pieces together as his eyes narrowed. Even so, I had to know. I whirled on the prince. “Speak!”

Dev barely glanced at me, before he wrinkled his nose. “Don’t you dare address me that way, woman.” 

Before I could react, Gideon stepped forward. In that soft voice, somehow more menacing than a yell, he leaned over Dev’s seat and said in his ear, “You will tell the lady what you’ve heard.” Like a lion eyeing his prey, he stepped back slightly, still looming over the chair with that razor thin blade. 

“Ah, alright, well...” Dev struggled to keep an air of calm. His nostrils flared and his fingers twitched. “I told you everything I know. There might be a lovely wedding or there might be a hostile takeover. I, for one, have bets on the latter.”

My throat seized up. 

Knowing they were watching, I kept my face smooth and turned away. I couldn’t pressure him for any more information without raising suspicion. But when they turned back to Dev, I slipped out of the room. 

Hurrying downstairs, I raced toward the bartender, trying to keep an outward calm. “When is Summer’s Eve again? I’ve... been out of town and lost track of the days.”

“You lost track?” He stopped cleaning and stared at me. “Lost track. I’ve never met a young girl who lost track of Summer’s Eve before. All the dancing and ribbons and boys. My own daughter’s been talking of it for nearly two months now.” 

Blushing, I held my ground. “So, it’s in a few days then?”

He shook his head and snorted. “It’s tomorrow. Well, today really, considering the time.”

My lips parted. Today. We were at least three day’s travel from Hodafez... How was I supposed to get home in time?

“You gonna order anything?” 

When I shook my head, he disappeared into the back. 

I could scream with frustration. I had to get home. A half-formed plan budded in my mind. I sprinted back up the stairs. 

King Amir would pay for this. He thought this would get me to marry him? Shaking with rage, I rehearsed what I would say, stopping outside Gideon’s room to stuff my feelings down until I felt numb—burying every stray thought and emotion that might give me away—before I turned the handle.
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Kadin

ARIE SLIPPED BACK INTO the room and I exhaled. Gideon’s interrogation was thorough; the smallest details labored over, actions questioned, memories recalled. The Jinn didn’t take judgment lightly. 

After pacing the room for a while, Gideon had told us to be still or leave. Now my men and I lounged against the walls, chairs, and bed. Illium even snored softly in the corner. I’d perched in a chair near the door without thinking much about it until Arie showed up. 

As soon as she closed the door, she approached me, eyes on the ground, and whispered, “May I speak with you privately? I only need a moment...” 

Despite my intentions to ignore her, I agreed, fighting the guilt that plagued me for how I’d treated her earlier. 

We stepped out into the dark hallway. The rest of the inn had gone to bed long ago and it was quiet. 

She still didn’t meet my eyes, crossing her arms. 

I swallowed, fighting to keep my mental walls up. I’d been harsh earlier. Maybe I should apologize. And tell her she could stay with us a few more days if she needed. I could handle a few more days, right?

“I’m so tired,” she said, before I could form the right words. Yawning, she rubbed her eyes. When she finally lifted her gaze, it radiated sadness that tugged at my emotions. “My room is right next door and that awful prince is so loud.” She pulled out her room key, fiddling with it. “Would it be okay if we trade rooms for the night so I could get some sleep?”

I blinked. I’d been expecting her to bring up her Gift. Maybe she was as nervous to mention it as I was. I reached into my pocket without thinking, exchanging my key for hers. “Of course.” Just because I didn’t fully trust her, it didn’t mean I wanted her to suffer. 

Swallowing again, I tried to figure out how to tear down the walls in my mind, so she could see my confusion, but she turned to go. “Thank you Kadin. Goodnight.” Her tone was solemn. 

“Goodnight,” I called after her. We could talk in the morning. My mind shifted back to Prince Dev, where Gideon was listing every torturous thing the prince had been up to since Naveed and I had left town. 

Hours passed in the tiny room, before Gideon finally spoke the words I’d been waiting to hear for years: “It’s time to pronounce judgment.”

My men sat up. Naveed bumped Illium’s arm to wake him, and we all turned to Gideon. 

“Prince Dev of Baradaan, I pronounce you guilty of misusing your Gift,” Gideon began.

“That’s not tr–”

Gideon snapped his fingers and once again held a wet, pink tongue while the prince roared wordlessly, struggling against his restraints. This time, Gideon ignored him, moving toward the window where the first hint of dawn crept in, filling the room with a soft light. 

“It seems fitting that a punishment for misusing the Gift of Tongues, would be the removal of the offensive organ,” Gideon continued, and we all gaped at the tiny piece of the prince in Gideon’s palm as he stretched his arm out the window and waited patiently. 

An enormous bird with a wingspan as large as my horse swept down and snatched the tongue from Gideon’s hands in its cruel talons, swooping up and away as suddenly as it had appeared.

Prince Dev cried out. Can he still feel his tongue? The bird rose into the skies to devour it, unseen. 

As I turned to look at the prince, he fainted. 

I glanced at Gideon, and pictured my mental shields lowering. Thank you. 

He nodded, once. 

Naveed stared at the prince as well, tears in his eyes. This was our justice. The prince who’d stolen his tongue would finally know how it felt. 

A fitting punishment in more ways than one. 

But I felt numb. Why didn’t it feel like enough?
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Kadin

THOUGH I DESPERATELY WISHED for a bed, once Gideon sent the forever wordless prince back to the castle with a snap of his fingers, I knew it was time to pay the price: one ancient lamp. 

As my men filed out of the room to find their own beds, I paused at the realization that Arie was sleeping in my room. “I’ll be back shortly,” I told Gideon.

At the opposite end of the hall, I tapped on the door to my room, hissing, “Arie.” 

No response. 

“Arie, wake up. I need to give Gideon the lamp.”

No answer. 

I knocked a bit louder. 

“Pipe down!” a male voice called from another room. But as far as I could tell, not a single sound came from the other side of Arie’s door. She was a sound sleeper. 

Embarrassed, I returned to Gideon’s room, which he opened before my fist connected with the wood. 

“My apologies,” I began, “The lamp is in my room, but I let Arie sleep there... the noise,” my excuses sounded weak. “Anyway, she’s still asleep, but I’m sure she’ll be awake in a few hours and then the lamp is yours, I swear.” I tried my best to expose my thoughts, not sure if it was working. “I’m good for my word, you can read my mind if you need to...”

Gideon’s head tilted to the side. “I suppose it would be good to rest a few hours.” He nodded. “Come back with the lamp at midday.”

A few hours of sleep sounded heavenly. Shuffling downstairs just long enough to ask someone to wake me before noon, I used Arie’s key to slip into what had been her room, noticing she’d brought her belongings with her as I fell into bed. Even with the sunrise peeking into my room, sleep hit me like a boulder.

I felt as if I’d only just closed my eyes when a knock roused me. Was it already noon? I rubbed my face, eyes burning. 

Forcing myself out of bed, I dragged my feet to the door. The hall was empty. I trudged to Arie’s room, knocking as I yawned. 

No answer. 

I knocked louder. If people weren’t awake by now, it was their own fault. But even when I pounded on her door, Arie didn’t stir. 

I began to worry.

Jogging down the stairs, I asked for a spare key. 

“We don’t just go around giving out keys,” the older woman minding the bar told me. The wrinkles etched in her forehead deepened. “If you lost it, you pay for it, and you don’t get another one.”

“I didn’t lose it,” I tried to reason with her, though I’d already explained once. “I paid for all the rooms, and I gave that key to another member of my group. But now I need to get into the room.”

“Why?” she scowled.

“None of your business,” I snapped. But when she raised her chin at me, I sighed. “I’m worried, alright? I just want to make sure she’s okay.”

“She?” The woman slapped her rag down on the bar. The wrinkles lifted, growing deeper still. “I see how it is. You want to sneak into the poor lady’s room? I’m not going to help you with that, and I’m considering having you thrown out just for asking!”

“No, no,” I backpedaled, frustrated with the direction this conversation was going. “No, listen. It’s my room. I gave her my key, but I need to get something from my luggage.”

“Mmmhmm,” she said, crossing her arms. “There’s always something with you men, isn’t there? I thought you wanted to make sure she’s okay. Now you need to get something?”

I groaned. “I do, and yes! Why don’t you come with and make sure I behave. How’s that sound?” When she hesitated, I pressed harder, “Please. I’m worried. Just help me check on her—then I promise I’ll go away.”

Though she huffed, the woman turned to the kitchen and called out, “Arman, I’m checking on a guest. Be right back.” 

“Thank you,” I said, dropping some coin onto the table, hoping it’d make her move faster. 

She pocketed the coin before wiping down the rest of the bar. She stopped to fiddle with a ring of keys. Only once she was satisfied they were all there did she finally push through the door to join me on the other side of the bar, tromping up the stairs without looking back. 

I hurried to catch up. 

She knocked on Arie’s door, even though I reminded her I already had. 

Just like earlier, Arie didn’t answer. That girl slept like a rock. 

The employee frowned and inserted her key, calling out as if Arie would somehow hear her voice when she hadn’t heard the knocking, “I’m coming in, miss.”

With a twist, the door swung open and we stepped inside. 

The bed was empty. 

And made. 

Like no one had slept in it. 

I didn’t see Arie anywhere. Had she risen early? 

Puzzled, my eyes settled on my bags. They were open, and the contents were strewn about the floor. My heart beat faster. Moving toward the bags, I ignored the babbling of the woman who’d let me in.

It couldn’t be. 

The lamp was missing.
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Arie

AFTER LEAVING THE INTERROGATION earlier that night with Kadin’s key, it hadn’t taken me long to find the lamp. Moonlight poured into the room as I dug through his other bags until I found some flint as well. 

I stopped in the middle of the room with the oil lamp in one hand and the flint in the other, stalled. 

There was no oil. 

On the other side of Kadin’s room, by the window, there was a table with a single chair and a small lamp. Praying I’d be so lucky, I crossed the room and made out a dark liquid in the bottom of the other lamp. When I picked it up, a thin layer sloshed around inside. It barely covered the bottom. I hoped it would be enough.

Setting the ancient green lamp in the middle of the table, I carefully transferred the oil from one to the other, preparing to light it. 

I paused.

Kadin would never forgive me. 

Not to mention Gideon.

The Jinni had made it clear that once he had the lamp, he was leaving immediately. But if my plan worked—and if he didn’t murder me first—then maybe, just maybe, I could not only get home, but draw Gideon to Hodafez after me... and once he was there, he could stop King Amir from abusing his power. 

It was risky. 

Gideon was honorable, but there was an urgency to his plan I didn’t understand. 

Either way, I had to stop King Amir, or at the very least, rescue Baba. There was no time to waste. Summer’s Eve festivities began in just a few hours. 

Still I paused, Kadin’s face etched in my mind. To betray him twice in one day... There was no way he’d forgive me after this. 

Should I leave a note? Did he even read? This was silly. I didn’t know him well enough to know if he could read, so why should I leave him a note? 

Even with this sound argument, I couldn’t make myself move. Gifted people use people. His words reverberated in my thoughts, the way they had all day. But instead of urging me to light the fire and leave him behind, the memory only made me feel even more guilty. I stared out at the moon, as another memory hit me. 

When he’d turned back to the interrogation, opening the door, I’d heard his thoughts about Prince Dev. 

Not one of them had been about me.

Yet, I’d still heard him as clear as day.

Had I imagined it? Was there some whisper of thought related to me? I didn’t think so... 

I shook my head. This wasn’t the time to worry over Kadin’s thoughts, not the ones he had now or the ones he would have in the very near future when he found out what I’d done.

Swallowing hard, I set my bag on the table and loosened the drawstrings. I pulled out my crown. Even in the moonlight the diamonds glittered. It might cost more than the lamp, but I knew it still wasn’t enough. 

I chewed on my lip. Was there any way Gideon might follow me? And if he did, would he let me ask for help before he punished me? 

Turning to Kadin’s bag, I set the crown inside where the lamp had been. It would serve as both a note and a payment for my theft. 

Picking up the flint, I lit the lamp.

My father needed me. If I didn’t get home soon, his murder would be my fault. 

I wrapped my fingers around the base of the lamp. 

Nothing happened. 

Was I supposed to say the place I wanted to go? Picture it? I opened my mouth, thinking back to where I’d left my father’s kingdom, which had just happened to be at the mouth of the ocean—

Splash! 

Cold water engulfed me and the scenery shifted from the warmth of Kadin’s room at the inn, to pitch-black darkness. Still gripping the lamp, I lifted it above the water, which came up to my chest. 

Struggling to find my bearings, my eyes began to adjust. The moonlight danced on the water all around me. Ahead the lights of Keshdi twinkled. 

It was the exact place I’d crawled out of the ocean almost an entire fortnight ago. 

I groaned, wanting to smack myself. I’d intended to transport myself directly into the palace. 

Wading out of the water to the shore, I held up the lamp, squinting. Was there any oil left?

Though something sloshed around, I couldn’t be sure if it was oil or saltwater. I knelt, setting the lamp on the packed soil, reaching into my pocket to pull out the flint—but it wasn’t there. 

I moaned again. 

I’d set the flint down on the table. Back at the Red Rose. Almost three-days travel from here. 

Without any way to light the lamp, I gripped it desperately, closing my eyes and picturing my bedroom. “Take me to my room,” I whispered. “Please, take me to my room.”

But, of course, I didn’t move. Dawn was breaking and the dark sky was turning gray with a hint of color on the horizon, lighting up the shoreline and the path that led to the road. 

Sighing, I stood, tucking the lamp into my dress pocket and brushing the sand off my wet hands. 

I would have to walk. 

My cold, wet skirts clung to my legs, making me shiver. I wrung them out as much as possible before I began the long hike to Hodafez. 

“Where can I get some of those?” A female voice spoke up behind me. 

I whirled, heart thumping. 

Before me stood a stark-naked woman with nothing on her except a seashell necklace, and a few other strategically placed shells. 

I gaped at her. 

She stood with her knees braced together as if she might fall and gestured to my clothes. “That whole ensemble would be nice. How can I go about getting something like that for myself?”

She sounded like a raving lunatic. 

“What happened to you?” I asked even as I reached up to unclasp my cloak, pulling it over my shoulders. “Were you hurt? Did someone do this to you?” Fury rose in me. I swung my cloak over her thin shoulders. “Here, put this on, quickly now.” I brushed her long, auburn hair out of the way, securing it in the front. 

Stepping back, I expected a thank you, or an explanation, or both, but she only held out her arms, making the cloak swish open and closed. “How lovely. This will do very nicely.” Glancing up at me, she grinned and finally added, “Thank you.” 

“Ahh...” I cleared my throat at the flashes of skin. “No, no...” I gripped the edges of the cloak and pulled them back together. “Keep it closed, like this, until you find a dress to put on underneath.” 

She acted like a child. I listened for her thoughts, but a void surrounded her. Total silence. Was I accidentally repressing them, like Gideon had taught me, or was she truly thinking nothing at all? 

“Listen,” I began walking. There wasn’t time to get sidetracked. I aimed for the road to Hodafez, calling over my shoulder, “I need to go. Keep the cloak.” I paused, glancing back. “You do have a dress you can put on, don’t you?”

She shook her head, still grinning, and followed me, matching my pace. “Could I borrow one from you?”

“Borrow—you—” I faltered, then began to walk faster. When she kept up, I gestured to myself. “I don’t have a spare dress with me.” Sarcasm dripped from my voice, but she didn’t seem to notice. 

“That’s okay.” She tripped over nothing and caught herself. 

“Have you been drinking?” I asked. That would explain the complete lack of clothes. Well, explain might be stretching it.

“Drinking what?” she asked. “Ooh, I’ve heard of drinking, could we try it?”

I slowed my pace, eyeing her. “What’s your name? Where are you from?” Another glance as we walked and this time I was the one who tripped, as my eyes widened. “Are those gills on your neck?”

“Yes,” she said simply, tripping as well, but smiling as if it were some accomplishment. “And my name is Grand Tsaretska Marena Yuryevna Mniszech.” Her tone inferred this title should mean something to me.

“Are you a Jinni?” I asked in hushed tones, stopping in the middle of the road. 

She whirled to face me, cloak flying open. “How rude!” 

“I’m... sorry?” I resumed walking. It’d been a foolish question. She was nothing like Gideon, besides her fair skin. Instead of blue eyes, her’s were a greenish color with flecks of blue, and even—was that, did I catch a hint of purple? It was impossible to tell while walking, with her facing the road. But while Gideon’s hair was as dark as a moonless night, her red hair grew more fiery every second as the sun rose. Where Gideon stood tall and strong, this girl was diminutive. Waif-like enough that a heavy wind could likely carry her away.

“I’m from Rusalka,” she said, as she struggled to keep up with me. She made walking look like a difficult task.

Rusalka was in the depths of the ocean; a place humans had never and would never see. 

“You’re a... Meremaid?” I trailed off, staring openly now. “I’ve never, that is, I—” I stumbled over my words, searching for a respectful way to ask what in the name of Jinn had made her leave her watery kingdom? “It’s not everyday I meet a Meremaid. In fact, I don’t believe I’ve ever had the pleasure...”

“That’s because the Mere can’t stand humans.” She shrugged, smiling. “And don’t get me started on the Jinn.” She made a strange trill of disgust that sounded distinctly dolphin-like. 

Even as she spoke, all I sensed around her was dead air.

Not a single thought. 

Not about me, or even an inane one about what a lovely day it was or how perfect the weather. 

I slowed. Memories resurfaced from my training growing up. It was rumored the Mere were immune to Jinni’s Gifts—something to do with the bad blood between the two races that led to the Mere creating protection spells and boundary lines, withdrawing to the sea over the last few centuries.

I wanted to tell Kadin. What if they would share their protection spells with the humans? Could they be convinced to share if they hated our kind so much? 

I tensed, wondering if she could read my mind like Gideon, but she only kicked at the edges of the cloak as she walked, engrossed by the way it flung out with each step.

“Where’s your tail?” I blurted out. Once the words left my mouth, I cringed. I’d been away from court etiquette for too long, the crew’s honesty had rubbed off on me. I shrugged off the thought, uncomfortable with the way it made me miss them. 

Fortunately, she only laughed, touching her shell necklace. “We have spells for everything.” 

On the road ahead, a farmer’s cart approached, distracting me from the strange girl and reminding me of my mission. “Keep your cloak closed,” I hissed. “If he sees what you’re wearing—or rather, not wearing—he’ll have questions. I don’t have time for that.”

“We don’t?”

“I don’t,” I repeated, emphasizing the singular. She was not coming with me. “If you want someone to see you in your birthday dress, be my guest, but I’m in a hurry.”

“I don’t own a birthday dress,” she replied, keeping up with me even when I picked up my pace, stumbling less and less. “Where can I get one of those? And why are you in a hurry?”

I resisted rolling my eyes. After this was over, it would be wise to be on good terms with the Mere. I needed to tread carefully. “I have to get home. My father’s in trouble.”

“Where’s home?” she asked, obediently pulling her cloak together as the farmer drove by on his cart. 

Did he notice her bare feet? Whether he did or not, he didn’t stop. 

I let out a breath, pointing to where the Hodafez castle nestled on one of the mountains in the distance. “That’s it right there.” 

“That’s far. How long will that take us?”

I half laughed, but her face was solemn. “I do apologize,” I said, summoning up a politeness I didn’t feel. “But I’m afraid I have to make this journey alone.”

“Why?”

My mouth opened and closed. How to tell her I planned to sneak into my own home? “I just have to.”

“But you promised me a dress.”

“I didn’t—you can’t—” I threw my hands up. “I’m not going through the front gate, okay? I need to keep my presence a secret. Having company would make that ten times harder.” There. Straightforward without being rude. 

“I love secrets.” She grinned at me. “Don’t worry. I’m very good at keeping them.” The Mere didn’t seem to understand subtleties. “How long until we reach the castle?”

I blew out a breath. Glancing up at the mountains again, and the long road that stretched out across the distance, I murmured. “It’ll take all morning just to reach the town. Maybe longer.” I stopped in the road to face her. “Listen. If we reach the castle without incident, and if I manage to find my way inside, and if we actually reach my rooms without anyone discovering us, I will give you a dress if you swear not to tell a single soul.”

“I suppose I can spare a morning,” she said, as if she was doing me a favor. “Very well, I agree.”
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Kadin

I’D SAT HOLDING THE crown for hours. Just staring at the diamonds encrusted all across the delicate circlet. The men had given up trying to reach me. Naveed had brought me the noon meal, but I hadn’t touched it. Somewhere around mid-afternoon, Illium had said his goodbyes. “Was here for the treasure, not the Jinni,” he’d said, standing in the open door of my room, fiddling with his bags that held his potions and his take from the last heist. “Gonna go back to working alone. Prefer it that way.”

I’d only nodded. I wasn’t surprised. 

If anything, I was baffled the others stayed. We’d accomplished what we set out to do. Four years of hard work culminating in one night of justice. So why didn’t it feel like enough? Why did it feel so empty? And why was I worrying about a girl who embodied everything I’d spent so many years detesting?

They checked on me throughout the day, confused as to why we weren’t planning the next big heist. Except Naveed. He understood.

Oh, and Gideon, who didn’t understand at all. 

He’d been furious.

When Bosh had wandered through the door earlier and found me staring at the crown, and the missing lamp, he’d called the others in. 

“Arie stole the lamp!” he’d hissed as they filed into the room. “Why would she do that, boss?” 

I hadn’t had an answer for him. 

The others stared at the crown and empty pack. “Why’d she have a crown?” Daichi asked.

“Don’t ask me,” Ryo answered with a shrug.

Naveed tapped my shoulder and signed, Why?

“Good question,” I replied. I tried to be logical, but it hurt. Arie had betrayed us without a second thought. Maybe I’d been right about her all along. Gifted people used people. 

“She stole it,” Bosh repeated the lie I’d told him a few days ago. “But I told her we don’t steal from each other—she wouldn’t take... she’ll bring the lamp back, right?” His voice squeaked with emotion. “I don’t understand how she could just take it!”

“Excuse me?” Gideon’s soft voice came from the corner. 

Oh, Jinni save me.

I raised my head to find him standing by the table. 

His knuckles were white as he gripped his cane, his movements graceful, yet dangerous, like a panther. “Where did she go? Why would she take it?”

“I don’t know,” I said flatly. “I don’t know why you want it. I don’t even know what it does.”

“She said nothing else?” 

The way Gideon asked made me feel inferior, as if I should have noticed. “No. I can’t read minds like you,” I snapped, losing it. 

My men gasped. 

It occurred to me that I’d kept secrets too. 

A heaviness filled the room, as Gideon’s face darkened and those clear blue eyes clouded. “You’ve lost track of my payment. I would watch your tone if I were you.”

Bosh shrunk back against the wall. Daichi and Naveed glanced between us, while Ryo pushed off the door frame, looking ready to run if necessary. But I was no longer afraid of Gideon. He had his code to follow, after all.

“Take the crown, then,” I snapped, holding the offensive piece out to him.

Instead of answering, he’d vanished.

And now here I sat, still on my bed, hours later. I’d pieced together where Arie was headed. I just didn’t understand how she thought she could reach Hodafez—at least three day’s ride from here—by sunset? Even now, the sun made its way across the sky toward the horizon.

Naveed brought dinner. The others trickled in with their meals as well, not saying a word, keeping me company.

I picked up my bowl to eat without tasting it. “We’ll stay here another night,” I began, but cut off as Gideon materialized in front of us.

“There’s no sign of her within miles of here,” he said in a terse voice. “I must get that lamp. You know her better than I, where would she go?”

I shrugged. “I know where she wants to go, but there’s no way she could get there. Not for days at least.” 

“Don’t worry about travel,” Gideon said, unblinking. “Tell me where she went.”

I spoke on impulse. “If I tell you, you have to swear you’ll take us with you.” I checked my mental walls, wishing there was a way to flex and make them even stronger.

“Why would we go after her?” Ryo asked, frowning. 

“Because no one steals from us.” I set down my bowl, no longer hungry. 

And? Naveed signed. 

He knew me too well. I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “And I think she’s upset. She might need our help.” 

Daichi tsked. “Ah yes. You mean when Gideon took the prince’s tongue. That had me unnerved as well.”

“It’s a bit bigger than that.” I shook my head, glancing at Gideon. The color had returned to his pale skin, more obvious in the shadows, an ever-present reminder that he was something other. Something beyond my understanding. Listening to my every thought. He hadn’t responded to my request. “What does the lamp do, anyway?”

Gideon didn’t speak for a long moment, crossing the room to stand by the window. “It imitates the Gift that many in Jinn possess,” he said softly, staring out at the setting sun. “It takes you wherever you want to go in a heartbeat.”

“Ah.” I raised my brows. The missing pieces of Arie’s plan fell into place and I knew exactly where she was. I stood. “In that case we’d better get going. We have a wedding to stop.” 
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Arie

WE HIKED THE DIRT road that twisted up the side of the rocky mountain toward Hodafez. The Mere girl admired the castle where it loomed ahead of us, a glaring white in the sun. 

But when we slipped through the city gate, I guided her away from it, down narrow dirt streets that led parallel to the castle, keeping my distance. There was no telling where Amir may have posted guards, or how many. A few villagers noticed us pass, but most were too busy heading to Summer’s Eve celebrations, or at home sleeping through the heat of the day. 

We rounded the outskirts of the city, sticking close to the wall as long as possible. I held up a hand when we reached a dead end. 

On our right, the wall curved with the line of the cliffs and the sea beyond and now blocked our path, with dwellings built up against it. Retracing our steps, we finally began to move deeper into the city, toward the castle.

“This is so thrilling,” the Mere girl said. I’d forgotten her name already. I’d told her only my first name and that my father was inside the castle, nothing more. 

“If thrilling to you means risking our lives, then sure,” I replied, keeping my attention on the castle wall ahead and the guards posted there. They were my father’s soldiers, marching along the wall as usual from one post to the next. It was possible they were still loyal to me. Far more likely they were touched by Amir’s Gift. Better not take any chances. 

The main castle entrance yawned open and inviting below them, but it was too visible, with a guardhouse beside it. A smaller gate for the stables was also open, and much closer to us; this was the gate I hoped to use. I halted in the shadows, pulling the girl back.

“Listen, Zarena Marena... whatever your name is...” 

“Call me Rena.” She laughed.

“Mmhmm, whatever you say,” I agreed, still watching the guards. “When I say go, we’re going to run for the stables, got it?” Eyes trained on the guards as they walked, I waited for them to reach the far end of their track. This would be their blind spot, but it would only last a few seconds. “Now!”

I ran across the courtyard, ducking into the back of the stables. As my eyes adjusted, I peered around to make sure I was alone. Nearby, I heard the clank of metal on metal, and a couple horses nickered, but I didn’t have time to greet them. 

I turned to find the Mere girl—Rena—staggering across the space with arms flying wildly as if she’d never run in her life. 

I supposed she hadn’t. 

She lurched inside and I held a finger to my lips, listening. When no one called out, I waved for her to follow me through the quiet stables. A hum of thoughts came from the far side of the room, not audible enough to make out, but enough to avoid running into their owner. 

We crept to the far end of the stables, where the stalls had been converted to store grains, saddles, bridles, and other equipment. Entering quietly, I shut the stable door behind me, peering over the top of it to make sure no one had seen us before I crept to the back wall. 

I lifted my hand to a brick, but paused to meet Rena’s gaze. “You must never speak of this to anyone, do you understand?” 

She made a fist and hit her chest. “On my honor or you can feed me to the sharks.”

I blinked and opened my mouth, but had no words. Instead, I faced the wall and pressed on the brick. It was smoother than the rest and if you looked closely, the mixture surrounding this brick was lighter in color—a soft clay instead of mortar, with a spring behind it. As I let go it sprung back into place while the wall began to shift and open beside it. 

“Wow,” Rena gasped, green eyes wide. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Neither has anyone else here,” I muttered as I stepped into the dark tunnel, waving for her to follow. “And I’d like to keep it that way, if you don’t mind.” 

I pressed another piece of the door and it slowly swung itself back into place until it latched shut, locking us inside the pitch-black tunnel. 

I felt along the wall for the lantern that hung there, wishing I’d thought to pick it up while I could see. 

“What is that?”

“Nothing,” I mumbled, pulling the lantern down by feel and then running my fingers over the shelf where it’d sat to find a match.

“What’re you doing?” she asked.

“You’ll see.”

I struck the match and she gasped. “There’s some strange magic attacking your fingers!”

“It’s just fire.” If this were any other time, I would’ve laughed, but I couldn’t summon the feeling now. I lit the lamp and blew the match out, tossing it to the ground.

“What is fire for?”

I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose with my fingers. Was it really a relief to not hear her thoughts if she spoke every single one of them?

“Fire is good for a lot of things. Keeping warm, being able to see at night.” I explained, moving into the tunnels at a slow pace, making sure I didn’t stumble on the uneven floor.

“But it’s so much easier to see without it,” she whined.

That piqued my curiosity. “You can see in the dark?”

“Of course, can’t you?” 

I glanced over at the strange girl, shaking my head as I finally let out a small laugh. “Um... No.”

She followed me through the winding tunnels, as I led us through one corridor after another, climbing a set of stairs before reaching a long, rectangular dead end. On the other side was the mirror to my bedroom. 

It seemed like years since I’d wandered these tunnels with Havah. 

There wasn’t a peep hole, for privacy’s sake, so I set my ear to the crack along the wall. Was there anyone inside?

I stood there for a full five minutes to make sure, holding my finger to my lips when Rena tried to speak. That, at least, she seemed to understand. 

Finally, I pressed the latch that opened the secret door. The mirror swung out into the room on silent hinges. 

No one was inside.

We entered my chambers, and I swung the mirror back against the wall, latching it before I crept to the closet, the bath, and the outer room, checking each one to make sure we were alone before I spoke. “It’s safe. Let’s get you dressed.”

Inside the closet, I pulled the first gown I could reach off the hook—a simple dark green with a modest neckline. The girl was smaller than me, both in height as well as in the hips and bust, so I doubted it would fit her perfectly, but it would do. Anything was better than what she currently wore.

When I held it out to her, she shook her head. “That’s a drab color. What about this one!” She plucked a bright blue dress from where it hung on the other side. “This looks like the ocean when you swim near the surface. And the jewels are like when the sun shines down and makes it sparkle.”

I shrugged. “I guess it kind of is.” 

She tossed the cloak I’d given her to the floor and began to struggle with the dress. 

“Here, let me.” I carefully untied the strings at the back and helped her step into it before lacing it up. 

“Oh, stop it this instant,” she squealed as I tugged the laces. “I can’t breathe!”

“Women aren’t supposed to be able to breathe,” I said with a small smile, but I tied them more loosely. 

“Humans are so strange.” She held up her long sleeve to admire the way the extra fabric draped, nearly touching the floor when she lowered her wrist. 

“I suppose we are.” I stepped back to admire my work. “Nonetheless, you’re much more likely to blend in now that you’re not running around...” I trailed off. “You know... as you were.” 

“In my birthday dress,” she said with a grin.

“Ah. So you got that after all.” I half-smiled before turning toward my bedroom. “Listen, I need you to stay here. There’s something I need to do.” 

“What is it?” she asked.

I’d grown so used to her questions that I barely heard her. By my bedside I found my regular oil lamp, where it usually was, and peered inside. It was full. I pulled the Jinni lamp from my pocket and set it on the table as well. 

Transferring the oil, I avoided touching the Jinni lamp, in case even a drop might transport me elsewhere. 

I filled the Jinni’s lamp halfway, stopping when I spilled a bit on the floor.

“Can I help?” Rena piped up when I didn’t answer.

“No. I’m sorry. I have to go alone.” I stopped when I saw her face. The way her shoulders slumped. “You can... help yourself to my jewelry box,” I offered, gesturing toward the table. Whatever it took for her to look away.

“I suppose I can wait for you here.” She trailed a finger along the bed frame and moved toward the jewelry box. 

I took advantage of her distraction, stretching out my hand to grip the base of the lamp as I firmly imagined the place I wanted. 

The room flashed around me, shifting into my father’s chambers. He wasn’t there. Where else would he be? My mind pictured another place. I hoped I was wrong, even as I gripped the lamp and imagined a space I’d only seen a few times before. A deep darkness surrounded me, only penetrated by the tiny light of my candle. Swiveling around, I worried that I’d chosen wrong, when my foot bumped something behind me. 

“Baba!” I cried, barely remembering to keep my voice down. Kneeling beside him, I brought the lamp close to see his injuries, but couldn’t make out the details through the blur of tears. “What happened? How did you get in here?” 

He groaned and mumbled something I couldn’t make out. His eyes opened. “Arie, you’re alive!” His excitement made him cough, wheezing as he tried to catch his breath. “I was so worried!” 

“I’m so sorry, Baba.” I took his hand, feeling the guilt press down on me like the entire mountain sat on my chest. 

His eyes fluttered shut as if he couldn’t keep them open.

“I thought I was doing the right thing. I thought Amir would leave you alone. This is all my fault.” I pressed my hand to his forehead. He was burning up. “You have a fever,” I told him, even though he wasn’t responding. “Don’t worry. I’m going to get you out of here.” 

Squeezing his hand, I gripped the lamp in the other and envisioned the main street in town where I thought a healer lived. 

The landscape shifted around me once more. I found myself kneeling on a quiet street. 

Alone.

“No!” I cried out. The night sky was full of stars and the quiet, clear road mocked me. 

Without thinking, I clutched the lamp and pictured my father’s cell. The scenery flashed and I was in the dungeon once more. My father hadn’t moved. 

I set the lamp down on the damp stone floor, not wanting to travel again without meaning to. The infuriating object allowed me to travel... but no one else.

Staring at the flickering light, I wanted to scream. I could try to send my father away with the lamp. But he didn’t look well enough to make it on his own. Would he even wake up? I could leave and come back with help. But what if something happened to him in the meantime? I would never forgive myself.

I shook my head, settling back on my heels and pressing the palms of my hands to my eyes. Who would help me? Who could resist Amir? Only I knew when he used his Gift; everyone else fell under his power. Maybe Gideon could’ve helped, but I’d left him behind. 

The light sputtered. 

Startled from my thoughts, I leaned forward to look at it. The oil was low. All my traveling back and forth must’ve used up quite a bit. Did I even have enough to return to my room? If Amir found me here, there’d be no explanation. 

From inside this cell there was nothing I could do. I would lead Rena back out of the castle—better to have her roaming the village streets than the castle corridors, in case she broke her word and told someone I was there—and then I’d find the keys to the prison and come back for Baba. 

Shaping the image of my bedchambers in my mind, tears dripping onto my father’s prone form as I let go of his hand, I gripped the candle and let it whisk me back to my room. 

Rena wasn’t there. 

Instinct made me hide the lamp in the secret tunnels before I moved through my bedroom into the outer room that led to the hall. I paused at the door. Why was I going after the girl? She wasn’t important right now. I needed to save my father. 

I slipped into the hall, determined to steal a key to my father’s cell and get him out of there.

“Just where do you think you’re going?” a man’s voice rang out. I knew that voice. 

I walked faster.

“Guards. Detain her.” The familiar sense of a Gifting washed over me. 

I ran.

“Stop!” The Gifting wrapped itself around my feet, making them sluggish as if wading through water. “You don’t want to be rude to your guest, Princess Arie,” King Amir called. His voice drew nearer. Footsteps sounded on the marble floor. One set sounded like the slapping of bare feet. “Come back and chat with us for a moment. Your little friend says you snuck in, but won’t say how. Maybe you’ll tell me...” A steel undertone lined his voice. Despite my wishes, my feet turned to obey, and I met them in the middle of the hall.

“I didn’t know you were getting married!” Rena clapped her hands as we came face to face, shaking her head. “I don’t know why you kept it a secret—your fiancée is so charming!” I frowned, confused. Weren’t the Mere immune to a Jinni’s Gift? 

Amir smiled over at her and winked. Ah. She might be immune, but she couldn’t spot a lie to save her life. 

“She’s just shy about my seeing her on our wedding day,” Amir purred. He turned toward me, and I felt the full force of his Gift as he added, “Aren’t you?”

Gritting my teeth, I nodded like a puppet. 
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Arie 

KING AMIR SUMMONED A man who’d been standing unnoticed a few feet behind the king with his guards. I startled when my eyes landed on him. He was a Jinni!

Violet eyes and pale skin, tinted with a faint blue just like Gideon’s, his hair was tied back and he stood just a bit taller, but they could’ve easily been brothers. He carried himself like a soldier. 

“This is my friend, Enoch,” Amir said, clapping a hand on the Jinni’s shoulder, who didn’t react. “And you are safe here with us. Your father is resting now, but he’ll be excited to see you when he wakes.”

Despite everything I’d just seen, a sense of peace stole over me and I believed him. Of course, we were safe. And my father was comfortable. King Amir would never hurt him. My body relaxed and my mouth tilted into a smile. I bit the inside of my cheek. Hard. The pain snapped me out of it, back to reality, as I tasted blood. 

“I’d like to see him,” I managed to say, hating the way my voice trembled.

His eyes narrowed. She has a strong mind. 

I should’ve pretended to be more confused. He studied me as I stood there. My father’s men did nothing. Their loyalties had shifted. 

“You don’t need to see him,” Amir told me, still using his Gift. My mind stretched, fighting it but struggling. “You’ve a wedding to plan, doesn’t she, Enoch?”

His syrupy voice was nothing compared to Enoch’s response. The Jinni placed his hand on Amir’s shoulder, and spoke for the first time, “Yes, you do, Princess.” 

Everything else faded.

“I’ve never seen such a happy bride.” Amir’s words made my ears pound. Excitement flowed through my bones, coursing through my blood and making my heart beat faster.

I grinned and clapped my hands like a little girl with her first pony. “I can’t wait!” The feeling of joy was powerful, surging over me like a wave. “How long do we have?”

“Just a few hours.” Amir smiled back. He wouldn’t be so bad to marry. I wondered what my dress looked like. “See,” the king turned to Rena, who was blinking between us, fascinated. “She’s a joyous bride. I’d wager she would be thrilled to have one of the Mere as a bridesmaid, if that would interest you? You could wear as many jewels as you’d like.”

His words drew my eyes to her neck and hands, which were covered in gold necklaces and rings, glittering with diamonds and jewels. She’d definitely been enjoying my jewelry box.

She stepped forward and took my hands, beaming, “It’s settled then. I’ll do it!”

“This way, my dear,” Amir said to her with a smile. “We’ll find someone to take care of you.” He left as quickly as he’d arrived, with the strange, silent Jinni and Rena on his heels. 

And they were gone.

Normally, I could shake off Amir’s Gift within minutes. But this time, as I woke from my stupor, I found myself standing on the dressing room floor with Havah cooing over me as she drew a bath. While she described my wedding dress and elegant hairstyle options in detail, it slowly dawned on me that this happiness wasn’t real. It took even longer before I remembered why. 

Whatever the violet-eyed Jinni had done when he’d placed his hand on Amir’s shoulder had amplified the king’s Gift a hundred-fold. 

Everything felt numb and distant as the truth of my circumstances finally reached me. My eyes filled with tears. I had to fight this. Somehow. But if I thought about it for one more second, I’d break. 
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Kadin

WE SUFFERED THROUGH THE twist of traveling impossibly fast, standing in front of the Red Rose one moment, then in the forest beside a road the next. It was a vast distance to cross in mere seconds and my body rebelled, shivering and sweating simultaneously.

Bosh groaned, while Daichi outright heaved in the bushes. My own stomach felt unsettled, but I ignored it. “Where are we?”

“This is just a short walk from Hodafez,” Gideon replied, pointing behind me.

I swung around. The peak of a mountain stood before us with a small city surrounding a beautiful white stone castle. Whisps of clouds brushed the tips of its towers. 

I cleared my throat, searching for a diplomatic way to ask Gideon, “Why didn’t you bring us closer?” 

“If we were to appear at the front gate it would be very unsettling.” Gideon stepped onto the road and began to walk, not waiting for us.

“Obviously.” I resisted rolling my eyes as my men and I followed. “I meant, why didn’t you bring us somewhere inside the castle, out of sight? Save us the walk?”

“That’s breaking the rules,” he replied, swinging his cane more like a walking stick. 

I stared at his back. “What? To appear in the castle without an invitation?” I asked. “You just did that a few days ago!” The dirt road was steep and I was already out of breath. 

“That’s different. I had an invitation,” Gideon replied. It was hard to read him by the back of his head. 

“How so?” I demanded, picking up my pace until I walked beside him. 

“Because you called for me.”

I groaned. “I’m sure Arie would call now, if she could.”

“That’s not the same,” Gideon said without looking at me. 

“You care about her too. I know you do. She could be in trouble.” Running my hands through my hair, I struggled to find some other form of logic to convince him. “What if they catch her? What if they kill her father? If your stubbornness keeps us from helping her, it will be your fault.”

At my words, Naveed signed, Don’t be stupid.

Bells rang out from the city above, letting all within earshot know of an event. Either a wedding or a funeral. Which meant that either Arie had been captured, or her father was dead. Either way, she needed help.

Gideon tapped his cane on the ground. “Tell me, why is it so important to you to save her?” 

With my men listening, I struggled to form words. I could say so many things. She was the most confident girl I’d ever met. Fierce. Intelligent. It didn’t hurt that she was gorgeous either. But none of that came out. 

The men stared at me as we walked, eyebrows raised. A hint of a smile appeared on Gideon’s lips. 

“I don’t know. It just is,” I answered lamely. “But you need the lamp, otherwise you wouldn’t have come all this way. You’ve gone to great lengths for it, don’t you have any other tricks or Gifts you could use to help Arie?”

Though I’d always considered the Gifted to be selfish, I’d come to know Gideon well enough to believe better of him. To believe he had a heart. As I thought this, he nodded to me, just once. “I do,” he murmured. I wondered whether he was answering my verbal thought or my silent one.

“Do you have a plan?” I asked him.

Gideon met my eyes. “This is your venture, Master Kadin. The plan is up to you.”

People were staring at us. At Gideon, really. A Jinni in plain sight—whispers began to float along the air.

“I see them,” Gideon replied before I could point out that he was drawing attention. He bent to pick up a stick, running his hand across it before handing the now engraved piece of wood to me. “Call me back when you’re ready,” he murmured, and disappeared before I could respond.
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Arie

THE WHITE SILK WEDDING dress flowed over my curves, hugging them until it hit my knees, where it flowed out in an abundance of fabric. The enormous tiara on my head belonged to my mother. I’d never worn it before today. 

“You look just like her,” Farideh breathed.

Havah wiped a tear from her eye. “You’ll make a beautiful queen.” As if this was what mattered most. 

Like everyone else, they were convinced this was the wedding day of my dreams. Nothing I said could sway them. I knew, because I’d tried. If one more person told me it was just pre-wedding nerves, I didn’t know what I’d do, so I clenched my teeth and stayed silent. 

Without meaning to, I saw myself through Havah’s eyes. Honey-toned skin, dark brown eyes flecked with amber, face framed with waves of black hair that touched my lower back, dripping with diamonds around my neck, hanging from my ears, and of course, a thick coating of them on my crown. 

A vision, Havah thought as she sniffed, turning away to compose herself. 

I supposed I was. 

But I found no joy in it. 

My wedding would take place at sunset in the midst of the Summer’s Eve feasting and dancing. It seemed as if Amir had never bothered to cancel it. The whole castle buzzed with delight and anticipation. 

Even though the young woman staring back at me in the mirror wasn’t smiling, when I glimpsed myself through Havah’s eyes once more, I was a vision of pure joy. How was that possible? This new trait of my Gift only made me feel more alone than ever. 

Shaking the image from my mind, I avoided my reflection, remembering instead the vision of my father lying broken in his cell, which was burned into my memory. I needed to act quickly. It was tempting to use the tunnels and try to escape, but this time I needed to take a stand, otherwise Amir would never stop.

“Havah,” I said, “would you be a dear and go fetch my mother’s... perfume?” I grasped at straws, searching for something that hadn’t already been provided to me. “I want something to remind me of her.”

“Oh, how lovely!” Havah sighed yet again. “Of course, I’ll be right back.” 

Alone, I hurried to dig through my drawers, searching for a weapon. Anything sharp really, but a dagger would be nice. I tried to remember where I kept that small blade from a childhood birthday. Had I left it in the stables after my last ride?

As I searched for it or a sharp object of any kind, I came up empty. “Come on, come on,” I muttered as I raced to the closet, digging through the shelves in the back, making a mess. But if there’d been a weapon of any kind, it’d been stripped from the room. 

I sank down on the bed. I’d never felt so alone. 

At that moment, the door clicked open and Havah returned. “What’s wrong?” she asked when she saw my posture.

“Oh, now you can tell something’s wrong?” I snapped. It was unfair of me. She was under his influence, or she would’ve listened. 

The bed dipped as she settled onto it beside me and wrapped her arms around my shoulder. “You can tell me,” she said gently as she rubbed my arm. 

I wanted to scream. Instead, I pulled out of her embrace and turned to look at her, taking her hands and squeezing. “Will you do something for me, Havah? Please? Without any explanation?”

Her forehead wrinkled at the pressure on her hands and my strange request, but I pressed harder. “Please. You’ve known me my whole life. Do you trust me?”

“Of course.” Havah smiled as she tucked a loose strand of my hair behind my ear. “Tell me what’s got you so upset?”

“I will, I promise.” And if I lived through this, I vowed that I would. “But right now, I need you to do something for me, and I need you to keep it a secret. Can you do that?”

Slowly, Havah nodded, though her frown deepened. 

“In the stables, I have a dagger,” I began. When Havah reacted, trying to tug her hands out of mine, I squeezed tighter, leaning toward her so she couldn’t help but meet my eye. “It was a gift, from my father,” I added, stretching for an explanation that wouldn’t raise any alarms. “I’m worried about him, Havah.” 

I hoped against hope that the mention of him might trigger some real memory of what was going on, but she raised her brows and asked, “Whatever for? He’s just taking a short nap before the festivities begin.” So, that’s what he was telling them. 

“It’s hard to explain,” I said finally. Harder still for her to understand with the fog of Amir’s Gift clouding her mind. “But I need it. Would you get it for me?” I begged, tears coming to my eyes despite my best efforts. “Please, Havah? Would you help me?”

“Of course, I will, Arie-zada,” she smiled, pressing my hands between hers before wiping my cheek where a tear had slipped out. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but if this will make you feel better, I’m happy to help.”

We stood together and I hurried her toward the door. “Thank you,” I whispered, voice cracking. “Promise me you won’t tell anyone—do you promise?” I made her swear to me twice that she wouldn’t tell a soul before allowing her to leave, but she paused at the door, hand fluttering to her heart as she teared up.

“What’s wrong?” A flicker of hope mixed with worry rose in me. Was she finding her way out from under the compulsion? Or was she second guessing my request? 

But she smiled through her tears. “I’m just so happy for you,” she said, her voice rising high and squeaky. “You’ve found your prince!”

Whisking out of the room, she shut the door behind her before I could answer. 

Alone, I wrung my hands, wondering if she’d keep her promise. Would she bring me my dagger or would she tell someone? Was the dagger even there to be found?

“I’m not looking for a prince!” I snapped at the closed door, kicking at my skirt as I paced. “I’m looking for a sword!”
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Kadin

MY MEN AND I slipped into the city of Hodafez unnoticed in the chaos and festivities. Fireworks sounded even though it was still daylight. Children ran about with sparklers and ribbons.

“Good sir,” I stopped a man headed toward the castle dragging along a toddler while his wife carried the baby. “Where are you headed on this fine day?”

“Haven’t you heard?” He hiked the child higher as he walked. “It’s Summer’s Eve—” My spirits lifted as he hoisted the child, but then he added, “and the royal wedding is tonight at sunset! The whole town is invited. We’re going to get in line now.”

I let the man go ahead, slowing as that sunk in. 

Had Arie agreed to the wedding then? I’d tried not to think on it too closely, but somehow, I’d hoped she’d find another way. 

I picked up my pace. “Looks like we’re going to enter the castle the old-fashioned way.”

“In broad daylight?” Bosh whispered loudly as he caught up to me. “How are we going to do that?”

“What about ‘Ladies-in-Waiting’?” Ryo offered. “That might work during the day.”

“I am not wearing a dress,” Daichi argued. “‘Ghost in the Stable’ would be better.” 

“There’s twice as many guards during the day,” Ryo replied, smacking him on the shoulder. “Not to mention the sun. They’d never fall for that.”

Twice as many guards. The wheels turned in my head as they argued and Naveed signed, all vying for a different scheme.

“I was thinking ‘Pick Your Poison,’” I interrupted. 

Ryo scratched the stubble on his chin and mumbled, “That could work.”

Naveed nodded, and no one argued, which was enough for me. “Let’s get to work.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 45

[image: image]


Arie

I WAS EXPECTED TO walk down the aisle on my own. I stood at the back of the Great Hall, built to hold a thousand and tall enough to stack the tables on themselves ten times before reaching the ceiling. 

King Amir smirked at the opposite end of the long white runner on the dais, next to the holy man in his ceremonial robes. The Mere-girl, Rena, stood next to the holy man, wearing an enormous amount of jewelry, grinning like an idiot. 

Other familiar faces sat in the audience. Lady Eiena from the northern kingdom of Ahdamon, King Zhubin of Keshdi, Tahran-Shah and Sirjan-Shah from my last courtship tour, and other royals from neighboring kingdoms, were all seated toward the front of the room, while the villagers of Hodafez were seated further back. 

I hid my clenched fists in my skirts and struggled to keep my lips from pursing in disgust. I doubted I looked anything like a happy bride. Yet when the guests faced me, every single one of them glowed with happiness. 

“Look how happy she is,” King Amir said.

“Look how happy she is,” Enoch intoned.

They beamed.

Only Rena seemed to sense that something was off, frowning from her place by the altar. 

Digging in my heels, I refused to move. I stared down the aisle at Amir and wished my Gift could’ve been flames shooting from my eyes instead of this wretched mind-reading, which had grown increasingly out of control. 

At this point, bits and pieces of every thought, along with all kinds of images, echoed in my mind, no matter if they were related to me or not. And no matter how important—or unimportant. The number of times I’d listened to someone wish for a washroom since the Summer’s Eve celebration had begun was ridiculous. 

Weddings were a solemn and silent occasion—yet I felt as if I was standing in the midst of a raucous crowd, everyone jostling and yelling over each other.

Amir waved for the guards to walk me down the aisle. I dragged my feet, but let them, fighting the urge to curl up in a helpless ball. 

I imagined a jar to contain the thoughts like Gideon had taught me. But it felt as if thousands of them scurried around, vying for attention. Each time I put one in the jar, five more rose to take its place. There were too many to manage. The mental jar dissolved. 

I concentrated my rage on Amir, which seemed to lower the volume in the room to a tolerable roar. Difficult to ignore, but manageable. 

“Where is my father?” I called across the enormous room. Maybe not so controlled after all. My fury broke through the soft enchantment of the crowd, ruining the ambience, but though they murmured briefly, the response was contained. Muted.

“He’ll be here shortly," King Amir replied. “Come to the altar now, Princess Arie.” 

Though there was no sign he was telling the truth, I nodded. A small part of me protested even as my feet kept moving. 

“She’s such a happy bride.” His melodic, Gifted voice soothed those near the front. Faces smoothed over.

“She is such a happy bride,” Enoch repeated, and this time, the wave of assurance passed over the room so deeply that I felt it in my bones. 

Everyone’s thoughts united as they repeated his words silently to themselves. 

Even though Enoch’s words weren’t directed at me, I still had to fight them. 

As they listened, the vast number of thoughts around the room dropped to a trickle. I’d never expected to want them back, but I wished for their presence now, for someone to still have enough awareness to resist. 

The faces I passed by were blank. Empty. Void of self-control. Was resistance even possible? 

No doubt Amir expected me to become docile as well. I didn’t know what to do. If I struggled it would reveal my Gift. If I didn’t...

“Why does she seem unhappy?” Rena asked, unfazed. I could’ve kissed her. Finally, someone was speaking up!

“It’s customary to resist at a wedding.” Amir smiled at her. “If she did not, I would be dishonored.”

A tiny wrinkle stayed on her forehead as she watched me. 

Words wouldn’t come. 

Concentrating, I willed her to be aware of the lies. 

“Isn’t that right, Enoch?” Amir growled.

“Princess Arie’s struggles aren’t real,” Enoch intoned. “She will stop resisting now.”

And I did. 

As they deposited me in front of Amir, I stopped thrashing, despite my best intentions. Seeing that I’d lost this first battle, I gave in to the Gift, allowing him to think it had removed my free will completely, willing my face into complacency. 

I still had one last resort.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 46

[image: image]


Kadin

MY MEN AND I hid behind the guard house. When one guard left to take a leak, Naveed glided out after him and disappeared. A pair of guards stepped out next, off to take a shift somewhere. I took the lead this time, and Bosh followed. 

“Excuse me, sir,” I spoke to the chattier guard, handing him a piece of rolled parchment. “It’s your mother. There was an accident. You’re needed at home as soon as possible.”

“What is it? What happened?” Under the helmet, his eyes were wide and panicked as he took the parchment, but didn’t unroll it.

“No time to explain, my friend,” I urged him. “Just go. Run!”

He took off down a side street and I made to follow, hoping he wouldn’t unroll the sheet and find it blank until a private alley. Behind me, I heard the other guard roar as Bosh did what he did best. “Stop, thief!”

A few minutes later, I returned to our hiding place behind the guard shack to find Bosh already there, tugging a helmet on. “I win.”

I grinned as I pushed back the sword strapped to my waist to sit. “Yes, you do.” 

We waited for Naveed, Daichi, and Ryo to trickle back with their new armor as well. The two cousins returned last, bickering as usual.

“No time for that,” I reprimanded them. “Let’s go.” 

We stepped out in pairs, making our way through the small town toward the castle where it rose ahead of us. 

Bosh and I entered the crowd making its way toward the castle courtyard without a problem. A bottleneck at the gate slowed everyone down, but ahead of us, inside the castle gates, the vast courtyard swarmed with people, eating and drinking as they celebrated Summer’s Eve. 

Daichi and Ryo slipped into the crowd a few paces back, still muttering under their breath to each other, while Naveed took up the tail. Ryo dropped back to walk with him in a huff. They were slowing to a stop when I heard a guard call, “Where are you headed?” 

I tensed, glancing behind me. Of all the people he’d chosen to ask, he’d spoken to Naveed. 

My friend pointed to the castle, but it wasn’t enough. 

“I asked you a question, boy!” When the guard’s hand clamped down on Naveed’s arm, I slowed, gritting my teeth. 

Naveed subtly signed, Keep going. 

Behind me Ryo tried to explain, “The lad lost his voice when that last illness was going around. Don’t pay him any mind.” 

“I’m going to need you to come with me,” the guard’s strident voice carried. He wasn’t buying it.

I didn’t need to look back to know when they ran. The courtyard erupted in chaos as the guard yelled and took chase, calling others to follow. 

Bosh and I ducked through the archway, entering the courtyard. Daichi appeared a second later, out of breath.

“Member of the Guard, coming through,” I called out, pushing forward, and the protests turned to glares. 

We moved together through the mass of people. 

“Should one of us go back to help them?” Bosh asked.

“They’ll be alright,” I kept an eye out for other guards. “They’re fast. And they’ll shed the armor as soon as they’re out of sight.” I’d worry until we met up with them again, but the others didn’t need to know that. “We should hurry.” 

Down to three now, we set a brisk pace. The guards would be wary of any soldiers they didn’t recognize. “Let’s split up. Find the ceremony. Shouldn’t be too hard.”

“Then what?” Bosh glanced back to make sure none of the guards had spotted us. 

I shrugged. “Stop the wedding.” I licked my lips, wishing I had a piece of grass or something to chew on. “Whatever it takes.”

We took off, separating until there were a good dozen paces between each of us. The crowds made our job easier. No one looked at a guard twice; they were too busy celebrating. I took the lead, weaving past cheerful dancers and drunks, and didn’t look back.

As soon as I stepped through the enormous castle doors, which were propped open, I found the foyer filled with people from the city. They milled about, chattering in hushed tones, waiting for the feast. 

I cleared my throat and commanded the nearest man, “Direct me to the wedding ceremony.”

He blinked, startled, pointing across the room to tall, wooden doors. “In the Great Hall...” 

I shoved through the crowd, hoping my men wouldn’t lose sight of me. On the other side, four guards stood at the Great Hall entrance. My uniform now had the opposite affect that I’d originally intended. They spied me coming long before I reached them. Stepping up to the two on the left side of the door, I placed my back to the wall, imitating their stiff stance, and didn’t say a word. 

Though I received a sidelong glance, their focus was on Bosh who followed close behind me. I tilted my head toward the opposite side of the door. The kid took the hint, stepping into position beside the other two guards. 

Daichi arrived next, and this time the guard beside me spoke. “We don’t need you here. Go guard the entrance.”

Daichi turned to go, but I clapped a hand on his shoulder and shrugged. “We were told to come here.” 

“Well, I’m telling you to go,” the guard snapped, stepping out of line. “The ceremony has already started. Now do as you’re told or lose your post!”

Out of the corner of his eye, Daichi glanced at me and I nodded, yelling, “Now!” 

He punched the guard in the gut. The clang of his fist hitting armor resounded. His face twisted and he groaned as the guard tackled him. 

I spun to face the guard still by my side and threw my full weight into knocking him down. 

Wrestling on the floor, I pinned him, but he fought back, flipping me off and punching me in the face. 

I fell back into the crowd. 

They stared down at me gaping, unsure whose side to take when both fighters appeared to be the king’s men. 

The guard who’d thrown me climbed to his feet. 

Behind him, my men fought bravely with the other three guards. 

I scrambled to my feet as well. 

We were outnumbered. 

Bosh crumpled to the ground, knocked out cold. 

Daichi roared and rushed his attackers, taking on two at once. 

I ducked when a fist came at my face, turning back to the guard before me, narrowly missing the next punch. 

I swung wildly. 

The lack of aim had me hitting his shoulder, but it was enough to knock him off balance. One swift kick to the back of his legs and he fell. 

I used the weight of my armor and dropped on top of him. 

The breath whooshed from his lungs. 

Placing my hands around his neck, I cut off his air. 

Though he struggled, he couldn’t free himself. 

As I applied more pressure, he passed out. 

I stood, only to find that Daichi was also on the ground and both remaining guards were headed right for me. 

My hand went to my pocket and I gripped Gideon’s talisman. 

He’d said to call. He’d said he needed an invitation. 

Well, maybe it was time to invite him. 

I rubbed the stick as I jumped to avoid being tackled. 

“Finally,” Gideon said, as he materialized in front of me. He reached down to touch the shoulder of the guard at his feet. Both he and the man disappeared, then reappeared at the entrance. 

A second later, Gideon returned, alone, leaving the guard on the opposite side of the room yelling over the crowd between us. 

Gideon’s mouth tilted in the slightest smile as he turned toward the remaining guards and said over his shoulder, “I thought you’d never take the hint.”
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Arie

I FELT THE SLIGHT weight of the tiny dagger tucked into my intricate braids—the only place I could think to hide it where it was still within reach. It was barely longer than my finger, but it was razor sharp. 

I hoped it would be enough. I’d yet to decide on the timing—whether now, in front of everyone when he least expected it, or later tonight when we’d be alone, but it’d be more of a risk. 

Either way almost guaranteed my death. 

A monarch couldn’t be killed lightly. 

The guards held me at the altar like a butterfly pinned down, but over the din of everyone’s strangely idyllic and happy thoughts, I realized Amir was speaking aloud. Channeling my rage, I glared at him, and again, it gave me focus. 

“You will be a happy bride today,” he murmured with a false smile. The power of his words flowed over the room like a soft gust of air. 

When Enoch repeated it, the strength of the words hit me like a wave. I smiled up at Amir. Why had I been upset? This was the happiest day of my life. 

Soft whispers from the minds across the room reached me, of how beautiful I looked, of how lovely the ceremony, the flowers, the sun shining in and blessing this glorious day. 

I reveled in each thought. 

The guards let go and stepped to the side as the king took my hands, pulling me up the two small steps to stand beside him. 

His beard brushed against my cheek as he kissed it and his hot, moist breath touched my ear. 

In the midst of my excitement, my skin crawled. Some of the joy faded, leaving behind a strange sense of unease. 

Something wasn’t right.

When the king pulled back, he faced our guests. The rest of Hodafez celebrated in the courtyard, while others waited in the castle entrance, hoping to be invited to the wedding feast. 

They must’ve been terribly excited because the noise was growing, even as we began to complete the marriage rituals. 

My sense of wrongness grew.

Stepping under the arch where someone had woven white roses through the thin wooden slats from top to bottom, we followed the path of the white runner, completing the symbolic matrimonial journey together and returning to the stand in front of the holy man. 

She will die tonight, Amir’s thought broke through the bizarre excitement. 

As I slowly came to myself, my instincts screamed to let go of his hands, but I forced a smile. I couldn’t let the violet-eyed Jinni know his Gift of Persuasion had begun to wear off already.

Amir ignored tradition and gestured to me as he spoke to the room, “Isn’t she a vision?” 

Everyone beamed and nodded like an ocean of idiots and I listened as he relished his hold over them. Under the influence of a full-blooded Jinni like Enoch, they were primed to obey his every word. 

When he turned me to face the holy man, I let him, glancing over at Rena, who had the audacity to wink at me. 

My fury at my helplessness removed the last traces of the Persuasion, and I forced myself to do the hardest thing I’d ever done.

I pretended I wanted to be there. 

Making my body relax and my eyes unfocused, I imitated everyone’s cheerfully vacant expressions, as if his words had touched me too. “And you are a handsome groom,” I crooned, swallowing back bile. “I’m so lucky to be marrying you.”

His eyes widened as his attention returned to me. “Yes,” he agreed and his smirk returned. “Yes, you are.” 

He waved an impatient hand at the guards who hovered close by, and they stepped down from the platform, so that it was only myself and Amir, with the holy man before us, a useless Mere on one side, and a chilling Jinni on the other. 

Taking my hands, Amir pulled me closer to him and I obeyed as if entranced. The only way I kept the attraction on my face was to imagine Kadin instead. His warm golden eyes. The soft fuzz of a dark beard just beginning on his jaw. The tiny curls that formed around his ears where his hair had grown a bit too long. 

The Jinni shifted behind the king, pulling me from my thoughts. His violet eyes held a touch of boredom.

I let my eyes unfocus even more, so that Amir was just a blur as I continued, squeezing those meaty hands. “I’ve always liked your eyes,” I said, picturing the gold flecks in Kadin’s eyes that I’d noticed from the beginning. “Your skin,” I continued, thinking of the dark golden color of the ordinary boy without a drop of royal blood, unlike Amir—although the King preened at the compliment as I knew he would. I envisioned Kadin’s dark, thick hair in place of Amir’s thin, gray fuzz. “Your hair. And your lips,” I added before I caught myself. 

That was too far. 

I was jolted back to the present as Amir pulled me uncomfortably close, flush against his body, his face inches from mine.

“My lips are incredible,” he said, falling for my lies as quickly as I’d fallen from my balcony into the ocean. With all eyes on us and completely under his spell, he savored the moment of his assumed victory. “Kiss me and find out.” 

I ducked my head and tried to gather my wits about me. 

This was my opportunity. 

If I could stomach it. 

Feeling numb, I lifted my face. I can do this. 

Preening peacock that he was, he simply closed his eyes and made me come to him. 

I lifted a hand toward my hair. Hiding my revulsion, I pressed my lips against his and forced myself to hold there, against his cold, fleshy mouth, as I gripped the handle of the tiny blade. 

When he opened his mouth to kiss me back, I nearly lost the little bit of food I’d managed to eat that morning. 

I pulled the blade free from its sheath, careful not to slice myself. 

The angle made it difficult, but I set it against his throat and stepped back immediately, pressing the blade against his skin so he could feel the prick. 

Amir tensed, as understanding and then anger crossed his face. “Unhand m—” he began, but I pressed harder and he cut off as blood trickled down his neck. 

“Don’t say a word,” I hissed. “You will tell everyone here the truth—” 

The enormous double doors to the Great Hall burst open with a crash and a voice I recognized immediately rang out. “Stop this wedding!”
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Kadin

I SPIED ARIE’S BLADE pressed against the king’s throat at the same moment as his guards. 

With her eyes on me, she didn’t see them move in. 

They wrestled her away from his neck, wrenching the dagger from her hand. 

She cried out in pain. 

My men followed close behind me and now that we’d opened the doors, the villagers poured into the room, mostly out of curiosity, assuming they’d been invited to the wedding as well, heading toward the tables filled with food along the back. 

The volume went from nothing to bazaar-level noise in a heartbeat. Chaos broke out across the audience as well, as if everyone seated suddenly woke up. Some of them stood, and I lost sight of Arie briefly. 

I swore as I sprinted out of reach of the guards. Bosh limped in the other direction, while Daichi disappeared in the crowd. I knocked one guard into a man behind me and ran while he was distracted. 

She’d had the King right where she’d wanted him, and I’d ruined it. 

I swore again. 

“Gideon,” I shouted, pulling off my helmet. “We need you here!” 

Another guard took chase at my yell. Pulling a chair over to block him as I ran, I turned back as Gideon stepped into the room. 

I didn’t know what I expected to see... Lightning bolts flying from the Jinni’s fingertips. Or King Amir floating in the air at his command. Or even Gideon marching toward the king. I would’ve accepted any of those things as helpful. 

Instead, our calm, dependable comrade had grown as still as the marble statues behind him. 

While Bosh wove and danced to evade the guards, and Daichi dug in to fight, swinging wildly this way and that, knocking men across tables and chairs... Gideon didn’t even seem to register the two guards taking hold of his arms. He just stared at Arie and King Amir.

“Gideon!” I yelled, but his gaze didn’t flicker. What in all the lands was he staring at?

I risked his ire, snatching fruit off one of the tables, tossing it at him with all my might, glancing back. 

His fingers twitched, just slightly. Otherwise he didn’t move. 

It was almost as if... he couldn’t move.

I ducked behind a pillar, waiting for the guard still chasing me to come around the corner. I tripped him with an outstretched foot, grabbing his hair and smashing his head into the stone pillar. 

He fell, out cold.

I peered around the other side of the pillar, only a dozen or so feet from the front of the room now, scrutinizing the scene. What was Gideon staring at so intently?

The king shouted commands I couldn’t hear over the din, but it caused villagers near him to quiet down, turning to face the room and spreading their arms wide, blocking others from reaching him. 

Arie screamed and kicked as the guards held her back. 

And then, I saw him.

Another Jinni.

His eyes were a strange violet color. And they were fastened on Gideon with the same intent, immovable focus as my friend, as if locked in an immense inner battle. 

I hadn’t realized until this moment that I thought of Gideon as a friend, but I did.

So, without thinking, I charged.
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Arie

KING AMIR LOST HIS hold on the room seconds after Kadin and his men burst in. More specifically, the moment the violet-eyed Jinni faced the doors and froze. 

Thoughts shifted from calm to chaos, relaxed to riotous, open to outraged. And as the villagers spilled into the room, my mind stretched and bucked against the vast number of thoughts filling it. 

I fell to the ground, head pounding. Instead of imagining a glass jar and managing each individual thought, I envisioned a glass bowl settling over me, like a shield, sheltering me from them. 

The relief was instant. 

As the pressure eased, I opened my eyes. 

Amir struggled to maintain order and the violet-eyed Jinni ignored his demands for help.

“Guards,” I shouted at my father’s soldiers, testing the change in the air. “Seize King Amir!” 

They moved toward him. 

“Be still,” he snapped and their arms fell loosely to their sides like puppets. “Don’t let her go.” They grasped my arms again. “We have a wedding to finish.”

“There’s no way in this Jinni-forsaken land I’ll ever marry you!” I screamed, losing control. “Tell your men to bring my father out of the dungeons right now!”

Voices rose with my cries. Some of the guests stood, as if ready to support me. 

“Everyone be calm!” Amir shrieked. 

Some sat back down, while others stayed standing; confusion trickled into their faces through frowns and open mouths, waiting for words that’d gotten lost. His hold was tenuous at best. 

He continued to order peace between yelling at the violet-eyed Jinni behind him, “Enoch! Stop staring at nothing and help me!”

Enoch ignored him.

In the back of the room, Kadin’s form raced past and caught my eye. 

I yelled for help, but he couldn’t hear me over the noise. 

I blinked when he hurled fruit in Gideon’s face. My mouth fell open when Gideon didn’t respond. His eyes were locked with Enoch’s in some mysterious, silent confrontation. I lost sight of Kadin in the chaos. 

“Listen,” I shouted over the noise, focusing on those further away, who seemed less influenced by the Persuasion. “This wedding is a sham. King Amir is trying to steal my father’s kingdom.” 

“False!” He called on the heels of my words. “These are false accusations, pay her no mind.”

I met the eyes of the villagers as they flowed into the room from the back, more curious than helpful. My gaze drifted to the nobles and royals who’d traveled to be here today. “If he succeeds, nothing will stop him from trying to steal your kingdoms as well! He’s controlling your minds, you have to fight back—”

“Silence her!” King Amir shouted over my words to the guards. 

Even as I screamed, a filthy hand covered my mouth and I couldn’t move. 

Amir continued his cries for peace, and without my voice to stir them up, the crowd grew more and more docile. 

I thrashed harder, refusing to back down. 

A blur of movement smashed into Enoch before I recognized his attacker: Kadin. Through brute force and surprise, he’d knocked the other Jinni to the floor, upsetting the strange duel between him and Gideon. 

Between one blink and the next, Enoch was there beneath Kadin, grunting in surprise as he took a punch to the gut, and then he was gone, and Kadin’s fist punched the marble floor instead, making him wince. He leapt to his feet, searching the room. 

The strange Jinni had vanished. 

The guards still held me, but at Enoch’s disappearance, King Amir stopped ranting. 

The stupor over the room lifted. 

The hand over my mouth eased up. 

Kadin turned to me. Before he took two steps, a guard knocked him over the head with the butt of his sword, and he crumpled to the ground. 

I resumed my struggle, but they only gripped harder, and the hand over my mouth made it hard to breathe. 

Daichi yelled and thrashed against three guards who held him with effort, while Bosh struggled against one. What had happened to the rest of Kadin’s men? 

At the back of the room, Gideon still stood in the large doorway between two guards, as if too taken aback to remove them. 

A tiny fragment of hope rose in me. 

Had they come to help? Or was he just here to retrieve his lamp?

Now that I’d placed the glass shield between myself and everyone’s thoughts, I couldn’t seem to lift it. The silence in my mind as I tried to mentally scream for his help was infuriating. 

I stomped on one of the guard’s toes, taking advantage of his surprise and ripping myself out of his grip long enough to yell, “Gideon, help!”

His gaze met mine across the distance. In one blink, he shifted across the room to stand in front of me, leaving his two guards blinking at the empty air between them. 

The hands on my arms trembled at the sight of Gideon appearing out of thin air with his pale skin and sharp eyes. 

He spoke to the guards in that deceptively soft tone, “Why don’t you two take the day off.”

Even without the use of Persuasion, they released my arms. 

I didn’t bother to watch them leave. 

“Thank you—” I began, gathering up the nerve to explain myself.

Amir didn’t give me a chance. He shoved the guards and holy man aside to stand beside us. “Did Queen Jezebel send you to replace Enoch? Is that why he left so abruptly?” 

I didn’t miss the way Gideon’s eyes flickered when Amir mentioned the name. 

“No matter,” Amir continued, waving arrogantly at Gideon. “Help me reclaim the room.”

Gideon swiveled to face Amir with iron calm, ignoring his summons. “You think the Queen of Jinn sent me?”

The murmuring of the royals grew louder. I should be able to hear what they were thinking, but whatever I’d done seemed impossible to undo. I struggled to focus, pressing my fingers to my temple. In a room filled to the brim with people, the lack of thoughts made me feel strangely vulnerable.

“Stand up,” Amir snapped at the holy man, as if he hadn’t even heard Gideon. “We have a wedding to finish. Come.” The holy man lurched forward at his command, opening his notes. 

My feet turned to obey as well, until Gideon put a hand on my arm. 

His blue gaze, pinned to Amir now, had turned cold.

“What’s wrong with her?” Amir growled, as if Gideon was his servant. “Why does she not obey? I said come.” 

Though his Gift swept over me, I fought it. Outwardly nothing happened, but inwardly it felt like bracing myself against an enormous wave. Without the violet-eyed Jinni’s help, Amir wasn’t strong enough to overpower my will and I held my ground. 

I envisioned mental fingers slipping under the edge of the glass bowl that shielded me, heaving it up and off. A flood of thoughts rained down with hurricane force, but I opened up to them, hoping desperately that Gideon would somehow see everything and help me as I gripped his arm like a lifeline. “He’s keeping my father in the dungeons.” 

Ignoring the king and everything else at the panic in my eyes, Gideon nodded. “I’ll find him.” In an instant, he vanished, leaving everyone to blink at where he stood, unnerved by this strange Jinni magic.

King Amir strode toward me and his fingers closed around my arm, gripping hard enough to leave bruises as he spoke into the silence, “Tell everyone the truth—that you’re happy to be married today.”

“If that’s the truth, I don’t think we’d be here,” Kadin’s voice rang out only a few paces away, rescuing me even as my mouth opened against my will. 

Everyone’s attention snapped to where he stood on the side, rubbing the back of his head and wincing where they’d hit him. 

I blew out a breath. He’s okay.

A thought from Kadin reached me, louder than the rest, as if he was speaking to me intentionally. You wanna marry this guy? Or do you want us to bust you out of here? Just say the word. 

I swung my gaze to meet his warm golden eyes, and he winked. 

“You’ll be quiet and sit down right now, young man.” Amir’s Gift made Kadin sit in the front row like a puppet. 

His golden eyes grew blank and unfocused; he couldn’t fight it anymore than the rest of them. 

“I’ll deal with you after,” Amir said, then he turned to face me, stretching out his hands, palms up, expecting me to take them. 

This was the moment of truth. 

Kadin had accepted my Gift. He didn’t think I deserved to die. 

Gideon didn’t either. 

I felt a profound freedom even with a complete lack of control. 

I stared at Amir’s hands. 

My own were suspended mid-air. 

I pulled them back and lifted my eyes to his as a slow smile formed. “No.”

“Take my hands now, you little brat,” Amir hissed at me under his breath. 

Once again, I felt the full weight of his Gift flow over me, but I stood taller, letting my own Gift carry me above the waves of Persuasion. 

I lifted my chin to stare at him as I repeated myself even louder. “I will not.”

“How are you doing that?” Amir hissed, eyes narrowing.

Everything in me wanted to give in. My lungs couldn’t get enough air, but I stood stiff and held his gaze. 

How is she resisting? 

I tried to ignore his thoughts as I faced the guests, addressing them instead: “King Amir’s purpose with this wedding was to steal my father’s throne. He planned to kill both of us before the night ended.”

I felt their shock and horror as if it were my own. Glancing at Kadin, I expected him to verify my words with his own testimony—after all we’d all heard Prince Dev’s words—but Amir’s Gift still gripped him and his face was blank. 

“How would you know that?” Amir’s anger shifted into a calculating fury that gave me goosebumps. No one else knows that plan. How would she know unless... 

I saw him follow the train of possibilities to the logical conclusion as if he’d spoken it aloud. 

She has some kind of Gift. 

A wicked smile curved his mouth and made my heart beat faster as he said, “I’ve always thought there was something off about you.” 

I’d wanted to tell them myself, but before I found the right words, Amir began, “Your precious Princess Arie has been keeping a terrible secret from all of us. She is a Gifted woman.”

The way he said those last words sounded more like he was telling them I had the plague. 

The reaction was deafening, even without my Gift. 

“She reads your mind,” Amir continued. 

The terror spread, like shards of ice pelting my mind. 

I stood tall, the way I had against Amir’s Gift, lifting my chin and pressing my lips together. But my eyes betrayed me as I glanced at Kadin, still vacant and expressionless. Not that he could stop what was coming next. They could easily call for a Severance... for my execution.

Prior to this moment, the idea would’ve made my heart race. But I’d faced death once today already. Instead of fear from my secret being revealed, I felt pure relief, like an enormous weight being lifted off my shoulders. 

“It’s true,” I called above the clamor of voices. “But I’m not the one abusing my Gift.” I licked my lips, calling on my upbringing to find the right words to twist the public opinion in my favor. “Amir, with his Gift of Persuasion, has convinced each of you that you were attending a happy union today. You can see with your own eyes that this was never the case. My Gift is the only thing preventing him from taking my father’s kingdom by force!”

“Your Gift,” Amir replied with a sneer, and once again I felt tendrils of Persuasion stretch out across the room, trying to touch each mind, despite how weak his influence must be when spread across such a vast number of people. “Your Gift is to rip open a person’s innermost thoughts and use them to your advantage.” 

Cries of outrage sounded. 

People were listening to him. 

“Someone with a power like that can’t be trusted,” he continued, pounding the nails in my coffin. “Especially not a Gifted woman. You should be put on trial immediately.” 

I swallowed, fighting the urge to run. “You’re misusing your Gift right now,” I shouted back, aware that I was losing. “Close your minds to him. Don’t let him influence you.” 

“Be silent,” the king said over me. “You will obey me now.” 

Pain built up behind my eyes, the result of my growing Gift clashing with Amir’s. It felt like an impossible battle, but I pushed further. “He should be put on trial. Reading minds is nothing compared to reshaping them completely without their consent!”

“So, you really can read minds?” Rena spoke up. 

I’d completely forgotten she was present. A silence radiated from her. This girl was undoing all my efforts with her innocent question.

I swallowed and it felt as if every single person within earshot held their breath, waiting for my answer. “Yes.”

Spikes of emotion hit me as people digested my admission. Fear and surprise rose to new levels, as well as a fresh new wave of emotion that felt putrid and dirty. It took me a moment to recognize it: hate. 

They muttered to each other, and I closed my eyes, wishing I could bring back the glass shield or find some way to hear one at a time instead of this swarm of thoughts like attacking hornets. 

As I stood there taking deep breaths, I began to feel the differences between them. 

One silvery thread of hope stood out. 

When I focused on it, someone else’s thought came through, clear and strong, stopping me in my tracks: I’m not alone.
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Arie

NOT ALONE. MY GAZE shot toward the woman. Lady Eiena. Tall, blonde, and formidable, she studied me solemnly. 

Before I could acknowledge her somehow, another optimistic thought surfaced across the room. Another Gifted woman. If they accept her, maybe they’ll accept me too. 

As more and more of these Gifted women revealed themselves, intentionally or not, I blinked at the overwhelming strength and numbers. 

Before I could search them out, Amir yelled over the murmurs, “She’s a criminal! Stealing our thoughts—she should be put to death!” 

I backed away from his fierce screams, unable to stop the trickle of fear as a wave of agreement crossed the room. 

“If you kill her for her Gifts,” a strong female voice rose above the confusion, “then you’ll have to kill me too.” It was Lady Eiena. She stepped out of her row and made her way toward us, stopping beside me to face the onlookers. 

Was she truly declaring herself in front of all these people? Didn’t she realize she couldn’t take it back? I felt torn between thanking her and telling her to sit back down. They could easily take her up on her offer. But a slow smirk curved her lips as she added, “If you do choose that route, I guarantee you, it will not be easy.”

My eyes widened. What was her Gift?

King Amir glared but didn’t move as he wondered the same thing. The threat had silenced him. 

The pause after her declaration stretched on for what felt like an eternity, before a small, dark-haired woman from the village stepped forward, trembling. “I have a Gift as well,” she whispered. Her shaking increased, but she clenched her fists, determined. A Gifted commoner? The Jinni-blood was said to only run in royal veins, but this proved all those assumptions false. Similar thoughts floated around me.

Three of us. Enough to make people pause and King Amir reconsider his plans. But when the fourth woman stood, I could actually feel the shift in the room. 

Her long white braid hung over her hunched back, but she tottered down the aisle toward us without help. 

Recognition spread—the village healer. 

Children had grown up learning from her. At least half this room had known her their entire lives. Someone like her—someone that everyone knew and loved—was far more difficult to hate. She stopped beside me.

I stepped forward, standing between the elderly woman and Lady Eiena, blocking Amir from their view. “We are not to be feared,” I declared, with confidence I didn’t fully feel. “Not any more than Gifted men. The same rules that apply to the princes will apply to us.” I spread my hands, gesturing across the Great Hall. Their thoughts had revealed at least three other Gifted women who’d yet to reveal themselves, maybe more. “Clearly, we’ve existed among you for years. I believe it’s time to recognize that anyone can be Gifted.”

Thoughts shifted, almost painfully, as they mulled over my words. 

“Guards, seize King Amir and keep his mouth shut. He will be held accountable for his actions today.” 

They obeyed, hands clapping over his mouth as they dragged him down from the platform.

Using the momentum of the moment, I declared a bold proclamation in my father’s absence, “From now on, the Kingdom of Hodafez will no longer require a Gifted woman to go on trial or sever her Gifts. They will be given all the same rights and privileges—along with all the boundaries and discipline—as the law allows Gifted men.”

The same? Truly the same? No one knew how to respond. The whispers and shuffling made it hard to distinguish any one person’s opinion unless I focused on them. My Gift threatened to overwhelm me, and I let the thoughts go out-of-focus, becoming one loud hum to find relief. 

Lady Eiena spoke up, “My kingdom as well.” 

The floodgates opened as rulers across the room declared themselves supportive of Gifted women. 

Kadin’s gaze grew more focused, taking it all in, but staying seated, still under the Persuasion. I tried to listen for his thoughts, but there were too many washing over me to single one out.

“Not in Keshdi,” a man snapped as he stood, whipping his cloak out of his way. “I won’t have it!” It was King Zhubin. His kingdom nestled just below ours, and I’d passed through it during my escape, not to mention spent multiple courtship tours under his roof, dining at his table. Despite all that, his hatred was palpable. 

I started to back up, but caught myself and stood even taller, meeting his gaze without flinching. “You will abide by our laws as long as you are visiting Hodafez,” I commanded. “Anyone who abuses the rights of a Gifted woman in Hodafez will be brought before the royal courts for punishment.” 

To stand before the courts often meant imprisonment or worse. The threat was clear. Respect my wishes, or leave. 

His face twisted in a snarl. Pushing his way past those still seated, King Zhubin stormed out of the room. 

Gideon returned then, holding my father’s limp form in his arms. 

With a gasp, I ran to him, kneeling as he set my father on the ground. 

Kadin stood, walking toward us as if wading through water, but I barely noticed. 

“Somebody help,” I called, not caring that it wasn’t dignified. “Please, somebody help him.” 

The dark stains on the bandage wrapped around my father’s head and his utter stillness terrified me. I dropped to my knees beside him. Those nearby moved closer, surrounding my father as they tried to get a better look. 

Kadin moved around them to stand by me in silent support.

The Gifted healer pushed through the crowd forming around us, and people let her through out of respect. “Let me,” she said, leaning heavily on a shoulder as she lowered herself beside my father. “Someone get me warm water and fresh bandages.” People obeyed. 

As she unwrapped the dirty cloth from Baba’s head, I whirled to face Gideon. “Can’t you see how King Amir is abusing his Gift?” I cried. “Will you not bear witness to his crimes? He needs to be stopped!”

“Where is the king?” Gideon asked.

My gut clenched. When I spun to look at the dais, he was gone. Rena stood on one side, Lady Eiena and the holy man on the other.

But no Amir.

His guards stood dumbly, holding the air between them as if they thought they still held the king.

The coward had seen his chance during the chaos and disappeared. 
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CHAPTER 51
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Arie

“CAN YOU SENSE HIM?” I clutched Gideon’s sleeve in a panic. “Is he nearby?” If Amir escaped, there was no telling what he might do. What if he turned the people against me? What if he came back with a mob?

“I’m not a magical bloodhound,” Gideon replied, but he held up a finger at the genuine horror on my face. “Hold on, one moment.” 

He flashed out of sight, and I choked back my anxiety under everyone’s stares. Kadin pressed closer, though he never touched me, letting me know he was there.

We waited. 

Out of respect, the guests stayed seated, whispering among themselves. 

I paced. 

“I gather it’s not actually tradition to struggle at a human wedding,” Rena guessed after I passed her a third time.

I would’ve laughed if my eyes weren’t trained on my father’s still form. “No,” I answered Rena softly. “No, it’s not.”

The elderly woman finished cleansing his wound and placed her hands on his forehead, closing her eyes. The cuts and scrapes along his forehead knit together, healing before our very eyes. The larger wound was slower to repair, but the sickly yellow and green hues along the edges faded into more healthy colors. The whole room watched the process intently. 

“So, how do you know Gideon?” Rena asked lightly. 

This time, I did laugh, though without humor. “How do I? How do you know Gideon?” 

That stopped her questions. 

The healer moved aside. Baba’s wounds had turned to scars. Yet he still didn’t move or open his eyes.

Gideon reappeared, alone, and all thought of the Mere girl flew from my mind. 

“Where is he?” I demanded. “What happened?”

“Amir is gone,” he whispered, as if hoping to keep it private, but I had no such reservations. 

“He can’t be gone!” I yelled, “I need him to fix what he’s done to Baba!”

A crease appeared between Gideon’s sharp blue eyes as he frowned. He knelt beside my father, pressing a hand to his forehead. 

I’d never seen the Jinni’s expression quite this uncertain before. My heart pounded harder. 

“Something is wrong inside his mind,” Gideon said finally. His soft voice carried in the stillness of the room. “I’ve seen it before. The human body grows ill if a Gift is pressed onto it too strongly or for an extended period of time.” 

Amir had been here for almost two full weeks. And I had no doubt he’d pressed. 

Guilt suffocated me. 

Gideon stood slowly as he added, “I don’t have the skills to heal this kind of injury.”

I wanted to crumple. The only thing holding me up was the knowledge that Baba wasn’t dead yet. I’d never imagined King Amir would go this far when I ran away. This was all my fault. 

“What do I do? There has to be someone who can heal him!” My voice broke. 

Kadin stepped forward, breaking all rules of etiquette to wrap an arm around me. 

I let him, but resisted the urge to bury my face in his chest. I needed to be strong. “Tell me what to do, and I’ll do it. You,” I pointed to the Gifted healer, “can you fix him?”

She met my eyes and shook her head. “I’ve no experience with this sort of malady, Your Highness.”

Tears filled my eyes. I refused to let them fall while we had an audience. I was still struggling to find words when Gideon stepped closer and murmured, “There may still be a way to help him. There are healers trained in lacerations of the mind.” 

One of my tears escaped. 

“I will find a healer for your father, for your sake,” Gideon said, adding for only me to hear, And also for your mother’s. I knew your face was familiar when we met, but I didn’t recognize Hanna until you told me your Gift.

My lips parted. You knew my mother? How? When?

Gideon took my hands between his own, clasping them once, and then again twice more, in the way of the Jinn making a promise. That’s a story for another time. “I’ll come back as soon as I can.”

He vanished. 

So many unanswered questions flew through my mind. But besides Gideon, the only other person who could answer them lay unconscious on the ground. His chest moved with each breath in and out, but he was otherwise still as death.

“Bring my father to his rooms,” I commanded the servants. “Make sure he’s comfortable.”

Our kingdom was vulnerable. My people looked to me now. I pulled away from Kadin and stepped past the holy man, who moved to the side. With everything that had taken place, especially the revelation of Gifted women, I needed to show strength. No doubt Amir had spies in place for the slightest opportunity to return. 

I knew what I had to do.

Reaching for the heavy gold crown on the dais, meant to replace the one on my head during the wedding ceremony, making me a queen by marriage, I lifted it gently for all to see. 

“Please be seated,” I said, though many already were. 

As the few remaining lowered themselves into their chairs, I waited. 

Kadin raised a brow, but he sat as well. Rena didn’t take the hint until I waved for her to join him. That left only myself and the holy man at the front of the room. 

I let the silence stretch until even the shuffling in the crowd ceased. 

Carefully, I handed the crown to the holy man, maintaining ceremony as best as I could, considering I was breaking it. 

Understanding my decision, he moved up the stairs to stand at the top of the dais.

Before I followed, I lifted my mother’s silver crown off my head. The diamonds sparkled in the sunlight. It only served to remind me of Gideon’s history with my mother. 

Setting it on the cushion where the other crown had rested, I faced my guests. “My father is temporarily indisposed.” I emphasized the fleeting aspect. “In these difficult circumstances... I will rule in his place.” 

I forced an edge to my tone so it wouldn’t crack. “With everyone gathered here for a ceremony, you will all bear witness to my coronation.” 

They didn’t miss my choice of words. Bearing witness was usually reserved for the Jinn and meant to be taken with utmost gravity.

I knelt on the steps before the holy man.

Signaling for him to begin, I listened to the thoughts and outright whispers across the room that it wasn’t right, that a woman couldn’t rule—especially not a Gifted one. 

I ignored them.

My wedding was now my coronation. 

With everything that’d happened over the last hour, everyone was too shaken to protest. They sat shell-shocked as the ceremony unfolded. 

When the holy man spoke the final rites, he raised the crown above my head, jewels glittering in the last bits of light as the sun set.

He lowered the crown onto my temples, and I felt its weight, cold and solid, heavier than I’d ever imagined.

No longer the princess of Hodafez. 

I was the reigning Queen.
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CHAPTER 52
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Arie

I HEARD HIS THOUGHTS before he spoke. “You’re free now,” Kadin said softly. 

We stood on my balcony overlooking the ocean. He’d used the tunnels over the last few days, though I suspected he would’ve found a way in even if I hadn’t shown him. 

I stared down as waves crashed into the cliffs below, creating white surf. The sound usually calmed me. 

Not today. 

“Free?” I scoffed, glaring at the waves. “I’ve never been less free.” My father was still in a comatose state—only in Rena’s presence, under her enchantments, did he occasionally wake. Over three days had passed this way. If he didn’t get better soon, I worried he’d never recover.

When I’d imagined becoming queen, it’d never felt like a burden. And there was no one to share it—most of the Shahs were avoiding the castle. It had become a silent tomb with servants tiptoeing through it. 

“You mean Amir?” Kadin hopped onto the marble ledge to sit facing me, trying to catch my gaze. He misunderstood, but he was right about that too. The king of Sagh was still a threat. “Why does he want Hodafez so badly anyway?”

“He needs it to reach the other kingdoms.” I finally met his gaze, but I couldn’t hold it. The ocean didn’t stir up feelings the way he did. “And yes, I’m worried he’ll try again, but it’s more than that. It’s also the people...” My new rule was so fragile. The other Gifted women depended on me, yet if even one of them made a mistake, it would demolish the delicate peace I’d created. And I couldn’t comfort them—the entire kingdom feared me more than anyone else.

Kadin waited.

“And... I’m worried about my father.” 

That was an understatement. Gideon had promised to save him. The Jinni had come back only once, for mere minutes. No news. He’d asked for the lamp, and vanished once more. I feared his own mission came first. And that there might not be a solution to be found.

“There’s another healer on the way,” Kadin murmured. “Bosh sent word he found someone. And the others haven’t given up searching.

I nodded, turning to pull myself up onto the ledge as well, swiping the tears away while my back was turned and keeping my voice steady. “How are they doing?”

“Good. You’ve given us more than enough,” he waved a hand and I stared at it where it landed on the balcony next to mine. 

I’d pardoned Naveed and Daichi, who’d landed in the dungeons, and given each of the men a handsome reward for their aid. 

“They just want to help. I just want to help,” he added.

I already knew that. It was impossible not to hear his thoughts when he let his walls down. Even now, he pictured wrapping his arms around me. It was more a warm sensation than a full thought, but I could sense it all the same. 

I put a palm on the stone between us, and he covered it with his own, leaning toward me. 

Instead of moving away, I held my breath, hoping the kiss would be as good as he was imagining. 

The seagulls called to each other, the waves crashed around us, and I let myself forget everything else, just for a moment. 

I closed my eyes as his lips brushed softly against mine, light, tentative. 

I leaned toward him and kissed him back.

He pulled away first, rubbing the back of his head, as if it still ached from the guard’s blow during the fight. Tell her how you feel, he urged himself. 

I blinked, and the spell was broken. 

This couldn’t happen.

As much as I wanted to give in to the feelings, I pushed off the balcony until my feet touched the ground, putting distance between us. 

He was a weakness. 

If Amir found out, he’d exploit it. If the people found out, they would add his lack of nobility to their list of reasons I shouldn’t rule. And most importantly, I couldn’t fathom allowing myself a moment of happiness when my father was in this state. When it was all my fault. 

“He’ll be okay, Arie,” Kadin whispered, as if it were him who could hear thoughts, not me. He’d jumped down as well to follow me inside, but stopped a few feet away on the threshold, unsure of himself. It was a side of him I’d never seen before. I supposed now that I was queen, he wasn’t sure how to act.

His words pulled me out of my thoughts, as if dragging me to the surface of the water where I could breathe, penetrating the fog in my mind. I clung to the hope. But out loud, I only said, “You don’t know that.” 

The sunset glowed over the rippling waves and created a halo around Kadin’s form. His warm eyes shone golden-brown in the fading sunlight as he stared back at me. He didn’t make promises he couldn’t keep, didn’t lie, just stood there, opening his mind. 

It was comforting. And at the same time, too soothing. It wasn’t right. 

“You should go.” I crossed my arms, bracing myself against the cool evening wind. “Thank you for this latest information. I’ll make sure you and your men are well compensated.” 

“Thank you,” he said slowly, studying me with those golden eyes as if solving a puzzle. “If you need anything—”

“I don’t,” I interrupted, spinning to pass through the marble archway that led into my bedchambers, speaking over my shoulder. “I’d rather you didn’t come here again, actually, unless you have further information.”

Kadin had followed, but he stopped in the middle of my room, blinking. Hurt.

I felt that brief moment of pain as if it were my own, before he slammed his walls into place, hiding his thoughts from me. 

He’d accepted me as I was, accepted my Gift, only for me to reject him. 

I pulled on the mask of a queen, cold and alone. I had to fix this by myself. I’d been weak before, when I’d run away; I couldn’t allow that again. And Kadin was my biggest weakness.

Settling onto my seat in front of my dressing table, I watched him in the mirror as he searched for words, even though I could no longer hear his thoughts. 

In typical Kadin fashion, he avoided the argument. “That’s fine. It doesn’t matter.” 

I dropped my gaze to the jewelry, sorting through it so I wouldn’t have to see his hurt.

A quiet formed around him so deep that I couldn’t sense him at all anymore. 

Unsettled, I whirled to face him, but he was already gone. 

My heart broke. It struck me as funny how it wasn’t in two pieces, the way I’d always pictured, but more like how glass would shatter if dropped from a high point, into thousands of tiny slivers so fragmented they could never be put back together again.

Utterly destroyed. 

Though he couldn’t hear me anymore, I wiped a tear that slipped down my cheek and whispered, “I think that’s the first time you’ve ever lied to me.”

THE END.
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Rena

JUST A SHORT YEAR ago, on my birthday, I met him for the first time. My family sent me off covered in pale ceremonial shells, fixed to me from my neck all the way to the tip of my tail. My mother adjusted the colorful crown of vibrant ocean flowers before I waved her away. Nearby Mere-folk stared, unashamed, as I swam past. My long, red hair flowed behind me. Regally, I hope. The heavy attire weighed me down. With effort, I swam on, waiting until I reached a deep canyon that curved out of sight before I shucked the ensemble to swim faster. This was the day I finally saw the surface. 

As a young Meremaid, only sixteen, I’d looked forward to this rite of passage my entire life. Watch out for sharks or stray squid, my father’s voice echoed now as I swam alone through dark caverns, slowly leaving the depths behind. I clutched the remaining shell necklace around my neck. Occasionally I stopped to rest, but other than the occasional whale, the hours of swimming passed without incident.

Breaking the surface, a light breeze hit my skin and air filled my lungs. I feasted my eyes on my first sunset and gasped. Yuliya was lying. The color is nothing like her pet fish. I’ve never seen anything like it. 

I only had an hour or two before I’d have to return to our underwater kingdom. So, I’d make the most of it. A small rock jutted out of the water a short distance from land; I dragged myself up onto it.

Outside of the water, I felt heavy. The rock dug into me far more than it would at home. Nadia said the human world would lose its charm quickly. I pushed the thought away, settling onto the rock, savoring the sunset. My sisters wouldn’t ruin this for me.

The burning orb hurt my eyes; I took a break from staring at it to admire the rest of the sky. Brilliant blues with streaks of orange, gold, and pink. 

I almost missed him. A dark shape fell through the clouds and splashed into the ocean in the distance. 

For a moment, I almost turned back to the sunset, but my curiosity got the better of me. Diving into the water, my powerful tail carried me to the spot in moments. The ripples on the surface above me showed the impact, but nothing else. Below, drifting toward the ocean floor, I spotted him. 

Was it a human or a Jinni? 

Either way, I knew the rules: stay away. 

I touched the shells around my neck. No one was around. Maybe I’ll swim a little closer. Just to see. 

The fallen creature was a male with pale skin, almost translucent, and deep black hair like I’d never seen back home.

A Jinni. 

According to the elder-Mere, they were far worse than humans. But this one wasn’t doing anything particularly evil, that I could tell. 

Fascinated, I swam closer to admire him. His eyes were closed and he continued to sink. Bubbles escaped his mouth. I chewed on my lip, growing worried when I noticed his lack of gills. Is he drowning? 

I didn’t know what to do. A Jinni in the sea was on my mother’s list of the vilest things that could ever happen. Interacting with him was, if possible, even worse. But I couldn’t let him die. 

I swam closer and reached out to poke him. Nothing. Feeling skittish, like he might open his eyes at any moment and surprise me, I swept up behind him and pulled him by the arms. He was heavy compared to the Mere. Larger and taller than me, and muscular. I kept my tail away from those strange legs as I began to swim back toward the surface. Who knew what he might do?

Our heads burst above the water and I inhaled a deep breath for him, showing him what to do. His head lolled to the side. 

Glancing around, I found my sunset-gazing rock. I tugged him through the waves and dragged him onto it. Flopping him onto his back, I lay my tail alongside him, leaning in. The longer he didn’t move, the less I worried about my mother and the more I worried about him. 

I pulled myself even closer until I could lean down and listen to his chest for a heartbeat. My mother said they were heartless—did she mean literally? I nearly gave up, but then I heard it, faint, but beating. As I lay on his chest, staring at the shadow of a dark beard on his chin, and that sharp jawline, I was puzzled. Why isn’t he waking up?

It dawned on me that his chest wasn’t moving at all. His heart might last a bit longer, but he needed to breathe! 

Sitting up, I pushed him onto his side and beat on his back. It was like hitting a whale. No results, no reaction. I let him drop onto his back again and eyed his lips. 

It was just a fairytale. Told at bedtime to little-Mere. Kissing didn’t really bring humans back to life. And he wasn’t a human anyway, so even if it did work, that solution didn’t apply... Did it? 

I licked my lips. Reaching out, I touched one finger to his mouth, softly, tracing the shape. Putting my hand on his chest to stabilize myself, I leaned forward, bringing my full weight over him in a hurry. I tilted my face toward his, prepared to do the unthinkable, when he coughed. Water spewed from his mouth and hit my face. I jerked back as he vomited up what seemed like half the ocean. 

When he finally fell back, his eyes were closed and his breathing came in ragged gasps. I pulled my tail away, prepared to leap into the water the moment he saw me, but he didn’t even open his eyes. I should stay to make sure he’s okay. And to see what color they are. The way he lay there unmoving made me think he might still need a kiss. 

“What happened to you?” I whispered, mostly to myself. 

“Banished,” he spoke between ragged breaths, startling me again. 

Mother always said my curiosity would land me in the belly of a shark. Instead of listening to her and leaving him to his exiled fate, I slid a few inches closer, carefully lowering my upper body onto the rock next to him. Propping my head in my hand, I said in an even softer whisper, “Why?”

When his eyes flashed open, I froze. Just inches away from my face, they were light blue, the color of the icebergs in the north. 

They closed as suddenly as they’d opened. “You’re so beautiful,” he said, and my heart fluttered. No one called me beautiful. Not when they’d seen my sisters. “I must be dreaming.”

Half of me wished he could see me in the ocean, where my hair would swirl around me instead of hanging limp and wet on my shoulders, and the water would make my tail shimmer. The other part reminded me that Mother would kill me if she found out what I was doing. A dream would be better for both of us. 

“You are dreaming.” I smiled down at him. He blinked in confusion, squeezing his eyes shut again, rubbing a hand across his face.

I wanted to lift my tail and let the beautiful red scales shine and sparkle in the sunlight to convince him further. But my mother’s voice in my head stopped me. The Mere and the Jinn didn’t get along very well; it wouldn’t do to upset him in his condition. Thinking this, I tucked the Jinni Key I always wore underneath my thick shell necklace to hide it before he opened his eyes again. Better not to overwhelm him.

“What’s your name?” I asked to distract him. Those blue eyes flew open, landing on my face. I brushed my hair back, feeling self-conscious. Nobody looked at me like that back home. 

He sighed, staring openly in his supposed dream state. His eyes traced the shape of my face, my lips. I blushed, thinking about how I’d done the same thing a few minutes ago. But he didn’t know that. Did he? 

“Gideon,” he told me. His eyes were growing more alert and his breathing came easier now. 

I should go. Can the Jinn use their Gifts outside of their land? That made me nervous all over again. He hadn’t done anything yet... but would I see it coming if he did? Would I even know what to look for? 

“What’s your name?” He rolled over to face me. The sudden movement made me flinch and slide away instinctively. “It’s okay,” he said, reaching a hand toward me. “I won’t hurt you.” 

But I panicked. 

Leaping off the rock, I dove into the water away from the hand that had almost touched me. A Jinni hand. 

He leaned over the rock and peered down into the deep, searching for me. I let myself sink lower, into the protective darkness. Though his face was distorted, he looked sad. I sighed and watched the bubbles float up to him, jealous of them. But my mother’s voice in my head held me back. 

I stayed close, as the water grew darker. The sunset was ending. I’d missed it. The whole reason I’d come here in the first place. But for some reason, I didn’t care anymore.

Gideon gave up looking for me and crashed into the water, swimming like a little-Mere toward the shore. It was only a short distance away, but at the rate he was going, it would take him a while. 

I’d never answered his question. “Rena,” I whispered, wishing he could hear. “My name is Rena.”

***
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THE JOURNEY HOME FELT ten times longer than it had when I’d left. Back to the center of the sea, then down to the depths, miles below the surface, where the Mere Kingdom of Rusalka stretched across the ocean floor. At the edges of our kingdom, the stone sentries stood tall, guarding our home from predators. The statues’ fierce expressions and enormous heights made most sea creatures turn back, unless born and raised here. We could fight off sharks or squid if need be, but we couldn’t very well risk a whale swimming over the tips of the palace spires. The coral grew so delicate at those heights, it would snap in two. 

I paused to rest my hand on the stony waves of the nearest sentries’ hair, which reminded me of Gideon’s—except their heads were ten times larger. I desperately wished I could see him again. Make sure he was okay. But besides crawling onto the human shores after him, there was only one way I could think to check on him. 

I didn’t waste time thinking about how it could go badly. I had to try. Swimming through the lower levels of the city, I cut through a school of fish, ignoring the stingrays that trailed after me hoping for a hand out.

Under a tall arch, I found the group of Meremen right where I thought they’d be. “Has anyone seen Yuliya?” I asked them. 

At my eldest sister’s name, they lost interest in their fish races and whatever bets they were placing. “Not recently,” Ruslan answered, swimming toward me, not bothering to hide his eagerness to win favor with the royal family—both with my sister and with me, the holder of the Jinni Key. “Why do you ask?”

“Just between us, I think she’s lonely.” I sighed, shaking my head and dropping my gaze instead of meeting their eyes, hoping they wouldn’t see through me. “Don’t tell her I said anything, of course, but... if you find her, maybe one of you could keep her company?”

“I’ll find her,” Egor volunteered immediately. 

“If she’s lonely, then the more of us, the better, don’t you think?” Dmitri swam off without waiting for an answer, and the others followed.

I waited until they were out of sight before I smirked. They should keep Yuliya busy for quite a while. In all fairness, I didn’t think she’d mind. 

Swimming toward Yuliya’s rooms, I listened carefully before entering. 

My eldest sister was a master of spells. Most Mere could only use ocean shells that were already spelled for a particular use. Or, if they were a bit more talented, maybe they could learn to copy a spell that another Mere had done in the past. But Yuliya’s creativity over the last few decades had led to her creating some extremely unique spells. 

Somewhere in these rooms, my eldest sister kept an oyster shell the size of my head with an especially useful spell. It was far too large to wear around her neck with her other prized shells, which meant it was available to use—if I could find it. 

I dug through a treasure chest Yuliya had taken from a sunken ship. There were dozens of shells inside. Most of their purposes were a mystery to me. 

The oyster shell was missing. 

It didn’t surprise me that she’d hidden it. This wasn’t even the first time I’d tried to steal it. Though it took ages, I swam along the ceiling and then the floor of the large room, searching for a disruption to the coral and stone; an anemone out of place or a starfish too strategically set. Finally, I found a strange crevice along the wall, where the coral seemed almost intentionally meshed together. The thin gap in the rocks behind the coral held the oyster shell. Its jaws opened easily, as it was uninhabited. No pearl inside either, only two empty wings, but as I held it open before me, it began to shimmer. 

“Show me the Jinni I met today,” I whispered. “Show me Gideon.”

It lit up. The Jinni was even more handsome when he was wide awake. Those sharp blue eyes and long dark hair made nearby humans turn to look as he strode anxiously through their city. 

I stroked his cheek in the image. “What worries you?” I whispered, though he couldn’t hear me. “Is it your banishment?”

One human was so startled at the sight of him, she dropped her baskets. Instead of mocking her or moving on, Gideon bent to help her pick them up. I couldn’t look away. His words came back to me: “I won’t hurt you.” Remembering the way he’d tried to find me in the water, I found that I believed him. At least an hour passed as I watched, and I couldn’t look away. He was so kind. 

Voices in the hall made me shut the shell in a rush. I hid in a corner of the room until they faded. That was too close. Yuliya could be gone all night or she could be on her way back to her rooms right now. It was risky to stay here. I tucked the shell under my arm, slipping out into the empty hallway, swimming away from my rooms toward the lowest levels of the palace. 

I had many hiding places near the ocean floor that Yuliya would never think to look. And she would come looking. But I hadn’t seen enough. There was something different about Gideon, something that spoke to me. He was like no one I’d ever met before. 

I had to know him. 
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CHAPTER 2
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Rena

“WHAT DID YOU THINK of the surface, Reens?” my sister Dina asked the next morning, grinning as she circled me, flipping her vibrant diamond-covered tail across my face just to annoy me. “We didn’t see you anywhere last night.”

“I’ll bet you a jellyfish sting she had to go straight to bed because she stared right at the sun.” Misha giggled, circling the other way. Her long, dark hair swirled around her tail, which was a darker shade of the orange sunset I’d seen the day before.

Yuliya swam between them, taking my hands and pulling me away. I let her. What does she want now? The top half of her white-blonde hair was pulled back from her face by a delicate gold crown that twisted through her hair and across her forehead. We sank onto a soft green bed of woven-kelp. Her shimmering black tail brushed against mine, and her eyes touched on the Jinni Key around my neck before drifting away. “Ignore them,” she murmured with a sweet smile. “Tell me everything.”

Yuliya’s unusual kindness put me on edge. Maybe she’s discovered the oyster shell is missing. Does she suspect me? My sisters were only nice when they wanted something. I’d considered telling them about Gideon, but now I wasn’t sure I should. “It was fine. You know. Air... feels strange. The sun hurt my eyes—”

“Told you,” Misha snickered and pinched both Sasha’s and Nadia’s bare shoulders just for swimming nearby. Sasha yelped and swam away, but Nadia hissed at her. 

“Sisters.” Yuliya waved a hand covered in gold bracelets for them to settle, and they did—with glares. She brushed away a long strand of hair that floated over her arm. “Go on, Rena.”

Misha flipped her orange tail and swam toward an enormous shell chair like nothing had happened. She dragged her hand along the wall of plankton on her way, waking them up until the room held a soft glow. Mood lighting, since Mere could see in the dark. Trying to make me feel relaxed. I preferred my sisters when they were mean; at least then I knew their intentions. This only strengthened my resolve not to say anything about Gideon. 

“That’s really all that happened.” I shrugged, pulling my tail up to hug it, scratching at the red scales to clean them, even though I kept them impeccable. “It was boring on the surface. Just like you said it would be.”

Yuliya played with one of the shells around my neck. “Hmm. I don’t believe you.” 

I snatched it out of her hand. 

That only made her more confident. Her green eyes narrowed as she smiled. “You always try to tell us your stories, no matter how boring. So, what are you hiding?”

“We have ways to make you tell us,” Nadia chimed in, touching the shells on her necklace. Though she hid her collection under a heavy assortment of gold, charms, and other jewels, she held a wealth of magic around her neck. Her hand grazed a curling shark-eye shell—spelled to imitate the fear and adrenaline experienced during a shark attack—then slipped over to a tiny oyster-drill shell. 

I flinched at what that one could do, pushing off the bed of kelp. “You wouldn’t dare!” 

Their hands pulled me back down, keeping me in place. I considered thrashing. My tail could knock some of them out, but that’d be asking for it. For the moment, I let them hold me there, clenching my teeth.

“Tell us, then,” Nadia said, as she tickled one of the many brown-and-white-striped fish she kept as pets because they matched her tail. “What secrets are you keeping?”

I glared at her and the rest of my sisters. “Fine. I stayed too late,” I lied. “I wanted to see what stars looked like. Are you happy?”

Nadia rolled her eyes and swam lazily over to a more comfortable coral seat covered in soft starfish for cushion. “That’s boring. We all did that.”

Sasha floated down to sit in one of my tall, open windows where she could smile at passing Meremen, while Dina admired herself in my oval mirror, adding a bit of my stash of jelly to her hair to give it more shine.

But Yuliya stared at me. “I think you’re lying.”

I swallowed, trying not to react. “I’m not.”

I’d paused too long.

“Yes, you are!”

This time, when she reached out to grab my wrist, I was faster. Swimming at full speed, I crossed the cavernous room and raced through the door, ignoring the Mere in the hall. If I can just make it to one of my hiding places—a hand brushed the tip of my tail and I pushed even harder. 

Through the coral palace corridors, taking the fastest way outside, I squeezed through a tiny window, meant more for little-Mere than someone my age. I shot downward, aiming for a hiding place my sisters had yet to find near the base of our enormous home, less than a minute away.

A spell hit me at full blast. 

I spun off course, with the breath knocked out of me, eyes stinging.

“Got you!” Yuliya trumpeted, gripping my arm in a way that would leave bruises. My other sisters cheered as they caught up.

“Little sister.” Nadia shook her head. “I’ll never understand why you think you could be faster than us. We’ve years on you.”

“Decades.” Misha laughed. 

Sasha didn’t say anything. Only eleven years my senior, we were closest in age, and no doubt she remembered all too well when she’d been the youngest. I wondered if they’d been this vicious when she was 16.

“I’ll tell mother,” I said, but my voice lacked real confidence. Mother wouldn’t care. As long as we didn’t die, she considered our ‘games’ to be good practice for leading our people. 

“Go ahead,” Yuliya smiled, all teeth. She quoted our mother: “If you’re not shark bait every now and then, how will you learn to stand up to a shark?”

“When was the last time Rena was shark bait?” Dina asked, lifting one of her sharper shells.

“No! Stop,” I whined. “I don’t want to!” 

I shouldn’t have reacted. Sometimes indifference would make them leave me alone. But my protest only made them more eager.

“Don’t worry, Rena. This will be fun!” Yuliya grinned, not waiting for Dina’s shell, pulling out her sharpest shell instead. In one swift motion, she sliced it across my open palm adding a new scar to the rest. 

I hissed in pain. 

Blood seeped into the water. As red as any other mammal. And far more pungent. The unique tang of bitter mixed with sweet was in the water. There was nothing stopping it now. A Mere’s blood spread faster than any other creature’s.

With a giggle, my sisters waved and fled in all directions. “Good luck!” Yuliya called as she disappeared within the palace. 

I didn’t waste any time. Clamping my hands together, I ignored the pain and tried to hold the blood in as much as possible as I swam awkwardly toward the ocean floor. But I knew I left a small trail of blood behind me. 

My heart pumped fiercely and I aimed for the thick kelp below to wrap around my hand and stop the bleeding.

I hadn’t even reached it when the alarms sounded at the kingdom borders. 

Slamming into the sand on the ocean floor, I snatched at a tall strand of kelp that waved nearby. I ripped it out of the sand to twist around my palm, once, twice, three times, knotting it tightly to stem the bleeding. It would make my trail fainter, but it wouldn’t be enough.

With a flip of my tail, I swam into the deep canyons of the lower city, where dwellings were built into volcanic rock and coral. I headed for the lowest level of the palace where I’d intended to hide earlier. 

In the distance, along the borders of Rusalka, the sentries stood their ground as usual, but their stony faces didn’t deter the ravenous sharks this time. Not when there was blood in the water. 

A few smaller sharks, a hammerhead, and a great white that was larger than three Mere put together, all swam in my direction. Mere blood reeked for miles in the ocean and the sharks’ dark pupils widened in their frenzy until their eyes were completely black.

Nearby Mere reacted quickly, using spells to defend themselves or attack the intruders. I swam on, hoping to make it without incident.

One solitary tiger shark zeroed in on me. It spanned at least a dozen feet and blocked my path completely.

I flipped and swam in the opposite direction, toward the upper palace where the spires stretched for miles and miles toward the surface.

Glancing behind me, I panicked. The tiger shark was gaining. The shells around my neck were supposed to be for instances just like this, but in my terror, I couldn’t think of a single spell.

Desperate, I aimed for the nearest safe room with bars of steel, pulled from the hulls of sunken ships. They’d been melded together with Mere magic into a careful design that allowed a Mere to slip through, but nothing larger. 

I raced by dozens of palace windows. Later, it would physically hurt that so many had seen my shame, but in the moment, I didn’t care. I hit the safe room at full speed, not caring when the coral and rough iron bars scraped my skin. 

The tiger shark slammed into the side of the bars only seconds after. Flakes of coral drifted through the water, shaken from the walls, but the structure held. 

Soon, I was surrounded by more sharks, all in a frenzy and determined to get to me. The attack lasted only a few more minutes before nearby Mere finished off the last one, most of the others having been chased off. 

We’d eat well tonight... at my expense.
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CHAPTER 3
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Rena

“I’M TERRIBLY DISAPPOINTED IN you, Marena Yuryevna Mniszech,” my mother repeated what she’d said to me publicly after I’d crept out of the cage in shame. But this time, we were in her chambers, without an audience. She didn’t know my sisters were responsible; I’d told her I cut myself. 

“To flee an attack...” She sighed, rubbing a spot on her brow below her crown, as she shook her head. “It’s not just shameful. It’s a sign of poor leadership. Poor judgment. A complete lack of effort.”

“But, Mother, it was more than twice my size!” 

Her gaze hardened. “That’s what your spells are for. You’re forever forgetting to use them. Do you even practice?”

I touched the shells around my neck, spelled for different attacks and necessities. She was right; I always panicked when I needed them.

“Don’t be so hard on her now,” my father said with a laugh as he swam into the room. “Remember our first shark attacks?”

They chuckled, sharing some dark joke. Mother and Father were both in their second century and covered in scars. Did they even remember being my age? Had their siblings treated them the way mine treated me? I’d never had a chance to find out since all my aunts and uncles were stationed across the seas and never visited.

Outside the coral palace window, a large group of Mere swam by and Father plucked his favorite trident—spelled with perfect aim—off the wall. “The plans are finalized for the shark hunt. Today’s attack was proof it’s overdue. I’ll be back in a few weeks. Maybe a month.” He swam toward the door, not bothering to kiss either of us goodbye in his eagerness. 

“Let the others go after them,” Mother called out, swimming after him. She’d begged him not to go for weeks, but my father loved the hunt and this latest incident was just an excuse to go. I trailed behind, forgotten. “We need you here.”

“Nonsense.” Father smiled over his shoulder. “You’ll be fine.” We reached the halls and he joined the others. 

Mother’s hand clamped down on my arm. Dragging me in the opposite direction, we swam toward the lower levels. 

Even as we sank, I knew what she wanted. 

At the bottom of the ocean floor, underneath the palace where only starfish and anemone lived, my mother gripped a conch shell around her neck, whispering a unique spell she’d created. A bubble of air appeared before us and slowly grew until it made a cavernous little pocket of space before us on the ocean floor. A tiny room of air, meant for me. 

“Please, mother,” I begged, trying feebly to pull my arm from her grip. “I don’t want to.”

“Just this once, my sweet urchin.” She didn’t let go. Smiling down at me, she added, “Do this for me. I know exactly what I want, and it will hardly cost a thing.”

She waited, staring at the Key that hung around my neck. Sighing, I lifted it out from underneath my shells. The top of the large Key was shaped like a crescent moon, designed after the land it was from. And it was spelled with Jinni magic. 

I’d grown up with the Jinni Key and knew its power better than anyone. I pursed my lips, staring at the bubble of air before us. Mother thought herself ingenious for creating this spell. It will keep your blood out of the water, she’d said with a grin when she first showed me a few years prior. I wished she would search for a way to stop the pain instead. 

The Key would fulfill someone’s greatest desire, but there was always a cost. A small cut for a small desire, like a delicious meal of squid or shark. A deep gash for a deeper desire, such as my mother’s youthful appearance. Every desire was paid for with blood. I’d learned through harsh experience which kinds cost more, and when the price was too high.

Maybe the cost of using the Key would’ve been more tolerable, if I could’ve used it on myself. But there were limits. It would never allow me to bend another being’s will to fit the desire.

And what I’d wanted most over the years had not changed.

When I was a little-Mere, I’d tried to use the Key to unlock my mother’s love. But it couldn’t go against her will. It couldn’t make her hug me, or turn from her advisors to listen, or stop my sisters when they picked on me. 

As I grew older, sometimes my greatest desire would shift to my father’s love, or even, on rare occasions, my sisters. The Key would show an inky black vision of them meeting my gaze and seeing me for once, instead of the Key and how they could use it. And though I knew it wouldn’t work, I still slipped the Key into the lock below the vision, hoping just this once it might turn. 

It never fit the lock.

Still, the Key gave me power in the ocean. Mere would bring me gifts, hoping I’d deign to unlock their own desires. When I was a little-Mere, I often did. Mother would say yes or no, and I’d comply. It was a strange version of the love I wanted, and if it was all I could have, I would take it. 

Over the years, I said no more often. Yet the Mere still doted on me more than my sisters, which infuriated them. Especially Yuliya. 

To the Mere, there was always a chance I might say yes. No one wanted to be on my bad side. There was only one I couldn’t say no to: my mother. 

She waited patiently now for me to give in.

Pulling the Key off my neck, I gripped it and whispered my mother’s name. It shifted and bent as its long spine melded into a new shape. A vision appeared before us like the inky cloud of a squid but with a tiny image of my mother’s greatest desire unfolding inside:

My father, seated on his throne at home instead of hunting. He lounged beside my mother, rubbing her golden tail affectionately. 

His lips moved in the vision and I could almost hear him saying, “Whatever you’d like, my sweet anemone.” 

As we watched the scene, my mother grinned. “Yes,” she whispered, mostly to herself, “That’s exactly what I want.” 

She didn’t seem to care that in the vision my father glowered at the deep-sea storm raging outside, which tore at the coral walls and would soon make the outer rooms uninhabitable. She didn’t care if he stayed for her, she simply wanted him to stay, and a storm conjured by the Key would force him to return. 

Again, I found myself wishing I could use the Key on myself. 

“Unlock it for me, Rena,” my mother commanded.

“No, please,” I moaned, “It’ll hurt too much!”

“You’ll be perfectly safe,” my mother argued, ushering me toward the pocket of air. “It’s a very small desire. As long as you’re out of the water, nothing will come for you here, and I’ll visit you until you heal.”

“Promise?”

“Of course, little starfish. You’re my favorite after all.” She winked at me and gave me a push. I fell into the bubble, dropping onto the soft sand, forced to drag myself up to a sitting position.

The price for such a large desire would be steep. The Key needed fuel, after all. It had to come from somewhere. 

I swallowed, my gills fluttering anxiously, as I lifted the Key. Underneath the inky vision, a tiny keyhole appeared, the perfect fit for this latest mold. I pushed the Key in, feeling the pressure, and gave it a twist.
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EVEN THOUGH I SCREAMED in agony, clutching the broken scales where blood oozed from my tail, my mother only reached through to pat my head before smiling absently. “I’ll bring you some bandages and dinner shortly,” she said as she swam away, not even waiting until my tears dried.

The Key always took blood to perform the spell. Sometimes, quite a bit. This time it left me feeling faint with a long but shallow cut along the side of my tail. I dragged myself through the sand to the other side of the air pocket where soggy kelp splayed out, caught in the air pocket and dying. Wrapping a long strand around the wound as a makeshift bandage, I curled up in the rest of the kelp, already feeling dried out myself. And lonely. 

Would Mother even remember to bring dinner? No doubt Father had returned just like she wanted. I’d seen the Key work its magic enough to know it never failed. 

My mother had told me that the Key was a gift from the Queen of Jinn. Right as I’d been born at the tail end of the Silent War, they’d bartered a fragile peace between the two nations during the Treaty of Contempt. As a gesture of goodwill, the Queen of Jinn had offered a rare treasure to the little-Mere still strapped to her mother’s chest. To me. 

Whatever someone most wanted, this Key could unlock it. For a price. And it could never be stolen; only given away. Mother used to mutter bitterly that they gave it to me, the littlest, so that the Key would be useless to our kind for as long as possible. 

Mother didn’t bring dinner.

Stomach growling, I tried to sleep and found myself thinking about Gideon. He’d never treat me this way. 

I dreamt of him and woke smiling at how strange he’d looked without a tail. When Mother did finally bring some fish, she tossed it into my small bubble of air, where it flopped on the sand, still alive. “I’m so sorry, my little polyp, but I can’t stay,” she said, already swimming away. “You’ll be healed in just a few days. The time will fly by.”

It didn’t.

I spent the hours thinking about Gideon, imagining him with me—his skin was so clear that I would tease him about how he nearly glowed underwater. We would have long conversations where he cared what I had to say instead of waiting for his turn to speak like my family. He called me beautiful many times again, although of course, none were as sweet as the first time. 

Hours passed as I imagined staring into those pale blue eyes. I held up the Jinni Key, considering it. I hadn’t tried to unlock my own desire in years. Why bother, when it hadn’t changed?

Still. Tapping the Key in thought, I took a deep breath and wrapped my fingers around it, whispering my own name. It shifted to fit my greatest desire, and when the inky vision appeared before me, there he was. Gideon stared into my eyes the way he had on the rock, seeing the real me. He didn’t even know the Key existed, but he loved me anyway. Heart beating loudly in my ears, I lifted the Key up to the lock and pushed it in.

But it wouldn’t turn.

With a huff, I let go and dropped back onto the kelp, letting the vision disappear. My greatest desire hadn’t really changed. The Key still couldn’t give it to me. 

Even so, Gideon was different. Maybe the Key couldn’t help me, but as soon as my tail stopped bleeding, I wanted to see him again. 
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AFTER A FEW MORE DAYS of solitude, the scab on my tail finally healed enough that swimming wouldn’t make it crack open and bleed again. The moment it felt safe, I left the pocket of air and swam back to my rooms. 

No one had missed me. 

I considered the oyster shell that would let me see Gideon from afar. More than anything, I wanted a glimpse of him—but not just through a soundless screen. I wanted him to see me too, and this opportunity was too perfect. No one would even know if I left. 

Slipping out of the palace and past the stone sentries, I swam toward the surface. What if Gideon was looking for me too? Maybe this time, I’ll be brave enough to speak with him!

I reached the shore where he’d crawled out of the water. Slipping behind a small boulder, I stared at the village beyond. The land grass was dull here. Only one color, and barely moving unless a strong wind came by. Everything felt too bright, but my eyes adjusted over time.

Though many villagers took boats out to catch fish, Gideon was absent. Maybe he hadn’t stayed after all. 

My hopes sank with the sun, until finally, avoiding the fishermen, I gave up and swam home. 

My only consolation was knowing I could visit the hidden oyster shell periodically to see him again. 

***
[image: image]


I SWAM TO THE SURFACE often, but never saw Gideon again. Those stolen moments watching him in the shell were all I had. 

One day, Gideon simply sat staring out at the human world, shoulders slumped. He seemed so defeated. Is there a chance he’s looking for me too? That he wants to know who rescued him? 

I bit my lip to stop myself from grinning at the thought over dinner. Nothing my sisters said or did could ruin my mood. Even when Yuliya came home from a shark hunt and tortured me for information on her missing shell, I never told her or anyone else about him.

As the months wore on, though, I grew more desperate. I’d never been terribly interested in any of the Meremen before, but my sisters had loads of experience in that area.

I found Yuliya in her room, seated on a twisting coral chair like it was a throne, surrounded by my other sisters. They didn’t notice me enter, too busy weaving sea flowers through their hair, trying on different shells and seaweed wraps. Each of them could pass for a siren with their stunning beauty, yet they still played with dyes, inks, and all kinds of jewels to accentuate their looks.

I drifted over to listen. 

“Egor is the handsomest, but Ruslan is stronger,” they were saying. I rolled my eyes at them. 

“Rena,” Yuliya sung sweetly. She hadn’t missed my entrance after all. “I feel certain that your Key would help me decide which Mereman I like more. Perhaps you’d be willing to use it for your big sister, hmm?”

I sighed. She tried to make me use the Key almost as much as Mother, although I rarely said yes. 

Once, Yuliya had even stolen it from me when I was still a little-Mere. 

“Ha!” she’d sneered at me then, “It’s mine now. I’ll be the favorite and you’ll be nothing—”

Before she’d even finished speaking, the Key had vanished from her hand and returned to its original place around my neck. 

“Mother said the Jinni spelled the Key so it could never be stolen,” I’d reminded her in a mocking tone, stroking the Key, which had only infuriated her more. I’d paid for that. Still, no one tried to steal it from me after that. 

Now their eyes were on me. Waiting. Yuliya’s held a hint of buried anger that made me want to avoid stirring up any more sand. I took a deep breath and my gills fluttered nervously as I nodded. 

It wouldn’t hurt to peek at her greatest desire. Only to fulfill it. Which I wouldn’t do. 

Pulling out the Key from the shell where I’d taken to hiding it, I wrapped my fingers around the long stem, feeling it warm like blood, twisting into a new silhouette as I spoke Yuliya’s name over it. 

The inky black cloud appeared with a vision of Yuliya inside. In it, she plucked the Key from my outstretched hand, holding it up in triumph as the new owner, while I slumped back. She wanted me to give it to her willingly—the only way she could ever get it.

“Your greatest desire hasn’t changed,” I told her on a sigh. Shaking my head, I braced for a wave of anger. “And I’m still not giving it to you.” 

Though she scowled, she didn’t say anything right away. 

After a long pause, she turned back to her mirror, lifting the long, red flower crown from her head to replace it with a sea urchin crown, which she kept alive while she wore it for the soft blue glow of its long tentacles. “What are you here for, anyway?” she asked calmly, as if the last few minutes hadn’t happened.

“Nothing,” I said, clearing my throat and letting myself sink onto a nearby coral bench. “I just overheard some talk of Jinni last week and was curious to know more. You’re old enough to have been at one of the treaties. Did you ever see a Jinni face to face?”

Yuliya scoffed. “Of course.”

She adjusted the crown, ignoring the way we all waited. Even my other sisters were intrigued at the mention of the Jinn. 

“Are they as dangerous as Mother says?” I dared to ask.

Yuliya smirked at that. “Hardly. We are their equals at the very least. Believe me, they wouldn’t have given you that Key as a goodwill offering to the Mere, if they didn’t fear us enough to want peace.” 

I played with the pointed tips of my tail as I took in Yuliya’s words, feigning indifference. “Would you really know? I doubt you ever had to fight one.”

That earned me a glare. “This coming from a girl who’s never met a Jinni in her life.”

I looked away.

Out of the corner of my eye, Yuliya’s hand stilled when I didn’t immediately agree.

“Is it true they’re as large as a whale?” I asked to throw her off the scent.
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MONTHS PASSED, AND I didn’t dare ask Yuliya or anyone else about the Jinni again. Instead, I found excuses to disappear to the small caves underneath the palace, where I’d hidden the oyster shell. 

“Show me Gideon,” I’d whisper, and spend hours watching him. He was searching for something. Or someone. It was hard to tell, without any way to hear him. 

One thing I knew for sure though, without hearing a word: he never hurt anyone. He was nothing like the Jinn in the stories. I wished I could’ve seen their legendary home in the clouds, or even better, that Gideon could somehow come visit me here. 

Every so often, I’d use the Key to see if my greatest desire had changed. It never did. Gideon continued to appear, unwavering. If anything, the vision grew stronger. More focused. And more importantly, this was the first time that my desire seemed as if it might truly be possible. If only I could meet him again.

On the one-year anniversary of meeting him, after an unremarkable feast in the dining hall with my family and a few hundred other Mere, I decided to celebrate my seventeenth birthday with a gift to myself. Using a small woven bag, I snuck the oyster shell up to my rooms so I could see Gideon again. 

He was already asleep when I called up his image. I set him on the bed, curling my arm under my head as a pillow, and touched his cheek. “I wish I could see you,” I whispered. “Do you even remember meeting me?”

My door burst open and my sisters swam in without warning. “Your birthday isn’t over yet, little sister! Time for—” Yuliya cut off. “My shell! You little—”

“What’s this?” Nadia interrupted, catching my wrist before I could slam the oyster shell shut and hide Gideon. “Or should I say, who’s this?”

“No one,” I said, tugging at my arm without success. “Just a Mereman.”

“Just a Mereman,” Yuliya repeated slowly, floating closer. She picked up her oyster shell carefully, studying Gideon’s face as he slept. 

I kept my hands away from the shells around my neck, wanting to appear poised and confident, though my fingers twitched.

“Look who has a crush,” Misha purred, grinning as she settled onto my bed.

Sasha swam over to sit by the door, closing in the last opening of the semi-circle they’d made around me. “Why haven’t you told us about the Mereman before Rena?” 

Nadia let go of my hand, but Yuliya was too suspicious to believe me so easily. I had to let her stare at Gideon, studying him.

“This is no Mereman,” she said finally, bringing her gaze to mine. “Rena is staring at a Jinni.” 
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CHAPTER 4
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Rena

“COME,” YULIYA SAID, WAVING toward the bed. “Sit with us and tell us about this Jinni. How did you first see him? Was it while you were using your Key for someone?”

I hesitated. 

Glancing at Dina where she reclined in the windowsill, and then at Sasha who blocked the door, I admitted defeat. I followed my other sisters over to the bed. They raced me to it, leaving only enough room for me to perch on the edge. 

Still I kept calm, at least on the outside. “You guessed right. I saw him with the Key—”

“Whose greatest desire was it?” Nadia interrupted.

“Ah... it was—it was a while ago, so I don’t remember...”

Misha’s eyes narrowed. “You’re lying.”

Yuliya was already bored. “You know what?” she said, flicking a hand through the water as if tossing my words away. “I think I’d prefer to see for myself.”

She snatched the Key from my neck, snapping the string, clutching it in her hand as she spoke my name over it. 

Misha and Nadia held my arms. “It will come back to me,” I yelled, thrashing in their grip, but they only held tighter.

Gideon appeared before all of us in the inky black vision, standing before an image of me. I looked like one of the humans, standing on land, gazing up into his eyes. He lifted one of my hands to his lips and kissed it, smiling down at me. My heart ached at the sight.

The Key vanished from Yuliya’s hand, disrupting the vision as it returned to its original place around my neck. Just like I’d said it would, but not quite in time. 

“Who. Is. He?” Yuliya’s voice was low. 

I heard the threat. Her hand lifted toward her shells.

Before she could attack, I acted first. Grabbing the shell nearest my belly, I spoke the spell in a rush. 

A blast of air blew out from me, slamming into all five of my sisters, knocking them off the bed and across the room. Yuliya hit the wall. Hard. I winced, but caught myself. I didn’t want to grovel. Instead, I tried to make myself seem bigger, like a pufferfish, floating higher with a little flip of my tail. 

“You little witch!” she hissed as she got her breath back. “You’re going to regret that!”

Her hand lifted to her neck where she kept her own assortment of shells—some of which were new to me and held unknown torture. 

I yelled without thinking, “Wait! I’ll tell you!” So much for not groveling.

“Don’t listen to her,” Nadia snapped, pink as an anemone with fury. Her small school of pet fish churned around her anxiously. “No story will protect you from paying for that.”

I rolled my eyes, lifting my chin high. “So dramatic. I guarantee you’ll change your mind.”

Sasha’s gaze turned from repairing her hair in the mirror to watch us with interest. Misha was less convinced, but considering, as she crossed her arms over her shell-covered chest—she had almost as many as Yuliya and was equally quick to use them. Even Dina stopped fixing the loose diamonds on her tail to pay attention.

But it was Yuliya who spoke next, surprising me. “Alright. Tell us about the Jinni—every single detail—and I’ll consider a truce.” She drifted back to lounge on the bed, the picture of ease, as if nothing had happened. Only the tip of her black tail twitched back and forth, exposing her true feelings.

Sasha swam closer, choosing a comfortable spot on the kelp where she could lean back and listen, while Nadia sighed so deeply that bubbles flowed from her gills.

“Just let her tell her story,” Dina said as she sank down next to us, patting Nadia’s dark tail, not quite affectionate, but not quite a slap either.

I regretted offering up my secret. I’d held out for a full year. Then, in one hour of weakness, they’d caught me. But after seventeen years with my five elder sisters, I knew there was no backing out now.

I shrugged, leaning back to rest my head against the bedpost. “His name is Gideon.”

Their stunned silence was almost worth it. I grinned. 

“You spoke to him? You’re an even bigger idiot than I thought,” Nadia said with a chortle. Her pet fish rubbed against her, soaking up her delight.

Misha had gone a bit pale. She and Yuliya had lived more than a century; long enough to have experienced more than the one small Jinni war. 

“How are you still alive, may I ask, dear sister?” Yuliya lifted a jaded brow. “Considering you can’t even face a catfish, let alone a Jinni? Was he dead?”

“No!” My cheeks reddened. “It was when I visited the surface on my last birthday. He was a little... unconscious. But not the whole time!”

Yuliya exchanged a knowing glance with Misha, and they burst out laughing. “Her greatest desire is for a Jinni who wasn’t even awake to meet her!”

“He did wake up!” I yelled back. “And he said I was beautiful, and he was kind, and I love him!” 

I froze as I heard my words. I’d never said it out loud before. My sisters stared at me, glancing between themselves, wide-eyed.

“Did she just say she’s in love with a Jinni?” Dina gave a soft laugh of disbelief.

Yuliya only shook her head. “I feel sorry for her. Rena doesn’t even know what love is.”

“I do too!” I snapped, flinging myself off the bed away from them. “If I could get to him, I’d prove it.”

“Ha. Love is just a tale for little-Mere, Rena. It isn’t real. And certainly not with a Jinni. The Jinn are liars. They have their supposed code, but they also have a million ways around it, especially when it comes to dealings with the Mere. They can’t be trusted.” Yuliya was more serious than I’d seen her in years. “If you’d spent more than a short little sunset with him, you’d know who he really is. You’re a fool to even consider him.”

“I have seen who he really is,” I reminded her, crossing my arms. 

My sisters shook their heads at me, but I didn’t care. I’d been watching him for a year now. I did know him, and he was better than all of them combined. 

Yuliya fiddled with her shells, thoughtful, and finally broke the silence. “You believe he could actually love you?” 

“Yes,” I hissed. I wasn’t as unlovable as they seemed to think. And Gideon would recognize me as the one who’d saved him. I’d wondered many times if the search he seemed to be on was for me. Maybe he loved me a little already.

But Yuliya wasn’t done. “Would you go to the surface for him? Leave the ocean?” 

My eyes flashed to hers. I crossed my arms as my other sisters drew closer. “What do you mean? Like use the Key?”

“Better,” she said, holding up a shell she’d always worn but I’d never seen her use. “I used this only once, years ago, when we visited Jinn. It will get rid of your tail and give you two stumps instead.”

“They’re called legs,” I snapped. I knew at least that much. “And the Key could do that for me.” If that became what I wanted most and most likely with unbearable pain for such a high price. But I didn’t mention that. 

“Sure.” She waved a hand in dismissal. “Legs. Whatever you prefer to call them. This spell is far simpler than your precious Key. It will guarantee you can wander around the human world to find your precious Jinni.”

I couldn’t help but touch my tail. The beautiful red scales shone from careful attention. What would having legs feel like? My eyes narrowed. “Why do you want to help me? What’s the catch?”

“Why does there have to be a catch? Can’t I help my little sister? All you’d have to do in exchange is give your Key to me. Willingly.”

“That’s not a fair trade, and you know it.” 

“Fine,” she said, shrugging. “I’m feeling benevolent. If this Jinni truly loves you, you can keep your Key. But, if you’re wrong, it’s mine. And of course, we will need a deadline.”

“What kind of deadline?” 

“Once you have legs,” she continued thoughtfully, as if she hadn’t heard me, “you will have only one month to find your Jinni and get him to fall in love with you.”

I tried not to smile and give myself away. That didn’t worry me at all. Like most Mere, I had tracking spells that would help me find him easily. And after our first meeting, I felt confident a month would be ten times longer than I needed. In fact, it was quite possible Gideon would know me instantly. But on the other hand, I’d never been to the human world. Who knew how large it was and how long it might take to reach Gideon?

“Two months,” I bargained.

“One.” Yuliya’s voice was harsh and unbending.

“What if, for some reason...” I tried to find the right words. “He’s shy and needs more time?”

“Or if he says he can’t stand your ugly face?” Nadia added with a chortle.

I glared at her. “He won’t do that!” 

“If you do not have some proof of his love for you after one month on land,” Yuliya crossed her arms, “then you will forfeit the Key to me. No exceptions.”

My other sister’s eyes widened at Yuliya’s words, disbelief written in the glances they exchanged with each other. 

The Key was nearly all of my magic. I’d never grasped the full scope of the sea magic; I hadn’t needed to. 

“It won’t work to bend someone’s will, you know.” I squinted at her. I’d never understood why she wanted it so badly. Everything she wanted most involved manipulating others. “And you’d never use it for anyone else. So it wouldn’t help you at all.”

Yuliya just laughed slightly. “The Key is valuable for many reasons, and you know it. You think you’re the kingdom’s favorite because you’re the baby? Just wait and see how things change when you can’t give anyone what they want anymore.”

For once, I couldn’t disagree. The silence was heavy. Yuliya waited, brow arched, as she fingered the shell with the impossible spell. To have legs... To finally be able to search for Gideon and speak to him again...

I let a smile stretch across my face and nodded. This could be everything I’d dreamt of for the last year. “I swear on Rusalka and every fish in it.” I reached for the shell. 

Yuliya didn’t give it to me. Instead, she tilted her head, considering. “We’ll have to make it binding.” 

I drew back. I’d had no intention of keeping my agreement, and she knew it. 

She held out her hand. “Hair.”

I knew why she asked. She wanted to meld the spell to fit me specifically. Once she did, I would be compelled to keep my promise. 

Pursing my lips, I stared at her, wanting to refuse. But if I did, she’d know I hadn’t meant it. And besides, a month would give me more than enough time, wouldn’t it?

With a sigh, I reached up and yanked a strand of my red hair out, handing it over to her. I wasn’t in a position to bargain. But I touched my tail, struggling with the idea of losing it. 

Yuliya took ingredients from a bottle around her neck. Closing her eyes, she held them in a tightly clenched fist so none of us could see, holding the shell and my strand of hair in her other hand, making a spell on the spot. 

I envied her ability to do this. It was one of the reasons no one challenged her. Many spells were entirely internal and secret, belonging only to the one who’d come up with them, and impossible to replicate unless the creator chose to share. Which of course, Yuliya never would. 

Even though we all leaned in, Yuliya took precautions, not opening her hand until all the ingredients had melded into the sea and over into the shell. We grudgingly waited for her to explain. I felt a flutter like a tiny school of fish in my belly all panicking at the same time. 

“I’ve changed the spell,” Yuliya stated the obvious as she opened her eyes, enjoying our anxious tension. “It’s still spelled to give you legs whenever you choose. But now, you must have proof that he loves you enough to ask you to stay or the spell will break. If that happens, you will forfeit the Key to me and lose your legs.” 

That would force me to return to the ocean. How vindictive. Not only would she get the Key, but she’d make sure I didn’t have any second chances with Gideon either. 

“If you accept this shell, the binding spell will require this proof, otherwise it will exist as evidence that you gave the Key to me willingly.” She smirked as her words sunk in, then said it anyway, “At that time, ownership of the Key will transfer to me based on your giving it to me in this moment.” 

I swallowed. To say goodbye to the Key forever? I’d never considered it before. But then again, legs to walk on land and find Gideon had never been an option before either. And I wanted that chance. Badly. Pursing my lips, I nodded and held out my hand for the shell.

“One last thing,” Yuliya added as she dangled the shell above my hand, “if you speak of this agreement and reveal the terms to anyone before you have your proof, you will also forfeit the Key to me.” 

My free hand flew up to clutch my throat as if it had a life of its own. To not be able to speak of it... She was putting me in a very difficult place, and she knew it. But she’d also seen my greatest desire, and knew what I would say.

I cleared my throat, not letting myself think about it any longer. “Fine.” I didn’t want to live here anymore anyway. I wanted to be with Gideon. To be with someone who would truly love me. I pictured him the way I did every night and various times throughout the day, smiling at me the way he had in the vision, and I grinned. Taking a small bag from my closet, I packed a few items. Extra shells. A little jewelry. An ocean flower for my hair.

“Rena, I should warn you,” Yuliya added, when I held out my hand for the shell. “Don’t let the humans see your magic. If they find out what you can do, they won’t like it. And what they don’t like, they eliminate. Understand?” My other sisters nodded gravely. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. 

“In accepting this shell, you accept our deal,” she intoned, opening her hand to reveal the shell.

Swallowing, I picked it up. The water shimmered around our hands and the binding contract settled over me.

It was quiet. My sisters glanced between each other, wide-eyed. Nothing like this had ever been done before. Yuliya gave me the words for when I was ready to use the spell, to get my human legs. I could use it anytime I wanted for the next month.

I squealed and swam a giddy circle around the room, and then another. My gills spasmed in excitement. “Tell Mother and Father I’ve gone to our cousins in the south,” I said as I swam toward my window, not wanting to waste another minute. “I’m leaving immediately!”

As I passed the stone sentries at the edge of the kingdom, it felt like my life was finally beginning. I patted one of them on a rocky shoulder in goodbye and grinned. “I hope I never see you again.” 

I swam through underwater canyons, hands on the shells around my neck, just in case I ran into a predator. There were no safe dwellings out here. It had been months since I’d last risked this journey to the surface. Where to even start? My instincts led me to the same place I’d first met Gideon—the human kingdom closest to that rock where I’d watched my first sunset.  

I surfaced by the beach. The human buildings shimmered in the early morning dawn. Taking a deep breath, I blew it out, gripped the shell from Yuliya, and whispered the spell that would give me legs.

It was agony. 

My tail felt as if it were being ripped in two. Though there was no blood, it hurt far worse than any wound the Key had ever given me. My vision blurred as spots appeared and I passed out.

I woke underneath the water in the shallows, gills still spasming in pain. They hadn’t gone anywhere. But as I moved to swim, I found two long scrawny legs where my tail had been. Wide-eyed, I touched one of them, feeling the fleshy skin in awe. Carefully, I kicked them apart. They looked ridiculous. 

As I pushed off the sand, I broke free of the water and stumbled to shore where I stared down at the two stubs. It looked like I was standing on two extra arms. I laughed and shook my head. I’d only taken a few tentative steps down the beach, when I heard a splash behind me.

My hands flew to my mouth. Is it Gideon? Has he found me already?

Hopes high as the blue sky overhead, I spun around, nearly tripping in my haste. 

It wasn’t Gideon.

Instead, I found a human girl standing in the water, fully clothed. She didn’t even notice me as she strode onto land and bent to twist the cloth around her legs. 

Frowning, I took a few steps closer. Most humans seemed to cover their legs for some reason. I didn’t want to stand out in the human world, did I? “Where can I get some of those?”
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CHAPTER 5
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Rena

A WEEK HAD PASSED since I’d entered the human world. I pulled my hand away from my mouth to find I’d chewed my nails so short they were bleeding again. This bad habit never would have lasted underwater, but here on land it was only getting worse and was a constant reminder of my anxiety.

I stared up at the vaulted ceilings of the Hodafez castle, where I was now a guest of Queen Arie—the girl I’d met that first day in the water. 

When I’d trailed her home to her castle that day, she’d been trying to save her father, as well as avoid an arranged marriage with King Amir of Sagh. I’d butchered her plans—by accident, of course. At least it had all worked out in the end. Well, avoiding the marriage at least, not as much her father’s condition.

King Amir’s Gift of Persuasion had left a permanent mark on Arie’s father’s mind. He’d slipped into a coma with only a handful of waking moments over the last week.

Standing, I crossed to the large window in the king’s bedchamber. The room felt more like a tomb. I’d tried some of my limited spells on his ailments, wanting to make myself useful, but it only seemed to slow the inevitable.

I dropped into a chair and let my head fall into my hands. My red hair fell forward, creating a curtain to hide my face, even though there was no one here to see. No one conscious anyway.

Every time I helped the king, Yuliya’s words would echo in my mind. Don’t let the humans see your magic. Arie still believed what I’d told her in the beginning: that it was my presence alone that helped her father. If she’d been able to read my mind with her Jinni’s Gift and learn that I was out of spells and her father was still fading, she might not let me stay.

I shivered at the thought. Good thing she couldn’t read my mind. The sea’s spells had protected the Mere from the Jinn for centuries, and they were equally helpful protection from the rare Gifted human. 

Because I was desperate to stay.

I’d exhausted every possible spell to track Gideon over the last week and not one of them had worked. He was in the human world still, but it was impossible to nail down an exact location. It baffled me, until I finally realized he was flashing across space and time, the way only a Jinni could. The few times I’d caught a glimpse of him and prepared to set out in one direction, he would suddenly shift far away to another and ruin everything.

That was why I’d spent every waking hour over the last three days with the king, even though my spells only required a few minutes, because the last time Gideon had flashed into the castle, he’d come here. To this room. 

Arie had been with her father at the time, while I’d been outside in the courtyard—where Gideon had last appeared—chatting with a boy named Bosh. Gideon had brought news regarding his search for a way to heal the king—or rather a lack of news. Arie had casually mentioned this over dinner, hours after Gideon had already left. 

I sighed, moving my chair into the square of sunlight streaming into the room. At least while I waited for Gideon to return, I could soak up these glorious rays.

Each day here was a constant battle between trying to find Gideon, yet not reveal the true reasons for my search. Yuliya had been wise to include that restriction in our agreement. Every single day I regretted agreeing to it.

I dozed in the warm sunlight all afternoon until the door clicked open. Arie stepped inside. Her thick brows were drawn together and she went straight to her father’s bedside to check on him, her long, black hair brushing the blankets as she sat on the edge of the bed. “Anything?” she whispered, as if he truly was just sleeping.

I shook my head. It surprised me to find that this made me sad. None of my sisters could’ve evoked that feeling in me. I didn’t know Arie well enough to trust her just yet, but I almost felt as if she was becoming a friend.

I chewed on the inside of my lip, trying to keep quiet while she tucked the blankets more carefully around her father. When she sighed a second time, I took it as an opening. “What’s wrong?”

“I just spoke with Gideon. He still hasn’t found anyone in the human world who knows a cure, and he...” 

I stopped listening. My body grew cold like I’d swum through ice water. Gideon had come back again? How do I keep missing him?

“When did you talk to him?” I inserted at the first opportunity when she paused to listen to her father’s breathing.

“Just a few minutes ago.”

The ice water in my veins flashed hot and then cold again as I took that in. “Where?”

Arie turned at the tension in my voice, meeting my eyes for the first time since she’d arrived. “In the throne room. Why?”

“I—I just—no reason really.” I forgot to be polite in my haste. “I have to go.” 

I ran down the long castle corridors, slowing to a fast waddle whenever a servant appeared, until I reached the grand throne room with its enormous ceilings, white marble floors and pillars, and walls full of golden accents wherever you looked.

It was empty.

After a thorough search of the rest of the castle, I finally made my way to my private room where I screamed into my pillow in frustration.

***
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YET ANOTHER WEEK PASSED. I paced the throne room of the Hodafez castle, kicking at my heavy skirts and struggling to hide my anxiety. 

It was raining outside and I’d spent the afternoon watching water fall from the sky and beat on the enormous glass windows. Arie held a stack of papers in her hand, sorting through them in some random fashion. 

She insisted on holding court six days a week, despite the fact that no one in her kingdom wanted to bring their grievances before her—before a girl with a Jinni’s Gift that let her read their minds. Once again, I found myself thankful the Mere were immune to the Gifted.

I wiggled my human toes in the slippers, enjoying the strange feeling. Arie glanced up at my fidgeting, but she assumed it was nervous energy from the rainy day, because that’s what I’d told her. 

A knock sounded on the tall wooden door, catching our attention. Arie opened it to find a servant with her hand poised to knock again.

“Yes?” 

The servant trembled under Arie’s stare. Arie’s lips tightened, and then stretched into a smile as she placed a reassuring hand on the servant’s arm. 

Curiosity pulled me closer to see what made this human so nervous. Halfway there, I remembered that Arie’s Gift made even her own household uncomfortable. My feet slowed. 

“Letter for you, your majesty,” the servant barely spoke above a whisper, handing the folded correspondence to the queen before bowing low and scurrying away. 

Arie didn’t waste time, breaking the red seal and unfolding it. 

I snuck up behind her and peered over her shoulder. The few rows of wiggly lines scrawled across the page meant nothing to me. “What’s it say?”

Arie sneered at the page, crumpling it into a ball as she shook her head. “King Amir wants to discuss an accord between our kingdoms to renew goodwill.” She laughed once.

“Why is that funny?”

“Just that he thinks I’d consider letting him back into Hodafez under any circumstances.” Arie shook her head again and threw the letter into the fireplace, returning to her work. 

I picked up the book I’d abandoned the day before and dropped into a chair with a huff. 

The Land of Jinn

Or at least, that’s what Arie told me it was called. She’d asked me to read it, to see if there was any mention of how the Jinni cured a poisoned mind. 

Every few minutes, I flipped a page, making sure to rustle it a few times. The little black letters meant nothing to me. But the pictures were pretty.

I was helping Arie’s father as much as I could with my spells already. If Arie needed to think I was reading a book to do so while she tried to rule her kingdom in her father’s place, I’d play along. My real reason for staying here in Hodafez though—my only reason—was to find Gideon.

That moment on my first day was still the most I’d seen of him. In the middle of Arie’s wedding-turned-coronation, he’d crashed through the doors with a group of humans. A fight broke out. While everyone lost their minds and chaos reigned, I’d withdrawn to a corner where I’d held the Key in my hands and whispered his name over it.

Gideon.

I hadn’t admitted it before that moment, even to myself, but I’d hoped his vision would be the same as mine: that he’d been looking for me too.

Instead, in the inky cloud I saw him standing before a large gate made entirely of pearl. Instead of grass or dirt, he stood on white curling whisps of thick smoke which I realized were clouds. On each side of the gate, walls stretched into the distance and out of sight. I could only assume it was Jinn, since I’d seen nothing remotely like it in the human world.

In the vision, Gideon pushed the gate open and stepped through—then something hurled him back out and he nearly fell off the cloud. I reached out a hand toward him instinctively, even though it wasn’t real. Then, the Key showed me his greatest desire: the gate before him began to open. He was welcomed in. 

I’d blinked as the vision faded, confused. In the moments that I hesitated, pondering the best way to approach him with this knowledge, I missed my chance. Gideon vanished. 

“He’ll come back,” I told myself that day through gritted teeth. “Next time you’ll talk to him.”

But the days on land had ticked by until one week became two. Today the second week ended. I had only two weeks left to find Gideon and convince him we belonged together. It felt like years since I’d stepped out of the water on two legs and begun navigating the human world. Each day I tried to locate him without success, and at this point, I was running out of ideas. 

It’d been a while since I’d turned a page. I flipped the yellowed parchment, letting the pages slide together so Arie would hear it. 

The next page had a picture of a Jinni. Without being able to read the words, I had no idea what it meant, but it reminded me of Gideon. Of my looming deadline.

“This seems like a terrible waste of time,” I complained when I couldn’t stand listening to the rain any longer. “We should ask Gideon to force your subjects to attend court.” That seemed like a completely reasonable suggestion; it could solve both our problems at once.

“And why do you want to see Gideon again?” Arie murmured without taking her eyes off the papers.

I clammed up.

No way I would let Yuliya have my Key because of a simple slip of the tongue. “No reason.” I shrugged, like I did every time she asked. “I just think the Jinni are fascinating. That’s why I decided to visit the human world, remember?” I repeated the lie I’d told her when we met. “Because no one knows where the entrance is to Jinn, and I certainly won’t meet one back home.” I paused, just in case she wanted to respond, and when she didn’t, I continued, “Anyway, I’d really like to meet Gideon. He seems like a great place to start.” My voice sounded strained to me, but Arie either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

“Mmmhmm,” she agreed absently. “He’s bound to come by soon. Be patient and you’ll get to meet him.”

“That’s what you said last time,” I whined, too frustrated to censor myself. “You really don’t know how to reach him?” In the large room, my voice echoed. 

Arie’s eyes lifted to meet mine. Toss me on land and take my tail, it was so hard to keep a secret! I stretched my lips in a smile and shrugged. “I wouldn’t want to overstay my welcome, but I so badly want to meet a Jinni before I go home.” 

A wrinkle formed between Arie’s brows and she sighed, letting the papers fall to her lap. “Last time we wanted to find Gideon, we searched for a Jinni artifact. They naturally call to the Jinn. The problem is, I don’t know if they need to be close by to sense it. I don’t even know if they call to every Jinni or only some. Not to mention, I don’t even have the artifact anymore—there are so many variables, I honestly wouldn’t know where to start.”

I mulled that over. Something old from Jinn? Did my Key count? It was undoubtedly Jinni, not to mention ancient, and terribly powerful at that. 

I grinned as my hopes rose. I bet it would be strong enough to call to Gideon like the artifacts Arie described. 

But it was currently hidden from prying eyes, including the Jinn; my mother had made sure of that before I’d even learned to swim by putting a cloaking spell over the Key. I held in a groan. How do I uncloak it? I’d never thought to ask. 

I couldn’t sit still anymore. Standing, I clutched my thick human skirts as I paced. 

An idea came to me, and I paused. “You said ‘we.’ Does that mean others were looking for artifacts as well?” Maybe I can get them to help me.

“Yes...” The corners of Arie’s mouth turned down. “Kadin and I—and his crew, of course.”

I grinned. That was perfect. One of Kadin’s crew members, Bosh, came to the castle almost every day to give updates; I could ask him for help. 

Arie’s frown deepened as she stared out the window. 

“You don’t like Kadin very much, do you?” I asked, feeling proud of reading her well for once. In my opinion, Kadin and his crew were all far nicer than any Mereman. But Arie had let me stay here and helped me navigate the human world, so if she didn’t like him, I’d stand by her.

“What?” Her brows rose and I had her full attention now as she unconsciously crumpled the papers in her hand. “Why would you say that?”

“I can tell from the way you won’t talk about him, won’t let him come visit, and you always look unhappy when people mention him.” I ticked the reasons off on my fingers.

“Ah...” she stared down at her papers, not shuffling them anymore. “I don’t hate Kadin at all,” she finally whispered. “The opposite. But I have to do what’s best for both of us.”

The opposite. I scrunched up my nose. Humans were riddled with inconsistencies. 

Without thinking, my hand lifted to the Key around my neck. I waited until Arie was engrossed in the papers again before I wandered past the thrones toward a window behind her. Once out of sight, I wrapped my fingers around the spine of the Key and whispered her name. 

Arie.

When we’d first met, the Key had shown me her father in good health. But people often had more than one desire, and sometimes the stronger ones would battle for priority. Maybe Arie’s had changed. 

The inky vision appeared before me with Arie on the same throne, but my lips parted when I saw the man sitting beside her: Kadin. 

“You... love him?” I muttered to myself as the vision faded away. Interesting. 

Making my way over to the thrones, I dropped into the one beside Arie, ignoring the way she stiffened. No one else was here; who cared if I sat on a throne? I leaned on the arm, propping my head in my hand. “Why do you love Kadin?”

She sputtered. “What? I never said I loved him.”

“But you want to be with him,” I said, frowning. “Isn’t that love?”

Arie regained control of her emotions, lifting her chin as she returned her focus to her work. “I think you’re reading into what I said quite a bit.”

I couldn’t tell her about the vision, but I knew what I saw. Another thought hit me. “Do you think he loves you?”

“I have no idea,” Arie snapped. She was sensitive for someone who didn’t care.

I thought of Gideon again. “Have you ever been in love?”

Exasperated, Arie dropped the papers in her lap to rub a hand across her forehead. “Love is complicated. I barely know Kadin so how could I love him?” She stood, taking the papers with her. “Clearly I won’t be getting anything done here today. I’m going to retire to my chambers.”

***
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I SNUCK INTO ARIE’S rooms in the middle of the night, passing the outer chamber where her servant snored. Crawling into the bed the way I had back home with my sisters when I’d been a little-Mere, I poked Arie’s shoulder.

She squeaked as she jumped away from me. “Who’s there?” 

“It’s just me.” 

“Who is... Rena? What’re you doing here?” Arie reached over to light a candle. I’d forgotten she couldn’t see in the dark. My eyes could make out the room just fine. Born in the depths of the sea, the cozy darkness almost made me feel like I was back home instead of in this castle. Which was very dry. 

For a moment, I was sidetracked, picturing a lovely late-night bath. Just a couple minutes. A tiny soak. But the servants probably wouldn’t appreciate that. They found my constant immersion strange. 

A hiss of a match striking was followed by a warm yellow light burning bright between Arie’s fingers as she lit the candle on her bedside table. It lit up the little circle of space around us, illuminating Arie’s big canopy bed and her worried face. “What’s going on?” she repeated, now that she could see me.

“I couldn’t sleep.” The truth was I’d been trying to figure out how to unveil the Key so it could call Gideon, but I hadn’t made any progress and was hoping Arie might give me a clue.

Arie fell back against her pillow with a sigh. “So you decided I shouldn’t sleep either?” she mumbled, covering her face with her arm. 

“Tell me more about Kadin,” I said, ignoring her complaints. “Is he still in town?”

Arie stilled. “I don’t know.”

“But you’re the queen.” I pulled back the blankets so I could put my feet underneath and warm my toes. When I tucked myself in, it almost looked like I had a tail again. “Shouldn’t you know where your subjects are? He wouldn’t leave, would he? Or does he not care as much as—”

“Okay!” Arie interrupted, dropping her arm, fully awake now. She sat up and leaned against the headboard next to me. “He’s here in town. In the Khov Inn.”

I smirked. “So you do keep an eye on him.”

She shrugged. 

“Does that mean you might love him after all?”

“Rena, we’ve been over this.” Arie played with one of the colorful threads decorating her blanket. “You have to know someone to love them, and they have to know you. And how could we possibly have had time to do that when we met barely more than a month ago?”

I sighed. She sounded like my sisters. That was ridiculous. I already knew I loved Gideon, and there was a very good chance he loved me too.

“I might... like Kadin...” Arie added, not looking up from the thread she was unraveling.

I wiggled closer, eager to hear more. “What do you like about him?”

She paused so long I wanted to shake her, until finally she exhaled and the corner of her mouth twitched upward as she said, “Everything.”
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CHAPTER 6
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Arie

I LEFT MY FATHER’S room the next morning. He appeared to be sleeping peacefully, but he was a shell of himself. So small and thin in his big bed; he looked like a fragile stranger. It hurt to see him like that. His mind was so scarred by King Amir’s influence, that he’d disappeared somewhere inside it. The castle healers told me he hadn’t stirred in almost two days. Rena stayed with him—her presence sometimes brought back hints of him—but I could tell it was losing effect. 

Kadin had vowed to search for help, sending his crew across the kingdoms on my behalf, while Gideon searched for a Jinni cure.

I paused by a window to rub my tired eyes. I couldn’t let myself think about Kadin, or I’d begin to question my choices regarding him.

It was for the best. I lifted my chin and moved down the hallway, not sure where I was going, just knowing that I needed to keep moving. Kadin might not understand, but if King Amir or other kingdoms looking to prey on Hodafez found any weakness in me, they would exploit it. Besides, I told myself as I slipped inside my chambers and made my way out to the private balcony, I doubt Kadin will wait around for me. He’s probably already moved on.

Being on the balcony only reminded me of meeting Gideon there, a few days after my coronation. He’d taken the small green lamp I’d owed him, bowing over it as he promised to help: “Whatever I’m able to do, it will be done.” 

I wasn’t entirely certain what that meant. Or how much time he truly had to spare while still on his urgent mission. 

Frustrated, I left the balcony and made my way to the throne room instead, needing something to do. Something to take my mind off these morbid thoughts. 

Entering the throne room, I made my way to the smaller room at the back where my father used to spend his days. After an hour or so of pacing, Rena poked her head through the door and slipped inside to join me.

For some reason, Rena had latched onto me during her first week on land and I had yet to shake her. Most of the time, though, I didn’t mind. Her idle chatter took my mind off everything else I was dealing with. A kingdom that hated me—hated my Gift. No one wanted to even be in proximity of the Queen who could read their minds.

I would’ve liked to reveal that I could only hear the thoughts centered around me, which would’ve been true only a short month prior. But lately I could hear more and more. Every thought laid bare, no matter how simple or complex, how kind or cruel. 

The line for me to listen to the townsfolks’ requests was nonexistent. 

But Rena, the tiny girl from the sea, didn’t mind my company at all. She dropped into a chair by the window, happy to watch another rainy day as if it was a play. 

As a Meremaid, she was immune to my Gift, a surprising relief. The pocket of silence surrounding her gave me a much-needed reprieve from the chaos swirling around my mind in everyone else’s company.

Today, she listened to me debate what to do about King Amir’s letters, chiming in with an “I don’t know,” or a “not sure,” every so often.

Yesterday’s letter from King Amir asking to meet had not been the first. And staring out at the empty throne room again today, I finally made my decision. Better to deal with the kingdom of Sagh while my father was still alive. I felt a twinge of grief at the thought—but once he was gone there was no guarantee they would still want peace. 

Striding into the hall, I called for someone to send a scribe. Once he was seated in the back room with inkwell and parchment before him, I began.

“To King Amir of Sagh. I’m sure you can understand why your presence is unacceptable in Hodafez at this time.” 

Though the scribe paled, he began to write. I knew it was unusual. But I couldn’t be bothered with the appropriate political phrasing and circling around the truth. For a moment, the only sound was the scratching of the quill on parchment and my footsteps as I paced.

When it stopped, I continued, “I’ll allow you to send ambassadors on your behalf. No more than two. And no soldiers.”

Furious scribbling filled the air. Two was generous. 

“Sign it.” 

Taking my father’s seal, which rested in a drawer in his desk, yet another reminder of his condition, I waited for the scribe to drip hot wax over the fold before I pressed the top of the ring into it with the Hodafez seal.

***
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WHEN A SERVANT KNOCKED to say the ambassadors of Sagh had arrived the next morning, I choked on my breakfast. It was almost a whole day’s ride. Did they leave immediately and ride all night? I shook my head as I dressed in a hurry, making my way down to the throne room to officially greet them.

When I entered the throne room, the two ambassadors of Sagh, dressed in the dark purple and blue royal colors, stood to face me. They were surrounded by flashy gifts from King Amir, most of them made of gold, although I felt confident it was only a thin veneer over wood or other materials. The politics of those gifts alone was enough to overwhelm me, as I tried to decipher if it meant the king truly wanted peace or if he was trying to conceal other motives—but for the first time in weeks, I also felt distracted by a heavy buzz of thoughts. There were at least two dozen citizens of Hodafez in attendance. No doubt drawn by the ambassadors passing through the streets on their way to the castle. They were willing to brave my Gift to see what the visitors had to say.

“Many blessings and favor to the lovely Queen of Hodafez,” the ambassadors began before I’d even sat down. “The king of Sagh wishes to extend his warmest thanks and also condolences for your father’s condition.” 

Pretty phrases that meant nothing. Both men were tall and gray-haired, tipping their chins to me in a small bow, but their disrespectful gaze irked me. Do this for the kingdom, I reminded myself, folding my hands in my lap as I stared at them. For father. He would want peace.

“We look forward to discussing how our two kingdoms might align for the greater good,” said the same man, the leader of the two. He pushed his spectacles higher on the bridge of his nose, turning to the other ambassador, who pulled out a small inkwell and some parchment. “Perhaps we could discuss the issues between our two kingdoms privately?” He gestured one arm in a billowy sleeve toward our small audience in the surrounding chairs. 

I willed myself not to react. They hadn’t even fully introduced themselves yet and already they were jumping into the negotiations? It was undeniably rude, but refusing would be equally rude. Their sly request would set me against my people, asking the few gathered here for the first time in weeks to leave, and yet I couldn’t refuse either, without damaging the proceedings before they’d even begun. 

“Of course.” I nodded, turning to the small group of people seated around the room. “Thank you all for coming.” I made an effort to smile at each of them. “I will have the castle staff feed you a warm meal before you go as a thank you for your attendance and support during this hard time.” 

They stood with some shuffling, mumbling to each other as they slowly made their way out of the room. I cleared my throat and called after them as they streamed out the main door, “As soon as we are able to share the results of the negotiations with the public, I’ll let you all know.”

The room grew quiet as the two ambassadors shifted. The second man cleared his throat, staring pointedly at Rena, who still lounged on the side of the room. “Your majesty,” he spoke up, “we must insist on speaking solely with the crown of Hodafez...”

“Yes, of course,” I said on a sigh. “Rena, could you check on my father again while I speak to these gentlemen?”

The two men stood before my throne, eerily still, as they waited for Rena to leave the room. Something prickled on the back of my neck. I swallowed and looked away, watching Rena’s back instead as she stepped through the wide double doors at the far end of the throne room.

With a deep breath, I returned my gaze to the men and gasped. The air shimmered around them and as I watched, they changed from regular human men to something unmistakably other: Jinni.

I panicked. 

“Don’t do anything rash,” the first Jinni said as I opened my mouth to yell for help. I found myself gasping for air instead, unable to move from my throne. What are they doing to me? I clawed at my throat, eyes wide. 

One of the men—or rather, Jinni—stepped forward. Fear and lack of oxygen blurred my vision but when the tightness in my throat eased up, I coughed and blinked away tears, until he became visible.

It was Enoch. 

I’d know his purple eyes anywhere. What was he doing here with the other Jinni? 

Still unable to speak, I tried to imagine myself open to them and their thoughts, to let my Gift help me. But there was only dead air around them. The Jinni knew how to protect themselves from other Gifts. If only I’d learned to do the same! If only Rena would come back and help me!

Enoch took his glasses off and put them in his pocket. “As I was saying, we come before the Queen of Hodafez as ambassadors.” His voice was monotone, and his eyes dull, same as the last time I’d met him. 

No. I wouldn’t let this happen again. I stood, but only managed to take two steps before the air around my legs became thick as mud and solidified so that I couldn’t move. 

“We are not here on King Amir’s behalf,” Enoch continued, as if nothing had happened, “but rather the Queen of Jinn.” He didn’t give me time to process before he added, “You, Queen Arie, are now her happy subject.”

There was a sweet melodic tenor to his voice that lulled me into contentment. Happy subject. Of course I’m loyal to the Queen of Jinn. After all, I should align myself with other Gifted beings. My left eye twitched. I should go to bed early tonight; I’m not getting enough sleep.

“You’re also going to let the ambassadors from Sagh stay in your home for the next few weeks.” Enoch pointed to himself and the other Jinni who stood comfortably, hands crossed, smirking at the two of us. I didn’t appreciate his attitude. I might ask the Queen of Jinn to send a different ambassador in his place in the future. 

I gave myself a mental shake. They were waiting on my answer. “Please do,” I began, smiling at them. Why can’t I move my feet?

“That’s very kind of you,” Enoch said before I could offer further hospitality. “Most importantly, however, you will do everything we tell you to do because you trust us implicitly. Do you understand?”

“Of course,” I murmured, dipping my chin in agreement. “Anything you need.” The air around my feet lightened and I moved back to sit in my throne, embarrassed that I’d gotten up in front of the ambassadors in the first place. A queen should always be seated in negotiations to maintain control. I pressed a hand to my temples where a headache was forming.

The second Jinni moved around Enoch, and I got a closer look at him. He was nearly as tall as Enoch, but stood more casually, making Enoch’s posture, with his hands behind his back, look almost militant. 

“Do you have her under your control this time, Enoch?” the second Jinni asked, climbing the short row of stairs to stand directly before my throne and peer into my face. 

I frowned at how close he stood. This seems like inappropriate behavior before a queen... What does he mean by control?

Enoch sighed. “Ignore him,” he said to me. To the other Jinni, he added, “I would, Lemuel, if you didn’t undermine it.”

“Just checking.” Lemuel shrugged, his thin lips twisting into a smile. “I want to assure Queen Jezebel that her human kingdoms are in good hands before I return to that fool Amir. He still believes himself the Queen’s favorite.” Lemuel chuckled at that, but Enoch didn’t join him or say a word. My head hurt. How do I know this other Jinni? Why do I trust him? I couldn’t quite remember...

“Check in daily,” Lemuel continued as he wandered around my throne, circling me as he spoke to Enoch. “I want her preparing her people for the changes, and I’ll send Amir your way in just a few days’ time.”

Again, Enoch only nodded his agreement.

“I’ll take care of her father on my way out.” 

My pulse skipped a beat and panic rushed through me even as another part of me stayed calm and content, listening to them. 

“Keep your charge under control this time,” Lemuel growled at Enoch, and then he winked out of sight.

My mind was hazy. What’s happening? 

Enoch’s long face was stiff, his chin jutting out proudly, and he stood to the side of the stairs, close by but facing the windows. We waited quietly. I wasn’t sure what we were waiting for, but I trusted Enoch, so I sat content. It was good he was here, I felt too tired to think straight anyway.

A bell tolled.

The thickness in my mind made it hard to remember what the bell meant. It was for big events. Weddings. Coronations. Funerals...

Enoch stepped up the stairs leading to my throne, until he stood close enough for me to see the different shades of violet in his eyes. “You are grieving your father’s death,” he murmured. “I’m truly sorry.” His eyes dropped from my face as he swung to the side and gestured toward the main doors. “You will retire to your rooms now to be alone and mourn. I’ll make sure the criers spread the word. You don’t need to speak to anyone the rest of today.”

Tears welled in my eyes at his words. My father’s dead? I wished I could’ve seen him one more time before he passed away. My feet obeyed Enoch with a will of their own, carrying me to my room in a blur as the tears fell. Someone tugged on my arm on the way, but I ignored them.

I crawled into bed, weeping, but as time passed, the fog began to lift. Why did I trust the Jinni? I dried my eyes, forcing myself to get up and move toward the door. I needed to see my father’s body, make sure he had a proper burial. And deal with this strange sensation that something deeper was going on.

My hand was on the doorknob when someone spoke behind me. “I’m afraid you need to stay in your rooms, your majesty.”

I whirled to face the speaker. Enoch. Though his posture was stiff and tall, he brought his hands from behind his back to pat me on the arm. “It’s better for everyone if you stay put.”

But my memories were returning. I might not be able to leave, but I could fight back. I reached for the tall lamp and threw it at him. 

He ducked easily. The glass lamp crashed into the wall behind him and shattered. 

“Why are you doing this?” I yelled, backing away as I searched for another weapon in my small sitting room. I knocked a chair over between us, circling the table. “What did my father ever do to you?”

“Keep your voice soft, please,” Enoch replied, and the command settled over me. I found that even though I opened my mouth, I couldn’t scream. I felt like throwing up. One more word from him and I could forget everything. 

“You killed my father,” I cried, quietly now. I couldn’t leave. I couldn’t call for help. I spied the letter opener on my small writing desk and sidled toward it.

“I’m not a murderer,” Enoch replied. For some reason, he didn’t take away my free will completely. 

I stopped in front of the desk, feeling along the surface of it behind me until I found the small metal object with the sharp tip. “Then why is my father dead?”

“That wasn’t me. There are some things that are out of my control.”

“Aren’t you the Jinni here?” I asked. Then, not waiting for him to answer, I hurled the letter opener at him. 

My aim was off. It nicked his shoulder before bouncing off the wall behind him.

Enoch grimaced at the small rip in his sleeve that revealed hard muscle underneath. A small cut from the letter opener bled lightly. “We’re done here,” he said, his voice returning to an indifferent monotone as he strode toward me. He captured my gaze as he added, “You don’t want to see anyone for the rest of the day. You’re mourning your father’s passing. If anyone tries to help you, you’ll turn them in to me immediately. Understand?”

I nodded, tears filling my eyes at the mention of my father. “I understand.”
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CHAPTER 7
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Rena

INSTEAD OF GOING TO the king as Arie had asked, I’d scurried up the stairs to the throne room’s balcony seating. A low railing surrounded the opening into the throne room on three sides. Without shame, I dropped to my knees and crawled forward to eavesdrop, shoving the annoying human dress out of the way, until I neared the wall. Slowly, I lifted myself up to catch a glimpse of the room below. 

Peering over the edge, I was just in time to catch the ambassadors of King Amir shifting into Jinni.

My forehead wrinkled in confusion. Are they friends of Gideon? If so, why did they come in disguise?

The room’s perfect acoustics made their words echo and reach me easily. It all happened so fast. By the time I recognized the purple-eyed Jinni from two weeks prior, he was already vanishing after his friend and Arie was exiting the throne room crying as a bell rang.

I raced down the stairs and long hallway after her. “Arie, what happened? Are you okay?”

She didn’t answer. 

I put a hand on her arm, but it didn’t slow her in the slightest. Glancing around, I waited until the nearby servants were out of hearing distance before I added, “You don’t actually believe what those Jinni were saying, do you?” 

It was as if she couldn’t hear me. 

“Come. We need to leave.” I would help her keep her head. I held out my hand the way I would to a little-Mere, but she didn’t take it, continuing to walk down the hall.

“You can’t stay here,” I said in a sing-song tone, comforting her the way I would my little nieces and nephews in the ocean. “Trust in Rena, come with Rena, Rena will keep you safe,” I crooned, tugging her arm. She dug in her heels and stopped. As soon as I let go, she returned to her original path toward her rooms. 

“What’s wrong? Why aren’t you listening to me?”

I followed her all the way to her room, where she shut the door in my face. The strange vacant expression as she did worried me more than anything else. The lock clicked into place on the other side. She’d ignored me before, but this was different. The Jinni’s magic must be stronger than I’d thought. I hadn’t felt a thing, but Arie was completely at their mercy, like a human puppet. At least she didn’t seem to be in any immediate danger. 

Though I hesitated to leave Arie like this, I didn’t know what to do. The other Jinni being in the castle made me nervous. 

I hurried out to the stables and stopped the first servant I saw, a quiet man brushing down one of the looming beasts that Arie admired so much. 

“I need a horse saddled immediately,” I told the man, out of breath. I couldn’t remember his name—human names were so odd—but he recognized me and nodded, which was all that mattered. “And hurry,” I added, in case immediately wasn’t enough. “There’s no time to waste.” 

He nodded and bowed, showing me the balding spot on the top of his gray head as he scurried out of the stall to do as I asked. 

I’d yet to feel comfortable riding, but I’d learned just enough balance to keep my seat and had to admit I didn’t mind the view. From the ground, though, the beasts were a different story. I always preferred to keep my distance until it was time to mount.

Tapping my lip, I glanced around the stables. No telling how long I’ll be on my own. I should plan ahead for a few days, just in case. There certainly wasn’t anything edible in the stables, and it was too risky to stop by the kitchen on my way out... 

I scanned the stables again, picking up anything metal I saw lying around. The humans seemed to find metal valuable. I could use it to buy food.

Filling two saddlebags, I nodded to myself, satisfied with their weight. Now for my next problem: the guards. It wouldn’t be wise to let the Jinni know I was leaving, but my red hair was such a vibrant color, even on land, that it would undoubtedly draw attention.

Hanging on the wall were an assortment of brown and gray riding cloaks, simple and worn. I snatched one off the wall and pulled up the hood, tying it in place. That should help.

A throat cleared behind me. “Excuse me, miss?”

I turned to find the stable hand waiting.

“Your horse is ready, as requested.” 

“Tides be with you,” I recited the traditional Mere blessing automatically. Pointing at the saddlebags I’d filled, I added, “Could you strap those on as well, please? I’ll saddle up in the usual spot.” 

He nodded, not questioning me. He knew the spot I referred to. To the side of the stables, they’d set up a series of sturdy wooden boxes for me to use as steps. Arie and the other humans could swing onto the enormous beasts from the ground, but to my everlasting embarrassment, the creatures and I couldn’t seem to figure it out. 

It took three tries, but once I put the correct foot into the stirrup and gained enough confidence to crawl into the saddle, I held onto the pommel for dear life.

“Don’t tell anyone where I went,” I commanded the man who’d helped me, even as the beast lurched into motion below me. I squealed a little, embarrassing myself, and panicked as the horse headed toward the main gate on its own before I finally remembered to pick up the reins. 

Glancing up at the guards stationed along the outer wall, I hoped they wouldn’t pay me any extra attention in the stream of travelers entering and exiting Hodafez. They paced along the walls, studying the crowd, but none of their gazes lingered on me.

I took a deep breath and blew it out. Now, if I could just find Kadin and his crew; they could help save Arie and allow me to closer to finding Gideon, all in one. But where exactly did Arie say they were staying? The city of Hodafez stretched out before me like a maze. This might take longer than I’d thought. 

The horse and I slipped down the mountainside through the city of Hodafez, sometimes literally. Why did I ever leave the ocean? 

This is for Gideon, I reminded myself, for the thousandth time. And for me. After all, there was only one acceptable way for this deal with Yuliya to end: I had to win.
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CHAPTER 8
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Kadin

THE CRIERS RAN THROUGH town yelling the news. Arie’s father was dead. She’d been mourning him for weeks now as he’d slowly faded, but today the whole kingdom let out their grief, wailing outside the city walls as they prepared for his funeral to take place the following day. 

I passed a woman with rich black hair that made me do a double-take. But, of course, it wasn’t her. Despite my best efforts, I saw Arie everywhere. Even in the honey-colored slant of the shop-keeper’s brown eyes when she handed me the lunch I’d purchased. At night, the men would ask if I’d seen her, even though my report was always the same: I wasn’t looking for her. Just looking for work. They’d nod, exchanging disbelieving glances, and we’d return to our food. Even in my dreams, I couldn’t get away from her. 

We hadn’t seen each other in two weeks. Not because I hadn’t wanted to, but because she’d asked me not to. Though I’d occasionally found quiet places in the courtyard to watch for her or stole inside the castle itself on occasion, I’d respected her wishes. But if there was ever a time to go see her, it was now. She needed someone to comfort her; she shouldn’t be alone. My feet carried me in the direction of the castle with a will of their own.

The streets were subdued. Everyone worried what would happen to Hodafez now that its king was gone, and his daughter, Arie, the Queen Regent, was now officially their Queen. 

At the castle gates, I was told the Queen was not receiving visitors. I didn’t let that deter me. If she still wanted my visits to be a secret, I knew another way in.

It didn’t take me long to sneak into the stables, find the entrance to the secret tunnels, and creep through the pitch-black space until I reached her rooms. I hesitated. Perhaps I was assuming too much that she would want to see me. I couldn’t bear making her grief worse.

Pressing my ear against the entrance, an enormous mirror that swung open on silent hinges, it was difficult to hear anything at first. Then, sobbing. Heartbreaking gasps between crying. That decided it for me. I pressed the latch that would let the mirror swing open and stepped through.

At first, she didn’t know I was there.

When I stepped forward on silent feet, she sniffed and turned to wipe her face, pausing as I came into her line of view. 

Her face lit up. “Kadin!” She stood, wiping away the tears that kept falling. I covered the rest of the distance, pulling her gently into my arms. 

She started crying again. “He’s gone. He’s dead.” Her tears seeped through the shoulder of my shirt, but I didn’t mind. 

I squeezed tighter, wishing there was something I could do. “I know,” was all I could say. “I know.”

I waited until her tears slowed, before I pulled back. “I’m sure he died peacefully.”

She sniffed, wiping her face with the back of her hand as her forehead wrinkled. “I... I can’t remember...”

“Were you not there?”

“I don’t think so... Kadin, something isn’t right,” Arie’s voice trembled. I’d never seen her so vulnerable. “I don’t know why I can’t remember, but... I’m scared.”

“It’s okay,” I murmured. “Let me help you.”

At my words, a blank expression stole over her features. She stepped back and yelled, “Guards!” 

I froze. “Arie, what happened?” I stretched my hands toward her, not quite touching her. “What did I do? I just wanted to make sure you were alright—”

“Guards!” Arie screamed again. She stood, fists clenched at her sides, but something flickered over her face and she stopped yelling.

I swallowed whatever words I’d been about to say, holding up my hands in protest. “I’ll go, if that’s what you want. It wasn’t my intention to upset you. I’m sorry.”

Turning back to the mirror, I stepped through the secret entrance, hand on the clasp to pull it closed behind me. I couldn’t quite believe her reaction; something made me stay. “If you ever do want to talk, I’m here for you,” I offered.

“I’ll have you thrown in the dungeons.” Her voice wavered. 

It hurt. More than I would’ve expected. 

A key turned audibly in the lock and her outer door slammed open. Heavy footsteps, at least a dozen, pounded into the front room. If they came through the door while I was still here, I couldn’t say what might happen.

In a hurry, I yanked the mirror closed behind me. Even though it was pitch black, I ran. Hands on the walls on both sides to keep me balanced and on track, I slowed when I came near the stairs, but still nearly tripped down them. I didn’t dare waste time lighting a candle. 

I ran on. 

Listening hard for the sound of pursuit behind me, all I could hear was my heavy panting and the scrape of my hands along the walls. They were uneven and occasionally rough, sending tiny spikes of pain along my fingers at the rough spots, but I didn’t slow, not even when I reached the courtyard.

I wouldn’t stop until I left the castle far behind—or until someone stopped me.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 9
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Arie

THE GUARD’S ARRIVED ONLY moments after Kadin disappeared behind the mirror-door. They poured into my room, ready to fight whatever I asked them to. 

I wanted to tell them where Kadin had gone, but something stopped me. 

The first guard strode up to me. “What is it, my Queen? Why did you call?”

“There was an intruder!” 

He gestured to the other men, and they immediately began a search of the room. “How did he get in?” he asked, his hand hovering over the sword at his waist. 

One of his men called from the side, “We were in the halls and didn’t see anyone.”

“Maybe over the balcony, then?” The guard pointed in that direction and two of his men strode toward it.

My mouth opened, but no words came out. Wrestling against the strange protectiveness I felt toward someone who’d just trespassed, I raised a finger and pointed toward the mirror. Still the words wouldn’t come to explain how Kadin had come in through the secret entrance. Frustrated with myself, I pointed more aggressively. 

The guard frowned, following the direction to my reflection in the mirror. “Your intruder is...” he trailed off, growing uneasy, “is you, your highness?” He cleared his throat, glancing around at his men, who’d all slowed in their search. “Ahh...” It was his turn to struggle to find words. “If you feel that way about yourself, perhaps a friend or mentor could help. The guard isn’t her majesty’s best solution in this case, I’m afraid.”

He waved for his men to exit the room, which they did, hastily. Bowing as he backed toward the door, the head guard made more excuses before leaving on a far too obvious sigh of relief. 

“What’s going on?” I muttered as I found my voice. I didn’t want any help. And I didn’t want to see anyone, especially Kadin. I wanted to avoid him at all costs. 

Didn’t I?

***
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THEY POSTED A FEMALE guard inside my room, at the door to my balcony, and another just outside my rooms in the hall. Just in case the “intruder” came back, although I could tell they questioned my sanity. 

At first, I paced up to the mirror and away again—each time something kept stopping me from actually opening the secret passageway and revealing the truth to the watching guard. Though she tried not to think about me, her thoughts were less than flattering. Her worries varied between her queen losing her mind and what she would do if the intruder was a ghost or a Jinni. 

Hours passed, and over time, an awareness slowly came over me with the same tingling sensation as when a sleeping limb woke up. As it did, the guard’s presence began to feel intrusive. I moved into my sitting room to be alone, trying to get space to think. 

Memories of the Jinni arriving in Hodafez floated through my mind. They didn’t mesh with the other memories already there, as if somehow two scenarios had happened simultaneously. 

In one, I happily invited the Jinni ambassadors into my home without question. In the other, the one returning to me, I’d fought them with every inch of my being. That was the part of me that had saved Kadin, although just barely. Did he make it out of the castle safely? I have to find a way to stop this... I trailed off. Enoch could make me forget again at any moment; I needed to do something. 

Sitting down at my desk, I dipped a quill in ink and hurriedly scribbled a note to myself with everything I could remember. Though the ink spattered and some of it smeared on my hand, I didn’t stop until I was done. Waving it rapidly, I blew on the ink, desperate for it to dry.

Multiple footsteps sounded in the hall, drawing closer. Even though the ink wasn’t fully dry, I hid the note in the folds of my skirts as I re-entered my bedchamber. Ignoring the guard by the balcony, I headed toward the lavatory. Locking myself inside, I searched the small bath for a hiding place. Inside the tub was too easy to spot. The mirror stood on a stand and was too open as well. There was little else in the room besides a rug on the floor to dry wet feet and the shelves for towels. 

Outside, the door to my bedchambers opened. I ran to the towels and buried the note underneath the one furthest back and least likely to be moved by a well-meaning servant—for a few days anyway. I bit my lip. How will I know to look there later if I lose my memories again?

Too late. 

“Queen Arie,” Enoch purred, his voice slightly muffled through the door, but the compulsion I’d learned to recognize was clear. “Please come speak with me as soon as you’re able. We have much to discuss about this intruder. I think you’re hiding something, but I am confident you’ll tell me whatever it is.”

My stomach sank as my feet carried me toward the door to open it and obey, numbness taking over. Unfortunately, I felt confident that if he asked the right questions, he was right. I would give Kadin away.
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CHAPTER 10
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Kadin

WHEN I REACHED THE Khov Inn in Hodafez less than a half hour later, I was still confused. What had possessed Arie?

I found a table in the common room and sat, leaning my head back against the wall with a sigh. A few small groups sat around the room eating breakfast or lounging, but most tables were unoccupied while travelers went about their day. 

That left me alone in the corner with my thoughts. Ever since we’d come to Hodafez to help Arie evade her forced marriage, things had changed. Our group felt like it had splintered into pieces. Illium had left us completely. Naveed, Ryo, and Daichi were all off in different kingdoms, still searching for a solution for Arie’s father. They didn’t know yet that he’d passed away. 

The only one who’d come back so far was Bosh. He was on the other side of the room, playing cards with a few gentlemen, but I didn’t really feel like talking to him. The only person I wanted to talk to right now besides Arie was Naveed. Maybe he would know what foolishness had caused Arie to react like that. Sure, she’d told me to leave her alone after her coronation a few weeks ago, but I’d thought she simply needed time, not that she hated me. Maybe I’d been wrong.

I found a splinter along the side of my wooden chair and rubbed my finger across it, feeling the pain and doing it anyway. If you never forgot how pain felt, then it couldn’t surprise you when it happened again.

It felt like I’d lost my crew, and now Arie. And I’d lost someone before. The day my brother died still felt as fresh to me as the day it happened four years ago. Whether I should blame Prince Dev or his horse, it didn’t matter to me anymore. It was my baby brother. He’d been only five years old. I’d knelt in his blood, trying to save him, but there’d been nothing I could do. And nothing I could do when Prince Dev made the rest of my family disappear, either.

I’d wasted years gathering my crew, searching for a Jinni who would bear witness to the prince’s crimes and bring justice. I’d thought Gideon’s punishment would be what I needed. To finally fix what Prince Dev had done to my family. But it hadn’t solved anything. Not even close. 

So here I was, leaning against the wall of some small village pub, drinking alone, more aimless than I’d ever been in my entire life. I picked up a toothpick, trying to ignore the niggling thought. Why was I still here? Maybe I should leave Arie alone like she asked. 

My men hadn’t complained, but there wasn’t a single job here, besides Arie’s castle, of course. Arie—or should I say, the Queen of Hodafez—had gifted each of us a horse, along with a grand assortment of jewels from the castle keep after we helped stop her wedding, remarking that it was probably easier for her to just give the jewels directly to us—referencing our chosen occupation. As if I would ever stoop to robbing her. 

Still. Job or no job, if I wasn’t welcome here, I should just leave. 

I stepped outside for some fresh air, taking just a few steps when I spied a familiar red-headed girl bopping down the street on a horse. Already past our inn, she turned the corner down another street.

Frowning, I walked around the inn to the street behind it and waited, until she rounded the corner. She was so focused on staying in the saddle that she didn’t see me until the horse almost ran me over. “Kadin!”

“Stopping by for a visit?” I teased, but stopped at the way she said my name. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s Arie—something’s wrong with her, and these Jinni came—” 

“Not here,” I cut her off, glancing around to see if anyone had been close enough to overhear. “Come inside.”

I helped her out of the saddle, leaving the horse and some coin with the stable boy, and led the girl, who’s name escaped me, toward the front door.

“Arie’s not in her right mind,” the girl blurted as we walked. “I was—”

I held a finger to my lips. “Wait til we’re alone.” I flung open the door. Bosh still sat at one of the tables with a group of men in town playing cards. He swiveled around in his chair as the door crashed into the wall and grinned. “Rena! What’re you doing here?” 

That was her name. I made a mental note to remember this time.

“It’s a long story,” Rena told him, opening her mouth as if she might spill it right in front of all the men at the table. 

“Not here,” I reminded her under my breath. Strolling over to the table, I stopped to pick at a bit of dirt under my nails. “Just got wind of a job.” 

Bosh immediately scooped up his small pile of winnings, and shoved them into his bag in one big swipe. “I’m out, fellas.” He nodded to the men around the table. “Probably better I go now anyway, while I still have my horse.” His wink and jovial smile, and probably the fact that they still had a good chunk of his reward, kept them from complaining. 

I didn’t let either of them speak until we reached the room I shared with Bosh, and the door was closed. Moving to sit on one of the beds, I gestured for Rena to take the chair. “Go ahead.”

She threw up her hands as she sat, struggling to explain. “Something’s wrong with Arie. Do you remember that Jinni at Arie’s coronation with the purple eyes?”

I nodded.

“This morning, he and another Jinni came to the castle in disguise, and they told Arie ridiculous things, and she just... she believed them. He has her completely under his control! I think if he’d told her she was a Mere, she would’ve jumped right into the—”

“I understand,” I interrupted, glancing at Bosh. “I’ve seen it before.” With King Amir. It explained a lot. No wonder Arie had acted so strangely. The Jinni might have their code of unbreakable laws to protect the humans, but so far the only Jinni I’d ever met who honored the code was Gideon. 

I stood to gather my things. “We need to help her. The tunnels might be compromised, but Bosh and I can find another way in, and we can help Arie get out of there.”

“And then what? Let the Jinni take over her kingdom while she runs away?” Rena mocked. “I’m sure she’ll appreciate that. Or, more likely, they’ll just capture you too.”

“What else do you expect me to do?” My voice rose, though I hadn’t meant it to. “Leave her there for them to kill her?”

“They’re not going to kill her,” Rena argued, shaking her head. “I heard them. They said something about needing her to prepare the people for changes, and um...” She squeezed her eyes shut trying to recall. “Also they mentioned King Amir coming in a few days.” She opened her eyes and smiled at me. “See? We have at least a few days before anything happens. Arie will be fine while we get help.”

“Help,” I repeated in a monotone. 

She rolled her eyes. “Unless you have secret Jinni Gifts like Arie, you’re not going to be able to take them on your own. And I don’t know anything about Jinni. We need someone who will know what to do. We need Gideon.”

I blinked. Staring at her as I mulled it over, I had to admit, she had a point. If the Jinni caught me trying to get Arie out of the castle, I would be completely helpless. And I doubted Arie would be okay leaving her kingdom behind.

“There’s one flaw in your plan,” I told Rena after I’d gone through all the angles. “We don’t have any way to get in contact with Gideon.”

“I do,” she said with a proud smile. “I just need to figure out how to use it.” 

I opened my mouth to question her when a fist pounded on the door to our room. “Were you expecting anyone?” I hissed at Bosh.

He shook his head, eyes darting to the door.

“Open up in the name of the Queen!” a male voice yelled. 

Arie sent guards? This was worse than I’d thought. My mind raced as I ran to the window to see if there was a way out. We were on the second story. The jump to the roof below was too far. 

“What’s going on?” Bosh whispered.

“Arie might’ve sent guards after me,” I glanced around the room. There was nowhere else to hide besides a tiny wardrobe or under the bed. The first places they would look. I waved them toward the window. “Quick, get on the roof!”

Bosh stepped through the wide window without question, holding out a hand for Rena from the other side. I followed, pulling the window shut softly. The roof wasn’t too steep, but it wasn’t very wide either. Bosh and Rena stepped to one side, out of sight, and I stepped to the other as the door slammed open inside. I pressed myself against the side of the inn. This was a poor plan. They only needed to poke their head out the window and our hiding place would be revealed.

Drawers opened and slammed closed, followed by multiple footsteps, as the owner of the inn complained loudly outside. Rena’s lips were moving inaudibly as she held her necklace of shells in one hand. 

When the window burst open, I froze. 

A guard’s head appeared, surveying the sharp drop down to the street. 

“No one’s here,” a voice called from inside. 

Grunting, the first guard turned to close the window. When his gaze hit me, my breath stopped. But there was no light of recognition. The window clicked shut. Footsteps tromped around inside, fading, and the door slammed shut behind them.

I stared at Rena as she let go of her shell necklace. Had she done that? 

There wasn’t time to question it. 

Pushing the window open, I hopped back inside to throw the rest of my supplies together. “Pack your bags,” I told Bosh over my shoulder. “We’re leaving.” 

We hauled our bags over our shoulders and slipped down the back staircase. 

Picking up my pace, I ran to the stables, tossing another round of coins to get the stable boys to help saddle our horses. Rena and Bosh were quiet, glancing at each other, and at me, but I didn’t say anything, and they didn’t ask. 

Once outside we swung onto our steeds, and waited nearly a full minute for Rena to find her way onto her own, using a nearby gate. Without a word, I kicked my gelding. Hooves pounded the dirt road behind me as they followed, and I didn’t stop or slow until we’d left the town behind us. 

We slowed our horses to a walk and continued that way for at least an hour, until another town appeared ahead. 

Bosh and I still had jewels from Arie, but two men and a Mere spending the Queen of Hodafez’ jewels might draw a bit more attention than we wanted. I swiveled in my saddle to face Rena. “Did you happen to bring any money?” 

“Oh, lots.” Rena’s smile was genuine, stretching lazily across her face in confidence. She patted the saddlebags on both sides of her horse. I relaxed. With Rena’s money, we’d be fine. 

“I know how attached you humans are to your metal,” she added, when I didn’t say anything.

I choked a little. Coughing, I managed to catch my breath and said, “What? Show me.” My gut told me I was going to regret asking.

Bosh and I drew closer, letting our horses set the pace as we flanked Rena. She struggled to open the leather saddlebags with one hand. 

She pulled out horse shoes. Dozens and dozens of horse shoes. With a few bridles mixed in. 

I rubbed a hand across my face and sighed.

Bosh broke out laughing, which made Rena scowl. 

My lips twitched. I couldn’t help myself and joined him. Rena, however dense she might be about the human world, was smart enough to realize she’d made some sort of mistake, but it was equally clear she had no idea what she’d done wrong.

Bosh reached over to take one of the horse shoes from her hand, pretending to study it, though it wasn’t like there was much of a price range for horse shoes. “Hmm.” He nodded, handing it back to her. “If you sell all of those, you might get enough to buy everyone dinner.”

“That’s it?” Rena frowned at the metal. “I thought for sure we’d be set for weeks.”
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CHAPTER 11
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Rena

I FLOPPED AROUND ON horseback like a fish on land, which I supposed, described me perfectly. Kadin rolled his eyes at my complaints, but I was certain my poor backside swelled with bruises within minutes of mounting. Even though we’d slowed to a walk ten minutes down the road, my legs ached from gripping the saddle. 

“Honestly,” I told Bosh for the hundredth time, “I don’t think these creatures were meant to be ridden. I feel quite certain.”

He just laughed. I’d met him a few weeks ago, and though we hadn’t spent much time together, I liked making him laugh. 

“How much further do we have to go?” I whined. My legs were numb.

Kadin glanced over his shoulder. “I’m thinking a half day’s ride should be far enough. Just over the border into the kingdom of Piruz. We can’t help Arie if the Hodafez guard puts us in the dungeons.” He sat on his steed as if he and the horse were one, flowing with the dark animal’s movements, patting its black mane, not even bothering to keep one hand on the saddle horn. A complete natural or a complete fool, depending on who was watching.

I had a few protection spells from the sea to hide us and fend off at least a few men, but I didn’t say that. I needed to keep my family’s secrets, even if I didn’t keep my tail. 

Hoof beats pounded the road behind us. A small contingent of four guards from Arie’s castle approached. I reluctantly loosed one hand from the pommel where I’d held on tight. I needed it for the spell. I reached a hand to my neck, tugging at the necklaces there, searching for a particular shell. I found the shell, clutching it in my hand and whispering over it. 

The guards came roaring down the road. 

Bosh paled. His hands shook, and I was almost tempted to tell him what I’d done, but in just a few short seconds the men galloped up to us and passed, without a second glance. 

Bosh and Kadin both watched them go. “That was... lucky?” Bosh said, squinting at them in the distance. 

“Mmmhmm,” I agreed. “They must be on a different errand.”

Though a frown wrinkled Bosh’s forehead still, he nodded to himself, mumbling, “That must be it.”

“I’m sure,” Kadin said, not sounding remotely convinced. His eyes narrowed as he studied me. “Did I imagine it or did you do something like that back at the inn too?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” I said, squinting back at him. My horse tripped over nothing yet again. “Oof! This beast is determined to kill me! How much further do we have to go?”

The reminder of our hasty escape closed the door on Kadin’s questions like a final shove. His brows drew together. “We should pick up the pace.” But then he glanced back at me over his shoulder and added, “Whatever you were doing before, keep doing it.”

Bosh and I chatted, but Kadin didn’t say another word until we’d ridden for a few more hours. His forehead wrinkled in concern, probably still thinking about Arie. My legs were so sore and stiff, I could hardly think about anything, much less my plan to find Gideon and make him fall in love with me while saving Arie.

I shifted in the saddle and winced. “Please tell me we’re getting close.” 

Kadin slowed his horse. “We crossed over the border into Piruz about a mile back.”

I’d yet to figure out how to stop my beast, and it continued on a few paces before slowing too. Thank goodness they were pack animals.

“The guards were headed this way as well though,” Kadin said, mostly to himself. “We should probably camp in the woods for one night, just to be safe. Bosh, you and Rena go make camp out of sight of the road. I’ll go into town for some food and bring it back here.”

“Deal.” Bosh turned my horse and his own, heading for the trees as Kadin kicked his horse forward again. 

“Wait!” I called after Kadin. Both men stopped their horses to look at me. I struggled to lift the saddlebags I’d filled with metal. “Don’t forget the money!”

“Right.” Kadin coughed. He cantered back toward us, scooping up the saddlebags to sling them over his own saddle instead. “Thank you.”

“Good luck, boss,” Bosh said with a laugh. 

Kadin only rolled his eyes as he turned to leave. 

I didn’t even bother trying to understand their code.
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CHAPTER 12
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Kadin

BOSH HAD BUILT A roaring fire in the little clearing by the time I got back with food from town. We’d come far enough from Hodafez that I felt confident we’d be safe. At least for the night. 

Even though Arie was only a half day’s ride from here, I felt so helpless riding in the opposite direction. Too much time had passed already.

Rena watched me out of the corner of her eye as Bosh and I cooked dinner. I pretended not to notice, still trying to decide what to think of her. 

We’d yet to be discovered, despite two close calls, which should have been a relief, but instead I couldn’t stop worrying over what this Mere girl could do. Was she as dangerous as the Jinn? Worse? Those soldiers had passed by earlier as if we hadn’t existed. And they’d looked right through me at the inn. Whatever she was doing, it could be a useful talent... if I could trust her.

I stood, needing to do something with my hands while I considered all the angles. Gathering small branches from the surrounding area, I threw them on the fire, only dropping to sit beside it once it was a roaring flame. I leaned back against a tree trunk. This would keep us warm all night. But we still needed a plan.

“You said you had a way to contact Gideon?” I asked Rena. 

She sat in front of the fire, mesmerized. Pulling her gaze away from the flames, her hand floated up to her neck, and she nodded. “I just need to figure out a few small details,” she assured us. “It shouldn’t take long.”

I wished desperately that I still had Gideon’s talisman. That would’ve been so much easier than trusting a near stranger. But Arie seemed to trust this Mere-girl, so maybe I should too.

Even though it was still light out, I hunkered down on the forest floor and shut my eyes. “I just wish there was a way I could see her,” I said. I couldn’t help myself. “To make sure she was okay.”

“Well,” Rena drew out the word. “There is one way...”

My eyes flew open, and I sat up. “How?”

Rena glanced between Bosh and I, chewing on her lower lip. She spoke cautiously, “I could cast a dream spell.”

I didn’t know what that was and I didn’t care. “Do it.” 
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CHAPTER 13
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Arie

I COULDN’T REMEMBER MY day, other than the sense that I hadn’t left my rooms and I was mourning something. I was left completely alone, other than the guard outside the door. When a servant brought dinner, her thoughts jarred me into awareness, but Enoch was beside her and as they left, he told me not to worry and go to sleep. I crawled into bed without anyone prepping the room for the night, blowing out the candle myself. A whisper in the back of my mind said something was wrong.

Closing my eyes, I struggled to sleep. As I drifted off, awareness finally returned. 

The light outside was a strange twilight when it should be dark. My room was bright without a single candle lit. 

This was a dream. 

And here, in this safe protected place in my mind, everything that had happened came back to me. 

Enoch and the other Jinni. Controlling me. In one fell swoop, I’d lost my kingdom. And my father—no! Was he truly dead? Even in my dream, my eyes welled. I sank onto the bed. Memories of what I’d done under Enoch’s compulsion flooded my senses. Kadin’s face as I’d called for the guards came back to me. I started to weep—I didn’t mean to—I just couldn’t help it.

A knock sounded on the door to my bedroom—but wasn’t this a dream? Frowning, I moved to open it. 

My subconscious must have responded to my feelings by summoning a vision of Kadin. When I swung it open, he stepped inside. 

Even though he wasn’t real, I threw myself into his arms with reckless abandon. They wrapped around me, warm and comforting. I buried my face in the hollow of his neck and whispered, “I wish you were really here.”

His arms tightened around me. “I am.”

“I mean more than just in my imagination.” I sighed, not letting go. What did it matter if I was vulnerable with him, if no one would ever know?

He didn’t let go either, although I supposed that made sense, since he was a creation of my mind. “Arie,” he murmured into my hair, “I’m really here and I can prove it.” 

I pulled back, but only enough to stare up into his face, brushing away the long hair that fell in front of those golden eyes. He did seem incredibly vivid. 

He wiped away one of the tears trailing down my cheek before pulling me into another hug. “Rena came to me and told me about the Jinni. She has a way of letting us speak in the dreams. I’m really here. We had to leave Hodafez when the guards came after us, but we’re hiding out in—”

“Wait!” I pulled back further, studying him. “If you’re truly here and I’m not just wishing it, then you shouldn’t tell me anything. I can’t be trusted. Enoch can...” My voice grew thick with tears, but I held them back this time. “Enoch can make me tell him.”

Kadin nodded, his expression thoughtful. “So, you wished I would be here?” he said finally. The corner of his mouth tilted upward.

My cheeks grew warm. How unfair that you could still blush in a dream. I cleared my throat, ignoring the question. “I shouldn’t know any details of where you are, but at least tell me you’re safe?”

“Completely,” he said, rubbing my arms. “Are you safe?”

I hesitated. “For the time being. Honestly, I think Enoch intends to use me as a puppet. I’m no good to him dead.”

Kadin’s jaw clenched until a muscle ticked in his cheek. His golden eyes were fierce. “We’re going to get you out immediately.”

I wanted to sink back into his arms and agree, but I shook my head. “It’s too dangerous. Enoch would overpower you in a heartbeat and then we would both be lost.” For the first time since he’d appeared in my dream, I withdrew from his arms. It hurt. “You need to let me go.”

“Enough,” Kadin snapped, startling me. He took my hands and continued in a gentler voice. “I don’t know who you think I am, but there’s no way I’m going to forget about you.” He took a deep breath, staring past me for a moment, then met my eyes. “We’re going to try to find Gideon. If we can, I know he’ll help.”

“That would be better,” I admitted. 

He let go of one hand and stepped back, but even as he turned toward the door where he’d entered my room, he still gripped the other, eyes on me. “Just... stay safe, okay? I’ll come for you as soon as I can.”

I nodded, my throat too tight to speak, and he left, closing the door behind him. 

Unable to help myself, I flung it open again, but he was gone.

Still. A tiny seed of hope had been planted. Maybe I could survive this.
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CHAPTER 14
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Rena

I LAY ON TOP of the log we’d dragged—or rather Bosh and Kadin had dragged—close to the fire, while Kadin lay on the other side and Bosh kept watch. Coming out of the dream spell, I sat up. It had grown dark out while we were asleep. 

I glanced up at the sky and fell backward off the log in fright. “What are those?” I shrieked, not caring if I called the guards down on us in my panic. Thousands of little white creatures hovered over us. “Are they going to attack?” 

The men jumped up at my cries, ready to fight whatever was out there, but as I lay in the dirt panicking, they looked at each other and Bosh burst out laughing. Even Kadin’s lip twitched in a smile. 

“What?” I yelled. I didn’t see what all the fuss was about. “This isn’t funny!” I said when they didn’t answer.

“You’ve never seen stars before?” Bosh asked me between chortles. “What a sad life you lead under the ocean.”

Stars. I’d heard of them, but assumed they’d be bright and fierce like the sun. My heartbeat slowed its thundering pace, and I climbed back onto the log, still staring at the black sky. “Those?” I asked, “Really? They’re so small.”

That just made him laugh more. 

“I haven’t had much reason to go outside at night before,” I mumbled, my face growing red. “And the few times I did, the city lights were so bright I don’t remember seeing them.” 

As we ate bits of warmed bread and meat that Kadin had brought from town, I studied the stars and snuck a few glances at the men when they weren’t looking. Strangers to me, but friends to Arie. I could trust them about as much as anyone.

It also helped that I’d seen how much Kadin cared about Arie. He didn’t know anything about dream spells, or he’d have realized he and Arie weren’t alone when he entered her room. 

I’d peered out at them from behind a curtain, but I swear, I could’ve been standing beside them and they still wouldn’t have noticed.

Kadin scratched the back of his neck and stood. “I need a minute.” Disappearing through the trees, he left Bosh and I alone next to the crackling fire. He’d been quiet ever since seeing Arie. 

“They’re so silly,” I said, taking another bite of the chewy, overcooked meat Kadin had bought. “They love each other, but they won’t do anything about it.”

Bosh coughed and the tips of his ears grew red. “I think they are doing something about it, in their own way.”

I scoffed. “That doesn’t make any sense. If they really loved each other, they’d say it. Nothing else would matter.”

“Love isn’t always about getting what you want,” Bosh argued. “It’s about putting the other person first. They think they’re doing the best thing for each other.”

Eyeing him, I considered that. “Have you ever been in love?”

He blushed all the way through the light stubble on his cheeks. “No. I’m only sixteen.” He coughed. “Do you want more?”

I nodded immediately. He moved to warm the food and I stopped him. “That’s good,” I said, taking it as it was. The humans ate a lot of hot food. I still wasn’t used to it. 

“Did you know your eyes reflect light in the dark like a cat?” Bosh interrupted my thoughts. “Do all Mere’s eyes do that?”

“They do?” I lifted a hand to my eyes, startled. “I honestly don’t know. The bottom of the ocean doesn’t have any light to reflect.”

“I like it,” he said with a grin, turning back to the fire.

I smiled too and found myself studying Bosh’s eyes in return. If mine were like a cat, his were like nothing I’d ever seen before. I was captivated by the way two tiny flames from the fire could leap into a human being like that—did they do so for a Mere as well? I instinctively lifted a hand to my own eyes to protect them at the thought. The Mere had few weaknesses, but fire was one of them. It hurt us more than it hurt humans and the recovery took far longer. I made sure to keep my distance from the flames, just to be safe. 

Kadin returned to our little circle, dumping a handful of brush into the fire and standing over it to warm his hands. “Okay, explain to me how we’re going to find Gideon?” 

I scooted back to avoid any runaway sparks, while Bosh leaned in. Both of their faces were eerily lit up by the orange flames.

“Okay.” I swallowed and wiped the crumbs from my hands so I could pull out the Key. It felt wrong to show it to humans. But they didn’t need to know everything it could do. “It’s not a big deal.” I shrugged, holding it up so they could see the intricate designs and the crescent moon shape at the top, along with what I now knew were little stars tied to it with seaweed, right below the metal moon. The little stars were really tiny shells from the ocean that dangled and danced in the breeze. “I just need to figure out how to make it call to Gideon.”

“It doesn’t call to Jinni already?” Kadin frowned. “Are you sure it’s actually an artifact?”

“Oh, it’s definitely a Jinni artifact,” I assured them. “It’s just hidden right now, kind of in disguise—” The word reminded me of the Jinni visiting the castle in disguise earlier. How had they removed it? That shimmering effect. It was like stripping the outer shell that cloaked them, and once it was removed, they were visible. I studied the Key as an idea came to me, but I couldn’t do it here. There was no privacy.

“Can we go into town?” I said before he could ask more questions. “I’ve heard stories about humans drinking in a pub and I’ve always wanted to try it.”

***
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IT TOOK SOME CONVINCING. But the night was still young. When I refused to explain until I had a drink, Kadin gave in, and we rode toward the nearest town.

As soon as we stepped inside the tavern, I excused myself. 

The lavatories weren’t as clean as back at the castle. It was just one outhouse out back, with a man exiting it. Nose wrinkling at the smell, I decided to go around behind it instead. That should be privacy enough. In the moonlight, I pulled the Key out from under my dress, touching the tiny star-shells that hung from the crescent moon at the top. Carefully, I unwrapped them, until I had one long strand of seaweed and stars in one hand and the Key in the other. 

I waited.

Nothing happened. 

Perhaps the Jinn couldn’t sense the Key over the smell of the outhouse. I moved further outside under the blanket of the night sky, pocketing the strand of star-shells as I did. Still, no one came for the Key. 

Though I waited another minute, I started to feel antsy. Maybe I’d been wrong. Maybe the Jinni Key wasn’t an artifact after all, and I was wasting the little time I had left.

Frustrated, I tucked the Key back under my dress and made my way inside. A drink would be a good distraction.

***
[image: image]


“I HAVE FIVE SISTERS,” I told Bosh and gulped another swallow of my third drink. My nose wrinkled. I was still waiting for it to taste as good as everyone else’s faces said it did. Maybe Mere taste buds were different?

“What are they like?” Bosh laughed and shook his head at the way my mouth puckered after each sip, taking another swig of his own drink. 

“My sisters?” I blinked. “Well, they’re...” My mind was fuzzy as I pondered how to describe them. “Every day is a fight.” I shrugged. “Do this for me, Rena. Don’t do that, Rena. Even when I left, they were trying to scare me. Keep your abilities hidden, Rena, the humans won’t like them.”

“Abilities? As in more than one? What can you do besides the dream spell?”

I hadn’t meant to say that last bit. How was Bosh able to pay such close attention to the words that swam around us like little minnows? I could hardly keep track of the ones that had come out of my own mouth. 

“It’s okay,” Bosh said with a casual shrug, setting his drink on the bar to ask for more. “I have abilities too.”

My eyes grew wide as I stared at him. I never would’ve guessed. I’d known about Arie’s Gift, but I’d thought humans like her were rare. 

He began to blur into two before me. He and his double lifted their cups, hiding some expression, and chuckled to themselves. 

I narrowed my eyes at the two of them. “Another joke?” My voice slurred, and I shook my head a little to clear it.

“Mmmhmm, good catch.” He winked at me. “You’re missing out,” he called over his shoulder to what I assumed was Kadin. I didn’t bother to check because every time I looked away from Bosh, a wave of dizziness swept over me. “This is the most entertainment I’ve had all month!”

Ignoring him, I asked, “If it’s just a joke, then why are there two of you?” 

Both him and his double burst out laughing. 

One of the other travelers in the inn sat down at the bar with us in time to hear my words. “Maybe you should take a little break,” he muttered under his breath.

“Or,” the woman on the other side of the bar nudged another cup my way, “you could drink more! Maybe after this cup you’ll see three of him!”

I grinned in delight, picking up the mug to drink it all. I barely even tasted it now, but the warmth burned down my throat and spread through my whole body. It made me forget the cool metal key that lay on my breastbone out of sight, burning a hole in my thoughts ever since I’d unveiled it nearly an hour ago. Why was it taking so long? It probably wasn’t even working. I hadn’t told any of them what I’d done. If it wasn’t going to work, there wasn’t much point. 

I jumped out of my chair—the man on the other side of us caught me as I swayed. “I have an idea! Someone teach me to dance!”

“Gladly!” Bosh stood, holding out a hand to me, palm up. I imitated him, placing my palm face up in the air like his. “No.” He laughed, taking my extended hand and placing it on top of his own. “Like this.”

Bosh took my hand and put his other hand on the small of my back just two steps into the dance, and though we whirled away and around, we kept coming back to that same stance. 

I could see why the Mere were so disdainful of dancing in stories. It was so full of emotion and teasing. And complicated. I kept stepping on Bosh’s toes. He didn’t seem to mind.

The human drink had gone to my head. This close to Bosh, I couldn’t help but notice the shadow of a beard on his chin, a dimple in one cheek when he smiled, the laugh lines around his eyes from a life of choosing to smile. He seemed to be a genuinely nice human. I decided through the drunken haze in my mind that we could be friends. 

“So, tell me,” he said between breaths as we leapt and twirled around the wooden dance floor with a few other couples. I bumped into one and we both offered a distracted apology before spinning away. “How long are you going to stay in the human world?”

Better not to tell him. “I’m not sure,” I began to answer when his face was in front of mine. Then he flicked his wrist, and my body, loose from drink, obeyed the command, flying away from him with complete trust and abandon, snapping to a halt at the end of our arms. He flicked his wrist again to bring me back. 

Two spins and I smacked into his chest, knocking the air out of both of us. His arms wrapped around me again. 

“What was the question again?” I asked. 

His warm breath was on my neck as he laughed, and I joined him.

Another spin out and back to the easy steps of the dance, but I was starting to fumble, even with Bosh leading the way. 

“I was just curious, you know, if I’d see you after we save Arie and all that. Or if you have to go home?” 

When I didn’t say anything, he slowed a little, distracted from dancing, and we bumped into another couple. “What’s wrong?” he asked, moving away without so much as an excuse to the pair.

“Oh, nothing.” I stopped in the middle of the dance floor, pulling my hands away to rub my eyes. My head was starting to pound. “I don’t want to dance anymore,” I said without explanation. 

I hadn’t let myself think about what would happen if I didn’t find Gideon and had to go home. I’d left the ocean with all my spells and high hopes, and I’d never made a backup plan because I hadn’t thought I needed one. 

Moving away from the dance floor, I found a group of men around a table playing cards. Dropping into an empty seat, I fixed my skirts, which made me miss my tail. I pushed away the dark thoughts and smiled at the men. “I want to play!”

Bosh was right behind me. “Rena, you don’t have any money.” He glanced up at the men around the table. “Maybe we could play for pebbles?”

“That’s not any fun,” the man with the smallest pile of coins grumbled, and the rest of them sat back as if already losing interest.

That annoyed me. “I have some things of value,” I argued, pulling one of my necklaces from around my neck. A cord of seaweed, soft but stronger than most ropes when braided together like this, with over a dozen different shells, all small and delicate. The shells knocked together as I held it up. Or maybe it was because my hand was unsteady. I shook my head to clear it, but that just made me dizzy.

“Maybe those things are currency in your world.” The first man laughed, shaking his head. “But here, they’re about as good as pebbles.”

“No, silly. These aren’t just shells. They’re all spelled.” I held it out in front of me, pointing out one shell at a time as I explained. “This one here,” I touched the tiny conch shell, barely the size of my thumbnail, where it dangled from the thin cord, “is a fighting conch shell. Which is ironic, since it’s what I use to hide when I don’t want to be seen.” 

They perked up, interested now, leaning forward to peer at the shells more closely.

“This,” I slid my fingers to the round shell next to it, only slightly larger, “is a keyhole limpet. It’s spelled to help you open any door.” Their eyes lit up at that. I swayed a little, bumping into Bosh as I shrugged. “Well, not a door exactly. In the ocean, it’s less used for locks than it is for sand dunes blocking the way, so it packs a bit of a punch. Not the best for a quiet entrance.” They leaned back in disappointment, which made me want to find something else they’d like.

Flipping past the horn snail and the shark’s eye, I stopped at the second largest shell on the cord. It was a smooth pearly white with a curl to it that made it look almost like an ear. “This is called a baby’s ear.” I blushed as I thought of the last time I’d used it. “And it can help you hear... well, let’s just say you can hear almost anything you want to.”

“If we used it now, would we hear those two lovebirds outside necking?” one man asked, elbowing his neighbor as they cackled. Even Bosh cracked a smile. 

“I’m not familiar with that term.” I frowned, tugging the shell away from the others, wrapping my fingers around it and closing my eyes. “But we can test it if you want—”

“No!” Bosh caught my hand between his own, startling me into opening my eyes. “Um, that’s okay,” he said, laughing nervously, still cupping my hands between his own. “We’ll take your word for it.”

I gathered ‘necking’ must be something embarrassing. Bosh’s hands on mine were warm and when he pulled back, I missed it. I thought maybe I was cold, and crossed my arms to hug myself, but it wasn’t the same. Strange. 

“What do the others do?” the men asked, eyeing them curiously.

I picked up the necklace once more, choosing a shell that was almost the length of my pinky finger, and the same size around. “This is a rare cerith,” I said, holding it up to the light so they could see the beautiful brown striping that swirled around the outside of the otherwise tan shell. I pulled it back, curling my fingers around it. “But I can’t part with this one.”

“Why not?” Bosh asked. The tavern’s candlelight danced in his wide eyes. “Can’t you get more? Are they hard to make?”

“Not that hard.” I enjoyed being the center of attention; their eyes were fixed on me. “But most of the ingredients are closer to home, where the ocean grows too deep for humans to swim. So, if I lost this one,” I tapped the cerith lightly, “I’d be in trouble. This is what gives me legs.” 

They stared at it with new eyes. The way it came to a point like a tail, yet had two distinct colors, forming two separate winding paths. The way they stared at the shells made me uncomfortable. Belatedly, I remembered my sister’s admonition not to share my secrets.

“I don’t really want to part with any of them,” I said into the silence, pulling them close. “So, I guess I can’t play after all.”

“Yeah,” Bosh said. “You don’t want to lose those. Especially not the one for your tail. I don’t want you to have to go home early.”

“What would it do for a human?” one of the men asked, before I could answer Bosh. “Would it make one of us grow a tail?”

“I don’t know,” I lied, shrugging. “Maybe it would split your two legs into four.” I held it out to him, pretending it was nothing. “Want to find out?”

He was quick to shake his head. I hoped this might be enough to make them lose interest in the shells, if they thought they only worked correctly for the Mere. I tucked them underneath my dress and out of sight, standing to leave the table. 

“I know this doesn’t mean a whole lot coming from thieves,” Bosh whispered in my ear as I did. “But we won’t take them. I promise.”

“Oh, I’m not worried.” I said, loud enough for the others at the table to hear, waving a hand at that as I shrugged. “It’s very hard to steal from a Mere.” The insinuation was that the shells couldn’t be taken from me. But I still determined to keep them hidden away from now on. Because that was a lie.
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CHAPTER 15
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Kadin

FROM THE DOORWAY TO the common room, I watched everyone having a good time. Rena was unaware of her volume, yelling through her conversation with everyone, while the rest of travelers in the  common room laughed at her. Even Bosh’s volume had risen and his long limbs were sprawled loosely over the bar and stool. 

I couldn’t get rid of my own tension so easily. There was so much joy in the room; if I tried to join in, I’d only drag them down. 

Something in the corner of my eye made me shift to look past them as the room fell silent. 

A dark-haired man stood in front of Rena. His translucent blue-tinted skin made me think it was Gideon for a brief moment. But it couldn’t be. Even from his back I could tell he was too short and he didn’t have a cane. He glanced around the room before stalking toward Rena. Foolish girl that she was, she only smiled up at him.

Whatever she said was too quiet for me to hear. I pushed through the tables and groups of people, hurrying to join them just in time to see the strange Jinni frown. His eyes were an eerie shade of dark red. So much for Arie’s promise when we’d first met that all Jinni had blue eyes. How much of what we thought we knew of the Jinn was inherently false? 

“How are you immune to my Gifts, girl?” the Jinni asked Rena without really asking her, facing someone else in the far corner of the room who’d gone unnoticed until now. 

A woman. Another Jinni. 

Her glossy black hair waved softly over her shoulders and down her back with an other-worldly shine, and her eyes held the light-blue hue that I’d grown used to seeing on Gideon, though hers were lined heavily in charcoal and slanted in concentration. 

The way she stretched her hands toward Rena then growled made me think she’d tried to use a Gift as well. They didn’t know they faced a Mere. Could Rena protect herself from them? Could she protect us if the Jinni grew angry? My mind flashed back to the way she’d hidden us in the inn and along the road. I should’ve asked more questions. I’d been a fool to let her have her privacy. Now we were at the mercy of two strange Jinni, who didn’t strike me as particularly friendly.

“You know why we’re here,” the woman said in a smooth tone with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. 

Rena nodded, but shrugged. “You can’t have it.” It? My mind stumbled over the unknown before the image of the crescent-moon key that she claimed was a Jinni artifact came to me. Rena had said the key was in disguise. Normally I would have thought through all the angles before taking her word on it, but I’d been too focused on Arie. And Rena kept so many secrets. She hadn’t even bothered to tell me she’d found a way to unveil it. 

I didn’t have time to chastise her as the two Jinni approached, circling her like wolves stalking their prey. I pushed through the people backing up, trying to get closer, though I had no idea what I planned to do.

“It’s no use,” Rena began, smiling at them and growing more confident, if that were possible. Must be the alcohol in her system. “Your Gifts won’t work on—”

The woman lifted a glass bottle from a table and smashed Rena across the back of her head. Hard. Her red head hit the floor, and before I could blink, the woman reached down and yanked the leather string from Rena’s neck. The crescent key dangled in the air. 

She nodded to the other Jinni as we all stood with mouths gaping open, and with a movement I could only describe as leaning into nothing, the raven-haired woman shifted from a human form to an actual raven. The man followed, transforming into a bat. Just a few flaps of their wings overhead as everyone ducked and screamed, and they were gone. One woman in the corner fainted.

I finally got through the crowd and reached Rena, where she lay crumpled on the ground. Bosh already knelt by her side. 

“Wake up,” Bosh said, shaking her by the shoulders. 

“Gentle,” I said, as he lifted her off the floor. His worried eyes met mine. There was no blood; only a small bump forming on the back of her head.  “Try to wake her up. I’ll get us a room.” Rena would have a headache, but she should be fine. I wasn’t nearly as certain about us, or Arie, now that we didn’t have that key. 
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CHAPTER 16
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Rena

I GROANED, KEEPING MY eyes shut to stop the pounding in my head. Someone lifted me and hugged me so tight I gasped. “Can’t breathe!” My eyes flew open to find everyone kneeling around me on the floor. 

Bosh was the one who’d been hugging the air out of me. “Sorry,” he said and let go. I fell backward at the sudden lack of support and he caught me just in time to keep my head from hitting the ground. “Sorry!” he said again.

I winced. “Is this what a hangover feels like? You made it sound like a minor headache,” I accused him. “This feels like running head first into a tidal wave.”

“You don’t remember?” Kadin asked. He stepped through the watching crowd as they whispered. “There were two Jinni—they knocked you out and took your key.”

That wasn’t possible. 

I touched my throat, feeling for the cord that hung there with the Key ever since I’d left home. 

It was gone.

No. 

“They shouldn’t have been able to touch me!” My protection spells hadn’t worked?

Bosh held a finger to his lips. “Rena, you’re shouting.” 

“But I don’t understand,” I hissed. It hit me then. They hadn’t attacked me with their magic.

“They were shapeshifters,” Kadin said, drawing my attention back to his solemn eyes. “I’d heard some Jinni possess this Gift, but never seen one use it.”

“Can all Jinni do that?” Bosh asked.

“Do what?” I whined. “I missed everything!” 

“They turned into a bird and a bat,” Bosh told me, wiggling his eyebrows. “It was kind of cool.” That made the onlookers shake their heads and grumble. The barkeep muttered something about broken glass. Most of them returned to their food and drinks, and the volume in the room slowly returned to normal, though some people still watched us out of the corner of their eyes.

“I don’t think they all can,” Kadin answered Bosh with a shrug. “If the stories can be trusted, every Jinni’s Gift or assortment of Gifts is different.”

“That would’ve been nice to know,” I grumbled, sitting up and sliding awkwardly out of Bosh’s arms. His face flushed a rosy pink color that made me stare at him, which only made the color grow more visible. 

When I glanced over at Kadin, his gaze had lowered to his hands. 

“It’ll be okay,” Bosh reassured him. “We can still save Arie.”

Kadin took a deep breath and stood, not looking at us as he started pacing. “I know. We just need a new plan.” 

“I already know the first step,” I said, then regretted it when hope skipped across his face. “Going to bed,” I finished awkwardly. Trying to stand, I winced, touching the back of my head. There was an enormous bump under my hair. It wasn’t bleeding, but it was tender. 

“This way,” Kadin said, waving to us from the door. “I’ve got us a room.” 

Bosh scooped me up, letting me lean on him, and we followed Kadin toward the stairs. The whole room made a show of not watching us leave. As we walked, cold metal settled onto my chest, underneath my dress. I stiffened. 

“Are you okay?” Bosh paused to glance down. His face was so close I could feel his breath on my cheek. 

“Mmmhmm.” I nodded, which caused a stabbing pain in the back of my head. I winced again.

“No, you’re not.” Bosh shook his head, focusing on the stairs. He half-carried me into the tiny room that held a bunk bed on each side with only a small table and chair between them. A stubby candle burned cheerily on top. 

Bosh lowered me carefully onto the bottom bunk. Was he blushing? If my head didn’t hurt so bad, I might’ve teased him. “You can have the bottom,” he told Kadin, gesturing to the lower bunk as he climbed onto the top. 

“I just need some time to think,” Kadin said into the space, turning to leave. “I’ll be back in a while.”

After he left, I crawled under the covers. Bosh was in the opposite bunk, on top and out of sight. My head ached too much to sleep, but it also hurt too much to get out of bed and blow out the candle. I lay there, dizzy, watching the tiny flame dance.

The drink had left a shiny haze on my mind, but I was alert enough to wait until Bosh started snoring before I sat up, lifting a hand to my neck. A moment of dizziness forced me to stop and close my eyes until it passed. Why did I drink so much? Never again. 

Once the pulsing stopped, I tugged at the chain around my neck. It had taken longer to return than usual—maybe because the Jinni had flown away so fast—but the Key had come back. It always did. 

I pulled the little star-shells out of my pocket and wrapped them around the top of the Key once more. 

It was so simple. Like all our magic, it involved a little bit of the ocean—in this case seaweed and shells—wrapped around the object. Making it completely invisible again. They shouldn’t be able to sense it now.

I sighed in relief. Falling back into bed, I was so tired that not even my pulsing headache could keep me from dozing off. No Jinni would come searching for the Key and interrupt my dreams tonight. 

A smile curled over my lips as I drifted to sleep. Dancing with Bosh had been fun. I liked this group. I didn’t want my impending deadline to ruin this feeling, but I couldn’t help it. There was less than two weeks left now before my deal with Yuliya ended. I took a deep breath and tried to focus on sleep. No more drinking and goofing around. I needed to find Gideon as soon as possible. First thing tomorrow morning, I’d unveil the Key again. 

With the way my head felt, I didn’t want to meet Gideon right now anyway.
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CHAPTER 17
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Arie

ENOCH LEFT ME ALONE throughout the day in long stretches. I knew because it was long enough for me to slowly come back to myself and find that hours had passed. 

But it took longer each time. Without overhearing someone’s thoughts, there was nothing to tether me to reality. 

Ever since Enoch had learned of Kadin’s visit, I’d been terrified that Enoch would find him and bring me down to the throne room to pass judgment. What if he already found him and just hasn’t told me? I couldn’t decide which was worse. 

I needed to get out of my room, but the guards were also under Enoch’s compulsion. No matter how hard I listened, they didn’t think a single thing—no doubt thanks to Enoch—and whenever I tried to leave my quarters without permission or step out onto the balcony, they stopped me. Even the secret passageway wasn’t an option, since the guard standing at the entrance to the balcony would see.

I paced my room. Pieces of memory floated back to me. My father’s funeral. There’d been hundreds of people gathered in the courtyards, but I’d never gone outside. The speaker had announced that I was now the rightful queen, his voice carrying. From the upper windows, I’d watched them weep as father’s body was lain to rest. Proof that they hadn’t been lying after all. Enoch had let me see it, let me grieve, before sending me back to my rooms to forget once more.

Tears slipped down my face at the memory. 

I promised myself that I wouldn’t let them win. Taking a small inkwell and quill from my desk, I hid them in the lavatory behind the towels as well as extra parchment paper, adding to my notes every chance I had. 

Father is dead.

The script was smudged by my tears.

Enoch keeps the guards unaware. 

Kadin is coming. He’ll find a way.

The cryptic notes weren’t much, but I didn’t know what else to say. At least I had a record of the truth versus the lies Enoch was feeding me. 

No doubt the guards wondered why I spent so much time in the lavatory, but they didn’t say a word. 

On my foot, out of sight beneath my skirts and the safest place I could think of to write a message, I’d also written: lavatory, towels. Whenever I sat on the toilet, my skirts lifted just enough to reveal the hidden message to myself.

Hours blurred together, and each time I saw the note on my foot, I would panic and rip through the towels, drinking in the words I’d left behind like a potion to cure my insanity. 

I didn’t know how my father had survived this mind control for so long. Though Enoch never touched me, it felt as if my mind was being reshaped each time he forced his will over mine, making me question my every thought and decision. I didn’t know which memories were even mine anymore. 

I lay down, hoping to sleep and see Kadin again. But instead, my mind kept playing another scene over and over. 

Walking through the castle gates, with men on each side. They surrounded me. Obeying Enoch’s orders. Or was it King Amir? Who was even behind all of this? I vaguely remembered mention of the Queen of Jinn, though what she would want with a human kingdom was beyond me.

Dragging me to the hanging post, they read the list of my crimes to our people. The rope around my neck was so heavy that its scratchy threads dug into my shoulders. 

Each time my vision reached this point, I would shake my head to clear it, and try to forget. And then it would start all over again, the way nightmares always do.

I tried to think about Kadin’s face instead. His golden eyes, and the dark shadow of a beard forming on his jaw, which only made him more handsome and drew my eyes to his lips. He would figure this out. I tried not to listen to the dark thought that whispered, It’s already too late. 
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CHAPTER 18
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Rena

WHEN THE SUN ROSE it woke me before everyone else. I had yet to get used to the changing light. Back home, we marked time with the feel of the tides; the light always remained the same. Blinking in irritation, I threw off the covers and scowled at the men who lay in the other bunk beds, both happily unconscious.

But my annoyance didn’t last long. Remembering how the Key had come back to me last night, I lifted it out from under my dress again to see it in the light and reassure myself. There was a good chance I could meet Gideon today, if the second attempt at unveiling the Key went better than the first. After all, he came back to this area often to visit Arie. He could be nearby even now. 

Climbing out of bed, I paused. That moment we’d shared a year ago had kept me going, but now it felt impossibly long ago. With less than two weeks until my deal with Yuliya ended, the threat of failure loomed over me. 

I shook my head to clear it. I could only hope Gideon would feel a strong connection to the one who’d dragged him from the bottom of the sea and saved him. If it was even half as strong as what I felt, it would be enough. There had to be a chance that he could love me. Because if he couldn’t, who could?

Bosh rolled over in his sleep, and the turn brought back the memory of dancing with him the night before. I would love to dance with Gideon. Or maybe he could show me the human world and what he’d been searching for this last year. The first step was finding him. After that, anything was possible. 

Moving the small wooden chair over to the corner, I sat by the small window. Light streamed in with a soft touch, warming my skin. This I didn’t mind at all. I curled up in the chair and pulled the Key out from under my dress to stare at it. Slowly, I unwrapped the strand of seaweed and star-shells that kept it hidden, placing them in my pocket again for safe-keeping.

I imagined the Key calling to the Jinn, like a whistle only dogs could hear. Was Gideon close enough to sense it? 

I almost expected him to show up right at that very moment. Or, if not him, another Jinni like last night. Instead, I sat in the quiet room, listening to the soft breathing of the two men, waiting. Nothing happened. Minutes passed. Last night it had taken a while. My stomach growled. Maybe I’d slip out and get some breakfast. 

Down the dark stairwell on silent feet, I found the common room empty. A vast difference from last night. Just one woman in the back, preparing for the breakfast crowd. Everyone else must still be asleep. 

The woman offered me porridge, murmuring that breakfast was a part of our stay, and asked if I wanted warm milk to go with it. I shook my head and waited until her back was turned to curl my lip at the meal. Warm everything. What I wouldn’t give for a little bit of cold fish. And a seaweed wrap. And a few other nibbles that apparently humans couldn’t or wouldn’t stomach. 

With a sigh, I moved to a quiet spot in the common room and spooned a lump of porridge into my mouth, forcing down one bite at a time to quiet my poor belly.

“Who are you?” a soft voice spoke behind me. 

Whirling on the bench, I nearly fell off. His black hair, his pale blue eyes, and that long nose and face staring back at me. All familiar. Yet completely different from what I remembered. His presence held an intensity this time that hadn’t been there before.

“Hello, Gideon,” I whispered in awe. 

***
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HIS THICK BROWS ROSE at my use of his name. “Have we met?”

My gills fluttered shyly in response as I opened my mouth to answer, to pour out the story of our beginning, but he held up a hand and cut me off. 

“No. Not important. I can sense an extremely valuable Jinni artifact on your person, one I haven’t sensed in decades. I don’t know how you made it appear and then disappear before, but you must do so again immediately,” Gideon demanded. He gestured to me with a cane. I didn’t remember him having a cane before. Had he been injured? I worried over him, wanting to ask what had happened.

“Did you hear me?” His tone was sharp. Nothing like the husky quality of one barely aware, as it had been the last time we’d met. The only other time, actually. In my mind, we’d had many conversations since then. It stood out to me with stark clarity how little I knew him. I could predict what the Gideon of my imagination would do in this moment. But somehow, I doubted this real-life version of him would do anything I expected.

“Of course I hear you.” I lifted my chin, feeling defensive. Would he take the Key from me like the others? No, I assured myself. Not Gideon. That’s not the Jinni I’ve watched this last year. 

Pulling out the cord around my neck for the second time that morning, I revealed the Key. Flustered, I focused on the task so I wouldn’t have to meet Gideon’s eyes, taking the strand of seaweed and star-shells from my pocket and gently tying them around the Key once more. I’d imagined our second meeting so many times, so many different ways, yet I’d never seen it going quite like this. 

He breathed a sharp sigh of relief as I finished veiling the Key. Surprised, I dared to look at him. “You felt that? The difference?”

If possible, he grew more stiff. When he nodded, it was just one short dip of his chin. “Along with anyone else in this kingdom or those surrounding. The call is strong. I’m surprised no one else found you first.”

“They did,” I told him, shrugging. “It’s just not that easy to steal.” That made his frown deepen, when I’d thought he’d be pleased.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, hopeful. Did he recognize me? In my dreams, he’d always known me immediately, but a slow awareness could create even deeper gratitude. An even stronger bond. I smiled up at him, but his features didn’t change. No response. My smile faded a bit in the awkward silence.

“Is this a joke to you?” he said, after studying me for a moment. “Who are you,” he repeated his earlier question, and my hopes rose again, until he added, “to be holding such an object?”

I swallowed. Should I reveal that I was the daughter of the Sea King and Queen? Certainly not in line for the throne, so it wasn’t terribly relevant, but I still wanted him to see me for me, instead of as a Mere princess. 

“A Jinni Key,” he murmured to himself, staring at the little piece of metal in my hand, “and you don’t even know what you possess.” 

Indignant, I closed my mouth. Who did he think I was? Did he think this Key had somehow just fallen into my possession? My irritation grew. 

“Of course I know what it is,” I snapped, shoving it back under my collar and out of sight, daring him with my eyes to ask for it now. How rude. I stood to move past him. “I’ll go fetch Kadin,” I said as I crossed the room. “He needs to speak with you urgently.”

He sputtered. He actually sputtered. “I don’t know what in the name of Jinn is going on here,” he said, “But I’m not letting you out of my sight!”
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Kadin

THE DOOR TO OUR room burst open, waking me instantly. Panicked, I sat up and threw off the covers, imagining the worst. 

Rena entered the room. Flounced in, really, arms crossed, frowning, not bothering to say hello or apologize for waking us. I hadn’t seen her angry before, but something had her riled up. “Gideon’s here,” she muttered as she fell into the chair by the window, and it took me a second for her words to sink in.

“My apologies,” a male voice said from the doorway. 

Deep black hair down to his shoulders and neatly brushed back, stiff posture, thin but muscled, and the ornate cane: I recognized Gideon immediately. He’d found us after all, just like Rena had promised. So why didn’t she seem happy about it?

“Come in, Gideon. You don’t need to stand in the doorway.” Climbing out of bed, I moved to wake Bosh, but he’d already left the room. 

Gideon took a few steps inside and stopped in the middle of the small room. 

“How did you find us?” I asked, glancing between Gideon and Rena, who still stared out the window at the street below.

Gideon didn’t answer right away, moving to close the door before he spoke. “I followed the Key the Mere girl possesses,” he said slowly, after an almost imperceptible pause. I stood between them now, and his eyes seemed almost to look past me to Rena for a moment. 

“But it was stolen...” I said, swiveling back and forth trying to see both their faces at once. “I’d thought it was like a light in a dark room, but it sounds more as if you’re tracking it like a hound on a trail?”

“The ‘girl’s’ name is Rena,” she interrupted, as if I wasn’t in the room. While Gideon’s blue eyes were passive, Rena’s green eyes danced and sparked. But when she stopped glaring at him long enough to look at me, her expression turned sheepish. “And I was going to tell you. The Key came back.”

“Came back,” I repeated stupidly. “When?”

“Last night,” she mumbled. 

“The Jinni Key cannot be stolen,” Gideon spoke up from the other side of the room. “The last time I knew of its existence, it belonged to different members of the royal family of Jinn. And they made sure it was spelled to always return to the owner unless given freely.” 

“Wait,” I rubbed my forehead, dropping onto the bed so I didn’t have to twist my head back and forth to look at them both. “Does that mean... Rena, did you know it would come back?”

Now she definitely looked ashamed, ducking her head and playing with the wavy ends of her red hair as if lining them up was of extreme importance. 

That answered my question. “You should be ashamed,” I snapped. All my emotions building up from the night before spilled over. “I’ve been sick with worry over Arie and what might happen to her.” My voice rose, “This so-called Jinni Key was her only hope and you let me believe that it was gone forever. You’re so selfish!”

The silence following my words felt as heavy as if an actual storm had begun, soaking each of us, weighing us down. Rena’s red cheeks grew pale. “How dare you speak to me that way,” she hissed. 

Though Gideon had all the strength of his Jinni heritage, he was still a man in the same room with an outraged woman. He swallowed, moving to the other side of the room on silent feet, keeping his gaze on the wall, as if to remove himself from the quarrel. 

“I want you to leave,” I said without thinking. I was shaking. I clenched my hand into a fist so they wouldn’t see my fingers tremble. “Get your things and get out. I need to speak with Gideon alone.”

At this, Rena’s mouth fell open and she looked truly worried for the first time. “I didn’t mean to... you can’t do that!”

“You’re dismissed,” I said in a hard tone. 

Though Rena looked to Gideon as if he might back her up, he was engrossed in the designs of his cane, making his stance in the whole conversation quite clear. 

Rena released the breath she’d been holding, and in the quiet space, I heard the hitch of held-back tears. 

She lifted her chin. “Good tides then,” she said in a tight voice as she opened the door and walked out, not bothering to shut it behind her. 
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Rena

I FELT SMUG. I’D only said ‘good tides,’ instead of “tides be with you,” which was the traditional way to bless someone when leaving. A slap in the face as far as my people were concerned. Although, Kadin probably didn’t know that. 

He slammed the door behind me, right on my heels, and I jumped. If I’d remembered how doors made such effective tools of communication, I would’ve done it myself. That would’ve been very satisfying. I contemplated opening it just so I could slam it again, but decided against it. Instead, I wandered down the dark hall past other rooms where guests of the inn still slept, making my way toward the stairs. I sat down at the top, unsure what to do. 

This wasn’t right. Gideon was supposed to stop, mouth falling open, and stare at me. Then, when he finally spoke, he would say in a breathy voice, “You’re the girl I’ve been looking for.” In some versions, he even kissed me. 

I clutched the Key. He was close enough that I should be able to sense his greatest desire. I whispered, Gideon.

The inky vision appeared on the dark wooden wall before me in the quiet stairwell. There he stood, handsome as ever. Proud forehead and long nose with those distinctive blue Jinni eyes, too vivid to be human. This time, he stood at a gate to what I assumed was Jinn, but he held out a crescent moon shaped Key—my Key—as an offering to get in. The gate slowly opened before him, allowing him inside. I sighed and dropped the Key, letting the vision fade as I put my head in my hands. 

Nothing was going according to plan. I’d been certain that once I found Gideon the most difficult piece would be over. I’d never once dreamt it would go like this.

And how dare Kadin dismiss me. I crossed my arms, sulking. So I hadn’t told him immediately when the Key came back. I’d still gotten Gideon here, hadn’t I? Although Gideon had been no help at all. 

He and I would need to have a private conversation about backing each other up. Well, as soon as we had a private conversation where I reminded him that I was the girl who had saved him.  

It baffled me that he could have forgotten, but I supposed that a brief glimpse of a girl in the middle of the ocean might be difficult to line up with another redhead on dry land. I couldn’t fault him too much. 

Taking a deep breath in, I blew it out. This was just a small setback. Once he remembered who I was, everything would go back to how I’d planned. We still had almost two weeks to get to know each other. I hugged myself tighter. Back in the ocean, I would’ve thought that was more than enough time. Now, I wasn’t so sure.

Standing, I moved down the staircase to return to breakfast. I wasn’t going anywhere. Kadin couldn’t make me leave.

When I saw Bosh at the table toward the back, I wove around the other empty tables to meet him, grinning as my solution came to me.

“Good morning.” I settled on the bench beside him. “You’ll never believe our good fortune! The Key came back to me!” 

He swiveled to face me, his arm brushing mine as he did. “No way! Did they bring it back? I knew the Jinni wouldn’t break their code.”

“Not exactly...” I hesitated. How could I get him on my side? “I wasn’t myself last night—I blame the drinks. I completely forgot the Key always comes back when stolen. It can only be given.”

“Wow,” Bosh said on a breath, shaking his head. “That’s lucky. Now we just need to hope that the next time we use it to call Gideon he’s close enough to find us before any other Jinni. Their law says they can’t use their Gifts to harm, but some of them don’t seem to care.”

I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from saying anything. The Mere had always known the Jinn weren’t as righteous as they claimed to be. But it wouldn’t do to scare poor Bosh. Humans couldn’t do much about it; better they didn’t know too much.

I cleared my throat and focused on winning Bosh over completely. “That’s the good news I came to tell you. Gideon is already here. I used the Key again this morning, and he must’ve been the closest because he showed up. He’s talking to Kadin right now.” I left out the rest. No need for Bosh to know.

“Well, that worked out nicely,” Bosh said, grinning wider. His shoulders dropped in relief and he picked up his bowl to eat. “Makes me think this whole little errand will be a breeze.” 

I beamed at him. “Absolutely.” In a show of solidarity, I got up to get a second bowl of the mushy breakfast and eat with him. I’d make sure of one thing before Kadin and Gideon came downstairs: Bosh would be on my side. And I wouldn’t be going anywhere.
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Kadin

A DOZEN EMOTIONS CROSSED Gideon’s face as I explained what had happened in his absence. 

“I understand your predicament,” he told me when I’d finished. “But I’m not sure what I can do.”

“We watched you fight Enoch in the castle before,” I argued, “and you chased him off. Why couldn’t you do that again?”

Gideon sighed and tapped his cane lightly on the floor, just once, but for him it might as well have been wild fidgeting. “That was quite lucky, to be truthful with you. I’m not sure I would have survived that fight if he’d gained the advantage, and I simply cannot risk it again. My mission is far too important.”

“What is your mission?” I asked, always strategizing. “Maybe if you help us, we can help you in return. What do you need? Money? Resources? Soldiers? If you help Arie take back her throne, I guarantee she will give you all those things and more.”

He shook his head. “No.”

“What then? I’ll do whatever it takes.” I never begged like this. It showed your hand too much. But then again, this was Gideon; he could read my mind, so I’d probably never had the upper hand to begin with. “Just tell me what you need. Gideon, it’s Arie!”

He stared at me, unblinking. If it had been anyone else, I’d have thought he didn’t care, but I knew better. Gideon cared almost as much as I did. 

The silence stretched long enough for me to hear the village outside waking up and people beginning to fill the streets, calling to each other, bargaining over market items. I held my breath. 

“In Jinn, we don’t have multiple kingdoms,” Gideon spoke finally, and I frowned, trying to figure out how this was an answer. “We only have one. One King, or one Queen. And one heir.” He finally pulled up the chair and sat. “The heir to the throne of Jinn, the crown prince, went missing a little more than a year ago. It’s my duty to find him.”

Only one ruler for the entire realm? And why was it Gideon’s duty? I mulled that over for a moment. “Well then.  We’ll help you find him. My crew can find anyone. We found you, didn’t we?” 

“I believe he’s still somewhere in Jinn.”

“Oh.” My gaze dropped to my hands. I stood and moved to look outside. 

“I’ve spent the last year since his disappearance, trying to return to Jinn to find him,” Gideon said softly.

When I glanced over at him, it felt like looking at a map I’d been following, but I’d just realized the directions were all wrong. “You can’t get back?” 

For a long moment, Gideon didn’t say anything, just rubbed his jaw in thought. I began to think he wouldn’t answer at all. He expelled a long breath of air, as if releasing years of pent up secrets, and softly said, “I cannot.”

“Okay.” I shrugged. “In return for helping us defeat Enoch, I solemnly swear to help you return home to Jinn. On my honor and deathbed, I so swear.” A small voice inside me asked why I was doing this for the girl who kept pushing me away. But I didn’t need to answer it. I knew why. “Tell me whatever you need right now, and we’ll help you the best we can.”

He thought it over carefully, as he always did, and I was surprised when he nodded. “There is one thing,” he told me. “I want that girl’s Key. It’s one of a kind and extremely valuable to a Jinni, especially the royal family. I think there’s a strong chance I could trade it for entrance to Jinn.” 

I sighed. Once again, saving Arie hinged on the unpredictable Meremaid. Would she agree to this plan? I probably shouldn’t have snapped at her earlier—that hadn’t helped. With any luck, she was still in the inn. I could only hope she cared enough about Arie to consider this trade. “I’ll see what I can do. Let’s go find Rena. We don’t have a lot of time.”
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Rena

BOSH AND I SLIPPED out of the inn for a quick jaunt through town, searching for a vendor selling raw fish. It was proving difficult. Those who had any were either selling it in bulk or it’d already been cooked. 

“Just a taste,” I’d pleaded with the last one, but he hadn’t been a fan of that idea. 

“I really don’t think you’d like it, you know, in your... current form,” Bosh stumbled over his words. He’d seen my gills from the first day and been fascinated with the Mere ever since. Except when it came to my desire for a meal from home. His nose scrunched up in disgust at the thought of cold, raw fish. 

“Trust me, it’s delicious.” I tilted my head back and closed my eyes as we walked, trying to forget the poor start with Gideon. I focused instead on the way the sun kissed my face with warmth, something I’d never get sick of.

“I’ll take your word for it,” Bosh said. He grasped my elbow, gently guiding me back on track. 

I let him, keeping my eyes closed for another moment. It was moments like this that I felt torn between two worlds. In love with my own, but falling hard for this one. The real reason I’d asked Bosh if we could get out of the inn for a bit, was partly to solidify my place in this group and partly to make a new plan. All my previous strategies had hinged on Gideon remembering me, and that clearly wasn’t the case. 

And if nothing works? If I was wrong all this time?

I stopped in the middle of the street to look at Bosh. “Show me something human,” I said fiercely, taking his arm and squeezing. “Something I can remember—forever.” I’d almost said when I go back home. But I didn’t want to go back home. Certainly not under Yuliya’s conditions. I couldn’t give up yet. There was still a chance. After all, Gideon was here, now. That was half the battle.  

“Hmm, human things...” Bosh looked around the nearby vendors, squinting in thought. “What about cold cream?” He licked his lips. “It’s so good. It’s mostly milk and sugar.”

“Sugar?” I didn’t recognize the word.

“Mmmhmm, and milk.”

“Milk...” I thought of the warm milk they’d tried to give me at breakfast with the porridge and grimaced at the memory. Gross. Cold cream sounded awful. “No, thank you.”

“Um, let’s see.” We wandered further down the street as Bosh thought. “We could go see the castle,” he said, eyes lighting up. “This town is only a few miles from the Piruz castle. It has beautiful architecture, very unusual—”

“I doubt it compares to back home.” I waved a hand in dismissal. “When your kings learn how to grow a living castle from the coral reef, smoothed by the current into delicate spires, and use its flow for movement within and protection without. Well, I’ll wait to see one of those.” I smiled over at him, feeling proud of my elegant home, which was at least ten times as large as any human castle—it stretched from the depths of the ocean nearly to the surface. If only he could see it. It could rival a human sunset. 

“Oh. Okay.” He didn’t meet my eye. Was he hurt? Belatedly, I realized I’d insulted his idea. Belittled it even. I felt oddly guilty. I didn’t like it. 

“On the other hand,” I tapped my chin as if reconsidering, “it does qualify as a human thing I could never find back home, in which case, it’s perfect. You’re a genius!” To make him feel better, I gave the poor human a kiss on the cheek. The fuzz on his face tickled my lips, and I pulled back quickly. He blushed. My cheeks heated too.

Ignoring the awkward moment, I skipped on ahead as if truly excited. “Aren’t you coming?” 

He laughed, catching up to me and pulling me away from one street toward another. “Actually, it’s this way.”
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Kadin

“HAVE YOU SEEN RENA?” I asked the innkeeper. Gideon followed me into the room, and we stopped between the long wooden tables. At one of them, travelers lounged eating breakfast. The innkeeper shrugged. He didn’t bother to look up, moving around the bar, cleaning. 

“If you mean the redhead from last night, she asked that kid to go for a walk,” a man spoke up from a table where he was playing cards with a small group.

“A walk where?” I asked through clenched teeth as I forced what I hoped resembled a friendly smile. Time was precious right now, and they were going sightseeing? 

“Um...” The man shrugged, looking to his friend, who spoke without looking up, playing another card.

“For fish.”

“Ah, yes,” the first man nodded, then shook his head at the memory. “She wanted raw fish. Strange girl.”

I thanked the man, turning to Gideon and tilting my head toward the door. “Let’s check the marketplace.”

Gideon nodded, and we set out, exiting the tavern in a hurry, seeking the redhead with the indispensable Key.

I expected we would spread out, but Gideon stayed with me. “How long have you known this Mere-girl?” he asked.

“Not long,” I told him. “We met her just a few weeks ago.”

“And you trust her already?”

I opened my mouth to say yes, that she was the reason I’d escaped Hodafez with my head still attached to my shoulders. Something held me back. Usually, I trusted my instincts in these situations, so after a slight pause, I shrugged. “I’m not quite sure, to be honest.”

There was a small pool of silence around Gideon. I didn’t expect him to respond, but when I glanced over at him, I was surprised to find him scowling. “I can’t tell either,” he murmured, tapping his cane to the ground as we walked, not leaning on it at all. “But the Mere are not to be trusted. It’s been this way for centuries.”

Now it was my turn to frown. The Jinn weren’t all they said they were, so maybe I shouldn’t be surprised to find that the Mere weren’t either. Right now, all I cared about was rescuing Arie. Everything else was irrelevant. 

I followed my nose and found the meat market quickly. Not just one, but all the fish vendors remembered Rena. Something about how she wanted them to describe their catch. The last one at the far end of the market pointed down a side road when I asked where they went, and said simply, “That way.”

I picked up my pace, more determined than ever to find Rena. On the road ahead, I spied the pair of them. Bosh’s head thrown back with laughter and Rena’s long red hair swinging back and forth as she shook her head at something. They seemed to be having a grand time.

I broke into a jog to catch up to them. They heard my footsteps pounding on the road and turned. 

“Kadin,” Bosh greeted me with a smile, not deterred by the scowl on my face in the slightest. “Come join us! We’re going to see a castle!”

Sure enough, I spied the tips of the Piruz castle towers in the distance. I stopped where we stood, forcing them to stop with me. I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to find the right words. “You can’t just wander off.” My voice rose louder than I intended in my frustration. “We have to figure out how to help Arie. Have you completely forgotten about her?”

Rena was small, barely five feet tall and skinny. I loomed over her without even trying, but she placed her hands on her hips, not intimidated in the slightest, glaring fiercely. “Of course not!” 

“Arie is alone!” I shouted back. “She’s completely helpless while you’re going off on a little adventure.” I shoved my hands into my pockets to keep from strangling both of them, lowering my voice, forcing it to steady though it came out strained. “Gideon is willing to help us.” I waved behind me at the tall Jinni who stood further back on the road, waiting. “He only asks that you give him your Key. So tell me, what do you want for it?” Everyone had a price.

“Nothing,” she snapped, crossing her arms and turning to walk away. She yelled over her shoulder, “This Key is priceless. I’m not giving it to anyone.” 

I kicked at the dust on the road. The last four years of thieving made my fingers twitch; I could just steal it. But if the Key really was spelled to return to the owner when stolen, there was no point. I couldn’t give it to Gideon, unless Rena gave it to me. Willingly.

Bosh spread his hands and shrugged apologetically. “Women, huh?” he said. Leaning in, he lowered his voice and added, “You just gotta be a little nicer. Let me talk to her.”

Rolling my eyes, I let him jog to catch up with her while I remained a few paces behind. 

Bosh was a good kid. Orphaned at a young age, he’d been thin as a reed when he’d joined my crew. He was still young, but he’d filled out and grown into those wiry muscles. Sometimes I let myself pretend this is what my youngest brother would be like, if he were still alive. 

So, I let him try his way, even though I was impatient. The sooner we gave this Key to Gideon, the sooner he’d help us save Arie. 
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Rena

BOSH CAME TO ARGUE his case, so I let him speak, let him feel he’d swayed me, though I’d already made up my mind to go back. I just hated being told what to do.

“Arie needs our help,” he began.

I nodded along. I’d never said I wouldn’t help her.

“And I guess Gideon wants your Key? I don’t know if you’d be willing to give it to him, but he was offering to help us in exchange for you using the Key to help him. And I was thinking you’d said something about that yesterday, so maybe you’d be open to it?”

Throughout his speech, I continued to nod. I already knew Gideon wanted it. What he didn’t realize is that he didn’t actually need the Key at all. He simply needed me to unlock his deepest desire to return to Jinn, and he would be back home. Though, I had to admit, the price was guaranteed to be steep and extremely painful. 

Perhaps, I could give him the Key—then Yuliya couldn’t have it. Would that work? Or would it go to her instead since I technically gave it to her first? The possibilities flooded in, but one stopped me. If I give him the Key, he’ll leave. And I wasn’t ready to give up hope just yet.

Bosh chattered on, steps slowing as he reasoned with me, until we came to a stop in the middle of the road. 

I sighed. I would help Gideon. And Arie. And Bosh and Kadin. When I’m ready.

Off to the side, Kadin and Gideon waited, though I didn’t deign to look at them. 

“So, what do you say?” Bosh asked, out of breath from the rapid speech. “Will you give us the Key?”

As Gideon stepped forward, unconsciously showing his hand, I made my decision. I would give Gideon the Key, but only after he was so smitten with me that he begged me to stay and fulfilled the other part of my deal with my sister.

I pulled the cord over my head to loosen the Key, holding it out toward Gideon. Ignoring the others, I stepped up to him, letting the Key dangle in the air between us. “I’d like to offer you a deal,” I said with a pleasant smile. “Spend the day with me, and I’ll give you the Key. As long as you help us save Arie, of course,” I amended. That should give me even more time with him. The plan was perfect.

His own hand, already halfway extended toward mine, hovered in the air so close that I could practically taste his impatience on my tongue. He pulled back and straightened. To have what he’d been searching for just inches from his grasp, yet completely out of reach. 

“Just one day,” I baited him. “How bad could it be?”

Bosh was quiet. He seemed uncomfortable with tension. He’d never do well in the sea courts back home. I’d learned a long time ago not to care what someone thought of me, to mind my own business. As my father liked to say, life was simpler that way.

“You’d delay us an entire day?” Kadin’s voice shook as he stepped closer until I could no longer overlook him. “What about Arie?”

I shook my head, still smiling, though not even Bosh would smile back now. “Arie is perfectly safe while Enoch is controlling her. It will be far more dangerous for her when we return. I think it would be quite wise to have an extra day to prepare a strategy, don’t you? Unless you already have a plan I’m not aware of?” 

That made him pause. I pressed my advantage, curling my fingers around the Key slowly, drawing it back to my body and effectively out of sight. 

The reaction from Gideon was instantaneous. “I agree.”

Though Kadin and Bosh seemed less convinced, they nodded as well. 

We set out down the road back to the tavern, spread out, tense and mute.

I let myself embrace a silent victory.
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Kadin

I TOLD YOU THE Mere couldn’t be trusted, Gideon spoke into my mind as we returned to the village.

The others were oblivious to our silent conversation.

Though I struggled to think about anything other than Arie, my lip twitched and I almost smiled at the Jinni. I think... I hesitated over what I wanted to say. I wasn’t completely sure.

I’d told Rena to leave, yet found her more ingratiated with Bosh than ever. Maybe she’d cast a spell over him—or all of us—so that we would allow her to stay. As much as I wanted to blame her for the delay, I found myself agreeing with her suggestion that we take our time and make a plan of attack, rather than race back and hope to figure it out when we arrived. 

Normally, Gideon was patient, but this time when I didn’t finish the thought, he spoke to my mind again. Tell me what you think. What is the purpose of this ploy to spend time with me?

I shook off the direction of my thoughts, deciding to simply tell Gideon the truth. I think... it’s not so much a ploy as it is that... she may have a bit of a crush on you.

I could almost feel the stunned mental silence as Gideon processed this. The crunch of dirt under our feet was the only sound as we neared the village. 

A crush... truly?

I hadn’t known a thought could hold such a tone, but I found myself holding back a laugh at his complete and utter shock. A Jinni male was no different from a human male when it came to reading women, it would seem.

Why else do you think she wants to spend an entire day with you? I countered, glancing over at him with a small smile. If all the men, Mere, and Jinni I knew were lumped together, Gideon would be one of those I trusted most. I’d come to think of him as a true friend. 

We walked back to town, entering the busy streets once more, as Gideon seemed to ponder my words. He nodded to himself so slightly I doubted the others noticed, then threw a quick thought to me. Might as well get it over with, then.

Even as the thought reached me, Gideon strode ahead to join Bosh and Rena. “How would you like our day together to begin?” he asked Rena politely, and, ever the gentleman, he nodded to Bosh as well, “You’re welcome to join us if you’d like.”

Bosh opened his mouth to answer, but was saved from the awkwardness by Rena shaking her head adamantly. “Not if you want the day together to count. It has to be just you and me.” 

Gideon didn’t say a word, but the stiffness in his spine and stride spoke volumes. I covered my mouth, stifling a laugh. 
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Rena

GIDEON WAS A PERFECT gentleman, just as I’d always believed him to be. Except it was nothing like I’d imagined. It was absolutely boring. 

“What do you desire to eat?” 

“Where would you like to go?”

“As you wish.”

No apparent thoughts or opinions of his own! The conversation felt stilted and one-sided as I babbled about back home, trying to let him get to know me, to see if he would finally remember that we’d met. 

No luck.

He just listened absently, as if with half his attention, always able to repeat back to me what I said, but I got the distinct feeling he didn’t care at all.

We sat on a grassy hilltop looking down on the village from above with hands still sticky from our lunch. Well, mine anyway. Gideon had stretched out a hand, pulling a soft blue handkerchief out of thin air and wiped his hands clean, but hadn’t offered it to me. I hated being dirty. The sensation was unfamiliar and I didn’t know how humans could live like this. 

I’d yet to carry my own handkerchief and if it were anyone else I’d simply ask to use his, but something gave me the sense he would find it far too intimate, like touching tails. 

So, while he stretched out his hand and the handkerchief vanished into whatever secret place he kept his things, I wiped my fingers on the grass when he wasn’t looking. 

The awkward silence stretched over us as we stared down at the little people below. For the third time, the urge to ask him to show me something human rose in me, but I tamped it down. That would be offensive, and as silly as if he asked that of me. 

Then, my mind prompted me to ask him to show me something Jinn instead. How would he take that? If he’d said more than two words strung together, I might’ve taken the chance. But I couldn’t get my mother’s voice out of my head. The Jinn are not to be trusted. The Jinn are evil. Never trust the words of a Jinni.

Frustrated, I pulled my knees up to my chest and crossed my arms over them, as I searched for a safe question, staring with longing at the castle towers peeking out of the forest in the distance, wishing I was there with Bosh instead. Humans were so much easier to deal with. 

My eyes wandered, landing on Gideon’s cane. Impulsively, I reached out to pick it up. “This is beautiful,” I began, a question forming in my mind as I wrapped my fingers around the cool metal. 

In a heartbeat, he held me by the wrist in an almost painful grip. “Please don’t touch that,” he said softly. 

To my surprise, my protection spells released, throwing out a wave of energy that hit him square in the chest, knocking him flat on his back. 

I dropped the cane. Hurrying to his side, I knelt by him. It felt almost like when we’d first met, as I leaned over him. I half expected his eyes to be closed, and placed my hand on his chest without thought, licking my lips at the memory. 

Instead, his eyes were open, and his chest rose up and down as he struggled to catch his breath. 

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “You startled me. I didn’t mean to.” And I didn’t, but I could tell without a word from him that he was angry. “I’m sorry,” I apologized again. “Truly.”

He only gave a curt nod. Pulling himself up, he moved more warily now, lifting the cane from between us to set it on the opposite side, out of my reach. 

“I was only curious,” my voice came out in a thin whisper. Something clogged my throat and a tinge of wetness came to my eyes. “I was going to ask what happened that you need a cane.” The question came out flat. At this point, I didn’t really expect him to answer. 

I’d ruined everything.

Blinking rapidly, I tried to clear my eyes of the watery cloud. Tears were so much easier to hide in the ocean. 

But Gideon surprised me after a long moment by loosening his rigid posture, leaning back with a sigh. “It’s an old injury,” he said in that quiet voice of his. “From something that happened almost a year ago now.”

Hope rose and I lifted my gaze. He focused on the village below. This time when I blinked the wetness away, it didn’t come back. I kept my body facing the village, like his, but watched his face closely, catching the way his lips tightened at the memory and the creases in the corner of his eyes deepened. 

“It must have been painful,” I said in a soft tone as well. 

“At the time,” he agreed with a small nod. “It’s nothing now, but I keep this,” he touched the cane, without looking at it, “to remind myself of that day. Of what can happen when you let your guard down.”

A million questions rose to my mind at that tiny piece of information. What happened? Will he get offended all over again if I ask? I didn’t want to risk it. Instead, I basked in the happy feeling of being gifted a tiny secret. Maybe he just needed more time. After all, I’d had a year to think of him, while he may not remember that day at all. 

The thought reminded me of his words. “You say the injury happened a year ago?” I asked, before it occurred to me that even this might be an invasion of his privacy. Such a fine line to walk!

He nodded though.

This was my moment. 

I took a deep breath. Where to start? 

One simple question would work: was it when you fell from the sky? 

And then he would say, how did you know about that? 

Oh, I would tell him in a casual tone, as if it was nothing, I was the one who saved you from drowning. Did you truly think you’d landed on a rock in the middle of the ocean without help—or somehow survived a landing like that without a broken skull? 

I opened my mouth to speak. 

“I’d rather not talk about that day,” Gideon said. “If you don’t mind.” 

I deflated. 

With my plans to begin with our first meeting thwarted, I debated just telling him anyway, or asking about something else. Maybe I could circle back around to it. 

“Do you have family?” I asked, thinking of my five sisters. That was a safe topic, right?

But Gideon grew even more grim, if that were possible, and still as death. “Not anymore.”

Ah. Another taboo subject.

Then again, he hadn’t said he didn’t want to talk about it—yet. I refused to give up hope that I could find a crack in his fierce façade. “What happened to them?”

Gideon sighed, a long drawn out sigh that reminded me of my mother. “My parents passed away a few decades ago. And I didn’t have any siblings, but I have a bond-brother who went missing a year ago, and I fear he may be dead as well.” 

Another event that happened a year ago? This was too juicy to pass up. Like when a school of fish swam right into your hands. 

“Was that related to why you fell from the sky?” I asked.

For the first time all morning, Gideon’s sharp gaze fixed on me, direct and focused. “How did you know about that?” he asked, as I’d known he would.

I smiled. “Well, I know you didn’t want to talk about it...” I trailed off, enjoying the fact that I finally had his full attention.

“Tell me.” His tone was flat. He didn’t fully trust me yet. Maybe he thought I was playing him. But he would see. 

“I know,” I said, still smiling as if this were a pleasant conversation, because I so hoped it would be, “because I saw you fall. I’m the one who dragged you from the bottom of the ocean onto that rock.”

The sun glinted in his pale blue eyes, but he didn’t turn away. His thick brows lifted in surprise, but other than that he didn’t react to my big reveal at all. 

“We held a full conversation, actually,” I continued, feeling odd telling him about his own experience. “Well, a short one. You told me why you... fell.” 

“Did I?” his soft voice held an undercurrent of tension. “And why was that?”

Was this a test? I questioned my memory. What if I’d heard him wrong? Or misunderstood?

I swallowed, forcing myself to hold his gaze, though I felt more and more nervous. Especially after learning the other events of that fateful day, and realizing how much of the story I didn’t know.

“Well,” I said, swallowing yet again and lifting my chin to appear confident. “According to you, it was because you were banished.”

Gideon flinched. 

I opened my mouth to say something else, but nothing came to mind. The revelation was no longer about our history, but centered around that word. 

Banished. 

“I realize our kind don’t really get along,” I said. He probably hated that I knew this secret about him, that a weakness was exposed to a natural adversary. But I needed him to know I wasn’t the enemy. “I won’t tell anyone, I swear. I could’ve told Arie or the others, but I haven’t. You can ask them.” Well, that would defeat the purpose of the secret, but at least I could offer.

All this time, Gideon hadn’t moved. His eyes were squeezed shut as if that might somehow block the truth, or maybe block me. I tried not to be hurt. 

“We can talk about something else,” I offered after another long moment. There were a lot of those in this conversation. I hated silence.

“Did I tell you anything else?” he asked, pinching the bridge of his nose, eyes still shut. 

“Um, well,” I blushed at that question. “Besides your name, only one other thing...”

Now those blue eyes blinked open, fixed on me. “Yes?”

I know I’d told myself I’d be honest with him, and I wanted him to trust me, but after everything that had happened, I felt certain if I admitted the last bit to him he would only sneer and call me a liar. “I’d rather not say.”

“Was it about the queen?” he asked. At some point his body had angled to face mine, and I’d done the same. He looked worried.

“The queen?” I asked, curiosity piqued. “What about her?” This felt like back in my mother’s chatter room with the Mere-ladies gossiping. I gasped. “Is she the one who banished you?” It made sense, now that I thought about it. Who else would have that kind of power? Well, I supposed I didn’t know much about the Jinn, so I couldn’t be sure.

“I shouldn’t have said that,” he muttered, confirming my suspicions.

“What did you do that was horrible enough to be banished?” I asked thoughtlessly. 

“Nothing!” For the first time since I’d met him, Gideon raised his voice, which for him, was essentially yelling. 

“You’re very touchy, you know that?” I snapped. I was over tiptoeing around him. It was far too much work. “If you didn’t do anything, then you’ve no need to get so worked up. It’s not like I’m going to banish you again.” Well, at least not from the human world. Technically, he was already not allowed in Rusalka. But now was probably not the best time to mention that. “Obviously the queen thinks you did something. But if you didn’t, then we can prove your innocence!”

“I cannot.” Gideon stood and began to pace. I’d never seen him so physically upset. After a moment, I stood too, feeling silly to be sitting on the ground so far beneath him.

He shook his head, stopping in front of me. “I haven’t discussed this with anyone before, do you understand?”

I smiled up at him. He was trusting me with his secrets? “I won’t tell a soul.”

Instead of reassuring him, that seemed to make him pause. “I wish I could be sure of that.”

I held up a finger for him to wait. Pulling another cord from around my neck, I drew up one of my necklaces. Unlike the Key, which I’d kept hidden, this jewelry lay on the outside, with a beautiful strand of seashells from the depths of the ocean. In the sunlight, their colors faded from dark purples, blues, and pinks, into softer pastel hues. 

Carefully, I untied a shell and handed it to Gideon, serious now. “This is spelled for promises,” I said as I placed it in his hand.

At the word, he tried to hand it back to me, “I don’t want anything spelled,” he said, “I know how the Mere work. How do I know it won’t do something else?”

I frowned. “You don’t even know what it does do yet. Could you not have even an ounce of trust for the one who saved your life?”

He stopped protesting, properly chastised. 

“This,” I continued, pointing to the shell, “means I must keep your secret, for as long as you have it, until or if you decide to give it back to me.” I shrugged, crossing my arms. “But if you think it’s nothing, then you might as well give it back.”

His fingers curled around it at that. I nodded, satisfied. Dropping to the ground with a sigh, I gave in to the warmth of the sun, leaning back to lay in the soft grass and close my eyes. “Anyway, tell me or don’t tell me. I don’t care.”

The best reaction to gossip, my mother always said, was pretending it meant nothing. This almost always prompted a desire to prove the information was valuable. 

Gideon settled back down next to me. Peeking at him, I was disappointed to find he’d kept his distance. Still. It was something. I closed my eyes and waited.

“The queen banished me,” Gideon began after one of his agonizing pauses that I was growing used to, “because I was searching for my bond-brother. And I’d discovered something she didn’t want anyone to know.”

The mystery was too exciting for me to feign indifference now. I rolled onto my stomach, propping my head in my hands to stare at him. “What did you find?” I whispered reverently. 

Gideon didn’t play with the grass or his cane or do anything so obvious to expose his anxiety, but I was beginning to recognize it was his utter stillness that gave him away as he spoke. “You know how I mentioned my bond-brother disappeared?” 

I nodded.

Gideon didn’t move a muscle, didn’t even blink. “I believe the queen was behind it.”

Oh, the intrigue! “Why would she do such a thing?” I asked, almost breathless with curiosity. “Did he do something wrong?”

Gideon was a statue now. Staring at my shell in the palm of his hand. I waited with hinged breath, but I never would’ve guessed what he said next.

“In a way. We have a tradition that every 50 years, the ruling monarch will defer the throne of Jinn to their offspring. The Crowning Ceremony is meant to be this year. His crime was being her son.”
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CHAPTER 27
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Rena

GIDEON AND I HAD only spent half a morning together and had already run out of things to say. The revelation about the Jinni prince was probably to blame for that. I wanted to ask what happened when the only heir to the throne was missing, but even I could sense that information was for Jinni ears only. The currents in my mind were strong, dragging me from one possibility to the next. Clearly the queen had somehow removed her son so she could keep her throne. The lifetime of a Jinni rivaled that of the Mere, and we had our suspicions they might live quite a bit longer than even we knew. 

All of this I could only assume, because for the millionth time that morning, we sat in utter silence. 

“What would you like to do for the rest of our day together?” Gideon asked at the hour mark, as he had the last three times. 

This time, boredom won. 

“You can travel anywhere you want?” I asked. 

That got me a sidelong glance and one of those thick brows raised in silent question.

“Could you take me to see an elephant? I’ve always wanted to see one.” 

Gideon’s lip twitched at first. Then he surprised me by throwing his head back and laughing. An actual belly laugh. “You’re quite unpredictable, you know that?” he said when he caught his breath. 

I smirked. 

“Alright, as you wish,” Gideon stood, dusting off his pants, though of course they were impeccable. He held out a hand to help me up, and my heart fluttered as I took it. One moment I was staring up into his pale blue eyes, then the next moment he flashed away and was gone.

“Wait! Come back!” I shouted, but he already had. He grasped my arms more firmly, disappearing a second time and leaving me alone once more. Reappearing once again, he frowned at me, as if his leaving me behind was somehow my fault.

“What’s going on?” he demanded, gesturing toward me in frustration. “It’s as if you’re rooted into the ground. You’re anchored so deep I can’t move you from this spot.” 

“Oh!” I’d completely forgotten. I reached up to my neck to grasp the limpet shell, murmuring to remove the protection spell that prevented Jinni Gifts from working on the Mere. “Sorry. Try it now.”

Gideon’s brows arched skeptically, but this time when he took my hand and tried to travel, I felt myself shift with him. The world altered in an instant.

***
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“WE’VE BEEN WAITING FOR ages,” I whispered to Gideon. We lay in the tall grass on a hill above a small pool of water that Gideon called a ‘watering hole.’ 

The flash of traveling from one place to another felt like slipping from beneath the water to the surface. So close together, yet so far apart. According to Gideon, we were about a full day’s travel south from where we’d spent the morning. He also refused to guarantee we’d even see elephants, which I refused to accept. “What’s the point of traveling all this way if we’re not going to stay until we see one?” 

He only shook his head at my logic. Those thick eyebrows of his were so expressive. Even without words the meaningful lift and twitch of a smile lifted my spirits. I found myself saying things just to get a reaction from him. 

“My sisters have never seen an elephant before,” I told him, wiggling my brows as well. “They’re going to be so terribly jealous when they find out.” And when I told them the story, I’d leave out all this ridiculous staring at a shallow pool. 

He just laughed. His eyes only landed on me for a moment, but the depths of blue made my heart sing. Such a gentleness behind those eyes. And so much pain. I could tell I’d only brushed the surface this morning. If I could make him laugh again, that would make this day a success, I decided. 

“What kind of noise does an elephant make?” I asked, thinking of whales and their deep bellows or the higher trills of smaller mammals. So many options. I thought through them quick and mimicked the chirrup of a dolphin calling to a lover. Though I highly doubted Gideon knew the meaning of the sound, I blushed. 

“Shhh,” he waved a hand at me, and I stopped, disappointed. “First of all,” he deadpanned, “they sound nothing like a dolphin.” 

My blush deepened. Did he know more than I’d thought? 

“And second, if they hear that, I guarantee they’ll run the other way, and then you’ll never get a chance to see them.”

I sighed at his logic. I didn’t want to scare them away.

Settling back into watching, I rested my head in my hands and let my eyes drift aimlessly across the grassland and the trees on the other side. 

Then, movement. So far in the distance I almost missed it. Gray shifting through the green of the trees. When it finally emerged near the edge of the watering hole on the far side, I frowned. “It’s so small,” I said, thinking of the great sperm whales back home. This creature didn’t even look to stand as tall as my horse. 

This earned me an unexpected smile and a soft laugh that made me nearly forget the elephant. I stared at him adoringly. “That’s a youngling,” he explained, still grinning. 

“Ahh,” I turned back with interest. So, this was a baby elephant. The creature waddled closer, splashing into the water, enormous ears flapping. Then, out of nowhere, he raised his trunk and sprayed a bucket’s worth of water over his back! I clapped my hands over my mouth to keep in my squeal of excitement. 

“How strange!” I hissed to Gideon. When I turned to catch his reaction, I found him watching me. My heart stopped. It only lasted for the space of a breath, before he returned his gaze to the baby elephant, but I studied his profile. I liked his long nose and strong jaw, such Jinni qualities. Thin lips too. They quirked in the tiniest smile that told me he was aware of being watched. 

“Look,” he pointed, whispering softly, “there’s the mother.”

I spun to face the watering hole. At first I didn’t see her. Then at the edge of the trees, bits of gray and movement. 

I gasped. “She’s huge,” I murmured, jaw dropping. The mother stood over two times as tall as the baby, looming over it. My eyes grew as wide and round as a squid’s. Her head alone was larger than me. 

“That’s incredible,” I said, admiring the wrinkled gray skin and the way her trunk swung back and forth as she walked. Even from here, I could swear I felt the earth shake a bit with each step. My respect for the land whales increased quite a bit. They might not be as large, but they were clearly powerful. “Are those its teeth?”

Another laugh. I could never get one intentionally, but seemed to come by quite of few of them by accident. “Those are called tusks,” he explained. “I believe they’re for protection, but for the most part they’re quite gentle creatures.”

When the baby rose from the water, dripping, and returned to his mother, it was my turn to chortle through my fingers, trying to be quiet. “Look at that tail,” I said with tears of laughter in my eyes. It was absolutely ridiculous! Swishing back and forth, the tail looked like a tiny stick on the animal’s massive rear end with a tiny tuft of hair at the tip. Any creature in the ocean with a tail like that wouldn’t last a day. Of course, since we weren’t in the ocean, I supposed it wasn’t that funny to Gideon, but I couldn’t help giggling over it. Another juicy detail to share with my sisters when I returned home—I caught myself. If I returned home... 

I brushed the thought aside and grinned at Gideon again. “This is everything I’d hoped it would be,” I told him. “Thank you!”

He nodded. “My pleasure.” 

I pressed my lips together in a smile, wishing it was more than a pleasantry. While I’d grown up with everyone saying exactly what they thought, the Jinni culture of secrets and constant civility left those words empty and meaningless.

A quiet minute passed, comfortable this time, while we watched the mother elephant with her baby. I giggled when the little one sprayed her with water and she blasted him with twice as much in return. When he kicked up his feet and ran, big ears flapping in the wind, I laughed out loud. And when he returned to his mother and wrapped his little trunk gently around hers, my heart squeezed at the sight and I sighed. “They’re so beautiful.”

“They are,” Gideon agreed quietly. The moment felt like coming to an understanding with him. We were worlds apart, and unfriendly worlds at that, yet in this, we felt the same. I let my hand fall to the earth between us, an open invitation. 

“Do you know,” he said, and I held my breath, hoping for another breakthrough. “In some parts of the world, humans ride these beasts.”

Not what I was hoping for, yet it piqued my interest. “How?” I asked, eyeing the large animals. “You’d have to climb a tree to even mount them.” I thought of my little pedestal back at the castle for mounting a horse. 

“Do you want to see something?” Gideon asked. 

His playful expression surprised me so much that I just blinked, then nodded.

Just like that, he vanished. 

In front of my eyes one moment, then the next Gideon was gone and I was staring into the grass behind him. 

I whirled to face the elephants just as the mother lifted her trunk in fright and trumpeted.

Gideon stood on her back. As she panicked, he lost his balance and quickly flashed into a seated position on her neck instead. With a hand on her giant head, he soothed her somehow, while the baby came waddling up to them curiously. 

I stood and hurried down the hill, slowing as I came closer and saw the mother’s enormity for myself. She’d calmed under Gideon’s control, while the baby was fearless, shuffling toward me as I came near. I held out my palm, the way I would to feed a tiny seahorse, and his little trunk—not so little up close, since it was larger than my arm—stretched toward me. I startled. He was sniffing me; that water-hose on his face was also how he smelled. The little hairs on the end tickled my palm and his hide was surprisingly soft and gentle as he ran it down my arm, wrapping around. I jumped back, nervous, imagining him gripping me like a squid, but the little one let go of me immediately. 

“It’s okay,” Gideon said from atop the larger beast. I had to tilt my head back to look at him, shading my eyes against the sun, only seeing his silhouette. “They won’t hurt you.”

“I’m not scared,” I said smugly. I’d encountered sharks and swam with whales. This little guy wasn’t nearly as terrifying as that. Besides, I’d worked on my protection spells so that they’d kick in immediately if anything really dangerous happened. 

I regretted my words, as the warmth between Gideon and I again grew cold. In an effort to move past it, I stepped closer to the baby elephant, reaching out my hand once more. This time, he was more hesitant, but I stepped forward boldly, until I could touch his forehead. 

I’d moved too quickly in my pride. His tiny trunk swung upward in fright at the foreign feeling on his hide. Though smaller than his mother’s, it was still larger than both my scrawny arms together. It knocked me flat on my back.

This time when Gideon laughed, I didn’t enjoy it. I might have even yelled at him if I could catch my breath. The little guy was a few feet away now, hiding behind his mother.

With another flash between unknown spaces, Gideon appeared in front of me, kneeling to take my hand and help me up. I was lighter than he’d expected, and as I tried to help pull myself up on my own, the combination of our strength pulled me directly into his arms, crashing into his chest. He steadied me at the waist, and my hands naturally gripped his shirt. I forced my fingers to loosen, slowly flattening my palms on his chest. 

Lifting my gaze from his chest to peer up into those cool blue eyes, I licked my lips. Gideon’s hands on my waist made me shiver. This was my moment. I’d waited over a year for this. I would confess my love to him, and he would return it.

“This day has been a dream,” I began breathlessly. His eyes stared into mine, so unreadable. I couldn’t remember what I’d rehearsed to say next. 

In the space of a blink, he let go of my waist and stepped back. My hands slipped down his chest and fell away. “It hasn’t been all bad,” he said in response, indifferent. “I suppose the Mere have some redeeming qualities.”

A high compliment I supposed, in his mind, but far from the passion I’d dreamed of for so many months. It felt too unbalanced to continue with my plans. I dug deep to find a smile, trying to be grateful that at least he was speaking to me. 

“We still have a few more hours,” he added. “Any other strange creatures you’d like to see?”

I could wallow in my disappointment... or I could take advantage of the Jinni in front of me, offering a unique, once in a lifetime tour.

“There is one more creature I’ve heard of,” I said, nodding, a new wave of excitement sweeping over me at the hope he might agree. It was no small request.

“Tell me.”

I took a deep breath. “I’d like to see a dragon.”
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CHAPTER 28
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Arie

“THIS IS WHY I’VE decided to invite King Amir to return to Hodafez,” I finished my speech, startling myself with the words. I stood in the middle of the castle courtyard with the late morning sun beating down on me. The sole audience member for my speech was the town crier, memorizing my words to carry them out into the city. Enoch hovered nearby. 

Normally, I would have delivered such an important announcement to the public myself. Stranger still, my gut reaction to inviting the King of Sagh back to Hodafez seemed almost akin to terror. My pulse raced and my skin felt clammy, but I couldn’t pin down why. 

What else had I said? My memory was fuzzy. Anxiety swirled in my stomach. My mouth moved on its own. “Thank you, that will be all for today.” The crier nodded, making his final notes, while my feet carried me out of the square and back inside the castle. He would carry the gist of my announcement throughout the rest of my kingdom until everyone had heard. But who would tell me? 

I found myself in my chambers minutes later with no memory of getting there. I couldn’t understand how I was losing time like this. Was it something to do with my Gift? That didn’t make any sense. My breathing started coming faster as I remembered what I’d said about King Amir—I would never in my right mind have invited him back here! Something was deeply wrong. I wanted to talk to my father about it, but then I remembered he was in a coma. No. Wait... As scenes from his funeral flashed before my eyes, I crumpled, unable to stand, rocking back and forth as my body shook with sobs.  

Nothing made sense. My eyes were swollen and I had no idea how much time had passed, when a hint of ink on my foot caught my attention. 

Lavatory, towels. 

I jumped out of bed, practically running across the room. 

Right where I’d written it would be, there was a parchment with hurried scribbles in my own hand. I didn’t remember writing them. The inescapable feeling that I was somehow lost within my own mind terrified me.

My eyes flew through the words. Enoch. Using his Gift—I took deep breaths, feeling equal parts relieved that I wasn’t going crazy, while at the same time more anxious now that I knew what was going on. The short lines about my father were almost illegible, as if I’d been shaking. Tears blurred my eyes once more, but I forced myself to read everything.

Another small line further down the page, added later: Kadin is working on finding Gideon. He will save me.

I didn’t remember writing that either. Though there was a vague memory of a dream... 

For some reason, just knowing Kadin was aware of my dilemma made me feel better. 

I wrote myself another short note about how I’d invited King Amir into the castle—just in case I forgot again. I wanted to add instructions for myself, for what I should do, but my hand only hovered over the page. I prided myself on always finding a way out of difficult situations, but no matter how long I stood there, nothing came to mind.

Striding out into the bedroom, I ignored the guard stationed by the balcony and moved through the front room to the door to the hall. 

I opened it to leave, but the two guards stationed outside stopped me. “I’m sorry your majesty, you need to stay in your rooms right now.” 

The tiniest flicker of a memory told me this had happened before. Maybe more than once.

I closed the door without a word, moving instead to the corner of my front sitting room that held my desk and writing tools. At least here I was alone and unsupervised. 

I ripped off the top of the inkwell, dipping the quill in, not caring if I dripped spatters on the page or not, as long as the letter was legible. 

Kadin,

I’m afraid it’s more urgent than I’d first realized. 

King Amir is returning to Hodafez—I’m not sure how soon, it could be as early as tomorrow.

I paused. A tear dripped onto the page, surprising me. I swiped the back of my hand across my eyes and forced myself to keep going. I didn’t know how much time I had. Taking a deep breath, I wrote what I’d never expected to say to him:

I’m so scared and I don’t know what to do. I’m sorry for everything I’ve said in the past... I need you here. I wish I’d never told you to leave.

I bit my lip. Dipping the quill into the inkwell again until it was soaking, I drenched the last few lines, crossing them out until they were one large smear of ink, no longer readable. 

Anyone could intercept the letter, after all.

Swallowing hard, I rewrote a new last line.

Please hurry. 


-  A



Blowing on the ink until it was dry, I quickly folded the note and sealed it with the wax from a nearby candle.

Now was the difficult part. I held the letter behind my back as I opened my front door to speak with the two guards outside. “Could you please send Havah or Farideh up to see me?” My ladies-in-waiting were loyal. They would be most likely to keep a secret. 

“The Jinni told us they were needed in the kitchen,” the guard on the right replied. “They’re not supposed to see you right now.” 

Under his helmet, I recognized Soroush by his dark brown eyes and graying beard. His thoughts were strangely silent, which meant he most likely wasn’t aware of the mind control any more than I had been.

“Of course he did,” I muttered, thinking fast. “What else did Enoch say?”

“He said you can’t leave. You’re not feeling well,” the second guard replied in a monotone. He was younger and unfamiliar to me; most likely he’d never been on rotation inside the castle before. 

I cleared my throat and decided to work with what they knew. “That’s true,” I agreed, “I’m not well and need to stay in my rooms, so I was hoping you’d be able to deliver a note for me? To someone in town?” 

Soroush’s thoughts slipped to worries about his queen not feeling well, as if he was hearing the news for the first time. Meanwhile the other guard started thinking about his fiancée in town and how he could use this errand as an excuse to see her. 

If there was ever a time to take advantage of my Gift, it was now. Pulling the letter out from behind my back, I stepped out into the corridor to take his hand and place the letter into it firmly. “Give this to a man named Kadin,” I said, describing the inn where Kadin had last been staying. Hopefully someone would know how to get it to him. I winked at the young guard as I added, “Take as much time as you need to see your girl.”

He grinned, and with a nod to Soroush, he set off down the hallway with my letter in hand. It was a long shot. I had no way of knowing if Kadin would even get it. But it was better than doing nothing.

Soroush started to wonder what was in my letter. I needed to distract him. “I know you can’t leave your post,” I said, hoping he wouldn’t until the other guard had returned, “but I’d like a pot of tea if you can send someone on an errand. I think it might help me feel better.”

“Of course, your majesty,” Soroush replied immediately, returning to his original thoughts about my health. 

I coughed for good effect as I closed the door. 

Now all I could do was wait.

***
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HOURS PASSED, AGONIZINGLY SLOW. 

When a knock sounded on the door, I jumped up eagerly. Maybe the guard had found Kadin after all.

The door swung open to reveal Enoch standing on the other side. He stepped past me without waiting for an invitation, closing the door with a soft click behind him.

He held something up, showing it to me. My heart sank at the letter with a name I recognized scribbled on the front. It’d never reached Kadin. 

“What were you hoping to accomplish by this?” Enoch asked as he held it up. The seal was broken. 

I tried to remember exactly what I’d wrote and if I’d given too much away. My heart was pounding so fast—could he hear it? “It’s nothing. Just a note to a friend.” 

We both knew that was a lie. Enoch took me by the arm and forced me to sit in a chair, taking a seat across from me as he placed the letter on the table. 

“You shouldn’t be able to remember this,” he said, watching me with those purple eyes. 

I swallowed and didn’t answer. 

But he and I both knew all he needed to do was ask me directly. Helpless fury filled me, with nowhere to go, until I thought I might explode.

He sighed. “How are you able to come back to yourself so quickly?”

And I told him. 

Every secret spilled out of me against my will. The note I’d left myself. The longer note in the bathroom and where I’d hidden it.

Enoch only nodded before taking my arm and walking me to the bathroom. “Wash it off,” he commanded over his shoulder as he sifted through the towels and found my note exactly where I’d said it would be. 

I took soap and a wash rag from the clean bowl of water, and scrubbed until the ink on my foot was just a dark smear.

Enoch waited until I was done, parchment in hand, before he left the room. I found myself following him out.

Back in my sitting room, he opened the door and spoke quietly to the guards. “Remove her writing desk from the room. Make sure every inkwell and every scrap of parchment is gone.”

No.

The guards moved to obey while I stood in the center of the room, watching them remove my ability to cry for help or even remind myself of what was happening. The loss hit me like a punch to the gut. It was the smallest possible way to fight back, but it’d been all I had. 

I covered my mouth to hold back sobs when the door closed behind them, leaving me alone once more. Enoch hadn’t bothered to tell me to forget this time. He didn’t need to. There was nowhere I could go, and nothing I could do. 

I hated the tears. They made me feel weak. Clenching my fists, I let myself get angry instead, swiping at my face to clear it. There was one last resort—one last thing I could try, and Enoch couldn’t stop me because he didn’t know.

Even though it was only mid-afternoon, I would do my best to fall asleep and try to meet Kadin again in my dreams. I could only hope that eventually, if I stayed there long enough, he’d be there.
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Kadin

“HOW MUCH LONGER WILL they be gone?” Bosh grumbled. We sat in the inn’s common room, with two other small groups seated at the surrounding tables. Bosh had been everyone’s entertainment for the last hour or so. While I was busy trying to come up with a plan, Bosh was fodder for their drinking game. With inaudible groans, each of them took a swig. They were growing quite drunk.

The bartender had guessed the lad would complain only three or four times more before it dawned on him why they’d begun to sip so in sync. The highest guess was that it might take him as many as six, before he caught on. Here they were, still going strong. Even now, I could see another complaint on his lips.

“Should I go looking for them?” he asked me, concern knitting his forehead together. 

“Is the day done?” I asked him in return, merciless. I didn’t have a lot of sympathy for him right now. There was so much at stake and I had no idea how to fix it. I moved away to pace by the back wall where I could have room to think.

Bosh joined the game of Castles and Conquerors going on at the nearby table to give me space, but he was distracted by his worries for Rena. 

“I thought it was only a rumor that the Mere could enchant a man with their voice,” another man said, having seen Rena’s gills that morning. His voice carried across the room. He played a card, somehow still winning the latest game, despite drinking as much as the rest of them. “But now I feel quite certain it must be true.” 

They burst out laughing, and I couldn’t help a small smile, as much at the way Bosh blushed, as the jest itself.

“Is that true?” Bosh spun around to ask me, even more anxious now. 

“Thanks for that,” I said, shaking my head at the man.

He simply shrugged, his dark face smooth and unreadable as always. “It could be true? Who’s to say?”

“Very unlikely,” I reassured Bosh when it was clear the man wasn’t going to take it back, coming over to the table to sit and join them. “Think about it. If she could bewitch people at will, then why are the rest of us unimpressed?”

“I think she’s lovely.” Bosh challenged my statement without meaning to, by remaining utterly captivated. “She’s so honest. I’ve never met a woman who says exactly what she’s thinking like Rena does.”

I put a toothpick in my mouth to keep from smiling. He had a point. I tried not to think of Arie, but failed. It sobered me immediately. Thinking of all the things between us still unsaid. Or at least, by me. I could only hope it was the case for her as well. I wished there was a way to see her again, but Rena was gone. Not to mention it was the middle of the day.

With the men on both sides, casually playing the game and chatting, oblivious, I sighed.

“They’ve been gone a long time,” Bosh said only ten minutes later.

“Okay, that’s it,” I said, pushing away from the table to stand. “Why don’t we go get a bite to eat and take your mind off it for a while?” 

He hesitated. “What if they come back while we’re gone?”

“So what if they do?” I shrugged. “They can take care of themselves.” Maybe the break would help me clear my mind. Normally a castle heist came to me easily, but for this one I could hardly think straight. I’d never had a heist that involved stealing a person before. Not to mention a heist that ended with staying at the castle—and not in the dungeons. 

We didn’t talk much until we’d wandered through the marketplace and found something to eat. Taking it with us, we made our way to the beach to sit. The food settled like a rock in my stomach. “If only we could come up with something foolproof to get the Jinni out of the castle,” I muttered, forcing myself to swallow the last bite. Everything we’d come up with hinged on Gideon beating Enoch, and King Amir not being present. 

“I was thinking,” Bosh said, fiddling with the few coins he hadn’t lost in the game, “that Rena might be more helpful than we’ve given her credit for. Maybe even the tipping point to our success.”

“How so?” My voice dripped with sarcasm. All she’d been so far was trouble. I rubbed my hand over my face. That wasn’t totally fair. She’d helped us find Gideon. She seemed capable enough of helping us, the question was, did she want to?

“Think about it,” Bosh insisted, waving his food in the air excitedly. “If she comes with us, maybe she could distract Enoch long enough for Gideon to stop him? The Jinni Gifts don’t work on her, so she’d be perfectly safe and he wouldn’t see it coming!”

My hopes lifted as he spoke. For the first time all day, it felt like the cloudy haze of confusion broke in my mind and a plan shone through, bright and golden. “You know what,” I murmured, more to myself than Bosh. “That just might work.”
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Rena

“A DRAGON?” GIDEON’S BROWS came together, then lifted in astonishment.

“Mmmhmm,” I said. “I know it’s dangerous, but I’ve always wanted to know what they look like, and I figure if anything happens, we’ll be okay.”

“How so?” He crossed his arms over his vest. 

“Well,” I shrugged, “between my protection spells, and your ability to travel at any moment, we should be the two most difficult targets a dragon will ever face, don’t you think?”

He gave a sardonic chuckle, shaking his head. “I can’t believe I’m actually considering this.”

“Consider quickly,” I said in reply, shading my eyes. “I assume it’d be better to go while there’s still daylight?”

Gideon tapped one finger on the head of his cane, staring at the horizon before turning back to me with a huff. “Why not,” he said, and it wasn’t a question, but more of a resignation. “Let’s go.”

I stepped up to him, trying to be ever so graceful as I placed my hand in his palm, grazing his skin softly in an effort to awaken an interest inside him that I desperately hoped was just buried. 

He grasped my fingers with a firm grip and in the span of a second we shifted from the long grasses, jungle trees, and watering hole, to a barren ground charred by fire. Burnt orange cliffs rose steeply on one side, jutting out in sharp angles, so tall they disappeared into the white clouds above. 

I gaped at the scene. 

A haze filled the air and it smelled like smoke, but faint, like it wasn’t recent. 

My attention was dragged from our surroundings when it occurred to me that I still held Gideon’s hand in mine. Or rather, he hadn’t let go. I drew closer to him, squeezing his fingers lightly.

But he wasn’t looking at me. Eyes on the horizon, Gideon was tense. “Don’t let go of me,” he whispered, “Dragon’s eyes are sharper than an eagle, but I have us cloaked. As long as you stay with me, they can’t see us.”

Somewhat of a letdown, yet I would gladly take an excuse to hold his hand. I sidled in even closer, pretending to be worried. “How will we find one?” I asked, exhilarated. 

“Shh,” he put his finger to his lips. He went so far as to lower his head to my ear when he replied. “Dragon hearing is known to be even better than their eyesight. And I can only cloak our appearance, not our sound or smell.” 

“Ahh,” I mouthed inaudibly, nodding my understanding. That would force me to lean in to ask him anything. What a lovely decision this had been.

I cast about for a good excuse to whisper in his ear, while we studied the skies, searching for any sign of movement. They were clear. 

Then, I gasped. I hadn’t meant to, it just startled me when I spied the silhouette behind the cloud and the speed with which it soared through the sky. Only a black shadow in the distance, its wingspan stretched ten times wider than the dragon himself. 

Gideon covered my mouth with his hand, and I couldn’t even blame him, when the flying figure dove toward the ground at such a speed that it looked like he was falling, growing steadily larger. 

He was coming directly toward us.

Before he’d even fully taken shape before our eyes, the dragon landed with an enormous crash, not more than a stone’s throw away. I was even more thankful for Gideon’s hand over my mouth now. If it wasn’t, I would’ve gasped again. 

His scales shone like dark black pearls in the sun, glinting in the light, rippling as he moved. I’d thought nothing could compare to the size of our whales back home, but he was at least as large as an orca—with those wings stretched wide, more like three orcas. Even as I thought this, the beast gently folded them in, creating a dangerous yet beautiful arc. 

I jumped a little when he snorted. Fortunately, the blast of smoke from his nostrils and the noise of his landing covered any other sound. 

I’d completely forgotten Gideon. 

Behind me, he stood still as a statue. I’d have turned to look, but his grip was strong, so instead I simply stared at the dragon in front of us where it stood, sniffing the air, curious, almost like the cat I’d seen in the castle stables. A very, very dangerous cat.

His yellow eyes blinked and the eyelids slipped together from the sides. Fascinating. The black iris reminded me of a cat as well, the way it stretched from top to bottom in the shape of a pointed oval. The way the beast moved, with deliberate thought, spoke of intelligence. 

Without warning, it leapt across the space between us, landing with such fluid grace he could’ve been swimming, wings half spread for balance, falling back into place once he landed. Now he was only a dozen paces away. 

I felt myself start shaking. I was right to be afraid. The deadly creature studied the empty landscape in front of him as if he knew we were there. Smoke trailed out of his nose. I knew the stories. He could breathe fire on us at any moment. Would Gideon be fast enough?

I tapped my finger against Gideon’s hand soundlessly as a signal. Let’s go. 

The dragon’s long neck arched, elegant and beautiful, as he put one powerful claw in front of the other. 

I began to shake Gideon’s hand, then his whole arm, trying to get my message across. We need to go! Still Gideon didn’t move. His hand still covered my mouth and I debated biting it, but didn’t want to startle him. Besides, I reminded myself, he knows what he’s doing. Doesn’t he?

As these thoughts raced through my head, the enormous beast dropped back to rest on his haunches. Its colossal wings folded in fully, but even folded, they stretched from just a foot above the ground to the tip of his head. His ears flicked and twisted. Perfect for hearing the softest noises, even a breath close by. I tried to hold mine. 

Finally, I wrenched my head out of Gideon’s grasp, turning to face him and ask to leave with my eyes. If it were possible, the Jinni was even more pale than I’d ever seen him, and his eyes were glued to the dragon, not even seeing me.

I shook him harder by the shoulder, tempted to slap him out of it. Keeping my grip on his hand so the dragon wouldn’t see us, I felt the tickle of fear on my spine and whirled to face the beast again, only to find those big yellow eyes staring right in our direction.

No longer on his haunches, the dragon was slowly moving toward us, head lowering. 

Stalking us. 

Panicking, I backed up into Gideon, shaking with terror. Without thinking, I elbowed him in the gut in desperation, hard. 

The oomph of Gideon’s breath leaving his lungs was so slight, but even that was too much. I’d just doomed us to death. The dragon roared—a terrifying, deep, thunderous cry that shook the earth around us and his chest lit up with internal fire. 

We were about to become charred statues. 

I stopped worrying about making noise now, and screamed, one last final ditch effort, “Gideon!” 

As Gideon came to himself and his fingers clenched tighter, the fire growing in the dragon’s throat... stopped. 

With a flash between spaces that I’d come to recognize now, the terrible beast faded from in front of us, replaced by a familiar view of a village and a grassy hilltop that still held the indents from where we’d sat just that morning. 

I cried out, falling to the ground in relief. I ripped my hand out of Gideon’s and screamed at him. “How could you? That thing nearly killed us!” The shrieks tore out of my throat so painfully, it felt raw. Stumbling backward, I put more space between us, irrationally afraid he’d take me back there. “What happened to you?” 

Still pale, Gideon stood staring at nothing, in the same position he had been when he’d stared at the dragon. He looked lost. 

“I don’t understand,” he murmured, more to himself than to me. “It doesn’t make sense.”

“What doesn’t make sense?” I demanded, standing and dusting myself off, trying to quell the shaking that still hadn’t subsided. “The part where we almost didn’t make it out of there alive, or the part where you froze? Because that doesn’t make sense to me either!”

Gideon blinked as if not really hearing me. “There was something about him, something that reminded me of the connection I have with my bond-brother. But he doesn't have the Gift of Shapeshifting.” He sighed, and the hope in his eyes faded. “It was wishful thinking. After searching for so long, I tricked myself into believing it. I’ve heard legends of what dragons can make you feel, but I’d never experienced it before.”

“They can manipulate people too? Makes sense to me.” I threw up my hands. “Jinni might as well be dragons in human form. Both of you are beautiful and dangerous.”

My fits of yelling seemed to slowly bring Gideon back to himself, especially that last bit. “Beautiful?” he questioned, one of those expressive brows mocking me.

I felt a blush rising in my cheeks. “You said it first,” I mumbled. 

Now he crossed his arms in disbelief and his brows rose so high they practically asked me out loud to prove it.

“You said it to me, after I pulled you out of the ocean and I laid you on that rock,” I quoted him in a half mocking tone, “‘You’re so beautiful.’ And then you said, ‘I must be dreaming.’ Which I assume meant you were truly in awe of my good looks.” I blushed as I said this, but I put my hands on my hips and stood my ground.

“I said that?” Gideon asked. “I said that?”

I nodded, feeling insulted. “You don’t believe me?”

“I’m not sure what to believe,” was Gideon’s only reply. 

“Anyway,” I mumbled, crossing my arms. I began walking toward the village, calling over my shoulder. “You’re just lucky the beast stopped. You aren’t nearly as fast as you claim to be.”

Gideon caught up to me, and the fact that I’d forced him to jog made me unwarrantably smug. “Wait.” He touched my arm for me to slow, holding out his elbow like a gentleman for a lady. If I wasn’t so irked by him, I’d be utterly pleased by the attention. I took his elbow, but kept my gaze forward, snubbing him, and continued on, forcing him to keep up. 

“I wonder,” he murmured, as we entered the town. “Why did the dragon stop?”

Maybe because what looked like an empty stretch of land suddenly screamed? 

“I don’t know,” I spoke up, “but if you still want your precious Key then you’ve got a lot of making up to me to do before now and the end of the night.”
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Kadin

WHEN RENA AND GIDEON walked into the tavern common room and sat down at our table, the last thing I expected to find was Rena sulking while Gideon was in a visibly good mood.

I searched my mind for the last time I’d seen Gideon smile, and couldn’t think of it. Yet, when the waitress brought him a plate for dinner, he graced her with an actual grin. Rena didn’t even thank the woman, just picked up her wooden spoon, poking at the food. 

“What did you do all day?” Bosh was quick to ask. “You were gone for ages!”

Though we all knew he wanted to hear the answer from Rena, she didn’t lift her sullen gaze from her plate, and Gideon, ever the well-mannered gentleman, replied instead. “We just now came from seeing a dragon, actually. It was quite an experience.”

Bosh and I exchanged glances. 

A man who’d clearly been eavesdropping choked on his food. “Here?” he said, panicking “Is it coming? What do we do?”

Rena waved a tired hand at him, barely looking up. “It was far away, don’t be afraid.” Then in a sharp tone to Gideon, she pointed at the man and said, “That. That is the reaction you’re supposed to have to a dragon.”

“Excuse me,” Gideon’s tone was not quite as polite this time. He set his spoon down with careful precision, whipping the cloth napkin open with a snap that gave away the frustration behind his respectful manners. “I do believe seeing the dragon was your idea.” 

That made Rena sit back in a huff, dropping her own spoon into the bowl with a clatter.

The two of them made me wish I’d spent the dinner hour alone, instead of here. An uncomfortable witness to a bizarre fight. 

I could tell everyone else in the room felt as uncomfortable as I, yet Bosh seemed completely unfazed. “A dragon,” he breathed. “That’s incredible.” 

Rena shrugged, non-committal.

“What was it like?” he asked. “How big was it? Did it breathe fire? Did it fly?”

The barrage of questions seemed to simultaneously annoy Gideon, while Rena’s spirits lifted. “It was faster than anything I’ve ever seen,” she began, describing the meeting, from the moment they spotted it far away in the sky, to the moment it almost incinerated them. “I still can’t believe we’re standing here in front of you,” she finished, shaking her head at Gideon, red hair swishing in disbelief.

Gideon only smiled, stretching out his hand, palm up. “I do believe it’s time for you to hand over the Key.”

“No.” Rena’s lips flattened into a stubborn line. “It wasn’t a full day. You can try again tomorrow.”

“I’m tired of your games,” Gideon barked. “You owe me a Key. How did one of the Mere come to possess the Jinni Key anyway? Is it even the real thing?”

Gideon snapped his fingers and the Key from Rena’s neck appeared in his hand. His blue eyes were dark and stormy. 

Rena crossed her arms and lifted her chin, though it trembled with rage. “It is. You’ll see soon enough.”

Gideon only curled his long fingers around it, staring back at her. We waited in the tension; no one wanted to break it. 

When Gideon broke their stare, it was only to glance down, startled, at his empty hand. Our heads swiveled to Rena, who tugged on the cord around her neck, lifting the Key into sight just long enough to prove herself before hiding it once more.

“How?” Gideon said dully. “How does a Mere have the Key?”

Rena shrugged, crossing her arms once more. “It was given to the Mere royalty as a peace offering. Right after the feuding ended in the Silent War, during the Treaty of Contempt.” 

“I think I would’ve heard rumor of a member of an outside race being given the Key,” Gideon replied with a scowl. 

Rena only shrugged. 

During their silent standoff, I exchanged glances with Bosh. 

“I don’t know the full details,” Rena said, breaking the silence first.

“How did you come to be in possession of it then?” Gideon challenged, leaning forward. His frustration was evident in the darkening of his eyes. “No one can steal the Key. You just proved it to be true now.”

She bit her lip. “I’m actually part of the royal family. And, if we’re being technical, it was given specifically to me.”

“You’re a royal?” Gideon’s surprise echoed my own. He stood without warning. “How dare you?” 

I’d be the first to admit Rena’s revelation startled me, but it felt like Gideon was overreacting.

His raised voice brought the entire room to a screeching halt. Every superstitious person who’d ever heard of what a Jinni could do had likely been keeping one eye on Gideon ever since he’d entered the room, and now at the sound of his outrage, they froze. The waitress who’d come for his plate began trembling and the spoon clattered loudly against the plate as she shook. 

“You purposefully kept this secret from me? I told you multiple things about the Jinn that could be used against us—this is unforgiveable.” 

At this point, we were a show for the entire room, and I wisely shrank back. When Bosh opened his mouth to intervene, I silenced him with a finger to my lips, shaking my head. Not our fight. 

Gideon stormed out of the room in a temper. I’d never seen him this upset before. Rena had quite the effect on him. Meanwhile, the poor girl burst into tears and fled the room in the other direction, toward the stairs and the bedroom. 

The rest of the room took a deep breath together in the silence they left behind. Slowly the volume began to return to normal, though everyone was understandably still a bit wary of our table, casting a glance between us and the door every now and then.

“That was odd,” Bosh was the first to speak. 

“That is why you never upset a Jinni,” the vocal man behind us said in that deep voice of his, shaking his head at the entire spectacle. 

Before any of us could answer, a hush fell over the room once more. I turned to face the door. Gideon had returned. He strode toward our table, holding something, which he placed resolutely on top of the wooden table. “Give this back to the girl,” he said. “I want nothing to do with her.” Everyone gaped at him, mouths hanging open. 

Bosh picked up the object. “I can give it to her,” he said into the silence as everyone looked on, holding the item to the light. It was a small shell.

Before Gideon could leave, I pushed back from the table to stand, lowering my voice. “Can we talk outside?” 

He nodded, spinning on his heel to lead the way. I waited to speak until we were alone under the night sky with only cicadas chirping in the silence. “I’ll find a way to convince Rena to give you the Key, but we need to move forward in saving Arie. These little bargains are wasting time. We will help you get into Jinn, I give you my word. But Arie needs us now. Can I count on you?”

Though his lips thinned, Gideon nodded his agreement. “Of course. Though I do need that Key desperately, there was never a question.”

“Thank you,” I choked out, and meant it. “I know you won’t enter the castle uninvited, but go to Hodafez and keep tabs on Arie, could you? Just to make sure she’s still safe?” 

“Of course,” Gideon said again. “It will be a relief to not be here.”

“Speaking of not being here, I also need you to find my men. They should be staying at the Khov Inn. Though they may not all be back yet. Are you able to find them and bring them together?”

“I am.”

“Good. Because I need them ready to go at noon tomorrow. I have a plan.”
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Arie

IT WAS GETTING DARK on my second full day of imprisonment. I’d dozed on and off all day. It was so difficult to sleep when my stomach twisted with worry. But I wasn’t allowed to leave my rooms until King Amir arrived, which Enoch hinted could be as soon as tomorrow since he’d been preparing to come here from the start. I’d spent the entire day in bed, dreading the next day, drifting in and out of wakefulness, and hoping Kadin would appear. 

He didn’t.

When I couldn’t sleep any longer, I moved into my sitting room so I didn’t hear the lack of thoughts from the guard posted on my balcony.

Pacing the small, dark room, I stopped by one wall and knelt to pick up the letter opener I’d thrown at Enoch’s head. It was the only remnant left of my writing desk. 

Holding it made me feel more present. It was like a tether to reality. Adrenaline raced through my veins as my body responded to memories returning, which triggered more awareness, until the fog slowly lifted. 

A knock sounded on my door and this time Enoch didn’t even bother for me to come open it before he entered, delivering my dinner tray himself. I tucked the letter opener into the pocket of my dress. 

“You’re going to meet with Amir tomorrow,” he murmured as he set the tray on the table. 

I didn’t sit. 

“Please, Queen Arie, you should eat and keep up your strength.” He waved me toward the table. “Forget everything from earlier today. You shouldn’t waste your time worrying over that.” 

I sensed his Gift sweeping over me with those last words. I smoothed my face and made my way to the table to sit, but I slipped my hand into my dress pocket as I did, squeezing the letter opener. I felt the reassuring weight of it and the burst of awareness that followed. I didn’t forget.

Lifting the spoon to my mouth, I ate mindlessly. Enoch watched, his expression unreadable. Once I finished, he moved to pick up the tray and leave. 

“I want you to go to bed now and get a good night’s sleep,” he said. 

After the slightest pause, I obeyed, if only so that he wouldn’t know I’d found a way not to.

***
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ONCE I FELL ASLEEP, time was fluid. I didn’t know how long I’d been waiting in my dreams when I heard a knock on the door and let Kadin in.

This time, as much as I wanted to jump into his arms again, I held back. 

He did too, stepping inside, letting me lead. 

I closed the door, turning to him, and couldn’t help myself. The words came out as compulsively as if Enoch had told me to say them. “Kadin... I’m scared.”

In a second his arms were around me and he murmured in my hair, “It’s going to be okay.”

I squeezed my eyes shut as tight as I could so the tears wouldn’t escape, but my trembling gave me away. “Do you ever think about where we’d be right now if Amir and Enoch weren’t a problem?” I whispered.

“All the time,” Kadin replied immediately. 

I kept my head on his shoulder, but peeked up at his strong chin and the dark stubble there. 

“Your father would still be alive. But then, also, we’d never have met.”

I hadn’t considered that. 

He cleared his throat and stepped back so he could meet my eyes. “Listen. We need to talk about the plan.”

I made sure the tears weren’t as close to the surface before I took a deep breath and nodded. “If you sneak inside the castle walls, you should use the tunnels and avoid the servants. We can’t trust them since there’s no way to know if Enoch has spoken to them.”

Kadin nodded. “We’ll send Rena in first. His Gifts can’t touch her. She’ll distract him, so he won’t see Gideon approaching from behind.” 

His plan depended on so many small factors. It was a lot to trust. But we didn’t have a choice—I didn’t have a choice. “After Gideon takes Enoch down, it should bring me back to myself,” I offered, “and then I should be able to call the guards to remove King Amir from our borders.”

“How can we be sure?” 

My lips quirked at the way he tried to make the plan airtight. The familiarity was comforting.

“I have one other way, if I need it.” I reached into my pocket for the letter opener, but in the dream, it wasn’t there. “It should work, but if for some reason it doesn’t, you need to find a way.” 

Kadin nodded, taking my hand and squeezing it gently. “I will.” 

I didn’t say anything else. The only time my mind was truly clear was in these dreams, and every time I was aware of the depths of the mind control, it made me think of my father. He hadn’t survived it. Though I knew this wasn’t the time or place to dwell on that, something in the back of my mind whispered, What if I don’t either? 

“That’s our only plan, so far,” Kadin said, bringing me back to the present. “And I don’t like how bare it is.”

“What if Enoch can’t be overpowered?” I wrapped my arms around myself, struggling to breathe. “We need a backup plan with an escape route, in case all of you have to run.”

“Arie,” Kadin’s voice was soft, gentle. He waited until I finally met his eyes. “We’re not going to abandon you. We’ll find a way.”

“I guess we’ll see,” I mumbled.

“I’ll make a deal with you,” he said, grinning when he saw that caught my attention. “When I’m right, and we’ve successfully removed Enoch and rescued you, you’ll owe me.”

“Owe you, hmm?” I felt my lips curve slightly. I knew he was trying to distract me, and it was working. I opened my mouth to ask what, exactly, he had in mind, when I flickered.

“What’s going on?” Kadin asked, taking my other hand, holding onto me as if he could keep me here.

I gripped his hands as if he was my anchor. “I’m not sure—I think—I might be waking up.”

The flickering happened again and before I could say anything else, he vanished. My eyes fluttered and when I opened them, my room was dark instead of light, and I lay in bed instead of standing. 

The guard outside coughed again. As much as I tried to ignore the noise of her shuffling outside on the balcony and the crashing waves, I couldn’t find sleep again. After spending the whole day in bed, I was wide awake. 
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CHAPTER 33

[image: image]


Rena

AFTER HELPING KADIN TALK to Arie in his dreams, I lay in bed too frustrated to sleep. I’d watched them together, feeling a surge of jealousy. Where was Gideon? Where was my romantic story? How come Arie and Kadin could find a way to make it work despite everything pulling them apart, while Gideon couldn’t see the perfect match right in front of him? 

Tugging on my overdress and taking a blanket from the bed, I waited for one of the men to wake up and ask me where I was going while it was still the middle of the night, but they only snored. 

Kadin’s words came back to haunt me from our last real conversation. You’re so selfish. 

It hurt. Was it true?

I stood at the door, fingers on the handle, biting my lip. Clearing my throat, I said softly, “I’m going outside to watch the stars if anyone needs me.”

No one replied.

I closed the door softly, tucking the room key in my pocket, shuffling down the stairs in the pitch-black. It should’ve been a comforting reminder of home, but for the first time since I’d arrived in the human world, I didn’t like it. Tonight, the darkness was a reminder of my looming deadline, of all that still needed to fall into place. I found my feet traveling along the path to the hill where I’d sat that morning. With Gideon. 

It was impossible not to think of him. I lay back on the grass, comfortable on the warm summer night, staring up at the stars. He was right. I shouldn’t have kept my heritage from him. As daughter of the sea king and queen, I could use his secrets against him, just as he feared. I wouldn’t, though. Never. That’s why I’d given him the shell, as a token of faith.

I sighed, closing my eyes. Those pesky tears came again, tickling my face and falling into my ears. I rolled onto my side, sniffling. 

Soft footsteps swished softly through the grass behind me and a second later a hand appeared with a handkerchief for my tears. It was a different handkerchief than the one Gideon had used earlier, a simple white one. He must have dozens. 

I took it and Gideon sat down behind me. I appreciated that he didn’t speak and I stayed facing the other direction so he wouldn’t see my puffy eyes and face as I sniffed and wiped away the tears.

“I’m glad you’re here,” I whispered. “I’ve been wanting to apologize.”

He stayed quiet, which I took to mean he’d give me a chance to explain.

“I didn’t want you to know who I was, about my parents, because I wanted you to get to know me for who I am,” I began. 

He cleared his throat, shifting as if uncomfortable.

“Please,” I begged, clutching the handkerchief, too embarrassed to look at him. “Just let me finish.”

Now that the moment of truth was finally here, I felt so ready. “I think I’ve loved you since the day I met you,” I told him. I wished I could see his face in that moment, but in some ways, facing away made it easier to be honest, to tell the whole story. “I swam to the surface so many days since the day we met, trying to find you.” He deserved the whole truth, I reminded myself. “Very few of the Mere really believe in love, but I do. I hope you don’t think I’m silly.”

I waited for his reaction, but instead received one of his characteristic silences. I tried not to sigh. “It’s okay,” I said after a long pause, “you don’t have to say anything.” I wanted him to say something, so badly, but I wouldn’t force it. He would need time to process the idea. He hadn’t had an entire year, like I had. 

Still, the hush that came over us was agony. 

Finally, after my heart began to grow heavy with dread that maybe he didn’t feel as I did after all, I felt his hand reach out to cover mine where I still clutched the handkerchief. Gently, almost timidly, he turned it over and placed another small item in my palm. 

It was the shell I’d given him that morning. He was trusting me enough to respond with faith of his own. My heart swelled. 

“Thank you,” I whispered, reaching out to take his hand before he could pull it back, placing the shell back inside. “I want you to keep it. As a way to remember that you can always trust me. Always.” I cupped both my hands around his, closing his fingers over it, so he couldn’t help but take it. When he curled his fingers tighter, I knew he was accepting it, in his own quiet way.

As he slipped his hands out of my grip, I closed my eyes before a tear of joy leaked out, savoring the feeling. I’d been right. Of course, it was too early for him to say the words back, but the gesture meant almost more than words, really. 

I smiled to myself. We may have had a fight, but we’d worked it out, and everything was back in line with the current of my plan. I felt almost like I was floating downstream, as if the weight of my desires had pressed me down for so long, and now that I’d let them loose, I was so light and happy.

After a peaceful minute had passed, I opened my eyes and rolled over to finally face him, only to find that he was gone. I spied his dark form all the way down at the bottom of the hill, a small dot in the distance making his way back to the tavern. 

I could join him, but instead I lay back down with a huge smile. I wanted to savor this moment of victory. Everything was finally working out. Just like I’d told my sister it would. Just like I’d hoped.

***
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“WHERE’S GIDEON?” I ASKED from where I sat atop my horse. The sun wasn’t even up yet. The air felt cool and damp in the predawn air, reminding me of home. Reminding me of the alarming number of days left in my deadline. Only ten now. 

We’d already eaten breakfast, packed, and checked out of the tavern, and I still hadn’t seen Gideon. Bosh had helped me mount when I first came outside, and despite my desire to go back in and find Gideon, I didn’t want to go through that again if I could avoid it. So, I waited, horse tied to the hitching post, while Bosh and Kadin roamed around me, packing the saddlebags in a hurry.

“He’s going to meet us,” Kadin said in passing, walking toward the inn and disappearing inside before I could ask questions.

“Don’t worry,” Bosh said quietly. He was in a strange mood today. “I’m sure he’ll be back before you know it.” He untied my horse to lead it, swinging up onto his own with ease, while I kept both hands on the pommel.

When Kadin came back out, he spoke quickly. “We have almost half a day’s ride back to Hodafez, and we need to get there before noon.” Without another word, he swung up onto his horse and we set off down the dirt road. I understood him wanting to get back to Arie, but shouldn’t Gideon go with us? Didn’t he still want the Key?

“Rena,” Bosh spoke up again after a few minutes of silence, pulling his horse back until it was side-by-side with mine. He fiddled with the reins in his hands. “Kadin and I were talking yesterday, and... we’d hoped you might play a role in the rescue. That you might be willing to distract Enoch long enough for Gideon to have an opening.” He cleared his throat. “Gideon says Enoch is strong, and he isn’t sure he can defeat him without an advantage. We’re afraid we won’t be able to save Arie without your help.”

Gideon needed me? I perked up. “Of course I’ll help.” 

Kadin didn’t turn around, but he sank back in his saddle, visibly relieved. 

I smiled at the thought of helping Gideon. This might help bring us closer together. 

Bosh’s horse moved ahead of mine, and Kadin rode in front of him, so I took the opportunity to pull the Key out from around my neck and whisper my own name over it. The inky vision floated in the air, moving along the road with us.

Gideon stood before me, relaxed, smiling. “Hold this, could you?” he asked, handing me his cane as he sat to pull his boots off. We were in a small, cozy home, reclining in the common room. “It’s been a long day. I have so much to tell you. But first, happy anniversary, my dear.”

In the vision, he kissed my cheek and I smiled. For some reason, watching it made tears prick my eyes.

“How many years has it been?” he asked absently as he took my hand. 

“Ten,” I told him. “And only just beginning.”

The vision ended and I let it fade away. My throat felt tight. The long road passed without my seeing it; the vision playing over and over in my mind instead. I wanted to prove Yuliya wrong, yes. But even more, I desperately wanted this desire to come true. I would do anything.

I tried to stay quiet and not to bother them anymore, but my unanswered question bothered me more than a jellyfish sting. “So, where did Gideon go?”

“He’s just scouting ahead.” Bosh sighed. He wouldn’t meet my eyes. If the Mere were as bad at lying as the humans, we’d be extinct by now. “Know any good road games?”

“Road games,” I repeated flatly. He was trying to distract me. The road stretched on for miles, and Gideon was nowhere in sight. Maybe a game wouldn’t be so bad. “Okay, teach me.”

Bosh only half-smiled, but he cheered up as the game went on. The first one involved naming as many plants and animals as you could spot while we moved at a snail’s pace. I quickly grew bored. Not only because there were only a handful of foliage and creatures around, but because it soon became clear I didn’t know the majority of their names. If we’d played this game in the sea, the tables would’ve been turned, and I made sure he knew it.

“Alright, alright.” Bosh laughed finally. “Let’s try another. Why don’t we make you a better rider?”

I was skeptical that this was really a lesson masquerading as a game, but I agreed. Soon we were both laughing at the different competitions that I felt quite certain Bosh was making up as he went along. Who could ride the furthest distance without touching the pommel? Bosh. Who could do so without touching the horse’s mane either? Ha! Bosh, of course. Who could hold on, but ride with their eyes closed? I lasted longer than I expected, but eventually my horse tripped again and I couldn’t help myself. Still, I was proud of my progress. 

Bosh waved his hands as he chattered, holding the reins for my steed in one hand as he led us along, leaving his own reins hanging over the pommel. He didn’t even seem to notice that at any moment his horse could run away with him and there was nothing he’d be able to do about it. I just shook my head. 

“See,” he was saying, as he did something invisible with his body and his horse began to veer to the right. “It’s all in the knees, you just have to apply a little pressure.”

I snorted. “Can’t we play a game that I can win?” I complained, rubbing my legs, which were still saddle sore from the last time we’d ridden. “I guarantee that I’ll never use this information again in my life if I have anything to say about it.”

Bosh laughed. Kadin rode too far ahead of us to hear our conversation, seeming to want space. But Bosh seemed perfectly content to ride beside me. It was a pleasant way to pass a long day of travel. He smiled over at me when he found me staring. I smiled back, then faced forward, shaking off the strange fluttery feeling. 

“Ok, I’ve got it,” he said, pulling me from my thoughts. “Let’s play a guessing game.”

I clapped my hands together in excitement. “I love guessing games.”

“Okay,” Bosh said, puffing out his chest and grinning. “I call this one, ‘Guess Who.’ To win, you just have to listen to my story and guess who it’s about.”

“I will definitely win this.” I shifted in my saddle, trying to face him more. “I’m ready. Begin!”

Bosh tapped his lip thoughtfully. “Hmm, okay. Once there was... a child who grew up an orphan.”

“That’s it?” I asked when he stopped. “Well, I know it’s not Arie.” I tapped my lip just like Bosh had a moment ago, mocking him. “I’ll guess Kadin,” I threw out my decision. “Because he definitely seems like he grew up unloved.”

When I glanced over at Bosh to see if I’d guessed correctly, I caught him wincing instead. “What’s wrong?”

“Oh, nothing,” Bosh said, stretching his lips in a smile. But it wasn’t one of his real smiles. I could tell. 

“What is it?” I asked again. “What did I say? You have to tell me. I’m so tired of the way humans tiptoe around what they really mean.” And Jinn, I added to myself.

“Um, well...” Bosh fiddled with my horse’s reins. “I was just trying to trick you, you see, by starting with someone you wouldn’t think to guess.” He didn’t look up. “The orphan was me.”

Oh. I reviewed my words in light of this new information. Grew up unloved. I cringed. Swallowing hard, I leaned across the space between us, clinging tightly to the pommel though I still nearly slipped from my saddle, and tapped him lightly on the knee to get his attention. “Bosh.” I never humbled myself like this, but I knew I needed to say the words. “I’m sorry. Truly, I am. I didn’t mean it.” 

“That’s okay,” he said, shrugging with another smile, but it still wasn’t quite his real one. 

“May I ask what happened to your parents?” I tried to be careful, seeing the irony as I tiptoed around his feelings just like I’d mocked the humans for doing earlier. But some people were worth tiptoeing for.

“I don’t really know what happened to them,” Bosh said. “It used to bother me. I guess someone found me wandering in the woods when I was really young. They dropped me off in a village nearby and then moved on. No one wanted responsibility for a brat that wasn’t theirs when they had mouths to feed in their own household and barely enough to go around. So, the villagers took turns. ‘Who will take the kid tonight?’” Bosh huffed a laugh as he mimicked the villagers. “‘Not me,’ they’d say, ‘You take him.’” 

“That’s awful.” An angry lump settled in my stomach at the thought of villagers who couldn’t take this kind boy in and love him.

“Thanks,” he said in a sarcastic tone.

“It’s not your fault, you know,” I said, ignoring the way his shoulders hunched, as if he didn’t want to talk about it. “Those humans were selfish and cruel.” The words flowed out of my mouth without a thought, but I heard Kadin’s voice from just the day before, speaking similar words, and paused. Was I really selfish like those people? Would the Mere have been any more likely to take him in? No. They would’ve been even less likely. I blinked, trying to shake the feeling that I’d just seen myself in a new way, and I didn’t like it. 

“Okay, I’ve got one,” I said in a cheerful voice, changing the subject for both of us. “Once there was... a Gifted child.”

“That’s easy,” Bosh said, perking up quickly. Now, when he grinned over at me, I beamed back, feeling successful. That smile was real. “You’re talking about Arie.”

“Ha!” I pointed a victorious finger at him. “I meant Gideon. You lose!”

“That seems a bit like cheating,” Bosh said, “since a child makes me think of a human, not a Jinni. But I’ll give it to you.” 

I smiled smugly.

Bosh cleared his throat. “Speaking of Gideon, I wanted to talk to you about him...”

Instantly, I felt defensive. Shading my eyes from the sun, I stared at the road ahead. I hoped Gideon would return soon. Maybe he would flash in and walk beside us the rest of the way. Or maybe he could share my horse with me. I pictured him seated behind me, arms wrapped around me. Bosh wouldn’t have to hold the reins then. Because no doubt Gideon could ride better than all of them, even Arie. 

“Rena?” Bosh said, when I didn’t answer. I’d gotten lost daydreaming. 

“Yes? What about Gideon?” I couldn’t help the sharp edge in my tone, wary of yet another person telling me to let it go.

Sure enough. “I don’t know if Gideon’s... feelings for you are quite what you hope.” Bosh struggled to get the words out, fiddling with some small object in his hands instead of looking at me. 

How did Bosh even know I had feelings? Was I that obvious? I thought of the night before. The moment Gideon and I had shared. I don’t care what anyone says, there’s something between us. I shook my head, trying to be kind as I told him, “I don’t mean to offend, but you don’t really know him. I’ve known Gideon for a long time. We met over a year ago.” It was technically true. “I think he finds it hard to open up, but I’m patient. I can wait.” At least, for another week. 

He opened his mouth, but then closed it. Glancing away from me, he stared into his hands for a moment, then pocketed the item he’d been playing with. “I guess you’re right,” he said, a small smile that I couldn’t quite read playing across his lips. “I don’t really know. Can I just ask one thing?”

Curious now, I leaned toward him naturally, until I slipped in the saddle and had to right myself. “What’s that?”

“Why are you in such a hurry?” Bosh avoided my eyes, staring at the road ahead, making it hard for me to tell what he was thinking. 

I shrugged, patting my horse’s golden mane absently. “I have... a deadline.” I dared to let go of the pommel for a split second like Bosh taught me, grinning at him when I didn’t fall off.

“What kind of deadline?”

I hurried to grip the saddle again. “It’s nothing,” I told him. “I’m confident I’ll have time to get to know Gideon well enough.” 

Bosh didn’t say anything to that.

I didn’t know why I was lying to Bosh. The truth was Gideon and I had had a moment last night, but what did it mean to him? I didn’t even know what it meant to me. Especially when he’d left without saying a word.

We rode in a comfortable silence for a while. I daydreamed about Gideon getting to know me better and even considered pulling out the Key to see my vision again when Bosh wasn’t looking. When would he get back? I sighed, wanting another distraction. “Teach me a different game.”
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CHAPTER 34
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Kadin

I COULDN’T REMEMBER THE last time I’d been this afraid. I tried not to let on. But I was consumed with regret for abandoning Arie. After everyone I’d lost in the past, I’d been a fool to just let her go. 

When Gideon flashed into existence before me, just down the road and out of the others’ sight, I kicked my horse into a canter. He was early. There was still at least an hour before noon. I couldn’t tell from his expression if that was good or bad. Reaching him, I swung off the horse and hit the ground. “What news?”

“It seems Queen Arie has invited King Amir to return to Hodafez.” Gideon spread his hands wide, shaking his head.

Obviously not her choice. Still, my stomach dropped.

“Naveed heard of her father’s passing and was already at the inn. Daichi and Ryo were on their way back, so it didn’t take long to find them.”

“Perfect.” I blew out a breath of relief. Things were finally going my way. “Did you tell them the plan?”

Gideon nodded. “They’re already working on it.”

“And you told them the time?” I asked, even though I knew I was repeating myself from the night before. “When they see the mid-afternoon sun touch the top of the castle?”

“Of course.” Gideon smiled patiently. “We’re going to save her.”

“I know,” I lied, lifting my chin. There was no other option. “Let the men know I’d be there if I could. I don’t want to risk entering Hodafez too soon.” If I was caught, I couldn’t help Arie.

“I’m sure they understand,” Gideon reassured me.

I nodded, unable to find words. 

“Gideon, you’re here!” Rena interrupted as she and Bosh rode up. She twisted in her saddle like she might actually try to dismount and greet him. 

“Only for a moment,” he said, mouth twisting down. “To bring news.”

“Keep going,” I told Bosh, waving them forward. “I’ll catch up.” 

Rena wouldn’t have obeyed, but Bosh led her horse and it followed his, out of her control. She glanced back more than once, staring at us without shame. 

“One last thing.” I cleared my throat, needing to know the answer, but afraid of what it might be. “Is it possible for Enoch to permanently damage Arie’s mind?” 

“It’s unlikely.” Gideon shook his head, and I blew out a breath of relief. “Enoch is much more capable with his Gift than Amir ever was or ever will be. He’s over two centuries old and has served Queen Jezebel for more than half that time. His skills are unparalleled. Depending on how severely Enoch is enforcing his control, however, she may need a few days to recover.”

My forehead wrinkled, and I didn’t bother to hide my concern from Gideon, rubbing my eyes, exhausted. “Thank you for being honest with me.”

Gideon clapped a hand on my shoulder for a moment, surprising me. “I care about her, too. We’ll make sure no more harm comes to our Arie.”

I reached out and clasped hands with him. The only words I could get out were, “Thank you.”

“I’ll check back at noon,” he said. There was nothing else to plan. I nodded as he vanished, climbing back onto my horse and taking a moment to gather my thoughts before I rode after Bosh and Rena.

“Let’s keep going,” I called out as I reached them at an easy trot. “I want to be as close to Hodafez as possible by noon.” I knew Gideon could flash us up to the city in a heartbeat, but I couldn’t sit here and do nothing. And just in case anything happened to him, at least I’d be close enough.

“Is everything on schedule?” Bosh asked once I drew up to them. 

“It is,” I said, not adding anything further. “They just need a little more time to get everything into place.”

When we reached the ocean, it was just a little past noon. We stopped near the beach to start a small fire and cook a light meal while we waited for Gideon. 

“Can I try to see Arie again?” I asked Rena. 

“It’s the middle of the day,” she said, squinting at me. “She’s not going to be there.”

I knew she was right, but I had to try. “Please?” I begged. “We have to wait for Gideon anyway.”

She shrugged. “Good point.” 

I thought it’d be difficult to fall asleep so early, but with the dream spell in place, I found myself standing outside the door to Arie’s dream bedroom within a few minutes. I knocked. Over and over, I knocked. But no one answered. 

After trying a few more times, I turned to find Rena walking up to me in the dream hallway. “Told you. She’s not asleep. It doesn’t work if she’s not asleep.”

I startled. “How did you get here?”

She shrugged. “I’m always in here.”

“You didn’t think to tell me that before?” I muttered, my frustration deepening.

“It wasn’t important. And I wanted to see if you loved Arie as much as she loves you.”

That gave me pause. “You think... did she say that?”

“No.” Rena smiled. “But neither did you.”

I didn’t have an answer for that.

“How come you won’t say it to each other?” she asked, crossing her arms. “Gideon won’t say anything either. I don’t understand why everyone keeps love quiet like it’s a big secret. Haven’t you ever thought the other person might like to know?”

Even in the gravity of the moment, waiting for Arie to show up and worrying for her, I felt my lips twitch at Rena’s uncomplicated approach. “Love isn’t always simple.” I shrugged, though I couldn’t help but think of how obvious Gideon’s feelings were, and added, “Sometimes you have to think of what the other person wants.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.” Rena shook her head. “If you never tell Arie how you feel, how will you ever know? And how will you get your happily ever after, like in the stories?”

“You aren’t listening, Rena. You can’t go into love looking for what you can get. Love is about giving.” 

She squinted at me, taking that in. 

I didn’t know why I was even discussing this with her. I knocked again. Still no answer. 

Rena didn’t say anything else, but she was starting to fidget. 

I hated to give up, but she was right. We left the dreamscape and while Rena said she wanted to go down to the beach because she missed the water, I turned to stare at the small fire. This was a living nightmare. 
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CHAPTER 35
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Arie

I HAD NO MEMORY of the morning. It was the noon meal, and I was sitting down to eat with only Enoch for company. That alone was strange, as I usually dined in the main hall, not alone in the smaller dining room. 

When King Amir strode in, I struggled to hide my confusion as we stood to greet him. “My apologies for not greeting you formally.” I searched for the right words. “I didn’t realize you’d arrived.” I didn’t even remember inviting him. 

He didn’t bother to explain, staring down his long nose at me as he flung his rich robes back in a shallow bow, moving to sit, though I was still standing.

I forced a smile in return as Enoch told Amir we were both thrilled to see him. A wave of calm washed over me as he spoke and I turned to my meal. 

“There was a complete lack of fanfare,” Amir complained during the second course. 

Enoch murmured his response so quietly I couldn’t fully make it out. Something about needing to avoid prolonged exposure to the thoughts of others. A precaution. 

He caught my eye and raised his voice as he added, “Arie is so thrilled to see her old friend, the King of Sagh, after so long. Aren’t you, my queen?”

“It really has been a long time,” I agreed with a pleasant smile. For whatever reason, I couldn’t quite place why that was. I chose not to bring it up and focused on the hot soup in front of me instead.

Enoch and Amir held up most of the conversation on their own, although Enoch liked to remind me that we were all having a wonderful time. 

“Absolutely,” I always replied. For once, I wasn’t just keeping polite conversation, but truly meant it. 

They finished their meal before I did, and pushed back their chairs. 

“Queen Arie, I trust that you’ll have a pleasant evening in your chambers once you’re finished,” Enoch said in that soft, warm tone of his that always reassured me. He tucked one hand behind his back and the other bent in front of him, in a deep Jinni bow. Amir simply stopped in the doorway, waiting for him. 

“I will, thank you.” I smiled and turned back to my soup.

“Your highness,” Enoch’s soft voice floated back to me as his footsteps echoed across the marble floor. “If I could have a word?”

King Amir grunted his agreement. I glanced back in time to catch him waving a servant out of his way. “Everyone wears such a mournful expression,” he complained to Enoch. The door swung shut slowly and his voice carried from the hall. “I realize they buried their king yesterday, but I still find it rude.”

The pain of his words sliced through the fog in my mind like a sharp knife. 

My father was dead?

My father is dead.

The reality of my situation flooded into my mind faster than it ever had before, as if a dam had been broken. 

I stood unconsciously, following them into the hall, keeping my distance.

Enoch and Amir disappeared through the door to the throne room ahead. No one else was around. I couldn’t waste this opportunity. I glanced around to make sure no one saw before I trailed after them. 

Slipping inside the throne room, I ducked behind a grand pillar and out of sight. 

“I don’t like it,” Amir complained loudly as they walked. “Why would Queen Jezebel still want my kingdom to be merged with Hodafez? Why can’t she use my kingdom alone?”

“That is not for you to know,” Enoch answered smoothly, as they stepped through the smaller door and into the back room behind the thrones, voices fading. 

I risked being seen and scurried across the wide room, ducking behind another pillar, closer to the open door, where I could hear them again.

“I understand—” Enoch was saying.

“No, you don’t understand,” Amir’s strident voice interrupted. “She’s a mind reader. I want nothing to do with that. She should have had a Severance long ago. You need to perform one on her immediately.”

Enoch’s voice was softer. I leaned closer to the door to hear. “A Severance is not so simple. There are certain elements and materials that need to be gathered for all the components of a Severance to align correctly.”

“Then get them,” Amir snapped. “Because the only way I’ll go through with this is if her Gift is severed. End of story. Remind your queen that she promised me this kingdom. I’ve done my part, now you do yours.” 

He strode out the door without warning. I ducked behind the pillar. A few long moments later, the grand doors to the throne room creaked open and slammed closed. 

Severed. 

He wanted Enoch to perform a Severance.

My breathing came in short gasps. I shut my eyes and tried to hold my breath. I still sensed Enoch’s presence. Did that mean he could sense me?

A chill stole over me at the thought.

Opening my eyes, I considered what to do. Sneak back to my room and effectively return to my prison. Or face Enoch... somehow. 

I pulled the letter opener from my pocket. On silent feet, I tiptoed toward the door to the smaller room. When I peeked inside, Enoch’s back was to me. 

There wasn’t time to think about it. I stepped inside, moved behind him, and placed the sharp tip of the letter opener against his throat. “Don’t move.”

“Queen Arie,” he replied calmly, obeying. “What brings you here at this hour?”

“I finally have my mind back,” I hissed. “And you need to leave.” 

“I wish I could,” he replied. There was a touch of unexpected sadness in his voice. 

I angled so I could see his face. There was that insinuation again, that he wasn’t in control. “What do you mean?”

“It’s not up to me.” He quietly turned over his hand, palm up, and the letter opener appeared in it. 

My hand at his throat was empty. I gasped. 

Turning to face me, Enoch only said, “This isn’t personal. But I’m afraid you’re feeling faint, and you’re going to pass out.”

His Gift swept over me at the same time as my knees grew weak and the edges of my vision grew dark. Head spinning, I fell to the floor and everything went black.

***
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KADIN’S WARM GOLDEN EYES met mine. He and I were in his hometown in the kingdom of Baradaan, where he’d shown me a secret oasis. Instead of dipping our toes in this time, though, I grinned at him, soaking up the sun. 

Time passed the way it does in dreams, long and short at the same time, but it didn’t seem very long before the space in my dream shifted. Instead of the oasis, I was in my bedroom, lying in my bed. An awareness returned, the way it had the last few times I’d met Kadin here.

A tear escaped my eye. I hadn’t even realized I was crying, but more tears came until my pillow was soaked. 

The whisper of something tickled my mind. 

It was Kadin. 

I could hear him thinking on the other side of the door—my reach had grown. Another new development for me. No longer was I limited to just one room, it seemed. At least not when the thoughts involved were his. 

It took a minute for it to sink in that this was no longer a regular dream, but the dreamscape where we’d met twice before.

He was debating whether or not he should knock again. Again? How long had he been there?

I took a quick moment to wipe my wet face with the sheets, not wanting him to see me with puffy, red eyes. 

A second later, there was only silence. I panicked. Was he still outside? This might be my last opportunity to speak to him before it’s too late!

I threw off the covers, raced to the door, unbolted it, and swung it wide. It opened on a dark, empty hallway.

He was gone.

***
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WHEN I WOKE, IT WAS because Enoch was placing me gently on a bed. But it wasn’t my bed. I didn’t recognize this room at all. It was small with bare stone walls. The bedposts were thick, solid wood stretching to meet a maroon canopy overhead. And there was dust on the furniture, even on the scratchy bedspread. It tickled my nose and made me sneeze as I shifted. 

He turned to leave without a word, reaching the door before I’d managed to sit up. 

“Wait,” I called after him. “Will you really go through with it? The Severance?”

Enoch’s pride kept his posture stiff, but he turned back, meeting my gaze and letting me see his shame instead of hiding it. “I can help you forget,” he offered finally, taking a step closer.

“No!” I threw my hands up. “Please... don’t.”

He stopped. Surprising me, he obeyed my wishes and left, closing the door behind him softly. A key turned in the lock. Even so, I leapt out of bed and ran to test it. Locked. I ran through the small attached rooms, but there was only a lavatory and a closet. Neither had any outside access and the windows in the bedroom were too high to use for an escape. The view revealed where they’d put me. I was in the East wing of the castle, which had been closed for weeks since guests were few and far between. No one would hear me scream for help.

Curling up in the bed, I drew the covers over myself, shivering. It was still summer. Why was I so cold? I pulled myself into a ball, as small as possible, and wished for sleep. Maybe Kadin would come back.

Thoughts raced through my head, making sleep impossible. Every time I thought about the Severance, a spike of adrenaline would pump through my veins. I got up to pace. Was there any way to avoid a Severance? Any way to protect a Gift, so it couldn’t be removed? 

I’d never thought to ask Gideon. Because I’d never wanted to keep it before. In fact, before this moment, I hadn’t even known how much it had come to mean to me. But it truly was a part of me. I couldn’t imagine losing it. 

Closing my eyes, I took deep breaths, hoping desperately to fall asleep and meet Kadin. He could ask Gideon for me if there was any way to prevent a Severance. There had to be a way. I refused to listen to the niggling thought that said there wasn’t.
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CHAPTER 36
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Rena

I STARED OUT AT the crashing waves. There wasn’t anything like this back home, far beneath the surface. Here, the ocean wasn’t peaceful. It seemed angry.

Gideon hadn’t left any word for me. No special greeting when he’d arrived either. If anything, he seemed almost like he held a new grudge, though I couldn’t imagine what that might be now.

Gazing at the ocean, the wide-open horizon calmed me somewhat. I tilted my head to let the sun warm my face, digging my toes into the sand as the waves licked at them. The sun was beginning its descent. Kadin’s plan would begin in a few hours.

I was so torn in this moment. Missing the sea, yet not wanting to go home. Especially not wanting to leave if there was even the slightest chance Gideon could love me in return.

A throat cleared. I whipped my head around to face the sound, blinking when I found the object of my thoughts only a few feet away. “You’re back,” I whispered, but the wind stole the words and I had to repeat myself in a louder voice. “You’re back.”

“Ah, yes.” Gideon tucked his hands behind him, stiff, facing the ocean instead of me. “I came to report. But before I do, I felt I should find you and apologize for losing my temper yesterday.”

I tilted my head, confused. “That’s okay. I already forgave you. I thought you knew that when we talked last night?”

“What exactly are you referring to?”

“You know...” I stepped closer, thinking of the way I’d held his hands in mine. “After you stormed out, when you found me outside later? Looking at the stars?” I waved at the sky. 

His expression didn’t change. No flair of recognition. “That didn’t happen,” he said flatly.

I gave a short laugh, though I didn’t really appreciate his joke. “Yes. It did.” I took another step, so that there was only a foot of space between us, willing him to close the remaining distance. “I was there.”

“Well, I wasn’t.”

“I have to be honest,” I said, crossing my arms now. “I don’t understand.”

“You weren’t talking to me,” he said bluntly. 

“Yes,” I repeated more firmly, digging into my pocket to pull out the white handkerchief he’d left behind and waving it in the air. “I was. You gave me this, and tried to give the shell back. And then I told you that I loved you! How can you not remember that?”

“You can’t be serious.” Gideon’s brows rose at the confession. He truly seemed surprised.

I swallowed, hurt. “Don’t you remember? When you tried to give the shell back,” my voice barely above a whisper, “I told you to keep it.” 

Gideon only squinted at me, perplexed. 

My throat felt tight. “It really wasn’t you?”

“I threw the shell on the table that night,” Gideon replied. 

I winced. 

He dropped his gaze as he added, “I told them to return it to you.”

Them. Which one of them? In my mind, I could see immediately who would take on the task. The only one who even wanted to talk to me. Bosh. That’s why he’d been trying to warn me to move slowly with Gideon. Because it’d been him in the dark, trying to return the unwanted gift, while still trying to salvage my pride. Suddenly the shifting and throat clearing made sense. The way he’d tried to bring it up again this morning. 

“I understand you were angry,” I said slowly, trying to move past this unfortunate revelation. “Maybe we can start over. Let the tide wash away what’s happened?”

“I don’t think so.” Gideon crushed my hopes, shaking his head slowly. “You say that you meant to confess feelings for me?”

“That I love you,” I corrected him, striving to be confident, but sounding small. “I fell in love with you a year ago when I saved you from drowning, and I hoped... I had hoped that if you got to know me you might feel the same.”

“I see.” He cleared his throat, staring out at the waves as he clutched his cane. He grew so still that he could’ve been one of the stone sentries back home. 

This was not going the way I’d imagined it would at all. When Gideon finally spoke, he shifted just once to look me in the eyes. “I was in love once. A long time ago.” His voice was wistful. “I’ve lived more than a hundred years and don’t expect I’ll ever find love like that again.” 

I forced myself to hold his gaze, though I felt like a little-Mere being scolded by an elder. I’d not realized there was such an age difference between us. Gideon still looked young enough to be just a few years my senior. 

“Please understand me,” he said gently. “I don’t want to mislead you. I feel it’s only right to let you know that not only are we from two very different worlds, but we are completely unsuited for each other. I apologize for the brutal honesty, but I do suggest you find someone else who might be able to return your affection.”

At some point during his speech, I’d grown unable to hold his gaze, staring at the sand under my feet now, watching the tears drip off my nose. 

“I’ll leave you alone,” he said, “and report to Kadin. Do we have an understanding?”

I nodded at his feet, and they moved out of my vision as he walked away, until the crunch of his boots on the sand faded into nothing. 

What a fool I’d been. 
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CHAPTER 37
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Kadin

“WHERE’S RENA?” BOSH ASKED. 

I didn’t turn away from the fire as I opened my mouth to answer, but another voice spoke first, “Down by the water.” 

I sat up, recognizing it immediately. Gideon stood at the edge of our little camp. He stepped forward as Bosh’s back disappeared over the hill, headed toward the ocean. 

“Is everything in place?”

He nodded. “They’re ready. But there’s still another two hours before it’s time.”

Two more hours until we would find out if our tenuous plan would work. If Arie could be saved. Gideon let me stew in silence, moving closer to the fire. I chewed on a toothpick until it snapped in half.

Bosh appeared over the hill, running, yelling something unintelligible. As he grew closer, the words grew clear. “Rena’s leaving. Something happened. I asked her to wait, but she keeps saying she has to go!” He stopped in front of us, panting, speaking between breathes. “We have to do something.”

“What? Why is she leaving?” I demanded. 

“She wouldn’t say.” Bosh bent over, leaning on his knees, but glanced up at Gideon. “Something must’ve happened.”

Gideon cleared his throat. “I fear it’s my fault.”

I tensed. “What did you do?” 

“I may have... spurned her affections.”

I gaped at him. “Can you take it back?”

“I’m truly sorry,” Gideon said, and his shoulders were bowed as if he carried a heavy burden. “I cannot.”

“This can’t be happening,” I whispered to myself. 

Our plan depended on Rena—the girl who only did something if it benefited either her or the one person who’d just utterly scorned her.

I dropped my head into my hands, unable to think or move past this moment. I was crushed. Beaten. Broken.

I’d tried to have hope for everyone else, but if I was honest, I didn’t know if our plan would work anymore. I was terrified I wouldn’t be able to save Arie. 

“Let me try to talk to her,” Bosh spoke up. “Maybe there’s some way I can convince her to stay.” 

“Go.” Gideon moved to perch on a nearby log, looking defeated as well. If Rena had left already, then he wouldn’t get the Key he wanted so desperately. 

Bosh disappeared back over the hill. 

“What do we do?” I asked into the shocked silence. “Can we move forward with our plan without Rena? Will you be able to overpower Enoch on your own?”

“Honestly,” Gideon hesitated, “I’m not sure.”
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CHAPTER 38
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Rena

I STOOD HALFWAY IN the ocean with the water surging and hitting me in the stomach, gathering the nerve to leave and face my sister. The waves drenched more and more of my clothes as I watched them break, over and over again.

I was trying to find the nerve to go home. To abandon Arie, who’d become my friend. To face my sisters and admit the truth. That they’d been right all along. 

Love wasn’t real.

Tears flowed down my face, falling into the sea and melding together. This was where I belonged. I lifted my hand to the shell around my neck that would change me back. 

“Rena, wait!” Bosh called. He waded out next to me, ignoring how his clothing got soaked. “Please, wait,” he begged, stopping only when he stood in front of me, between me and the empty horizon. “Before you go, at least hear me out.” He spread his hands in a helpless gesture. “I don’t know if it was ever really said out loud, but Arie needs you—we all need you—desperately. We can’t save her without you.”

“I understand.” I wavered. “But I can’t stay here.” Not now. My fingers brushed the top of the water with one hand, while the other gripped the shell harder. 

“I know. Well, I don’t know, but I can guess what happened,” he said.

Shame heated my cheeks. Now Gideon had told everyone? 

“I know Gideon didn’t mean to hurt you. He always tries to do what’s right and he probably didn’t want to lead you on, but that doesn’t mean he hates you. You shouldn’t give up on us so fast, you’ve only been here a month. Maybe... maybe there’s still a chance—love takes a long time.”

“Love takes a long time,” I repeated. “Love is about giving,” I quoted Kadin. “There certainly are a lot of rules about love and it doesn’t seem all that worth it to me.” I let go of the shell momentarily, turning to face him. “How do you even know I told him I loved him?” 

He lowered his gaze.

“It was you, wasn’t it? That night?”

Bosh nodded, twisting to pull something from his pocket, which was drenched with each new wave that crashed into us. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what to say and then you started talking, and I couldn’t find a way to tell you without making it worse. And I tried to tell you again this morning, but I didn’t know how.” He held the object in his palm, stretching it out toward me. “I’m sorry,” he repeated.

It was my shell. The one I’d given Gideon as a promise of trust. I wondered if Bosh knew the significance of his offering. 

“As a way for you to always remember you can trust me,” he said, repeating the words I’d thought I was saying to Gideon. So, he did know.

I considered his face. Softer than Gideon’s. Younger. A fuzz of a dark beard coming in. Kind brown eyes, squinting in worry. He really meant it; he’d been trying to help, even if he’d only made things worse. 

I took the offered shell and gazed down at it, running a finger across its ridges with the other. “This doesn’t change anything.”

Bosh moved unexpectedly, picking up the cerith shell from around my neck, wrapping his fingers around it. “What would happen if I took this? Will you have to keep your legs?” he asked, his voice husky as he looked ready to snap it off the necklace.

I crossed my arms, frowning. “If you put much more distance between myself and that shell, then you’ll bring my tail back yourself,” I warned him. He let go immediately. “Besides,” I added, “even if you took it, I couldn’t go back now.” I’d been hurt and humiliated. 

“I don’t know what to do,” he said and his voice broke a little. “Rena, what can I say to convince you to stay?”

“You just want me to stay so I can help rescue Arie,” I accused him, though deep down I knew this was a good reason. 

“It’s more than that,” Bosh argued, running a hand through his hair, getting it wet and slicking it back. “I want you to help, yes, but I want you to stay afterward too. Stay with us.”

“Why?”

“Because I like you.” Simple. Straightforward. I liked him too, but what difference did it make? 

“Goodbye, Bosh.” I held out my hand to shake in the human farewell. 

He took it with both of his, clasping my hand in his own. It felt different than the other night. Maybe because I knew it was him. It felt warm and safe.

“At least come back and visit?” Bosh said with a weak smile that made me miss his real one. 

I only stared back at him. There was no visiting. I should never have come. I could only hope that by going back now, my deal with Yuliya would be null and void.

His hand squeezed mine tighter, but I pulled it away. I waded further into the sea, not looking back, and murmured the spell over the shell in my grip. 

My tail came back in sharp spasms as I sank below the surface. A few powerful kicks took me a dozen paces away before I allowed my tail to surface briefly and wave in the air, knowing Bosh would see the red scales in the sun. No doubt he would think it was beautiful. To Gideon, though, I was the enemy. I’d thought when I met him in his state of delirium that he could accept me, but now I knew better. The Jinni had never liked the Mere, and Gideon was no exception. 

My tears were invisible now, merging with the ocean as they always had in the past.

I swam further out, waiting for a long minute, and then a bit longer, half-expecting Bosh to be gone by the time I finally resurfaced, just enough to see the shore. His tiny form still stood there in the distance, peering out over the water, hunched over and dejected. Guilt tore at me. I tried to ignore it. 

Dropping back under the water, I swam a short distance further and found a little underwater island with coral all around. It created a colorful shelter for me to weep in peace. I wasn’t ready to go home yet. I still wore the human dress, though it swirled strangely in the water. If I hadn’t been in such a mood, I would’ve laughed at the way my tail looked sticking out from underneath.

After adding more tears to the ocean, my sobs slowly subsided and a strange depression fell over me. I’d never felt this way before. 

I lay there on the ocean floor, staring at the coral around me. Two little clownfish swam in and out of a beautiful orange anemone in front of me. I’d missed these vivid colors and the constant activity of the sea. 

It looked like the clownfish were bringing food for each other. I rolled over, placing my back to their relationship. 

This gave me a view of a pufferfish outside carefully crafting circles in the sand for the female looking on, perfecting his design for her approval. It looked nearly complete, which meant he’d been at it for at least a week, if not longer. I’d always thought this mating ritual to be romantic. Now I fell onto my back, staring up at the ripples of sunlight on the ceiling of water above, only to find a pair of seahorses, dancing for each other. 

For each other. 

Not for themselves. 

This time I didn’t turn away, watching the way the male and female twirled and pranced. It reminded me of dancing with Bosh. One of many things he’d done for me. What had I ever done for him? For any of them? Even for Gideon? Besides offering him the shell, nothing. 

I bit my lip. Rolling back onto my side, I stared out at the pufferfish as he finished his project. The female inspected it carefully. If she approved, she would give him her eggs. If not, she would find another pufferfish’s circle. 

I didn’t know why this made me think of Bosh. It should remind me of Gideon’s rejection. Instead, it felt like my eyes were opened to how I’d just done the same thing to Bosh. The boy who no one had loved. He deserved someone to love him, even if only in a small way, even if it was only staying a few extra days, helping, being there for him. He deserved someone willing to do something for him.

So did Arie. She’d been my friend when I didn’t deserve it. If the situation were reversed, I felt confident she would’ve tried to help me. 

I clenched my teeth. If I went home now, before the deal was finished, I would have to give Yuliya the Key. But then life would otherwise go back to the way it was before I left. Tortured occasionally, but mostly ignored. It wasn’t the worst life ever. I could forget about the human world and about Gideon. 

That was a lie. I would never forget. 

It would be much riskier to stay in the human world—for one thing, no matter how long I stayed, I was guaranteed to lose the deal I’d made with Yuliya. Gideon had made that extremely clear. 

If I stayed to help, I’d not only give up the Key but also be forced to go home as a failure. 

Plus, they might have already left to rescue Arie and were probably furious with me. Bosh might never forgive me. But I had to try. 

I swam without thinking any longer, picking up speed as I went, until my gills fluttered heavily, gasping for air. I leaped out of the water every few feet, taking deep breaths, and pressed on. There was no time to waste.

When the shore came into sight, I forced my weary muscles, unused to swimming for so many weeks, to carry me forward even faster. 

***
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STEPPING OUT OF THE ocean on two legs once more, suffering through the spell for the second time that day, I stood there for a moment, readjusting and recovering from the pain, dripping wet. 

I leaned over to wring out my skirts as best I could, and then lurched into an awkward run, muscles trembling. If swimming had been tiring, then this was a monumental effort, especially being sore from riding. I stumbled in the sand, but pushed on, onto firmer ground, up the hill and through the grass, until I found the campfire.

It was empty.

I let out a yell of frustration. Here I was trying to do the right thing, and I was too late. Or was I? Breathing hard, I ran down the hill, through the trees, until I found the road. 

Left was back the way we’d come. The quiet backroad was deserted. 

To the right was the road to Hodafez. Also empty. 

I threw up my hands, grabbing my wet hair, wanting to pull it out at my options. 

I’d never thought I’d wish for a horse in my entire life. I almost wanted to cry for my poor legs, as I began to run once more, down the road toward Hodafez. At this pace, how would I ever make it in time? 

“Wait!” A voice called before I’d even run two paces. I nearly fell over in surprise. Catching myself, I swung around to find Gideon standing there at the edge of the road. 

“What are you doing here?” I asked, frowning, “Everyone else already left.”

“Me?” He shook his head in disbelief. “What are you doing here? I was told you left.”

“That’s very judgmental coming from someone standing right next to me,” I said, crossing my arms. “And I did. Leave, that is. But now I’ve come back.” I could explain my epiphany to him, and any other time I would have, but this time I only lifted my chin. I didn’t want to explain anything to him. Didn’t even want to talk to him, really. I smiled at the realization. It was very unlikely that I was in love with him if I could hardly stand to speak to him. “What are you doing here, anyway?”

Gideon toyed with his cane as he stared at me, looking equally reluctant to explain. “I took Kadin and Bosh into Hodafez to wait for the signal. Bosh asked me to come back here to wait for you—begged, rather. Just until it was time. I agreed for his peace of mind, but was about to leave when you came barreling through the camp like a mindless fool and ran right past me.”

I glared at him and he was quick to add, “I apologize. I’m in a state. I didn’t mean that last bit. I’m sure you were simply in a hurry.”

My lips parted. Gideon was apologizing to me? What was the catch? 

The Key dangling on the cord next to my heart. Obviously. 

I pulled it out. “I suppose you want this.” It swung back and forth in the air. 

Gideon’s gaze followed the path of the Key. He closed his eyes and drew a deep breath, before meeting my gaze. “I apologize, regardless of the Key.”

I considered him. Tucking it back under my collar, the corner of my mouth tilted up. “Good. Because I’m not ready to give it to you.” I didn’t bother to explain, turning to face the road and start walking. Over my shoulder, I added, “If you still want to get into Jinn more than anything, we can talk about it after we save Arie.”

A few long strides and Gideon reached me, holding out a hand. 

I considered it. 

Not one part of this experience in the human world had gone the way I’d wanted it to. It probably never would. Still, these were the first beings I’d met who put others above themselves. And I found myself wanting to be like them.

I reached out a hand toward his, and accepted. 

Even as he began to fade out of sight, he returned, letting go of my hand. He exhaled deeply, as if at the edge of his patience. “Rena. Your spells.”

“Oh, right. Sorry,” I said, hurrying to remove the protection spell so he would be able to take me with him.

The world blended together, changing in the span of a heartbeat into a quiet, shaded alley in the bustling city of Hodafez. I immediately replaced my protection spells. Kadin and Bosh stood in front of us.

They stiffened at the sight of us, but then relaxed. Bosh laughed and pulled me into a hug, squeezing so tight I grew concerned my protection spells might go off. “You came back! I knew you would!”

Kadin crossed his arms, also staring at me. “We thought you left.” 

Ugh. These questions again. I opened my mouth to answer, but then turned to Gideon first. “I’m going to need you to go somewhere else for a minute,” I told him. “I don’t want you to be here.”

“Excuse me?” Gideon gave a small laugh. “I think not.”

I clenched my teeth, wishing I had one of my spells that hid us from sight so I could also prevent him from hearing my words. It was embarrassing to apologize in front of him. Facing Bosh and Kadin again, I shaded my eyes, trying to block Gideon from my line of sight. “I decided to help after all,” I said lightly. 

“No.”

Kadin’s answer was swift and surprising. I glanced at Bosh, but he seemed as startled as I. “I was under the impression that you needed my help,” I said slowly, “I’m sorry for the confusion earlier, but you can’t possibly be willing to let a little misunderstanding keep you from saving Arie.”

He flinched at that, but stared past me toward the castle. “As much as I might need your help, I can’t trust you. Not after you left like that.”

“I’m sorry.” I threw up my hands, yelling, “I don’t know what more I can do. If you want to be alone, then fine, but don’t say you didn’t have a choice!” 

A throat cleared. We turned to find Gideon standing there, gripping his cane. “Pardon me,” he said into the small pause. “Might I suggest taking this conversation somewhere more private? Or at the very least not drawing attention to us?”

“We don’t have time to talk,” Kadin replied. “The signal from the men should be coming any second now.”

“Gideon,” I said, “Why don’t you go check on the men and whatever it is they’re doing?”

Though he likely saw through my attempt to get him to leave, this time he agreed without argument, vanishing into the air, leaving me alone with them. 

Kadin’s stance was frigid. Bosh was glancing between us, shifting from one foot to the other. It felt like swimming in ice water as I struggled to find the right words. 

“Okay, fine. You were right.” I didn’t bother warming up to it the way the humans did, just went straight to the heart of our problem. “I was selfish.”

Kadin didn’t say anything right away, thrown off by my admission. “You are selfish,” he said eventually, making his opinion of me clear. 

I stared up at the sky, trying to find the words. 

“But... she came back,” Bosh chimed in, trying to help.

“Yes!” I waved a hand in Bosh’s direction. “I swear, I’m trying. Don’t you understand what I’m offering? What I came here to do?”

When Kadin didn’t say anything, I began to pace. “You know, I’m new to this whole thing. But if you insist on going alone and sacrificing yourself instead of letting us help, my gut is telling me the ‘unselfish’ thing to do would be to tie you down so you can’t go anywhere.”

“Don’t be a fool,” Kadin said, but his tone was less harsh, and a smile played on his lips.

“Oh, so I’m selfish and a fool now?” I asked, raising one brow but smiling as well to take the edge off. 

Kadin gave a soft laugh. “Definitely.” He shook his head and sighed. “Alright. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but if you swear you won’t disappear again, then I accept your help.”

“Good.” I grinned at them. “Because I wasn’t going to take no for an answer.”
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Kadin

I HELD BACK A chuckle when Gideon grumbled to me mentally, How much longer do I need to stay out of sight? 

Rena still thought he’d left. 

I only shook my head at him, where he peered out from behind a nearby building. I never told you to hide. If you don’t want to talk to her, then just wait for the signal. Poor Gideon. The Jinn weren’t as supernatural as everyone assumed and they pretended. They were just like us humans. At least when it came to unwanted infatuations.

I could go tell them to start early.

I bit my lip to avoid laughing out loud. Gideon was bargaining with me? Save your strength to face Enoch.

No answer.

Fortunately for Gideon, we didn’t have to wait long. 

The screams floated over to us before the rest of the chaos did. I heard hoof beats on the main road just a few buildings down. A stampede from the stables burst into the streets. The pandemonium grew louder until the herd of escaped animals and people chasing them passed right in front of us. Nearby guards raced down the streets after the animals, and more guards poured out of the barracks to join them.

“That’s our signal,” I said as soon as they rounded the corner and the frenzied charge was out of sight. Slipping around the buildings, we moved to enter the stables from the side door.

Once inside, I scanned the stalls quickly to make sure they were truly empty. The nearest horse snuffled my pockets, searching for a treat. I waved the others in and we scurried to the back, to an unoccupied stall used to store boxes. 

I searched along the back wall until I found the brick that was slightly discolored compared to the rest. Just a bit of pressure there and it scraped against the others as it moved. A chunk of the wall shifted and a dark tunnel mouth yawned open before us, revealing a hidden entrance. Only the first few feet were visible. “In,” I waved everybody past me. “Now.”

Gideon stopped outside the entrance. “Breaking and entering goes against the laws of Jinn.”

I groaned. This was the worst possible time to have this conversation. “You’re not using your Gifts,” I argued, as Bosh and Rena entered the tunnel. Gideon stood stubbornly outside. “And besides, Enoch is breaking the laws of Jinn with Arie. How come nothing has happened to him?”

Gideon’s lips pursed. “I assume the queen is turning a blind eye.” He sighed. “I used to be part of the force that watched for Gifts being misused. They’ve been pulled out of the human world almost completely.”

My brows rose. That was unsettling. “Well, then.” I waved him forward and this time he allowed me to usher him toward the dark space. “I don’t see why we can’t break the rules, just this once...”

But Gideon frowned, stopping directly in front of the entrance. “That doesn’t make it right.”

“Gideon,” I hissed, exasperated. “My men can’t distract the guards forever. We have this one, very small window to rescue Arie. If you waste it worrying about breaking into a room while Enoch is busy breaking into Arie’s mind, so help me, I’ll—”

“Yes,” Gideon interrupted, holding up a hand. “I see your point.” He stepped inside the tunnel. I jumped in after him, yanking the door shut behind us.

It swung back into place on silent hinges, shutting out all light in one swift instant. “Go.”

Bosh’s voice echoed from somewhere further down the tunnel in a loud whisper. “Does anyone have a match?”

“I can see in the dark,” Rena spoke up. “Here, hold hands and I’ll lead us.”

Behind me, I heard Gideon sigh. “I suppose at this point, there’s no reason to hold back,” he muttered. A white flame flickered into existence above his palm, lighting up the tunnel for a dozen paces in both directions. 

The light blinded me for a moment, but my eyes adjusted quickly, taking in their shadowy faces. The tunnel wasn’t wide, only about two paces across, with a ceiling low enough I could reach up and brush my fingers against it. Rena’s scowling face was lit up. For once though, it made me smile. We were all here, and we were inside. There was still hope.

“Follow me,” I led the way through the tunnel at a quick pace, listening for sounds of life in the castle as we hurried down the dark stone corridor. The walls were thick and silent. I supposed that was intentional. 

Outside Arie’s bedroom, staring at the back of the mirror that opened into the room, I raised a finger to my lips. Remembering the last time I’d been here, I moved with care. 

Once inside, we spread out and searched the rooms quickly.

But Arie wasn’t there.

***
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THE CARPETED HALLWAY OUTSIDE Arie’s rooms muffled our footsteps. I pulled back, turning to the rest of them. “Remember the plan?” We needed to stay out of sight until we found either Arie, Enoch, or both of them. 

“I’ll distract Enoch,” Rena volunteered. “I have a few tricks he won’t see coming.”

“If Rena keeps Enoch from seeing me—” Gideon began.

“When,” Rena interrupted.

Clearing his throat, Gideon began again. “When Rena keeps Enoch from seeing me, it will give me enough time to entrap him. He won’t be able to do anything to anyone.”

“And then,” I finished, “we’ll make sure the enchantment he put on Arie has worn off.”

“And if it hasn’t?” Gideon asked

“Then it wouldn’t be the first time we’ve kidnapped royalty,” Bosh piped up, grinning. 

I pursed my lips, looking to Gideon. This would go against his precious code. 

But he only nodded back at me. “If Arie’s under enchantment, then it’s an abuse of power. We can take her to a secure location where we can safely remove the confusion.”

I smiled. This could actually work. “Let’s do it.”

Rena nodded, lifting her chin and stepping out into the hallway first. Gideon hurried to follow, already annoyed with her. 

My fingers itched to pull out the dagger hidden in my boot and go find Amir and Enoch.

Instead, I hailed the next servant we passed. Her eyes flared wide when she took us in, and I knew she must have seen me before. “We need to see Queen Arie,” I said, “Can you point us in the right direction?”

She lifted a shaking finger to point down the hall. “She was with the Jinni,” she whispered. “I’m not sure where they went.”

“Thank you,” I said, even though it was of no help. Brushing past her, I waited until we were alone in the hall before I spoke. “She’ll likely call the guards. We need to split up.” 

“How will the plan work if we’re not together?” Bosh asked.

“We just need to track Arie down. We can meet back here in a quarter hour with what we find, but this way we can search the castle faster.”

“I wouldn’t advise that,” Gideon said, speaking for the first time since the tunnels. “You have no recourse against Enoch’s abilities.”

“That’s why I’ll be going with you,” I told him, clapping a hand on his shoulder as I began walking. “And Bosh will go with Rena.” Bosh nodded, following me. “You two take the lower level,” I added, pointing to the nearby staircase. “Gideon and I will take this floor.”
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Rena

WE SPLIT UP TO search the castle. My instincts told me this was a bad plan. I mulled it over as Bosh and I descended the stairs. We can’t take Arie’s castle back while occupied by a Jinni and a foreign king, I supposed as we ran down the hall to the next room. Still, as much as I reasoned that our plan made sense, a nagging worry tugged at my gut. 

I smelled fresh bread and knew the kitchen was directly ahead, with the common room beside it. Those would be full of people. It was doubtful Arie would be there. 

Bosh and I slunk down the back hallway instead, aiming for the small room built behind the throne room where I’d spent so much time with Arie in the last few weeks. 

We stole inside, shutting the door just before a servant rounded the corner in the hall. “She’s not here,” Bosh said, as we peered into the throne room which was equally empty. 

I nodded, and we waited for the servant to pass before we slipped back into the hallway, racing to the next room.

It was a grand library full of tall bookshelves that stretched to the left and right. I trailed my fingers across the closest shelf full of books. The dust tickled my nose. It was so dry in here.

“We need to get back soon,” Bosh whispered as we entered the room. “You take that side, and I’ll take this side.” I bit my lip. He was right. We could cover more ground that way. 

I clutched my necklace, twisting one of the shells. “Put this in your pocket. It will keep anyone from grabbing you.” It was meant for sharks looking for a bite of Mere, to blast the animal away, but it should work for humans too. I pressed the tiny shell into his palm. He accepted it, nodding to me, but didn’t move. “Tides be with you,” I whispered, turning to go, but he took my hand and pulled me back.

The momentum made me nearly crash into him and staring up into his brown eyes, I instinctively licked my lips. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Bosh said, but he didn’t let go of my hand. “I’m sure everything will work out fine. We always find our way out of tough places.” It felt like he was lying and he knew it, and he knew that I knew it, but I didn’t say anything to disagree. “I just wanted to say...” he swallowed, reaching up to touch my cheek, “I’m really glad you came back.”

I blinked as he pulled away, hand slipping out of mine as he turned to search his side of the room. “That’s it?” I said out loud before I could stop myself.

He paused, turning on one heel, to squint at me. “What were you expecting?”

“Um.” Heat flooded my face. “I don’t know, exactly. Something... more.”

He took one step back toward me, then another. “Did you want more?”

My feet were rooted to the floor as he came closer. I opened my mouth to answer, but it was dry and I couldn’t think. “I’m not sure, honestly,” was all I could get out as he stopped in front of me again, not touching me, but standing significantly closer than humans usually stood when speaking.

“It’s okay not to know,” Bosh said as a slow smile crept across his face. This made my toes curl. “But there’s one way to find out...” He leaned in and gently brushed his lips across mine. It was over even as my eyes fluttered closed. I found it hard to swallow. 

“Now you can think about it,” Bosh said as he stepped back, winking at me, before taking off down the hall once more. This time I didn’t say anything. I just stood there, smiling at his back, reaching a hand up to touch my lips where they tingled.

I would definitely be thinking about it.
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Arie 

ENOCH RETURNED TO THE East tower only a few hours after he’d left me there. “What’s going on?” I asked him as I stood next to the bed and he tied my hands to the tall post. 

He’d let me stay alert and aware of my surroundings since I’d asked him, but the cowardly side of me whispered that I should let him make me forget. It’d be easier that way. Shaking my head to clear the thought, I lifted my chin and stared him down. He moved back and forth around the small bedroom, working with ancient objects I’d never seen before. They had Jinni symbols all over them.

“Why do you help him? Surely you’ve seen what a fool Amir is?”

A dark cloud passed over Enoch’s face. Anger. “A bigger fool than most,” he was quick to agree. 

“Then, why?” I repeated. “Why help him?”

“I don’t have a choice,” he said once again.

“Can you say nothing else?” I tugged at the ropes, trying to slip out of them, but they were too tight. A flash of inspiration hit me. “Can you say nothing else?” I asked again, meaning something quite different. “Is this the work of your queen? A spell of some sort maybe?”

Enoch didn’t answer.

“But why would the Queen of Jinn care about the human world?” I murmured, mostly to myself, since Enoch was ignoring me. 

He stiffened. I almost missed it. 

“Has Queen Jezebel grown so power-hungry she wants to rule the human world too? Or do we have something she needs?” 

His thoughts, of course, were silent. Protected in that Jinni fashion that I didn’t understand. I had no idea if I was even close to guessing correctly.

The door burst open unexpectedly. King Amir strode in, smirking at me as he passed. “This is a good location,” he said to Enoch as he peered over the Jinni’s shoulder at his work table and supplies. “No one will hear her scream.”

My skin flushed hot and then cold. This was it. They were going to do a Severance right here and now. No trial. No witnesses. 

Amir waved at the door as he told Enoch, “Use your Jinni magic. Make sure anyone who comes through that door regrets it.”

Enoch lifted his hands. A shimmer appeared over a heavy dresser. It lifted into the air on its own, to dangle in the air directly above the door, presumably to drop on any unsuspecting visitor. 

“This isn’t right.” 

“I agree, my dear,” Amir mocked me. “You should never have been allowed to possess this kind of Gift for so long. Don’t worry. We’ll remedy that shortly.”

“No,” I whispered. “You can’t.” I threw all my weight into trying to break free, feeling the rope cut into my wrists. Breathing hard, I stopped only to try a different angle.

Enoch still hadn’t said a word, stirring something in a small clay jar, then adding another ingredient and mixing them together.

Amir tsked. “It’s a shame, really. You could have been my queen. Ruled beside me. Or at least been very comfortable. Now, it’s too late.” He spread his hands wide as if truly apologetic. “You had to go and tell the kingdom about your Gift, and now the only option I have is to put you on trial myself.”

“This trial is a sham,” I snapped.

“Sham or not,” Amir replied, barely seeming to notice me fighting against my restraints. “It will be over soon enough.”
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Kadin

TWISTING THE DOORKNOB SILENTLY, I glided through the door unseen with Gideon on my heels, and closed it softly behind us. We’d searched dozens of empty bedrooms. I scanned the small front room and held a finger to my lips when I heard voices in the bedroom beyond. I pointed to it and Gideon nodded. 

He stepped forward into the next room first, and accidentally sprung an invisible trap. 

Enoch had somehow known we were there, before Gideon and I even entered the room. A heavy dresser flew through the air and Gideon threw his hands up, flinging it backward, just before it would’ve crushed him. The momentum knocked Gideon back into the tiles by the fireplace, where he hit his head and slumped to the ground, unconscious. 

I dodged the piece of large furniture as it flung itself my way, seemingly with a life of its own, leaping to my feet by the bed. 

“Kadin!”

I lifted my gaze to find Arie standing on the other side, tied to the bedpost. She was okay. I leapt across the bed toward her, forgetting to look around the room in my haste as I tried to untie the first knot. “It’s okay—”

“You need to leave!” she yelled, shaking her head violently. “Get out of here now—” 

“Hush, girl. Don’t speak another word,” a man said from behind me, and Arie’s voice cut off mid-sentence. 

I whirled to face the speaker and ducked down to grab the knife from my boot in one smooth motion. 

“Stop him,” said the same voice. It came from King Amir who stood before me in his imperial robes, hands clasped before him. The purple-eyed Jinni next to him waved his hands and the knife I held disappeared, reappearing in his hand. 

“You’ve come to visit me,” the king continued. “How nice of you.” Something about his voice calmed me. I felt nice. 

I smiled and straightened. 

“Please,” he said, returning my smile. “Have a seat.” 

I found myself moving toward the chair he’d pointed out willingly, even though a part of me whispered that I was here for another reason. I couldn’t remember what it was. I smiled at Arie, glad that we were together again, but she frowned at me. Her hands were tied up, which made me uncomfortable. 

King Amir moved to block my view. “Remind me of your name, young man.”

“Kadin of Baradaan.”

“Tell me, Kadin,” the king said, pausing as he studied me. He circled behind my chair, placing his hands on my shoulders. The pressure was uncomfortable, pinching me. “Are you and this Jinni here alone?”

“No,” my mouth said, before my mind could stop it. 

“Who’s with you?” he asked, pressing his fingers deeper into my shoulders until the pain made me flinch.

I bit my lip, tasting blood. Why was I keeping it from him? My mind felt like a soft cloud, like a mist, like a slippery bit of soap. I couldn’t quite grasp what I should do next. I looked over to Arie, hoping she’d help me. No, wait. I’d come here to help her... but with what?

The king released me, and I drew a breath as the pain stopped, though I felt certain there would be deep bruises. He came around to face me, leaning over the table to peer into my eyes. “Who is with you?” 

His deep voice flowed over me like a powerful wave, and I couldn’t fight it. “There are two others.” The information felt dragged out of me. Something in me was fighting the pressure to tell him, but losing. 

“Who? I want names.”

My lips formed the words even as I fought to stop them. “Rena, the Mere, and Bosh, from my crew.”

King Amir smiled down at me. “Thank you.” He waved a hand toward Gideon, where he still lay unconscious on the floor. “Enoch, take care of the Jinni. And reset the trap.”

Enoch’s violet eyes flickered with an emotion too quick to name, but he obeyed. The heavy dresser lifted off the floor, flying through the air toward the door, where it stopped to hang above it, ready and waiting. 

Crossing the room, Enoch lifted Gideon into a sitting position, leaning him against the wall. Gideon’s head fell to the side, still oblivious, as Enoch placed a hand on his shoulder. 

A soft film came over Gideon, wrapping him fully like a sheer cocoon. 

“Is it safe?” King Amir asked when Enoch returned to the table. “What is that thing?”

“It is a Jinni containment spell. It will prevent him from moving and immobilize his Gifts as well.”

As he spoke, Gideon’s eyes opened. He glanced at the film over his feet and didn’t bother to struggle. With a sigh, he met the other Jinni’s gaze. “Hello, Enoch.”

Enoch only nodded. Though both Jinni appeared young, there was a slight gray in Enoch’s black hair and his face was more gaunt, skin stretched and tightened with age.

“I didn’t expect to see you again,” Gideon said calmly, as if he weren’t restrained and this was just a casual conversation.

“I’m sure not,” Enoch replied, leaning back. “In truth, I never thought I’d see you again either.”

“Is this necessary?” King Amir interrupted, hands on his hips, chest out. “We have a Severance to complete.”

Gideon’s expression darkened. “Why are you associating with this human?”

“I can’t say.” 

“Humor an old friend,” Gideon murmured. They’d been friends? My curiosity was piqued. 

Enoch considered Gideon for a moment. “I truly can’t say.” Those violet eyes blinked once, then softened. “I’ve missed you this last year. You were one of my best soldiers.” 

I stared at Gideon in a new light. That stiff bearing. His strict adherence to rules. All signs of his past life. How had I never seen it? And why in the name of all the Gifts would they have banished a soldier as seemingly dutiful as Gideon?

“Alright, enough.” King Amir stepped between them, scowling. He reached into the deep pockets of his robes and pulled out a small object. “I’ll tell you why he can’t say, and why you won’t be able to say in a minute either.”

Gideon’s eyes widened.

King Amir shoved the object in Gideon’s direction and yelled, “Telesmaat!” A shimmer burst out of the little totem and settled over Gideon, thicker than Enoch’s previous spell, which evaporated, almost like a heavy blanket. This one slowly disappeared as I watched, but it left a distinct metallic taste in the air.

“I learned how to capture a Jinni and force them into service from the Queen of Jinn herself.” Amir waved the strange little totem in the air before tucking it back inside his pocket with a twisted smile. “A little gift in return for my loyalty. Now, stand up.” 

Gideon got to his feet and stood motionless by the door. 

A tiny part of me whispered that I should take this chance to attack while the king’s back was turned. But he’d told me to stay seated. So, I stayed. It felt as if a heavy pillow had been stuffed inside my skull.

“You will be very useful,” Amir told Gideon, tapping his chin in thought. “In fact, Enoch, why don’t we have Gideon perform the Severance instead?”

The only response from Gideon was a muscle twitching in his jaw.

I blinked at them. Why wasn’t I following this? They seemed so tense. Gideon’s hands were clenched, but he otherwise didn’t react.

King Amir turned to smile at me once more. “Tie that one up and make sure he can’t escape,” he told Gideon, though I hadn’t moved. “We don’t need any surprises when he sees what comes next.”
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Arie

MY MOUTH WOULDN’T FORM words, but I didn’t stop trying. King Amir’s Gift should wear off much faster than Enoch’s. Although I didn’t honestly know what I would say, even if I could speak. 

Kadin sat tied to the chair across the room and his eyes were vacant, staring at nothing. It broke my heart. He shouldn’t have come here. But it meant the world to me that he had. 

Enoch and Amir stood at the table conferring. I tugged at the ropes for the thousandth time, trying to slip free without success. 

According to Kadin, Rena and Bosh were on their way, but it didn’t matter. They wouldn’t see the trap Enoch had set until it was too late. And with both Kadin and Gideon under Amir’s control, it was up to me to do something.

Amir approached. “I could stand here all day and list your crimes.” He shook his head at me dramatically. 

I ignored him, staring at the wooden floorboards and woven carpet under my feet, hoping he’d come close enough that my foot could reach him. 

“For the sake of time, we will focus on the most significant misconduct: a woman who possesses a Gift.”

Words rose in my throat, but I couldn’t quite manage to say them. I wanted to yell that I hadn’t asked for this. How was it a crime if I’d never actually done anything wrong? It had happened to me! If anything, the crime was my mother and father’s, mixing human and Jinni blood, passing down an unwanted birthright.

But I stayed silent. Tears pricked my eyes. With my hands tied, I was forced to blink them back, struggling to keep my face clear of emotion. 

“What do you have to say for yourself, hmm?” He cupped a mocking hand behind his ear. “What was that now?”

Slowly, I lifted my chin and met his gaze, holding it as I took a deep breath in and out. Pushing against his command not to speak, I found my voice. “I... am proud... of my Gift.”

Amir just raised one brow, smirking at me. He wasn’t worried. 

But I wasn’t done. “You want to know what I have to say for myself?” I asked. 

Amir frowned, and his lips pinched together at his words being thrown back in his face.

I didn’t wait for an answer. “My Gift is part of me,” I declared boldly. “I didn’t choose it, but it’s who I am.” Gideon’s words. I was finally beginning to believe them. “And I do not, nor will I ever, use my Gift for evil.”

“Yes, yes,” Amir glared at me, waving an impatient hand. “That’s a pretty speech, but it won’t change anything. You need to stop talking now.” His Gift floated over me, making my mouth snap shut once more. “Gideon, it’s time. I don’t want to wait another minute. Begin the Severance now.”
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Rena

KADIN AND GIDEON WEREN’T at the meeting place. “Something’s wrong,” I told Bosh, crossing my arms. 

He nodded, but didn’t stop walking. “Happens all the time on a job,” he whispered. “They had a lot more rooms to search than we did. Kadin always says if part of the plan goes wrong, that doesn’t mean you throw out the rest of it.” 

I sighed and followed him from room to room. We reached a quieter part of the castle that seemed mostly uninhabited.

“There’s no one here,” I complained. “They’re probably waiting for us back at the stairs now.”

“Just a couple more rooms and we’ll circle back,” Bosh replied. 

Absently, my fingers played with my shells around my neck. Pulling up the necklace, I had a flash of insight. Perhaps this shell would be more powerful on land. “I think I know how to do this faster,” I told him.

He’d just closed the door to yet another empty room, when I whispered the words of the spell that would amplify every noise in the surrounding area. I froze at the sound of Arie’s voice. “They’re here!”

“Where?” Bosh ran back to me, grabbing my arms.

“Um, this way... I think.” Listening intently, I followed the voices up to a door. “Here,” I whispered. “She’s inside with someone else. He sounds mad.” 

“We can take one guy,” Bosh whispered back, grinning. “This will be a piece of cake.” He grabbed the doorknob.

“Wait! What if it’s Enoch?” I hissed.

Bosh made a face. “Yeah, I guess it could be, but you could take him, couldn’t you?”

I took a deep breath. “I think so. I just need to add an extra layer of protection first.” I dropped the shell I’d used to listen and picked up another. My protection spells against Jinni were always active, but after my last encounter with the Jinni who’d smashed me over the back of the head with a bottle, I wanted to add an extra layer of defense. Whispering quickly, I allowed the buffer of air to surround me. Nothing could touch me now. “Okay, go.”

Stepping inside, Bosh crept through the empty front room silently. My shoes clunked on the hard floor behind him. “Sorry,” I mouthed when he gave me a look.

The next moment happened in a blur. Bosh and I shoved through the door of the room, ready to attack, only for a heavy piece of furniture to drop on top of us from above. My spells made it bounce off the air around me, leaving me unharmed. But Bosh wasn’t so lucky. 

It crushed him, smashing his head and body into the ground hard. The sound of a bone snapping made me cry out. “No!” I shrieked as Bosh screamed in pain. “Bosh!” I tried to shove the heavy furniture off him, but I wasn’t strong enough. Gathering the shells at my neck, I searched with shaking fingers for something that would help me lift it, when someone said, “stop her,” and the shells around my neck disappeared. 

Whirling to face the room, I took in everyone else for the first time. My mouth gaped open. Gideon stood before me, dark and broken, holding my shell necklace in one hand and a flame in the other. His face was stoic. Almost resigned. 

King Amir stood across the room, flanked by Enoch. Arie struggled against ropes that bound her to the bedpost, but didn’t speak. And on the other side, seated calmly as if nothing were happening despite being tied to his chair, was Kadin. What was going on? 

“Somebody help me,” I yelled, straining to lift the dresser from Bosh’s still body.

“Kill her,” King Amir said to Gideon. 

I nearly laughed at the ridiculous command. Gideon might not love me, but he also wouldn’t kill me. 

My confidence faded as Gideon lifted a ball of flame without a word. King Amir smirked as Gideon threw it in my direction.

I screamed and threw up my hands, but without my shells I was powerless to counter the fire. Only my buffer of air saved me. The flames surrounded me in a thick circle. The fierce heat caused a sheen of sweat on my skin within seconds. Fire licked at me, despite the bubble of air. How long would it hold? This was my worst nightmare.

Fear slid down my throat, slamming into my heart, making it hammer like I’d just swum across half the ocean. 

“Enough waiting,” King Amir said on the other side of the flame. “I said begin!”

Gideon slowly turned to Arie. His skin was almost gray and the room had grown dark as he lifted his hands slowly. He whispered to Arie, “I’m sorry.”

His hands stretched toward her, and white-hot light shot out of them. 

Arie’s scream sounded almost feral. Her head tipped back and her body arched as if something was breaking her from the inside-out before she dropped to her knees. The look on her face physically hurt me. I’d never heard someone make a sound like that in my entire life. Chills ran up my arms despite the flames. 

Bosh groaned in pain as he roused, shifting on the floor underneath the dresser. “Rena... What’s going on? Why is Gideon helping them? Do something!” 

I couldn’t answer. My buffer spell still protected me, but the rest of my spells relied on the necklace in Gideon’s hand. Everything was going wrong. Bosh was bleeding out, Kadin was still tied to a chair in a trance, and Arie suffered at Gideon’s own hand. Gideon—he would never do this of his own volition. Someone was forcing him. 

The heat around me increased; it was becoming more than I could bear. My eyes teared up from the smoke and I made a decision. Against my better judgment, I cast aside my Mere spells that made me immune to the Jinni Gifts and yelled at Gideon, “What do I do?”

I couldn’t tell if he heard me over Arie’s screams; his face held an awful, grim concentration, lit up by the white light, as if what he was doing was destroying him in the process as much as Arie. 

Coughing, I yelled again. “Gideon!”

“There’s nothing you can do,” Amir answered, as he calmly watched the process. 

Just then, Gideon spoke into my mind. The amulet. In Amir’s pocket. His face was grim and he didn’t turn to me once, but it was unmistakably his voice. Break it. Break it into as many pieces as possible. 

In his pocket. I shook my head at Gideon, catching myself before I protested out loud. The king was halfway across the room. Even if I managed to somehow steal from him while his back was turned, there was no way I could escape the circle of fire without getting burned. 

Arie thrashed on the floor, only held upright by the ropes now. Her cries were growing weaker. When I glanced down at Bosh, his eyes were closed. Kadin still sat in the corner with a glazed look on his face. And Gideon—once he finished with Arie, I had no doubt Amir would turn him on me next. 

It’s just a little burn, I told myself and nearly choked. I knew better. I’d never seen a burn before, but legend said Mere burned ten times worse than humans or Jinni, and the recovery took twice as long. My feet didn’t move.

I took a shallow breath in the smoke, then another. You can do this. Do it for Bosh. For Arie. For all of them. 

This was the moment of truth. 

I leapt through the flames, feeling the fire bite my skin, and gasped in pain. Hair smoking and skirts on fire, I ran to King Amir and shoved my hand into the deep pocket of his kingly robes. It was empty.

“Wh—?” Amir swung around. “You!” 

He grabbed my wrist. A big mistake. My barrier spells flung him across the room and he smashed into the wall. 

The fire had made its way through the layers of my dress and its sharp heat scorched my legs.

Roll, Gideon snapped at me, eyes never leaving Arie. 

Dropping to the ground, I rolled, back and forth. It snuffed out the fire. I took a deep breath of relief before crawling in my shredded skirts over to where King Amir lay sprawled on the floor, and dipped my hand into his other pocket. My fingers closed around something small and round. I yanked it out, immediately falling back, ducking underneath a table, before I dared to open my hand, uncurling my fingers slowly to peer at the little item in my palm.

It was the totem. 

Arie’s screams of agony pierced the air. 

The king groaned as he opened his eyes, blinking at me. His eyes narrowed at the totem. “Give that to me.”

I backed up. 

He stood, wary of following after what had happened to him last time. “There’s nothing you can do to stop this,” he said and turned to Gideon, opening his mouth.

“There is one thing I could try,” I told the king, making him pause, as I set the totem down carefully on the ground.

“No!” He dove toward it as I lifted my foot and brought the sharp heel of my shoe down on the small clay totem. 

It smashed into little pieces. 

Gideon immediately ceased the Severance’s white light and rushed forward to help Arie. 

“No!” Amir screamed in fury. “Stop them now!” He turned to Enoch, but the other Jinni only stared at him with those violet eyes now, no longer bound to obey. Like a cat stalking a mouse, his gaze was locked on the king as he stepped closer. 

“Guards! Guards!” Amir yelled, but it was too late. 

Enoch pounced. He landed on top of the king, reaching toward the table. The small knife there flashed out of sight, reappearing in his hand, and he stabbed Amir through the chest, skewering him in one swift move. Enoch carefully pulled the blade out and wiped it on the king’s sleeve, as Amir’s eyes glazed over.

The moment Amir’s Gift faded, Kadin broke out of his trance, struggling against his ropes. 

I picked up my shell necklace where Gideon had discarded it and stepped up to Kadin, using the sharpest shell to slice through the ropes. He raced to Arie’s side. Gideon carefully transferred Arie into his arms, before lifting his cold blue gaze to meet Enoch’s.

Without a word, Enoch folded into himself and disappeared, leaving behind no trace. Gideon ran up to the spot where Enoch had last stood, and vanished after him.

I limped over to Bosh’s side. My first glimpse of him made me trip in shock. He lay in a pool of blood. The puddle was a dark shade of red, still growing. 

With effort, I inverted my buffer spell faster than I’d ever done a spell before in my life, shaping it so that it would happen at my will. I used it to fling the heavy dresser off of him.

I fell to my knees beside him. They grew wet as the blood soaked through my skirts and touched my burns, but I ignored the pain. “Bosh.” I shook his shoulder gently. “Wake up.” His face was a blur through my tears.

His head wound wasn’t the worst of it. My eyes caught on his lower half. The dresser had cut into his stomach and ribs. I knew little about human anatomy, but even I knew that was a bad sign.

He took ragged breaths, staring at the ceiling, not seeing me until I leaned directly over him, taking his hand. I wiped at my eyes furiously. “You can’t die,” I yelled at him. “You can’t!”

“I’m sure it’s not that bad,” Bosh said, even as he gulped for air like a fish on land. 

I squeezed his hand, hoping he’d squeeze back, but it lay limp in mine. His eyes began to glaze over. “No,” I cried, sobbing openly now. I knew that look. I’d seen it growing up more times than I wanted to count. 

I bowed my head over his. Why weren’t any of the Mere spells designed for healing? Kadin was right. We were selfish. Me more than any of them. 

“I have an idea,” I whispered to Bosh, pulling back just enough to take the Key from around my neck. I pressed it into his hand. “Take this.” Yuliya would kill me. I didn’t care. There was no guarantee that he would ever give it back to me, but I didn’t care about that either. We had to do this together, shoulder the price of the Key together, otherwise the spell to save him would also cost a life.

“Bosh, listen to me,” I said, shaking him a little until his eyes fluttered open again. “I need you to do something for me.”

“I’m tired,” he slurred. “Just let me take a little nap first.”

I smiled through the tears. “You can nap as soon as you do this, okay? I promise.” I curled his fingers around the spine of the Key, holding them together. “Say my name.” 

His brows drew together but he took a shallow breath and whispered, “Rena...?”

Just like that my greatest desire appeared before us in an inky black vision. It was simple. We were still in this room, but Bosh stood before me on his own two feet, alive and well, his body fully intact and uninjured.

“Wow,” he mumbled, eyes falling shut. “That’s us. How did you do that?”

“We did it together,” I told him, taking his hand with the Key in mine. “Stay with me now. There’s just one more step. It’s going to hurt a little... but, well, you’re already in pain so I guess it can’t be that bad.” I could only hope this would work.

We turned the Key together.
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CHAPTER 45
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Rena

EACH TIME BOSH’S CHEST rose, I thought it was his last breath. I’d screamed through the agony of the Key taking its toll, but my plan had failed. Bosh wasn’t getting better.

Bosh choked. I squeezed him even harder. I didn’t know how else to comfort him.  

“Rena,” he whispered and I pulled back slightly. “You’re squishing me.” 

Not the last words I’d expected. Shifting to see his face, I pressed my hand to his cheek, which had grown cold before, but now felt warm again. The color was returning to his skin. Swiveling to his wound, I found the flesh slowly knitting itself back together. 

“Stay still,” I told him when he tried to sit up. “You’re still recovering.”

He propped himself up on his elbows and when he saw his body piecing itself back together in front of him, his eyes grew huge. “Did you do this?”

“Kind of...” I smiled at his reaction as tears dripped down my cheeks. “We did it together.” I’d let go of the Key and it was now officially his. I would happily return to the ocean for the rest of my life to make up for it. It was worth the price. 

“Where is everyone else?” he asked, trying to see the rest of the room over his shoulder.

I’d completely forgotten about Arie in my panic. She was still in Kadin’s arms, unmoving. Had Gideon completed the Severance? 

Before I could say a word, a Jinni flashed back into the room. 

Enoch. 

My hand instinctively rose to my necklace, and I clutched the shells. 

“If I wanted to harm you, little Mere, you’d already be dead,” he spoke in a soft tone. His calm, so deadly and quiet at the same time, reminded me of Gideon. “The Telesmaat that bound your friend to King Amir bound me as well. Now that I am free, I would like to talk.”

Gideon flashed back to the room before I could answer and attacked, snarling at him. 

“I was under the Queen’s orders!” Enoch protested, but Gideon ignored him, flashing around to kick him viciously in the back. I’d never seen a Jinni so openly dangerous.

Enoch fell and didn’t fight back when Gideon tackled him, straining to speak with Gideon’s hands around his neck, choking him. “The amulet that bound you to the king... has compelled me... to obey Amir... for months now.”

Gideon eased up, but only barely. “And how did a man such as Amir obtain a Jinni-spelled object like that?” he demanded.

“You heard him,” Enoch said softly, spreading his hands wide in a gesture of peace. “Same way the Prince of Jinn disappeared and no one has heard from him in over a year.”

Gideon took a deep breath, and let Enoch go abruptly. He held out a hand to help the other Jinni stand. “The queen,” he replied finally. 

“It’s worse than you think.” Enoch stood tall, rubbing his neck. “If I’d known then what I know now, I would’ve stood with you a year ago.” 

Gideon shook his head. “You would only have been banished with me.” He gestured in my direction. “Rena has promised to help me get back into Jinn. She has the Key.”

I swallowed, standing up. A deep cut throbbed in my leg from the Key but it was nothing compared to the heat of the burns all along my arms, neck, and face. 

Preparing myself for Gideon’s fury, I opened my mouth to explain that the Key now belonged to Bosh.

But Enoch spoke first. “I’ve searched high and low. The prince isn’t in Jinn. Everything I’ve found leads me to believe he’s somewhere in the human world.”

Gideon’s expression fell. “That changes everything.”

***
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MY DEADLINE FOR BEING in the human world was today. I’d avoided the water and even the windows in the days leading up to this, but I feared it was only a matter of time.

Since I didn’t have the Key anymore, I couldn’t give it to Yuliya. But I would still lose my legs at sundown. 

Would Yuliya use a tracking spell to come find me or would she be home, waiting for the Key to come to her? Knowing my sister, she’d leave nothing to chance. Perhaps she was here already, waiting to collect. There was no telling what she would do when she discovered Bosh now held the Key. She could make me her slave or set me on fire. My burns from the last fire were only just finally starting to heal.

I strode down the hallway through the castle in a hurry. I needed to say goodbye to everyone and return to the ocean before sunset, before my last day in the human world ended. 

I desperately wished I could stay.

Even now, in the last hour, I couldn’t tell them of the bargain, or the spell would break that much sooner.

I didn’t know what would happen to these humans I’d come to love, or the kindhearted Jinni I’d realized I didn’t actually love at all. I only knew one thing for sure: there was no chance Gideon would be declaring his love for me or asking me to stay. 

The day following the Severance, I’d stopped Gideon outside Arie’s room. “I did something you’re not going to like...”

Gideon took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Tell me.”

“I gave the Key to Bosh. I had to, to save him, but now I can’t give the Key to you. On the other hand, he’d probably be happy to give you the Key if you ask him—”

Gideon waved a hand through the air, cutting me off. “No need. If the prince is not in Jinn, as Enoch says, I have no reason to return either.”

I scrunched my nose at that. “Do you trust he’s telling the truth?” 

“I do.” Gideon lifted his cane absently, running a hand along the delicate designs. “Enoch is in many ways like a father to me. The only time we ever disagreed was when he thought I betrayed the queen. Now he knows better and has agreed to help me in my search for the prince.”

Chewing on my lip, I debated helping him. He was a Jinni after all. But if there was an internal war within Jinn, I knew which side I’d be on. “The Key could still help you find him.”

Gideon straightened, blue eyes sharp and focused. “How?”

I led him to Bosh’s recovery room, where he still held the Key. 

Bosh smiled weakly when we entered and when I mentioned the Key he was quick to offer it back to me. 

“No, no,” I held up my hands, refusing. “I don’t want it.” Having it would only mean Yuliya would have it shortly. “But I want you to try something...” 

I walked him through using the Key. He spoke Gideon’s name over it and the inky black vision appeared. Since Gideon’s desire had changed to finding the prince in the human world, it should show him the way. Or at least give him a place to start.

The dark black cloud hung in the air, but nothing appeared inside it. 

“That’s strange.” I scowled, leaning closer. “This has never happened before... Try again.”

Bosh did. The same vision appeared. Or rather, lack of vision. 

“There’s no desire to unlock,” I murmured, glancing over at Gideon. “Do you truly want to find him?”

“More than anything,” he said fervently, gripping that cane until his fingers turned white. I believed him. 

Pondering the empty vision, we stared at it for long minutes until it faded away on its own. “It almost seems like the prince’s location is hidden,” I said finally.

Instead of seeming surprised, Gideon nodded. “That just confirms my suspicions more. The queen has cloaked him somehow.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t help after all,” I said awkwardly.

“Not at all,” he replied. “This has been most helpful. At least it didn’t show us a grave. There’s still hope. If anything, it spurs me on.” 

Each day after that, Bosh had tried to give the Key back to me, but I’d refused. “I don’t want it. Just make sure to use it carefully. Only smaller desires, if you want to live.”

One day after he’d mulled that over he’d asked, “Could I use it to help Arie?”

I’d sighed and shook my head. “The cost would be far too high.” Gideon had said she could pull through. “She has to find the strength on her own.”

The entire kingdom was focused on her healing. It felt like the whole world held its breath, waiting to see if she would recover.

Today, I wanted to check on her before I had to leave. When I pushed through the door to Arie’s room, she blinked at me almost like she’d forgotten who I was. 

“You’re awake,” I said hopefully, crawling into the bed with her. “How’re you feeling?”

She lifted the corners of her mouth in a weak smile, but didn’t answer. Her eyelids were low and heavy. Kadin watched from a chair on the side of the room. Between him and Gideon, they kept a constant vigil.

We watched her fall back asleep within minutes. Slipping out of the bed, I pulled the curtains closed around it, moving out onto the balcony with Gideon and Kadin where we could speak without her overhearing. “How’s she doing?”

“Not good,” Kadin’s lips flattened into a grim line. “It’s not just exhaustion that’s gripping her.”

“But that could still be due to circumstances—her father’s death, Enoch’s mind control, and everything else that’s happened,” Gideon insisted, as he had for the last week. “No matter how gently Enoch says he treated her mind, there are always repercussions. But there’s still a chance that the Severance wasn’t completed. And she’s strong. Even if her Gift was cut off completely, there’s still a chance she’ll survive the trauma period.”

The first time he’d said this, Kadin had perked up. “Do you know anyone who’s survived that stage before?”

“Not off-hand,” Gideon had said slowly, clutching his cane until the tips of his fingers turned white. “But we can’t give up hope just yet.” He kept saying that, but the truth was none of us could really tell what the damage might be.

Now as we stood on the balcony, I could only nod, not saying anything. I hoped she would survive this. I wanted to believe it. 

Kadin and Gideon would be here for her. And maybe, someday, I’d find a way to come back and see them all again.

“Have you seen Bosh?”

Kadin nodded from where he stood by the balcony railing. “I sent him on an errand to town, he should be back soon.”

“Thank you.” I left them behind, slipping past Arie. I considered waking her up to say goodbye, but worried it’d only upset her. They’d figure it out soon enough. And if I were honest, there was really only one person that I needed to say goodbye to. 

Bosh entered the courtyard as I opened the main castle doors. We met in the middle under a fruit tree. 

“Were you looking for me?” he asked with a grin.

“No,” I said, even though I was. Why was I embarrassed? I should say goodbye here and leave. But I couldn’t. “I’m going down to the beach. Walk with me?”

Even though it was at least an hour walk, he agreed. Most of it, we didn’t speak, or joked about pointless things.

We reached the shore, where I’d thought the waves might calm me down and help me find the words, but even when I stepped into the cool water and the waves crashed into my legs, soaking the hem of my dress, it only agitated me further. I said the first thing that came to mind, “Can I see your wound?”

He laughed. I’d asked a dozen times since he’d been healed. Lifting his shirt, he let me look once more. 

The skin was marvelously smooth with only a thin scar that slashed across his stomach. When I touched the red line, fading each day into a dull color, a completely unrelated heat warmed my skin. 

Bosh didn’t pull away, but his face grew serious for once, unreadable. “I need to give this back to you,” he said, pulling the Key from his pocket for the thousandth time.

“No,” I said, holding out a hand. “I need you to keep it.” I hoped it might make him remember me fondly, instead of recalling all my flaws. And he would be a far better master of the Key than my sister. For once, Yuliya would not get her way. 

As if my thoughts had summoned her, I heard her voice, “You gave him my Key?”

We whirled to face the speaker. Yuliya stood on her own two stumps, wearing a gown she’d made out of ocean flowers and kelp, though it was still far too revealing for a human. Bosh blushed.

“What’re you doing here?” I said icily. “I still have time.”

“I came to see if you would honor our deal,” she spat, glaring at Bosh. “And what do I find? My sister giving a priceless object to a human? Does he even know what it does?”

I found myself stepping in front of him. Who knew what Yuliya might do when she was this angry?

But Bosh didn’t let me protect him. “I do know,” he snapped. “Rena used it to heal me. It saved my life.”

“She did what?” Yuliya’s eyes narrowed at him, swiveling to my face. “How?”

Swallowing hard, I put a hand on Bosh’s arm to steady him. He was sweet, but he didn’t know who he was dealing with. “The Key shows someone’s greatest desire,” I reminded him softly. “It doesn’t normally heal, but that’s what I most wanted it to do, so it did.”

“So it truly does whatever you want?” Bosh was finally paying attention. Why hadn’t he listened before?

Yuliya’s lips tilted upward as she smiled at him, her voice growing soft like a cat’s purr, “If you give it back to Rena, she can give you whatever you want. Can’t you, Rena?”

Bosh’s eyes lit up. He didn’t give me a chance to argue, shoving the Key into my hand. “No—” I said, but it was too late.

“Very good,” Yuliya said, grinning. “Now, it’s time you honor our deal and come home. The day is over; your month is up.” She pointed to the sky, where the sun was setting. How had it gotten so late? I’d thought I had more time. “Give me the Key, Rena.”

“Wait!” Bosh grabbed my arm as I moved to obey. “You said she could give me whatever I wanted.”

Yuliya paused. “Whatever you want most, yes.” She sighed and shook her head. “Fine. Do it, Rena. Then we’ll go.”

I glanced between them. What was Bosh doing? Is he like everyone else, just wanting to use me? I stared down at the Key in my palm, wishing he hadn’t given it back to me. There was nothing I could do now. Lifting the Key, I wrapped my fingers around it and whispered his name. Bosh.

The vision of his greatest desire appeared before us. Yuliya’s breath hitched. It was of the three of us in this moment right now, but as we watched, Bosh held out his hands to me and said one word: “Stay.”

And in this vision of his greatest desire, I took his hands with a grin and said, “I will.” 

Whatever might’ve happened next vanished as the sun touched the horizon. I hissed in pain as the spell broke. My legs burned as they knit together and my tail returned. Bosh caught me before I fell, holding me up. I wrapped my arms around his neck. I’d never felt so helpless. 

Yuliya’s face was red with fury. “Give me the Key now, Rena!”

My lips parted as her reaction hit me. “I don’t think I have to,” I whispered. “I think Bosh just gave you the proof you asked for.” His arms tightened around me.

“No,” she argued, but her eyes were desperate, shifting between us. “You needed to prove the Jinni wanted you here more than anything else. This human doesn’t count.”

“No,” I said slowly, “your exact words were, ‘if he loves you enough to ask you to stay.’ Which means I win.”

Yuliya took a step toward me. “You little—”

“She said she’s staying!” Bosh yelled, angling our bodies to shield me from her. He still had no clue who he was dealing with. He glanced down at me, suddenly unsure. “Right?”

I nodded. 

Yuliya grabbed the shells around her neck. My eyes widened at the one she chose. I thrust the Key out toward her. “Wait! Listen to me!”

Yuliya didn’t let go of the shell, glaring at Bosh and I, but she didn’t use it either.

“How about one last deal?” I offered, holding the Key in my open palm. Bosh turned slightly so I could face her. 

Her eyes narrowed to slits. “What kind of deal?”

“Give me back my legs,” I began, “Permanently this time... And I will give you the Key.”

Yuliya eyed my hand. She let go of the shells around her neck. “What’s the catch?”

“No catch,” I said, and for once, I meant it. Gideon didn’t need it anymore, and neither did I.

She reached out to take the Key.

“Ah,” I stopped her, pointing down at my tail. “Legs first, then I swear on the same binding contract that the Key will be yours as long as you honor this deal.”

Bosh’s head swung back and forth between us as she silently took the shell that gave me legs and murmured a new spell over it. His eyes widened as the magic flowed into it and made it glow. 

Yuliya held out both hands, palms up; one with the newly spelled shell, and the other, empty and waiting. When I shifted in his arms, Bosh scooped me up so that my hands were free to make the exchange.

I placed the Key in her palm, taking the shell. In one quick motion, we made the trade.

When I let go of the Key, I expected to feel loss. Instead I grinned in excitement and didn’t waste a second. Whispering the spell over myself, I happily suffered through the painful separation of my tail, not turning away from the sight, even when tears filled my eyes. 

Bosh stared at the scrawny legs that formed where my tail had been as if he’d never seen legs before in his life. “I guess I should put you down,” he said, but didn’t.

I shrugged, grinning. “Only if you want to.”

A snort of disgust came from my sister. “I can’t watch this.” I didn’t bother to watch her leave.

“Are you sure you made the right decision?” he asked, forehead wrinkling as he slowly lowered me to the ground but didn’t let go completely. 

He stared down at me and the look in his eyes hit me. It was the look that I’d seen in the eyes of my parents, my sisters, mere-boys, and even Gideon—but only in the visions. Never in reality. 

“I’m sure,” I told him, not letting go either, soaking up the feeling of his arms around me. “I don’t need to use the Key to grant your desire, because I want to stay.” 
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EPILOGUE 
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Arie

WHEN I OPENED MY eyes, they landed on Kadin in the chair beside my bed. His long legs sprawled out and his head tilted back as he snored softly. He’d been there all night. 

The early morning rays lightly touched the stubble on his jaw, but he didn’t stir. Exhaustion kept him asleep, while I had slept too much. Even so, sleep tugged at me, begging me to return to it.

I didn’t know how many days had passed like this one. At least a week. Maybe two. Maybe more. 

That first day, he’d fought the guards outside my room, yelling at them to let him in. I’d lain in bed, numb, hearing his shouts as if from a mile away. Gideon had rescued him, and the guards allowed him in, though they hovered suspiciously. Their numbers had doubled after the incident. I doubted they knew the details; they certainly didn’t know how useless they were against Jinni magic. Still, they stood faithfully outside, protecting me. 

“I don’t blame them,” Kadin had said, lips lifting in what he meant to be a smile as he sat next to me and held up a one-sided conversation. “They’re just concerned for you. Especially now.” He had winced at even this smallest mention of everything that had happened. 

I tried to find the energy to nod. Lifting my hand, I touched his, and he scooped it up and held on tight. 

After that though, he didn’t bother to get permission to enter. He used the secret entrance to come and go, sleeping in the chair by my bed each night and slipping behind a curtain or door whenever a servant or guard knocked and entered. 

Sometimes I woke to find him gone, but always Gideon or Bosh was in his place. 

“How are you doing?” he would ask each day.

Sometimes it made me furious and I’d ignore him. How do you think I’m doing? My only family is gone. I am alone. I am broken.

Other times, I’d try to smile back at him and croak, “I’m okay.” I’d let him hold my hand. 

Now, after sleeping through most of the morning, I rolled over to find him awake this time. 

“I can’t feel it anymore,” I whispered, because any louder and I’d be forced to face it. 

Right now, I needed to believe I was wrong, that it wasn’t true. I needed him to argue with me. 

“What if my Gift is really gone? Does that mean...” I trailed off, not willing to even whisper the last part. Kadin already knew. When a Gift was severed, it led to death. Its absence was like the loss of a limb or a lung, and without it...

Kadin leaned forward, taking my hands in his and squeezing. This new, heavier fog in my mind, almost like a rain cloud, lifted just slightly and my chest felt a bit lighter. 

Kadin stared into my eyes and instead of arguing like I hoped he would, or even addressing my fears, he simply said, “You’re going to be okay.”

I swallowed. The clouds settled back in and the dark weight of them pulled me deeper under the covers. Even my bones were tired. “How can you tell?” I managed to say as I sank back on my pillow. 

“Because you’re here, aren’t you?”

“What does that even mean?” I snapped. But the anger exhausted me and snuffed out faster than a candle. I closed my eyes. It wasn’t his fault. No one knew what to say.

“It means there’s still hope.”

My eyelids fluttered, holding in unexpected tears underneath. I swallowed and tried to blink them away, but one slipped down my cheek toward the pillow. 

Kadin caught it. “I’m not letting you go again,” he said. His voice was low, sharp. Almost angry. “You can’t make me. Even if you call for the guards again, I’m not leaving.”

My lips twitched at his attempt at a joke and it helped my eyes clear. “I never did apologize for that.”

He took my hand and kissed my palm. “No need.”

My fingers curled in response. A distant part of me felt warm, but the rest of me was so cold. The shade of this dark cloud dampened the moment. Made it dull when it should have lit me up. 

Everyone said I was mourning my father’s passing. Even Gideon encouraged me that this grief was normal. Despite everything he’d said about the Severance in the past and how the results were undeniable, he now swore I could get through this. 

But I didn’t feel okay and this didn’t feel normal. Only time would tell the truth.

Summoning all my energy, I pulled myself up until I could swing my legs over the side of the bed. 

Kadin’s posture shifted in a heartbeat, upright and alert, watching me with those golden eyes. He didn’t say anything. He let me lead the way. 

I pulled my robe tighter, gathering the little shreds of strength I still had left, and stood. “Can you have someone draw a bath?” My voice sounded weak. 

“Absolutely.” He jumped to his feet and went to fetch someone. 

It was time to face this head on. First, clean up, then face my people.

All I could do was hold onto the gift that Kadin had given me.

Hope.

Likely it was the only gift I had left. Still, it was something. It was a start.

THE END.
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HEAVY WINGS BEAT THE hot air, almost too soft to hear unless already listening. I whirled around. 

A dragon. 

It was the size of a bird in the distance, but its long, arching neck and tail were unmistakable. So was its speed—it was growing fast. 

I pulled back against the rocky cliffside, hiding in a cleft, heart pounding. Below me was an enormous drop. The trees and bushes were the size of my fingernail; the sliver of river that wound through the forest beyond the Dragon Cliffs was nearly invisible at this height. If I miraculously didn’t smash into the rocks on the way down, the sharp tree branches would break my fall. Permanently. 

I wasn’t supposed to be here.

Keep your focus, Nes, I coached myself, waiting a long stretch until I could be sure the dragon was gone. A mistake on the cliffs could be deadly. They stretched on as far as the eye could see, all sharp angles, and jutting heights. Occasional patches of green grass and ragged bushes dotted the otherwise dusty landscape. Only the toughest creatures and vegetation lived in these heights. My lips curved in a smile as I pushed higher. 

Some of my hair had come loose from the braid and stuck to my skin, damp from the unforgiving sun beating down on me; I pushed the dark strands behind my ear. Besides my nearly black hair and boots, the rest of my ensemble was designed to blend in with the tan rocks, which were just a few shades lighter than my own skin. 

Reaching back, I thrust my hand into the bag hanging at my hip, rubbing the white powder between my sweaty palms to dry them. The climb was nowhere near the end, even though my arms and legs shook with exhaustion. 

I’d shed my coat at the base of the cliffs before beginning my ascent, but despite my loose, sleeveless shirt and lightweight climbing pants that stretched and breathed with my movements, I was sticky and overheated.

This was farther than I’d ever climbed before. I’d been pushing myself, training my body to go higher each time, returning with limp noodles for limbs. The burn in my muscles was brutal.

But also thrilling.

My quest for a dragon’s egg was one that few had ever accomplished. Avizun was our town’s greatest dragon hunter—he had the most kills since he’d joined the Dragon Watch in Heechi. 

Not many dragons flew within range of our little town. Usually they swerved just out of reach—unless they’d gotten a taste of livestock or possibly even human flesh, and were unable to help themselves. When they did test our watch, Avizun’s arrow tended to be the one that brought them down. 

But most of the time, the dragons kept to the great heights and the wilderness, and us humans went to them. 

Sometimes the hunters pursued the beasts instead of the eggs. Their scales, teeth, and claws were all quite in fashion. And there were those on the market for dragon meat, even if our own citizens found it disgusting. But above all else, it was their eggs that were prized. They were luminescent. More beautiful than any other creation and more durable than diamonds. Many hoped to someday find a living egg, instead of only pieces, and raise a dragon of their own in captivity. Such a thing had never been done. 

Avizun had been on the hunt for a dragon’s egg for the last two decades—since before I’d been born—and had only pieces of eggshells to show for it. All seven eggshell pieces he’d brought back over the years were proudly mounted in the Heechi museum and neighboring towns. 

These days, he hunted with a twelve-man crew, but rumor said back when he’d hunted solo, he’d once faced a dragon and lived. Most people questioned that story, but I’d only shrugged. Dragons were intelligent—more so than some humans—and known to play with their food. 

The real question that no one asked was why did the dragon survive their encounter? Perhaps it simply chose to let the great hunter go. My money was on that scenario.

I supposed the failure of a renowned dragon hunter like Avizun should’ve made me question if it was even possible for an eighteen-year-old girl. I grinned at the thought. The impossible was what I lived for.

Somewhere out of view, a dragon roared. Maybe the same one I’d seen before, or maybe another. 

Goosebumps pebbled on my bare arms where just moments ago I’d been sweating. I’d heard the sound many times, but the experience was far more terrifying up close.

Maybe I’d climbed farther into dragon territory than I’d realized. 

Still, the only way to find a dragon egg was to enter a dragon’s lair. The occupation naturally came with some risks.

I allowed myself to rest another minute, until I felt certain the dragon was out of range. 

Taking out my hammer and another metal stake, I pounded it into the cliff as an anchor. Though I could free-climb easily enough when I was fresh and invigorated, my strength at this point in the climb was always in question. A wise climber always used rope if possible. 

Fortunately, a few years back, when my family’s circumstances had been different, I’d invested in a Jinni-spelled rope that grew and tightened as needed. 

A rare find, especially in our part of the world. Both pure-blooded Jinni and humans touched with a Jinni’s Gift avoided the Dragon Cliffs. Humans without Gifts even more so. Only those born and raised in Heechi or the nearby villages dared to live so close to the predatory creatures. 

The cool tingle of Jinni magic brushed my skin when I touched the otherwise ordinary woven hemp—a reminder of its power. 

A tug on the rope and it stretched, letting me climb higher; a squeeze to contract when I climbed down at the end of the day. It could take me across the entire mountain range if I wanted it to. 

Once the stake was firmly hammered into the rock wall, I threaded the rope through the sturdy metal loop at the top to secure myself to this new checkpoint. The checkpoints were a pain, but without a spotter, they were a necessary pain.

I rolled my eyes as I began to climb once more. My family thought I was crazy. The whole town thought I was insane.

Just this morning, as I’d walked through town, the children ran through the streets after me, yelling, “What’s the egg girl found lately?” 

I’d ignored them until they returned to their games.

A mother haggling over fish shook her head as I passed through the marketplace, nudging the vendor so he could shake his head at me too. 

I’d kept my chin high.

I passed by a small group of hunters clustered around the swordsmith and his newest creation. “Haven’t found anything yet, hmm?” It was the condescending tone of one of the hunters, who’d spotted me coming. 

The man next to him did a poor job of hiding his smile. “You’re our good luck charm,” he said, elbowing Avizun, their leader. 

“Our rabbit’s foot,” Avizun answered with a wink in my direction. “Don’t stop. We need the dragons to watch for the egg girl while the real huntsmen search.” 

A twinge that I couldn’t ignore made me scowl at them and throw up a crude gesture. 

Who cares what they think? I’ll show them. 

They only cackled louder.

I was tall for a girl, taller than some of them; I lifted my chin, staring down my nose at them, and tried not to notice.

Even my siblings had picked it up in the last few years. 

“Do you have to constantly pretend to be a hunter?” Shadi had whined as I’d left the house. “Couldn’t you dress fashionably for once? I’m tired of being related to the egg girl.”

Only my father called me by my given name. “Nesrin,” he would say, “your mother and I are concerned.” 

Whether they were worried about me or their reputation, I was never entirely sure. 

Still, I was determined.

I slammed another stake into the cliff, taking out my frustration on the sand-colored rock. The wind died down, until there was utter silence, besides my heavy breathing. I paused to rest. Without the focus of finding the next handhold, my mind drifted back to earlier this morning once more.

I’d strode toward the edge of town, pretending not to hear their loud whispers. Maadar Bozorgi had reached out a wrinkled hand to stop me as I passed. 

“Don’t worry about what people say, dokhtari.” 

The affectionate title made the corner of my mouth twitch, and I let her delay my journey out of respect. Most people thought Bozorgi was crazy. 

“You have the spirit of the Khaanevaade.” That. That was why they thought she was crazy. The Khaanevaade were a fable even older than the Jinn. The supposed ancestors of the dragons. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. 

Her grip tightened, surprisingly strong for such an old woman.

I took a deep breath, before glancing down to meet her dark eyes, nearly black like my own, like the eyes of everyone in Heechi. “I don’t care what they say, Maadar. I’m going to prove them wrong anyway.”

“It’s normal to care, dokhtari.” She ignored my words completely. The wrinkles around her eyes deepened as she smiled and revealed a lack of teeth, patting my arm a few more times before she let go. “What takes the sting away is if you know who you are. The untruths will roll off you like water off a dragon’s back.”

I rolled my eyes at the memory, forcing myself to focus on the jagged rocks in front of me. A tiny edge allowed me enough room to slide along one foot at a time until I reached a narrow shaft, just big enough to squeeze inside. Within the safety of the rock, I pressed my hands and feet against both sides and shoved myself up, allowing for a brief free climb until it opened out onto a wide ledge, where I stopped to catch my breath.

Maadar Bozorgi was exactly as crazy as everyone said she was. 

So, maybe I was too. 

Calling myself otherwise wouldn’t help me; what I needed was to prove them wrong. The price a single dragon’s egg could fetch would feed my entire family of six for a decade or more. I’d be the world’s greatest dragon hunter and save my family, all in one.

I pulled my chalk bag around to powder my hands again before standing to continue my climb. My father tried to take care of us, but he’d experienced round after round of ill luck. The worst of which had taken place just last month: The Shah’s Council had ruled that grain should be made available to all the people at no cost, purchased by the crowns at a fixed price. A low price. Suddenly, my father’s largest crop, the one we depended on most, was reduced to the price of dirt. 

I pushed upward with my legs to give my sore arms a break. My knee scraped the cliffside and ripped a hole in my soft pants, but I barely noticed. 

We should be wealthy. I gritted my teeth at the thought. We worked hard enough, and my father had saved every scrap over the years so that, even with four children, we’d be okay. But the Shah’s Council ruined everything. Heechi and the nearby towns would be better off on their own. 

Up ahead and to the right, I spied a large cleft in the rock wall. From this angle, it was impossible to tell how large it was. Could a dragon fit there?

Only one way to tell.

I paused to reach back and pound in another stake, but I’d run out. I should’ve bought more before I left. Running my tongue along my teeth, I thought through my options and decided to press on. Soon, I was close enough to peer inside the crevice. It yawned wide before me, large enough for a horse, perhaps deep enough for a small wagon, but too small for a full-grown dragon. A female would need twice this space to stretch their wings, and a male three or four times as much.

Disappointed, I rested my face on the rock wall for a moment and closed my eyes. 

A shrieking wind blew past and the air grew hot.

I scrambled away from the opening, almost slipping in my haste, squeezing on the Jinni-spelled rope and burning my hands as I went. I cursed myself for climbing too far and allowing myself to be distracted.

Seconds later, a roar heated the air to such a level that sweat dripped down my back. I flinched at the proximity. That couldn’t have been more than a stone’s throw away. I froze on the wall like a wild hare exposed on an open plateau with nowhere to go. Maybe the beast wouldn’t see me. 

The logic was flawed. Not logic at all really, but instinct. I let another second pass and convinced myself it’d flown by and this was my chance to climb down before it came back. 

With no way of knowing if that was true, I scrambled down the cliffside until I reached the small shelf where I’d rested last. Everything in me wanted to huddle against the tiny indent in the rock wall, shut my eyes, and pray. 

Instead, I fumbled with the knots, pulling my Jinni-rope free and leaving the stake behind. 

One step after the other, a foothold here, a handhold there, I lowered myself with practiced speed, but still felt like I was crawling. 

Heat spread across my back. 

Different from my sweat, which now soaked the back of my shirt. 

It was like a warm breath from a furnace. 

Or a dragon.
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A SHIVER RUSHED OVER me as I whirled around. 

An enormous black dragon flew toward me on silent wings. If his size wasn’t enough indication, the horns by his ears confirmed he was a male. He’d closed the distance so fast that I could see the catlike irises of his yellow-gold eyes. He reared back, revealing flames that burned in his throat, glowing red-hot.

Throwing myself against the wall, eyes squeezed shut, I cringed. In stories, they always said your life would flash before you, but all I could think was one word: Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. 

I never should’ve come here. 

I knew better. 

Will I feel the fire before it turns me to ash?

Nothing happened.

Daring to open my eyes, I peeked behind me again. The beast flew in a lazy circle above me, taking his time. He was larger than the biggest draft horse back home—five times their size if I counted his vast wingspan. 

In one heartbeat, I took in his impenetrable black scales, talons the size of my head, and the graceful curve of his wings. Awe or fear, or maybe both, made me want to throw up.

His eyes were locked on mine. 

This was it. I was about to become charred flesh. Good thing I’d used stakes—that would help them find my remains tied to the cliff. Then again, maybe the dragon wouldn’t leave anything behind...

For some reason, he didn’t immediately attack. 

Don’t question a Jinni’s Gift, just take it, I repeated the old saying as I scrambled away from him.

A foothold that I normally would’ve tested broke beneath me and I fell without either hand on the rope tied to my harness. In the precious time it took to reach down and squeeze the Jinni-rope to tighten, I fell at least a dozen paces. 

The rope responded to my squeeze, jerking my fall short. The harness around my hips and waist dug into my skin like a knife. I slammed into the cliff wall. With the air knocked out of me, I hung suspended and gasping, trying to get my breath back. 

Above me, the dragon’s wings still flapped as his circles grew increasingly smaller. His eyes were mesmerizing. Unlike the stuffed dragon in Avizun’s home, with shiny glass bulbs in the eye sockets, this dragon’s eyes were so expressive I almost expected him to open his mouth and speak to me.

I shook myself, breaking the spell. Taking the rope in both hands, I yanked myself across the rock wall with almost Jinni-heightened strength, adrenaline pumping, using any crack or the tiniest of shelves for leverage. 

The dragon continued to roar, soaring past me from one side to the other, watching intently. He was playing with his food. 

Frustrated, I reached the small shelf and freed my hands just long enough to reach deep into my bag. The tiny bottle of pepper juice was for an unwanted suitor, but I was desperate. Uncorking the jar, I flung it at the dragon as he passed by once more. 

If I’d thought his roars were loud before, this one eclipsed them all, shredding my eardrums as he dropped back in a free fall, clawing at his eyes and nose. He caught himself quickly enough. I should’ve known he didn’t need to see to fly, but it bought me time.

Unhooking my rope, I raced down the cliff wall, scrabbling and slipping. The sharp rocks ripped at my skin and clothing, but in the panic, I didn’t even feel it. 

I reached the next checkpoint, and the next, before he shot past me in a blur. 

His huge body crashed into the rock wall, making it shake and sending more shards of rock bouncing down the cliffside toward me. I couldn’t tell if he was trying to land or shake me off. He surprised me by launching himself off the wall and flying away from the cliffs at top speed. 

I swallowed and worked faster, fumbling in my haste. Was he getting ready to charge? I’d seen it on occasion when the Dragon Watch’s perimeter was tested by an inquisitive dragon. Those charges were always accompanied by a furious blaze that had once or twice caught the Watch by surprise and burned a few homes before they stamped it out. 

However, this dragon wasn’t roaring, breathing fire, or showing any displays of dominance or aggression. I was at a loss. 

While we knew a good number of facts about dragons, being that Heechi was by far the closest town to the Dragon Cliffs, most of our facts were about dragons that were either dead or about-to-be-dead. 

If a human learned more intimate details about a living dragon, that human was unlikely to live long enough to tell anyone. 

Shaking, I pushed myself to keep going. 

In my terror, I made multiple mistakes, choosing handholds that slipped out from under me. 

More than once, I didn’t catch myself in time. 

The rope always caught my fall, slamming me back into the cliffs over and over. 

My ribs screamed in protest. 

It effectively moved me down the mountain faster than ever before. 

I reached another checkpoint, and another. 

The dragon didn’t return. Only blue skies with soft wisps of clouds surrounded me.

By the time my feet touched the leafy forest floor, I was a quivering mess. All the pent-up terror washed over me and I curled up on the grass and dirt beneath the trees and sucked in deep breaths until my ears stopped ringing.

Though no one had seen, I shook myself. Enough weakness. I pulled myself up on trembling legs, mentally preparing for the long walk home. It’d be dark by the time I got there. But that was good. Enough time to think up a story for why my entire body was covered in scrapes and bruises.

Despite taking the back roads through town, I had the misfortune of running directly into Avizun and his men. They stood clustered outside a home, preparing for a night raid on the lower cliffs while the dragons slept. 

Though I stuck to the shadows, they were quick to spot me. It was hard to make out much through the jeering and whistles. Cursed not to find anything. Should we ask where not to go? 

Limping past them, I held my head high and hoped the darkness hid the flush in my cheeks as one phrase slipped out above the rest. Our little cursed hunter. 
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I LAY IN BED for three days straight. When I first came home, my family took one look at me and sent me to my room. We couldn’t afford a doctor, but my mother fetched one anyway. Apparently, I’d bruised a few ribs. I wasn’t supposed to do anything strenuous for a few days, and I definitely wasn’t supposed to climb. 

After my close call, I didn’t want to keep climbing. No one knew about the dragon. I’d told them I was only climbing for the joy of it when my stake slipped, that the fall was a result of my carelessness. Technically true. 

Maybe it’s time to give up my quest.

My mother certainly thought so. She’d scolded me soundly, then cried that I didn’t love her if I continued to go out risking my life like one of the hunters, then went back to scolding. “What if you never recover?” she’d wailed. “Who will want to marry you then?”

I reminded her that my wounds healed quickly. 

That only resulted in another round of scolding and forbidding me to climb again. As if that had ever stopped me before.

I sighed and stared at the ceiling and the flower paintings that hung on my bedroom walls. Old and faded, they were a reminder of former days when we’d had money to burn.

Now, the house sat still and quiet.

It was midmorning, judging by the way the sun shone in the window. My siblings were probably out. They preferred to visit their friends and avoid entertaining at home. Even if my father would allow it, they’d be far too embarrassed to let their friends know how far we’d fallen. 

“What kind of noble family doesn’t own proper silverware?” Zareen had said in horror last week when our father sold the good set quietly. 

“Don’t worry,” Roohstam had told her, “When you find a rich husband, we’ll buy it back.” I think he’d believed it too. 

Shadi burst into my room and jumped onto my mattress, making me wince. “Why are you still in bed? Get dressed and come join us in the sitting room. We’re trying some new ideas.” Her dark hair was done up in braids as if she or one of my sisters had spent the entire morning on it. The red tint was new. She’d taken to using an expensive dye that she often said I should use too, to fix up my “boring” hair, even though it was so dark that the red would likely be invisible. 

“Nessie,” she chastised me when I didn’t move immediately. “The Summer’s Eve Feast is in two days! We have to get ready!”

Another feast. Just the thought of it made me tired. “Maybe we should skip this one,” I suggested. We couldn’t afford to buy lavish gowns and still bring the required contribution to the Shah. “What did Baba say?”

“He’ll come around,” Shadi said with a wink. “He always does.”

A heavy knock sounded at the front door of the main house, muffled by the walls, but still clear from where we were on the second floor. 

“Oh no.” Shadi paled. “I hope Roohstam didn’t invite one of his friends here. Doesn’t he know better?” She whirled out of the room before I could reply. 

Curiosity got the better of me. Throwing a threadbare robe over my nightshift, I made my way down the hallway, wincing with each breath, until I could see the door from the top of the stairs. Roohstam, Shadi, and Zareen were already there, pressed against the walls and peering out.

Two burly men had entered. Father implored them to come to the sitting room for some tea. 

“Please—” Something in his tone made my skin prickle with anxiety. “Let’s talk in private. I’m sure we can work something out.”

They’d come to our home before. A show of strength and intimidation. But today there was a squint to their eyes, an extra layer of hardness. Something was wrong. This was not a normal visit to remind us of our debts.

“Tell your master that I only need another month.” My father managed to smile at them. “Two, at most. I’m leaving tomorrow morning on a trip to—”

“We’ve not been sent for excuses, old man,” one of the men interrupted with his fist.

The crack of it hitting my father’s jaw made me cry out. “No! Stop!” I moved toward the stairs, but Roohstam and Shadi held me back. The strength from my climbs and my panic allowed me to drag them down two steps before my little sister Zareen joined them, wrapping her arms around my waist.

Struggling, I could only watch as they pummeled my father. Jabs to his side and face, knocking him to his knees. 

“Stop, please!” I screamed. 

My mother tried to pull them off, but they shoved her back. She ran to the kitchens screaming for the cook. 

The men ignored us, making sure my father’s face was a mixture of smeared blood and deep, purpling bruises before they threw a piece of paper down on his still form. “You have a month,” one growled, “or we’ll be back.” 

The door clicked shut with a deceptive gentleness. 

The grip on my arms loosened. 

I wrenched myself away from my siblings, hurtling down the stairs and ignoring the stabs of pain in my ribs. “Baba! Baba, wake up!” I shrieked, reaching him before anyone else. 

My mother reappeared in the doorway with the cook and a large kettle, holding it like a weapon and ready to swing. At the sight of my father alone on the ground, she deflated and the kettle lowered. She joined me beside him.

My siblings didn’t move from their hiding place on the staircase, frozen in horror. 

I didn’t dare touch my father at first, for fear I’d make the damage worse. Blood gushed from his nose and a cut on his forehead. He groaned as he came to, and I felt fleeting relief.

Clutching the paper to his chest, he stared at me through bleary eyes, then at my mother and siblings. “I’m sorry you all had to see that.”  

I shook my head, unable to find words. 

He took a few more shallow breaths and I dropped to my knees beside him, carefully taking his hand. “Baba, what happened?” I whispered finally. “Should we call for the Shah’s guard?”

“No, no,” he protested, coughing in agitation. “No guards. If someone could please help me to bed...”

I called the cook, the only servant we had left, to help Roohstam carry Baba to his bed.

This time when my mother sent for the doctor, he didn’t come. She refused to show us the note, only muttering something about how he hadn’t been paid last time.

“It’s just a headache and a few bruises,” Baba reassured her. “They’ll heal up quickly.”

Furious at the men who’d done this to him, I cleaned my father’s wounds with a wet cloth, holding the fabric to the cut on his forehead when it wouldn’t stop bleeding. He never complained. 

“This isn’t—” My mother cupped a hand over her mouth, tears welling in her eyes as she paced. “I can’t...” She left the room.

“Baba,” I said, now that we were alone. He’d always trusted me. “Tell me what happened. Why did those men do this to you?”

His eyes were closed, but I knew he was still awake from the way they fluttered and his fingers occasionally twitched. 

Instead of answering, Baba clutched the paper tighter before loosening his grip and holding it out to me. 

Carefully, I unrolled the parchment and smoothed out the wrinkles. I gasped at the numbers written there in careful ink. “What’s this?” I whispered, “Is this what we owe them?”

“I only wanted to take out a loan for a short time.” My father wheezed, as if deep breaths were impossible. “I never meant for it to go unpaid. This is my fault.”

I made him chew on a few leaves of the kushta plant to dull the pain, arranging the blankets and pillows in an effort to help him feel better. “It’ll be okay, Baba. Don’t worry.” I injected false hope into my voice as I dug some thread out of my mother’s sewing kit. 

I pulled open the curtains a bit wider, letting them shine light on the mostly empty room, revealing patches along the wall and floor where furniture, mirrors, and paintings used to be. 

My father winced at the light, but I would need it to sew the nasty cut on his forehead shut.

At first, I thought the medicine might make him fall asleep, but he shook his head, almost imperceptibly, and whispered, “I’m afraid I don’t know what to do.”

I was shaken. My father never said things like that. He always had his optimism. Quietly, I began to sew his skin back together, wincing with him at each tug, until a crooked row of x’s lined his brow.

By the time I’d cleaned the wound once more and put away the supplies, his soft snores filled the room. I lifted the parchment off the table, careful not to let it crinkle, taking it with me as I slipped out.  
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THE CREDITORS’ NOTE SHOOK in my hand as I read it in full, standing in the empty back stairwell. My father had exactly one month to come up with the sum he’d borrowed—plus interest—or they’d begin to extract payment. First, they would take our home. And when that didn’t cover our debt, my siblings and I would be next.

I slipped back into my father’s room to replace the parchment, wincing at the sobs coming from my mother’s adjoining rooms.

My siblings’ footsteps overhead were subdued. They’d each visited my father, one at a time, and he’d assured them they should continue on with their day’s festivities and not worry about him. 

I couldn’t imagine wasting time on such frivolous things right now, and instead made my way out to the inner courtyard, to sit by the pool. In the shade of the pomegranate trees, I dipped my toes in the shallow water and stared at the lily pads. 

By evening, I had a plan. 

While my siblings drank away their worries, and my mother wept, I got to work. There was no time to lose.

Packing took little time. I’d ventured into the woods on my own more times than I could count. My father had given up trying to explain to me what girls did and didn’t do long ago, after admitting I could take care of myself as well as any son. Better than most sons, actually, which I think he secretly took pride in. 

I packed climbing rope and all the stakes I owned. I’d need to purchase more on my way out of town. A small hammer for the stakes went in next, followed by a hunting knife, a coat for chilly nights, and blankets for a makeshift tent. All went in my favorite bag. 

I considered my flint for a fire, but decided to leave it. A fire would only be a beacon to the dragons.

By the time I finished, it was dusk. I doubted anyone would notice if I snuck out right then and there. Still, it’d be better to start in the morning, to have a full day ahead. 

With that decided, there was nothing to do but wait. I crawled into bed to rest my aching ribs, but I couldn’t sleep. 

When my siblings came home, giggling through the halls, I listened until the big house settled into quiet creaks and silence. Only then did I creep down to the kitchen to fill my canteen to the brim with well water. 

I packed venison, cut and dried in strips, along with bread, nuts, and fruit, enough for a few days at least.

Back in my bedroom, I added these to my pack in the light of the moon before stashing it under the bed. Now I just needed a good night’s rest to prepare for what I would need to do tomorrow.

But as the sun rose, touching my face gently, I found my father still intended to follow through with his own plan.

“Nesrin,” my father called from downstairs just as I was trying to decide the best way to slip out, his voice muffled through my closed door. He yelled for my siblings, as well as my mother, calling everyone to come. 

He shouldn’t be out of bed.

I shoved my bag back under the bed, rushing downstairs. 

I found him in the inner courtyard, standing in the sun. “What is it, Baba?” I asked, out of breath, reaching him first. 

My ribs barely ached anymore, but he hadn’t had nearly as much time to recover. He winced as he sat on the closest bench, leaning against the elegant swirls in the wood and sighing in relief. 

“Come, sit by me,” was all he would say, giving me a pained smile. 

One by one my siblings wandered into the courtyard, annoyed at the interruption. “I need to get ready, Baba,” Shadi whined.

“Shadi,” I snapped, but my father held up his hand and just smiled at his eldest daughter. 

My mother’s heels clicked down the hallway, and when she appeared in the arch, he finally began. “I’ve decided to keep my plans to go on my business trip. It’s even more important now that I don’t delay. If all goes well, it should provide enough to cover our debt—”

“Shh, darling,” my mother interrupted, “the children don’t need to be bothered with such things.” Her eyes were red rimmed from weeping. 

“Why? Is it a secret?” I challenged, turning from her to my father, taking his hands in mine. “Baba, is this trip really going to cover the debt?”

“Don’t worry about me, little dragon hunter.” His smile crinkled the corners of his eyes and stretched his white beard. I hated the nickname, hated the way he used it to tease me, just like the townspeople. “Tell me, what would you all like me to bring back for you?”

I could only blink at him. 

It was an old tradition he’d begun when we were little bache. Each business trip, he’d ask what we wanted and bring back a trinket for each of us, no matter how extravagant. 

“Ooh, can I have one of those jade hair pins?” Shadi stepped forward, gesturing to her red hair. “They would accent my coloring perfectly.”

“Jade hair pins,” my father repeated, lowering his spectacles to the tip of his nose, pretending to write it on an invisible list. 

“A sword for me, Baba,” Roohstam jumped in. “The kind that are half the length of a regular sword—they’re extremely high fashion.”

A knock sounded at the door. “Could you get that, Maadar?” he asked my mother absently. 

My father turned to his youngest. “Zareen?” He nodded through her list of ideas, as if they were nothing. 

“And for you, Nesrin?” he said finally, turning to me where I’d sat silently fuming. 

“I don’t need anything, Baba.”

“Oh, come now.” His forehead wrinkled as if the thought of not spending money on me caused him distress. 

I pondered climbing equipment or a new bag for my chalk dust that kept my hands dry, but I couldn’t bear to ask for anything. My throat swelled shut. 

“Are you going far?” I managed to ask.

Frowning a little, my father nodded. “Across the kingdoms.”

“Then bring me a flower from this other land. Something we don’t have here.” 

His eyes crinkled as he smiled and shook his head at me, but he didn’t argue. 

My mother cleared her throat loudly. When we turned, her face was pale. Beside her stood a tall, raven-haired man with pale skin and piercing green eyes. In his presence, my skin tingled as if a breeze touched it, though the air was as dry and lifeless as a bone. No—not a man. I held my breath at the whiff of magic, as if it might infect me. A Jinni.

“This is Joram.” My father gestured to the Jinni, who stared down his long nose at us. Leaning on his knees and groaning as he stood, Baba added, “I hired him last month to help me make the journey to the Shah’s Council.”

This time, my mother was too intimidated by the Jinni beside her to shush my father.

“Why are you still going?” Roohstam asked before I could, arching a brow.

“You all know my brilliant proposal to bring before them.” Baba’s voice lowered to a whisper, as if the Jinni beside him wouldn’t hear it. “A way to bring back the value of our crops with Jinni magic.” He clapped his hands in excitement as his voice returned to normal. “It’s more important now than ever that I go. I must convince them to give me a loan to cover this project, as well as our debts. I’m certain we’ll make our money back tenfold before the creditors return.”  

“When will you be back?” My voice was flat.

“With Joram’s ability to travel in an instant, we’ll arrive immediately. At that point, I’ll explain the details to him so he can demonstrate for the council. I assume we’ll be back in just a day or two—as soon as they sign the papers.” 

As usual, my father’s confidence had everyone grinning, shoulders relaxed, hugging him goodbye and telling him how they always knew he would find a way.

I hugged him last, not saying a word. The Shah’s Council was unpredictable. Maybe the Jinni’s presence would sway them. Or maybe they’d refuse to deal with Jinni magic. It was hard to say, but it certainly didn’t seem like a guaranteed solution to me. I stepped back, throat closing. When Baba got an idea like this in his head, there was no arguing with him.  

The Jinni stepped forward, settling a hand on my father’s shoulder. A flash of magic that made my skin tingle left a space where they’d stood. 

I turned to go to my rooms without a word. 

He could try to save our family with this trip. I wanted to believe it would be successful. But this wasn’t his first grand attempt, and I wasn’t as naïve as I used to be.

To truly make sure my family and I would be safe, I needed to make a trip of my own.

***
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I LEFT AN HOUR AFTER my father. As far as my family knew, this was just another climb, no different from any other day. 

“You should rest another week,” my mother complained, eyes on her plants, pulling weeds from the dirt. She’d taken to keeping up the courtyard and other landscaping after the gardener was let go. She knew better than to try forbidding me from climbing again, but she wouldn’t meet my eyes.

“I’ll be fine,” I assured her, stretching to prove it. It was true. The swelling had gone down and my sides barely hurt anymore.

She wouldn’t even look up.

“Could you take the back roads out of town, at least?” Zareen asked from where she lounged in the shade with a foot in the pool. “People make fun of you enough as it is.”

“Obviously,” I muttered, turning to go.

“Need a climbing partner?” Roohstam asked as he entered the courtyard from the other side. 

The corner of my mouth lifted, but I shook my head. “Not today.”

“Here.” Zareen stood and picked two peaches from the tree, coming over to add them to the bag on my back. “You need something to eat. Or I suppose you can throw them at people when they make fun of you.” She rolled her eyes dramatically as Roohstam laughed.

Impulsively, I hugged her.

She shrugged out of my embrace with an embarrassed laugh. “I still think you should take the side roads.”

“I know.” I smiled at her.

One more glance around the courtyard at my family, or at least most of them—Shadi was probably napping at this hour—and then I entered the cool of the house, heading toward the front door. 

They’d get my note later.

I’d left it on my father’s desk to explain I’d be gone longer than normal, but not to worry. And I’d made sure to tell them that I loved them all. Just in case.

I caught myself. 

I shouldn’t think like that. As if I was already dead to them. There was a chance I’d survive. 

A very small chance.

Oddly enough, the thought of almost certain death didn’t bother me much. 

My skin tingled, as if the anxiety and worry was on the outside of me, while on the inside adrenaline and excitement lit me on fire. 

My father would say I had an adventurer’s spirit. There was something about risk that propelled me forward instead of pushing me away. 

“Danger should be your middle name,” my mother used to say when I’d come home with scrapes and cuts from my explorations. 

“Why isn’t it?” I’d ask, and she’d roll her eyes. 

“I didn’t expect my daughter would be a little dragon hunter,” she’d say back. 

She’d stopped saying that when I first began climbing the Dragon Cliffs at fifteen. Three years later and she refused to talk about dragons at all anymore.

The Dragon Cliffs were where I headed now. It took me all morning to buy supplies and hike through the forest to where I’d climbed last. There was no sign of my fall, besides a few loose pebbles, but the spot was etched in my mind and I hurried to pass it. 

Making my way along the dusty orange rock, I followed the jagged outline of the cliffs all afternoon and into the evening, until the sun was in my eyes. 

Cautiously, I shaded them and searched the sky. No dark shapes hovered in the wide-open blue space filled with soft wisps of clouds; still, I kept to the forest for cover. Dragon eyesight was better than a hawk’s. 

And once more, I was deep within their territory.  
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CHAPTER 5
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NO MORE SEARCHING THE outskirts of the Dragon Cliffs. The outlying lairs might’ve been safer, with dragons few and far between, but the likelihood of finding an egg was almost nonexistent. I needed to not just climb the nearest heights, but move inward, over the initial cliffs, into true dragon territory.

I laid out my overnight supplies, setting up a simple canopy-style tent and laying branches over it in a careful design until it was thoroughly disguised from above. Twice I ducked under cover of the trees when a dragon flew past. The first was a shade of gold so vivid it was impossible to miss, but the second was a gray that blended into the sky, and it was nearly upon me, close enough to make out his light gray underbelly, before I hid. Dinner was cold, since a fire in this region was too risky, but it was filling. 

In the morning, I’d climb where even the greatest hunters didn’t go. To pass the time I counted my stakes. I’d brought twice as many as any previous climb. They would weigh me down, but I’d need them to reach new heights. Besides my Jinni-spelled rope, I had three regular ropes as backups, although if all went well, I’d never need them.

Dusk fell. I flinched when a dragon roared as it returned from hunting. More joined in until the air rumbled with a thunderous chaos that had my heart beating heavily. 

Throughout the night, they called to each other. The snarls ripped through my dreams. More than once I woke in a cold sweat at the vicious sound of teeth snapping and crunching. 

By morning, my eyes were puffy and swollen from exhaustion, but I stayed where I was, munching on cold jerky for breakfast as I listened to them fly off in packs or alone, to hunt or stretch their wings or terrorize a nearby village. Roars faded into the distance. I didn’t dare peek out until it’d been silent for long enough to count all the individual rocks at my feet.

Finally, I stretched and packed my supplies carefully, except for my tent, which I left in place. If I survived, I’d need it when I came back down, and there was no use for it on the cliffs.

***
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ALL MORNING, I CLIMBED. My hands paused as if they had a mind of their own whenever rocks tumbled down the cliffs or a bird cried. 

As the heat of the day beat down on me, the tremor in my arms and legs changed from fear to fatigue. While much of the climb led me sideways, or sometimes back down, there were sections of the cliffs that were entirely vertical and challenged my endurance. When I found a small crevice, barely larger than I was tall and only a foot deep, I stopped to rest for a bit. 

Glancing down, I was disappointed in my efforts. Normally, I’d be much farther, but with my sore ribs giving me trouble, I was slowing down already. 

After eating a simple meal, guzzling some water, and catching my breath, I repacked my bag and tied it back on, returning to the cliff wall. 

Another hour of climbing without a dragon in sight had eased my fears to the point that I almost screamed in terror when my eyes lifted above a rocky ledge and landed on the dusty green scales of a dragon. Its long tail stretched out toward me.

I choked on my own spit. 

Coughing, I cursed myself for alerting the animal and being the cause of my own death, but the creature didn’t move, didn’t even shift. 

Risking a closer look, my jaw dropped, and I laughed softly.

It was just the skin. 

One of the beasts had shed a layer of scales like a snake. It was perfectly intact—like a second skin, minus the wings—with all the scales still linked together.

Climbing onto the small plateau, I studied the ghost of a dragon, curious. I reached out to touch it. The scales were surprisingly soft and warm to the touch from spending the morning in the sun. 

Knowing I was wasting precious time, I moved closer, running my fingers along the scaly skin, and tried to rip it. It stayed smooth and strong. Taking my knife out of my bag, I tried to cut a tiny piece. When nothing happened, I stabbed the scales as hard as I could. They only dipped in from the blow, making the whole skin sag and billow before returning to its original form, undamaged. If anything, my knife seemed slightly bent.

I shook my head in awe. It would make incredible armor.

On instinct, I moved to where the dragon had first begun to scratch off the old layer, where the edges were ragged. Even here, sawing away at it with all my strength, I barely cut deeper than my little finger. 

Thoughtfully, I flipped the scaly skin over, trying to remember how the artisans worked with this ridiculously tough material. It was a craft I’d never bothered to learn. 

The inside of the skin was also green, but faded. I tested my knife against this side, following the lines of the scales. 

It was by no means buttery smooth, but along the inside, as long as I worked with the lines between the scales, my knife made some headway. It was like cutting into a steak that had been overcooked. Or like cutting hides back home; something I’d tried once—to my mother’s horror. 

With this success, I spent the better part of an hour carving into the skin. It took quite a few glances to the sky and almost as many blisters before I’d finally created a poorly designed, lopsided vest that reached to my knees. There were holes for my arms, which remained bare, and smaller holes punched into the sides so I could tie the whole ensemble together using a short piece of rope. 

It pained me to leave the valuable skin behind. But even if I wasted an entire day cutting and folding, there wasn’t room in my bag for both the skin and an egg. And an egg was priceless. 

Still. 

I circled the skin, grabbing the side of it awkwardly, and began to push. It was like lifting an enormous, heavy blanket. 

Struggling with the way it folded in on itself and didn’t cooperate, I finally shoved it over the edge. I winced as it scraped against boulders and fell into the trees below.

It might be a challenge to get it from there, and there was no guarantee another hunter wouldn’t come along and snatch it, but if I climbed down the mountains empty-handed, at least I’d have something. 

Dusting off my hands, I returned to my climb. The few times a dragon returned to the cliffs throughout the day, they roared their arrival, giving me plenty of warning. Hiding was more a nuisance than anything.

No doubt, I looked foolish, but I was proud of my foul-smelling, green outfit. Not only was I more protected—as much as one could be from a beast that could breathe fire—but now I smelled like them too. The smoky stench clung to the scales the same way clothing smelled after standing beside a large bonfire for hours. The scales would help cloak my human scent.

At least, that’s what I told myself as I struggled to climb in them. I wished I’d cut the scaly vest to my waist instead of to my knees, as it kept getting in the way, despite being wonderfully flexible. 

The rest of the afternoon passed without incident. I was thankful I’d pushed myself during the last few months of strenuous climbing. My muscles complained, but held out. 

As the sun began to set, I heard a roar and barely managed to tuck into a crevice and out of sight before a sleek, blue dragon tore past above me. It shouldn’t spy my rope and stakes, which were the same color as the rock and nearly invisible unless the eye was searching for them.

The crevice I stood in wouldn’t allow me to sit, much less lie down. As much as I wanted to stay here, I couldn’t. But only a short climb farther was a shallow cave where I could spend the night... as long as it was uninhabited.

I swallowed at the thought. 

Fingers shaking, I forced myself to keep going. In my hurry, I knocked a few pebbles loose and winced, listening to them knock against the mountainside all the way down. After holding my breath for a long moment, I rushed on, scrabbling to find purchase for my fingers and toes, pushing myself to move faster.

When I got halfway there, I had to pound in another stake. Flinching as each blow rang out, I tested it quickly and scurried up the wall, ignoring the sweat dripping down my back. I nearly kissed the floor of the small cave when I finally reached it. 

Before I tied off my ropes, I scanned the darkness of the dusty sandstone alcove. Empty, besides a few stray rocks. It was barely larger than my closet back home. Satisfied, I pulled off my harness and the rope, holding in a moan as my sore muscles complained. I used a heavy rock to secure the harness and studied the skies as I stretched. 

I’d made it a full day.

Carefully setting my bag on the cave floor, I leaned against the back wall. The sunset cast dancing shadows and bright orange light on the walls. A soft sigh of relief escaped my lips. I’d found a safe place to sleep. 

Just in time, too.

The roars of returning dragons picked up, creating a terrifying song, just like the night before. This time, much closer.

I held my breath for long intervals. What if they smell me? Tucking myself deeper inside the vest of scales, I pulled it around my whole body and burrowed as far into the back of the cave as possible, shivering. Not because the air was cold—it was a warm night, even at these heights—but from the nearness of the beasts. 

Sleep was fitful. If I’d thought last night was bad, the sounds were nothing compared to this. 

At one point, the cliff walls shook as a fight broke out and a cascade of rocks and boulders poured down the mountainside. Was this normal?

Finally, limbs heavy with pure exhaustion, I slept. 

The thunderous chorus of their morning takeoff woke me. Once it seemed safe, I began my own morning routine of breakfast and stretches, hissing at the stiffness in my sore muscles. Despite the pain, the thrill of anticipation buzzed through my veins. 

I might find a dragon’s egg today.
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CHAPTER 6
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I STOPPED TO SEARCH every crevice. No signs of a nest or even pieces of an old eggshell. 

I climbed higher.

At one point, when I glanced down, I found only a white, fluffy sea of clouds for miles in every direction. The ground was nowhere to be seen. 

Though I’d spent time above clouds before, the complete lack of earth unnerved me.

On more than one occasion, the growl of a nearby dragon had me scurrying in another direction. Knowing not all the dragons flew out made me approach each new cave with extreme caution. Fortunately, they weren’t nearly as quiet lumbering around on land, and I never encountered one.

My burning muscles forced me to pause more frequently as the day wore on, still tired from the day before. The air cooled and grew thin, making it harder to breathe.

I refused to let the slow progress bother me. There was still time. Still over half the day to climb, and any second now, I was certain I would discover an egg.

The cliffs stretched on endlessly on both sides. Each time I found a sizeable opening, I crept just close enough to peek inside. But always, they were empty. 

Taking out my hammer, I pounded in the next stake a bit too hard. It bent sideways. I took a deep breath and blew it out, just barely able to thread the rope through. Calm down. It’s not over yet.  

Another hour passed. 

I hissed as the fourth blister on my palm burst open. As much as I wanted to stop and rest, I forced myself to rub fresh powder on my hands to get rid of the sweat, ignoring the way it burned in the open sore, and kept going. 

Time was running out. 

By the time the sun was halfway through the sky, my optimism began to fade. That, along with my remaining soreness, made a difficult climb become grueling. I should’ve found an egg by now. 

It was late spring, and many would be done hatching, but there should still be a few weeks left in the mating season. Unless this year, they finished early? The thought made me want to cry in frustration, but I was far too dehydrated. 

Gritting my teeth, I let my irritation fuel my climb and aimed for yet another hollow in the cliff wall.

This time, once I peered inside the opening to make sure it was safe, I let myself enter and lie down, panting from exertion. 

Yet again, no egg. 

Despite the cooler air, sweat trickled down the side of my face. The sun burned hotter than dragon fire, or at least that’s how it felt after hours spent under its unrelenting heat. 

Squinting, I crawled deeper into the cave where the shade was refreshing. My eyes roved around the space and I tried to catch my breath, until a cluster of boulders in the back of the cave made me stop.

I crawled closer.

Something about the way they formed a circle almost made them look like a rough nest... 

Jumping to my feet, I ran over to the strange group of rocks. 

It was too good to be true. But there it was. 

An egg.

It was a deep shade of aqua and speckled with white like the stars in the night sky. The old, broken shells in the town museum didn’t have such rich hues. All those remnants were faded and dull. 

This shell was pulsing with life. 

The rock nest made the perfect hiding place. No doubt, I’d been passing eggs all day. 

And yesterday. 

Possibly even on previous climbs.

I half laughed and half groaned. 

Leaning over, I brushed away the soft foliage and twigs over the top of the shell and my heart sank.

The small top of the egg was misleading. 

It grew wider and wider as I dug it out. 

The shell pieces that Avizun and the other hunters had brought back in the past were rarely larger than a hand or two. 

Having never known the full size of an egg, I’d only had my imagination to go on, but I’d felt certain I could carry one.

How wrong I’d been.

This egg was nearly as tall as my waist, and while the top was deceptively small, barely larger than my fist, it was as wide as my entire arm at the bottom.

I laid my hand against the warm egg. 

It’s too big. 

There was no way I could carry that down the mountainside. I didn’t think I had the strength to lift it out of its nest. 

My fingers curled into a fist against the shell. 

I would not go home empty-handed. 

My mind raced. 

A resentful part of me whispered that I’d been a fool to think a dragon’s egg could be carried in the first place. Sure, Avizun had found smaller pieces, but those were probably the runts. Considering the size of an adult dragon, I was willing to bet there were eggs even bigger than this one. 

I needed to get moving. Before the dragons returned.

I stayed right where I was, both hands on the egg.

I was witnessing a miracle. No human had ever seen a live dragon’s egg. Its warmth made me want to cradle it.

No one was watching. I let myself stroke the egg one last time and whispered, “It was lovely to meet you, little one.”

Glancing outside, I regretted the lost time immediately. Dragons preferred to hunt prey during the day, but as the sun set, they would begin flying home. 

Maybe I should focus on finding the remnants of a dragon’s egg already hatched. And I could always climb down and find that dragon skin.

There was a tightness in my chest that wasn’t from exertion, the thin air, or the heat. I kicked the huge rocks surrounding the shell. Pain shot through my toes and the boulder didn’t budge. 

It won’t be enough. 

Pieces of an eggshell would sell for a good price, but our debt was too much. 

Still. It could help. 

My lips flattened into a line and I sank down to rest on my heels, putting my head in my hands. Maybe if I come back to search for dragon skin every few days—even a lost tooth or nail—I could piece together the full amount before the end of the month.

I left the cave to begin my slow, tedious descent, but it was an effort to keep moving. Blisters burst on my palms. My bag was soaked with sweat where it had melded to my back. I’d come all this way for nothing.

There’s still time, I reminded myself, stretching one tired foot toward a ledge, dragging my body after it. 

No one else has ever found an egg before. Maybe I can find another. I thought through the options as I climbed, refusing to give up hope. Or, maybe I can come back with a bigger bag. Maybe bring some kind of pulley system to lift the egg. Or if that doesn’t work, I could hire one of the other hunters, if I can find one who won’t steal the egg for his own—

Distracted by my plans, I forgot to search for my next shelter until a roar filled the air. 

Without intending to, I let out a squeak of surprise. 

Peering over my shoulder, I found a black speck approaching, fast. 

“Please, oh please, think I’m a dragon too,” I whispered as I shimmied down the rocks, scanning the rock wall for an opening. 

The closest cavity was no more than a little lip. When I reached it, it didn’t hide me at all. 

Just a bit farther to the side was a much larger cave. It yawned as wide and tall as the entrance to the courtyard back home.

With a quick peek at the skies, I found they were clear now. At least to my human eyes.

I’m one of you. Don’t pay me any attention. 

I pulled myself into the dragon-skin vest as much as possible, praying the dragon would only see the shining scales. 

Ignore me, I’m one of you.

If I could make it to the cave, I could shuck the harness and the Jinni-rope and run into its depths. If it was deep enough, a dragon wouldn’t be able to pursue. 

Those were two giant ‘ifs.’

Keeping my arms and legs pulled tight to my body, I swung into the cave, only to turn and find a black dragon flying around the side of a cliff. Closing in fast. Near enough to note, in the space of a heartbeat, that those razor-sharp claws were as big as my hand. The bared teeth even sharper.  

I ripped the harness off, stumbling as I jumped out of it. 

Leaving it and my Jinni-rope behind, I sprinted inside the cave. 

In the shadows, bits of shell lay within a circle of boulders, but there wasn’t time to cheer or snatch a piece.

I smacked into the mud and rock at the back of the cave far too soon. 

It wasn’t deep enough. 

As I turned around and pressed into the dank wall, the dragon landed in the mouth of the cave. The tools in my bag dug into my spine.

The heavy crash made the floor shudder and a few pebbles shake loose from the ceiling. 

This cave was small for the dragon. Maybe a female would’ve fit, but this was a large male—the horns on his head proved it. 

He ducked his head and long neck, pulling in his wings until they were tucked in next to his body. His pitch-black scales glinted almost a green hue where the light touched him. 

As he approached on all fours, he blocked the entrance, sucking the light out of the cave and making it feel like the sun was setting. 

“Back off!” I yelled, pressing into the wall, glancing to the sides for a place to hide, but finding only smooth rock walls. “I drank a gallon of pepper juice earlier—if you eat me, you’ll choke on it!”

Of all the ridiculous things to do, trying to speak to the beast was at the top of the list. Sure, they understood the human tongue—at least they seemed to, listening to our shouts during attacks on Heechi, and responding with cunning—but that didn’t mean they listened. 

He roared, jaws open, showing me a mouth full of curved, glistening teeth. 

I squeezed my eyes shut.

A snuffling sound made me open them. 

His nose twitched, smelling my makeshift armor.

I didn’t dare move.

He reached out one of his long talons and prodded my side, almost like a child would poke at a strange object to see what it would do. 

The gesture knocked the breath out of me.

Those strange yellow-gold cat eyes blinked and the closeness reminded me of the dragon I’d met only a few days earlier. 

“You’re the one who likes to play with your prey,” I groaned, clenching my fists helplessly at my sides. “Just get it over with.”

When I spoke, he drew back. 

I cleared my throat and continued with false bravado. “Good choice. Now, get out of here before I spray you with pepper juice again.” 

It was back on my harness, somewhere on the cave floor behind him, but he didn’t know that.

The dragon blinked once, twice. I could swear that recognition dawned in those expressive eyes. 

When he roared, I flinched. 

The sound reverberated in the small space. 

“Are you trying to make me deaf?” I yelled back, hoping my strange behavior might scare him off. Swallowing, I pushed off the wall and slowly inched one foot forward. Then another. 

Those big, clawed feet in front of me shuffled back in response. It was working. 

“You’re—” I had to stop to swallow again, my mouth had grown so dry. “You’re going to let me out of here. Right now, you hear me? I am not dying today.” 

Miraculously, the dragon growled and grumbled but continued to back up until his haunches reached the edge. He stopped.

I stopped too. I couldn’t help it.

He was huge. 

My boldness was all a show, which he might already know if he could hear my pounding heart. 

I gulped, staring up at him. 

The shiny black scales that lined his body and chest were the size of my head, but they grew smaller along his legs and long, snakelike neck. His long muzzle and ears reminded me of the one horse we had left in the family stables—except for those flashing fangs in his open mouth. His ears were laid back and came to a sharp point at the ends with tufts of black hair. 

“Listen,” I spoke over his growls, figuring I didn’t have much to lose. “I need to climb down the mountain, so you need to shoo.” I waved my hands at him like he was a stray.

He blinked at me and didn’t move.

Sliding my foot forward, I ignored every instinct that screamed to be still, to cower back. Instead, I moved toward him, trying to stand as tall as I could and appear threatening. “Go on, shoo!”

He lifted his front feet off the rock until his head brushed the tall ceiling. I thought for a split second he might actually obey, before those big claws stretched toward me. 

“No!” I yelled, turning to run, but I was too slow. 
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CHAPTER 7
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The Dragon

A HUMAN GIRL. 

Fire surged in my belly.

KILL.

I fought the urge. 

EAT.

No, that’s not... that’s not what I want. 

What did I want? 

I can’t remember.

Red haze filled my vision. Behind it, her dark form stepped toward me. She flung her hands out. 

In my throat, a snarl gripped me.

KILL. EAT. NOW.

Almost against my will, my talons stretched out. Too fast for her to react. 

TAKE. 

FLY. 

All thought left my mind as I leapt into the air and spread my wings. 
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CHAPTER 8
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Nes

HIS TALONS CURLED AROUND me, squeezing tight. If not for the armored dragon skin I still wore, his claws would’ve pierced through me and the bag on my back.

I gasped for air as he fell backward out of the cave and his wings flew open with a whoosh. 

My mouth opened in a scream that tore at my throat, but without breath in my lungs, it came out almost soundless, like a painful exhale. 

I stopped struggling the moment my eyes caught on the ground, far below. 

As he righted himself in the sky, wings flapping hard, we stopped free-falling and shot toward the sun instead. He carried us higher, skimming along the cliffs. Wind filled my ears and brought tears to my eyes. The ground grew impossibly small. Trees looked like toothpicks.  

I wheezed, about to pass out from lack of air. 

The claws loosened, almost imperceptibly. 

Between the air rushing past and the blood pumping in my ears, I could hardly think. 

From this angle, my main view was his black-scaled chest, so close I could reach out and touch. And just behind those scales, dragon fire. 

We hurtled around the cliff walls, making my head spin. I had to close my eyes. 

With a lurch that made my stomach roll over, we landed near the top of the cliffs on a huge ledge with a yawning cave mouth the size of my house. Gouged even wider by dragon talons, the space was large enough for him to keep his wings splayed.

When he dropped me on the ground, I rolled away and sprung to my feet.

Ignoring the dizziness, I took advantage of his landing, shoving off the ground to run away from him at full speed, taking in the dark cave with its pale rock walls as I went. This cave wasn’t the size of my house—it was bigger. 

And empty. 

Nowhere to hide. 

In the shadows, I nearly tripped over the uneven stone floor, but I kept running, not caring where I was going. Just away. 

It smelled like smoke and another thick, sweet scent I couldn’t quite put my finger on, so strong I could almost taste it. 

Ahead, against the side of the cave, were rows of long, white bars, almost like a cage. I raced toward them with everything I had. Squeezing between the thick white bars, the straps of my bag strained against my shoulders. It wasn’t until I yanked myself through and turned around, fingers brushing against the smooth sides, that I realized they were bleached bones. A shiver made the hair on my arms rise.

It was a cage—a dead dragon’s rib cage. 

Breathing hard, I spun to find the dragon prowling toward me. I backpedaled until my spine hit the opposite side of the rib cage. 

His snout pressed softly against the bones. 

Only a few paces between us. 

Those yellow eyes blinked and he huffed. His warm, smoky breath reminded me all too well that I wasn’t safe in here either. 

I stood tall, staring him down. “You can’t eat me if you cook me in here.” My voice somehow came out strong and clear. 

Avizun survived, I reminded myself, not daring to look away. If that fool found a way, so can I.

My hands flexed against the dragon bones at my back. Even with both hands, I couldn’t circle them. 

Dragon bones were nearly as impervious as their scales. Will they protect me? Or can he break through? 

There was the possibility he’d forget about eating me and simply burn me alive.

He inhaled. 

I found myself doing the same, then held my breath, waiting for death to come. 

His thunderous roar filled the cave and echoed, bouncing away somewhere deep in the back of the cavern where it was too dark to see. 

On and on he roared, carrying on like he was pitching a fit as he paced in front of my makeshift cage. 

Despite my best efforts, I trembled a little each time he passed, waiting for the wisps of smoke to turn into fire. 

One of these passes would be my last.

The adrenaline flooding through my veins wore on me. He didn’t show any sign of stopping. Maybe it’d be better not to see my death coming. 

With my ears ringing painfully, I sank to the ground and covered my face with my hands. For the first time since I’d left, I wished I’d told my family goodbye. 

***
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THE ROARING CUT OFF without warning. Head in my arms, my shallow breathing filled the space instead. 

Pebbles rattled as the dragon lumbered around, still pacing, and then he stopped. My ears rang in the silence.

Despite my better judgment, I lifted my head and opened my eyes. 

He was gone. 

Leaping to my feet, I strode to the rib bones at the front and swiveled my head back and forth, searching for him. Had he flown away? With those silent wings, it was possible. More likely though, he lurked at the back of the enormous cavern in the dark, waiting for me to slip out and give him a chase.

I cursed myself for not paying attention. 

As much as I wanted to run, I forced myself to wait. 

And wait some more. 

The smell I’d noticed underneath the smoke settled onto my skin, reminding me oddly enough of the cool tingle I always experienced when I held my Jinni-rope, or when I’d met the Jinni named Joram my father had hired for his journey. 

At the thought of my father, my throat closed and I couldn’t swallow. He’d declared his trip would only take a day or two, and I’d already been gone that long; he could be back from his trip by now. Or he could be trying to convince the Shah’s Council at this exact moment. By the time he got home, he would learn how his daughter had been burned to a crisp on a fool’s errand. 

I shoved a hand through my hair and began to pace. Focus, I scolded myself, returning to surveying the cave. That Jinni essence was still in the air. But this was different from Jinni magic in that it wasn’t just outside of me; it almost felt like a part of me. The taste of it, heavy and sweet, like a fruit I didn’t recognize, sat on my tongue. 

Long minutes passed as I pondered this, my eyes glued on the impossible black depths at the back of the cave. I pictured him skulking just out of sight, luring me out in false peace just so he could eat me. I waited at least another half hour, judging by the sun.

Finally, I slipped between the bones. The dragon skin I wore scraped against them on both sides. In my haste, I hadn’t noticed what a tight squeeze it was, but now I was incredibly thankful I’d fit. 

Approaching the front of the cave, I tiptoed slowly to the side, scanning the sky. He was nowhere to be seen. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t see me. If an eagle could see a mouse while circling high in the sky, a dragon could see ten times farther.

Once I’d searched every angle, I lowered my gaze to the cliffside. My Jinni-rope and harness were lost somewhere below, too far down the cliffs to see it. All I had left in my bag were my three back-up ropes. Certainly not enough to reach the ground. Especially with only a few stakes left. 

Under normal circumstances, I would never free-climb, but that might be my only option. 

Studying the rock walls all around, the last bit of optimism I had left disappeared. There wasn’t nearly enough to hold on to for a free climb. If I attempted leaving that way, I would undoubtedly fall to my death. 

Maybe if my ropes could get me to a ledge or a better climbing surface below, there was still a chance. 

Not from this side of the cave mouth, though. 

Risking being seen, I dashed across the opening of the cave to the opposite side, keeping an eye on the sky. The other side of the cliff was as smooth as the first. No way to free-climb down. 

Especially as the sun began to set and dragons returned to their nests.

My thoughts were jumbled. I needed to sit down and eat something. Drink some water. Count my supplies and make a plan. 

Before I could move, a small shape began to form in the sky, growing larger by the second. Definitely not a bird. This dragon was a female, with scales in shades of yellow and green, and from what I could tell, she was aiming for another part of the cliff. Still, I couldn’t risk being seen. 

I crept backward farther than seemed necessary—just in case those eyes could pierce through the darkness—and then ran to my self-imposed cage. 

Only when I passed between those curved rib bones did I stop. Sinking to the rock floor, I pulled my knees against my chest and took a deep breath. I closed my eyes and just focused on that. 

Inhale. Exhale. 

I can find a way out of this.

Inhale. Exhale. 

I’ll make it home.

Inhale. Exhale. 

Start by checking the supplies. 

The floor quaked before me and my eyes flew open. The black dragon’s impact as he landed in the mouth of the cave made the bones around me shake and clatter. 

I leapt to my feet and backed up until I hit the far side of the rib cage, cursing myself when I found I was trembling again. “Get a hold of yourself!” I hissed, without taking my eyes off the beast.

He growled something almost as if in response, then resumed pacing as I stared at him. 

“Just eat me already,” I dared him. 

I didn’t know why I said it. It was rash and ridiculous. 

He reared his head back and roared so loud I covered my ears. Fire shot from deep within his belly for the first time. The flames exploded down the tunnel. 

Eyes wide, I pressed my lips together tightly. 

Wrong thing to say. 

No more talking from now on.

His fury made him bellow on and on, with little bursts of flame every so often, almost as if he couldn’t help it. Thankfully, none of them were aimed at me. 

I studied him as he paced. Those muscled haunches. The way his black scales gleamed in the fading sunlight, rippling like water, so smooth. Those eyes, so violent and ferocious when he first came in, were lidded and downcast as his growls died down. 

With a final glance at me, he stalked down the tunnels and disappeared.

I crept to the front of my cage, peering into that sweet-smelling darkness. Cocking my head, I listened for his heavy breathing. 

Nothing. 

When the silence grew and the air began to cool, I frowned. Just how deep are those tunnels? And why did he leave instead of killing me?

Twilight loomed. Soon it’d be too dark to find a safe path down the cliffside, even if there weren’t hordes of dragons approaching, roars filling the air outside. And I certainly wasn’t venturing into the depths of the cave while it was occupied.  

With one eye pinned to that pitch-black darkness, I tucked myself into a corner of the rib cage near the front where a large rock hid me from any approaching dragons. Kneeling, I pulled the dragon-skin armor off so I could remove my bag underneath.

I paused. 

What were the odds that the dragon skin was what had stopped him? Maybe he thinks I’m a strangely-shaped hatchling. I shook my head almost immediately. Dragons weren’t that stupid. 

But the superstitious part of me quickly pulled it back on, just in case. I wouldn’t allow myself to consider that wearing the skin might have been why he grabbed me in the first place.

Back in the flexible, smelly disguise, I peered into my bag in the last remaining rays of sunlight. My fingers found my canteen and I took a long sip, indulging more than I should’ve. Screwing the cap back on, I shook the canteen gently, listening. It was nearly empty. 

Pursing my lips, I placed it carefully back inside the bag, running my fingers along the ropes I had left. I huffed in frustration. 

I glanced over my shoulder frequently in case the dragon returned, but refused to let myself think about him and my impossible situation. Instead, I felt around in my bag until I found what remained of my food. A few stale pieces of bread, some jerky strips, and the remaining peach from Zareen. I didn’t know how to ration the food. Should I split the supplies in half? Fourths? More than that? If I wasn’t off the mountain soon, it probably wouldn’t matter. 

I ate the peach, a bite of bread, and a bite of jerky, then sat listening to my stomach growl and feeling sorry for myself. Another bite of bread and jerky. Enough. I stashed the rest away and pulled my bag on over the dragon-skin vest this time, just to be prepared. Every second would count if I needed to run. 

Curling up on my side on the hard rock floor, I pulled my knees up to my chest for warmth and tried to sleep. 

A few hours later, a soft snore filled the darkness. Startled, my eyes flew open, and for a moment I was completely disoriented. This wasn’t my bedroom. 

In front of me was the dark outline of a dragon in the mouth of the cave. The last few hours came crashing back. In the darkness, everything seemed grim. Impossible. 

Studying the dragon through the bars of my cage, I tried and failed to discern why he’d taken me. Why he’d left me alive. 

Just... why. 

He’d returned so quietly I hadn’t heard him. 

Either that or I’d slept like the dead. Maybe both. I was exhausted. He may not have eaten me yet, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be hungry tomorrow. 

With that thought floating around in my head, I lay there wide awake, but unable to plan. At some point, without meaning to, I finally drifted off from pure exhaustion. 

***
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I WOKE TO THE GROUND shaking. Early morning light streamed in as the dragon lumbered past, tail swinging. When he reached the edge, he launched out into the sky and flew out of sight. 

No roaring, no warning, nothing. 

Just gone. 

Was he waiting for me to leave the cage? How could I know if it was safe? Should I wait a few minutes, a half hour, a full hour?

I ground my teeth and kicked the bones of the rib cage. Hissing at the pain, I hopped around on one foot until it subsided. 

Pulling off my bag, I tried to focus on a more immediate problem—and one I could actually solve—my growling stomach. 

I took out one slice of bread and one strip of jerky, still trying to ration what I had left, and sipped at my water, which was all but gone.

Laying it out like a picnic on top of my bag, I tried to pretend it was a feast at one of those insufferable parties my siblings enjoyed so much. 

“Zareen.” I shook my head at my invisible youngest sister across the imaginary table. “Flattery is enjoyable, but don’t you want to know what he really thinks of you? Maybe if all your suitors knew your dowry was nonexistent, you’d find out who is truly interested.”

I turned toward my brother. “Stop pretending you’re looking for a sword fight at dawn. One of these days you’re going to get one and you know absolutely nothing about fighting.”

It was so satisfying. All the things I should’ve said.

“Shadi.” I crossed my arms and tsked at my eldest sister with her red hair dye obsession. “Red isn’t your color. It makes you seem like one of the characters in the bache’s bedtime stories.”

I could imagine her gasp of outrage. A small smile crossed my lips, but it faded too quickly as I remembered this might be my last meal. 

Picking up a second piece of bread, I tried to savor each bite and make it last, but just a few minutes later, I made myself stop.

Replacing the food, I pulled out the ropes next, which were all neatly wrapped. I placed them side by side on the rock floor, tying them together, one at a time, until I had one single long rope. They were lightweight material, but strong, and my knots would hold fast. That wasn’t what worried me. It was the length.

I picked up my bag, holding on to the knotted rope as I slipped between the rib bones once more and crept toward the mouth of the cave. 

Caution made me study the skies for a full minute before I stepped too close to the edge. Peering down the cliffside once more, I calculated how far each rope would reach until my eyes touched the spot where they would run out. 

The wall was still as smooth as the black dragon’s scales. 

Licking my dry lips, trying to ignore my thirst, I slunk over to the other side, imitating what I’d done yesterday: watch the skies, keep to the shadows, check the other side. It was equally smooth. I gauged it a second time, despite knowing my first estimate was accurate.

I threw back my head and groaned in frustration. 

A second later, I clapped my hands over my mouth. 

There might’ve been dragons nearby who’d stayed in their caves. What if they overheard and decided to stop by for a visit in the black dragon’s absence? I cursed myself and backed away from the cave mouth. I kept going until I was at the back of the cave instead. Better safe than sorry.

I faced the tunnels. 

“No way out the front, but maybe the back,” I muttered, feeling crazier by the second. “What do I have to lose?”

Still holding my three ropes tied together, I crept toward the back of the cave where the dark opening of the tunnel stretched tall and wide, like an open mouth ready to snap down and eat me alive. 

It was large enough for the dragon to follow, if he came back. 

Considering how long he’d disappeared into its depths, I could only assume it continued to be large enough within.

Swallowing, I slunk a bit farther in until it grew almost too dark to see. Though my eyes had adjusted to the dim light in the cave behind me, I had a feeling that wouldn’t be the case in the tunnels. I stopped to tie the end of my rope to a big boulder on the side.  

“You’ll keep me grounded,” I said as I tied a sturdy knot and tested it. I was talking to a rope now. Was that worse than talking to myself, or generally the same level of pitiful?

Before I took two steps, a soft thump sounded within the cave behind me. 

When I glanced back, I almost choked.

I ducked behind the boulder and peered out.

A gigantic male dragon with green scales and a spiked club on the end of his tail had landed in the cave. His horns brushed the high ceiling, knocking loose rocks everywhere.  

Right behind him, a gold and red dragon dropped inside, landing neatly and nuzzling him. Her smaller size and lack of horns identified her as a female. A webbed mane stretched from her forehead down her long neck and back, all the way to the tip of her tail, making her seem taller than she really was.  

Their noses twitched.

They were following a scent.

My scent.

I pulled back, hoping the darkness within the tunnel would keep me hidden.

They moved fast. One moment they were at the entrance, the next they were in front of the rib cage, sniffing at the bones. 

I held as still as possible, breathing shallowly.

If I got up to walk, they might see me. And then I’d be dead.

Even if they didn’t notice my movement, all it would take was one misstep, to kick one little rock, and the tiniest noise would alert them to my presence immediately. 

But if I didn’t move, it was only a matter of time before their noses led them toward the back of the cave and they followed my trail here anyway.

There was no winning.

Sure enough, they were sniffing their way around the rib cage now. 

Something made them lift their heads from the cave floor. 

Without warning, the black dragon descended on the cave. He didn’t land in the front, but flew like an arrow directly at the male and female dragons encroaching on his territory with a shriek. 

The fight that broke out reminded me of a dog fight. They moved almost too fast to see, biting a tail one second, at each other’s throats the next, snarling so loud that I covered my ears. 

The female shrieked and dove for the black dragon’s throat, while her mate attacked his wings. 

Two against one. 

It didn’t seem fair. 

But I found myself hoping the black dragon would lose—if they killed him, I could slip away down the tunnel while they tore into his body. It was a dark thought. 

Better him than me.

I stepped backward, not taking my eyes off the fight, preparing to slip away.

The black dragon spun, using the momentum to knock the female into the wall with his wing before her teeth could grab hold of him, kicking out with his back feet at the same time, taking the male by surprise. 

The female crashed into the cave wall, knocking huge boulders loose, which rained down on all three of them. The male ducked and escaped the brunt of the attack, but the black dragon was swift, switching to the offense in a heartbeat, forcing the green dragon to protect himself with his wings. 

I jumped to the side as a rock the size of my head fell where I’d been standing. 

Maybe I should run into the tunnels. 

The only thing stopping me was the need to know which dragon won. That, and the fact that the pure darkness of the tunnels might slow me down, but it wouldn’t bother the dragons at all.

The green dragon shrieked in pain, or maybe for his mate to get up, I couldn’t tell.

The black dragon fought intelligently. 

If he won, he’d know exactly where I’d gone. One look at the empty cage, and he’d be following me down the tunnel. I knew how that would end. It didn’t matter how far I got. One breath of fire, and I’d be dinner. 

My rib cage—and my one proven protection—was only a dozen or so paces away.

The black dragon pinned the other male against the wall. 

I made my decision on instinct.

Leaving my ropes behind, I sprinted toward the bone cage.

As I ran, the female dragon came to. One cat eye blinked. In the next breath, her sharp talons arched toward me. 

I swerved.

Her talon caught my bag instead.

I felt my weight shift. I was about to go down. I threw my weight forward, letting the bag fall away, leaving it behind, and kept running.

The black dragon threw himself at the female unexpectedly, slamming her into the ground. They rolled, teeth snapping. 

I froze.

Between me and the rib cage stood the green dragon. He stalked toward me, smoke billowing from his nose, and his open mouth filled my vision.

I screamed and threw up my arms.

The black dragon crashed into him just before the green dragon swallowed me whole. Catching him unaware, he managed to grip the green dragon by the throat and flung him sideways, directly toward the cave opening. With a shriek of pain, the green dragon fell out the cave mouth, plummeting out of sight. 

Then the black dragon was stalking the female on the other side of the cave. She hissed, arching her back. 

My feet came unstuck from the cave floor and I stumbled the last few steps into the rib cage. Shoving through the bones, I tripped. The dragon-skin vest cushioned my fall. 

From the ground, I stared out at them, where they circled each other. 

The female retreated unexpectedly, running toward the mouth of the cave and launching off the ledge, disappearing in the same direction as her mate. 

Just like that, it was over.

As the black dragon turned to face me, I forgot how to breathe.

***
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MY BAG LAY DISCARDED on the floor just a few paces outside the cage, where the female dragon had pulled it from my back.

The black dragon folded his wings, ignoring the blood dripping from shallow scrapes, and moved toward it. He sniffed the bag, bumping it with his huge nose. 

Inside was one small bit of bread and some jerky. 

As the bag tipped over, the food fell out. 

“Don’t you dare,” I cried, surprising both of us when my voice broke. “That’s all I have left. You can’t—” I cut off. I didn’t know what the end of that sentence was. He could do what he wanted. Clenching my fists so hard that my nails broke my skin, I stepped back, chin up. “You know what? I don’t care anymore.” 

Those cat eyes blinked at me. He raised his head slowly, still staring. 

I swallowed hard. Maybe I was asking to be eaten. Maybe that’s what I wanted. Starving to death was supposed to be terribly long and painful. If my father were here, he’d tell me to stop being so pessimistic. There was still hope.

I stared at the dragon, refusing to back down. Another long moment passed. 

He snuffled like a horse, sounding almost as if he was speaking to me, before he swung his head around and headed into the tunnels. 

Just like that, he was gone.

The beef jerky still rested where it had fallen on the ground just a few feet away. 

Pursing my lips, I stared at the jerky. 

“That’s it.” 

I stepped between the bars, dashing out into the open like the little rabbit I was to him, snatched up the jerky and my bag, and scurried back inside my prison. 

I ate it immediately and the bread too, along with my last gulp of water. My bag felt light as air when I strapped it back on. 

In the tunnels, heavy footsteps sounded. 

I looked to the back of the cave expectantly. 

The dragon lumbered toward me with a small animal hanging from his mouth. All I could make out were bright pink feathers and a charred black belly. It was the size of a hen back home, but it had what looked like little horns on its head. And the feet were covered in as many feathers as the rest of the body, to the point they looked like little boots. 

The dragon opened his giant maw and the bird-creature thumped lifelessly onto the cave floor. Glancing at me out of the side of his eye, he let out a great stream of fire without warning. 

The bird-creature caught fire and became a ball of flames. 

Another hot breath from him, this time without the inferno, and the fire vanished, leaving behind something blackened and shapeless. 

Grasping it between his front teeth, the dragon tossed the cooked creature in my direction. It smacked into the bones of the rib cage before sliding down, sizzling. 

With a few more growls and that infuriating pacing that put me on edge, he finished what he had to say and disappeared back into the tunnels. 

The bird-creature was still smoking. I didn’t dare touch it. But I stared at the offering—at least, I assumed it was an offering. The question was whether he was feeding me out of kindness or if it was a trap.

My mouth watered. As if I cared. 

Once the meat no longer sizzled, I risked poking it, making sure it wouldn’t burn me, before I dragged it through the bars and ripped a piece right off the bone. Taking a bite, I closed my eyes and moaned. It was delicious. 

I ate every bit that I could pry off the small animal, and only as I sat licking my fingers did I start asking questions. The dragon hadn’t reappeared, so if it was a trap, it must be a long-form trap. Maybe dragons liked to fatten up their prey. 

Or perhaps, if they weren’t terribly hungry, hunting humans became a sport. Was I only delaying the inevitable? No, I shook my head slightly at that. 

I was fed and the juices had even quenched my thirst somewhat. Whatever his plan, I was in much better shape to face it now than I had been earlier. 

I sighed and lay down, shivering. I pulled my legs into my body underneath the dragon skin. It helped somewhat but my arms were still bare and it would only get colder throughout the night.

When the dragon finally returned, the sun had set and the cave was nearly pitch-black, only a few stars visible in the cloudy night sky.

After he settled in with a huff, a dozen or so paces away, I stared at his dark silhouette and cleared my throat. “Thank you. For dinner.” 

The outline of his huge head lifted in response, but he was otherwise silent. 

“You seem intelligent enough to understand, considering... everything. I suppose I could be wrong.” But I didn’t think I was. 

A low growl emanated from his throat. 

This time I was calm enough to notice that the glow of the fire in his belly didn’t change. He wasn’t calling up any flames. He set his head back down and I rolled onto my back, resting my hands over my full belly. “Too bad I don’t speak dragon.”

Another rumble, this time stretching on longer and ending with a whine. 

“Sorry?” I offered.

He only snorted in response. 
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CHAPTER 9
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The Dragon

SHE WAS DETERMINED. 

Small.

Dark hair and eyes, a fierce gaze, muscled arms and the rest of her body hidden underneath a strange coat made of green scales, muted in color, as all scales were when shed, though the musty dragon smell remained. 

She shivered. 

My jaws cracked open. I let my hot breath fill the cave. 

Eventually her shaking stopped.

In her presence, something dormant in me began to wake. More and more, every hour I was near her. 

She could save me, instinct whispered.

I huffed and swung my long neck away, curling around my body and facing away from her. 

She could save me.

I scented the air. No predators lurked in the open skies. No danger besides myself. 

She could save me.

Even from here, I could smell her fear mixed with boldness and a hint of something wild that I hadn’t smelled in humans before. 

Still, the human female hid behind fragile bone and needed to be fed like a youngling. 

She could save me, the thought persisted.

It nagged at me until I couldn’t ignore it. 

It rang true. 

I needed her for something. 

The trouble was, I couldn’t remember what.
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CHAPTER 10
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Nes

WHILE THE DRAGON SLEPT, I lay on my side and stared at him in the dark. His outline made him look like a big, dark hill. His warm breath was almost soothing and my eyes grew heavy. 

I woke the following morning to find him leaving once more. The ground shook slightly underfoot as he made his way to the mouth of the cave and stretched those great wings, falling out onto some unseen air current and disappearing. 

I didn’t waste any time. With a full belly and a good night’s rest, I felt much more confident about my chances. 

Ignoring the front of the cave where the slippery sides offered only a quick death, I raced toward the back, where that sweet smell lingered, and where I’d left my ropes looped over that big rock. They were still there. 

I pulled the loop tight, testing it. Once confident it would hold, I ventured into the dark tunnel, using the rope as an anchor that could guide me back if I lost my way. I hesitated only once, when the tunnel curved and the last bit of light completely disappeared ahead. There was no way to know if there were other dragons hidden in the depths. I shrugged off my unease. Without flint or a candle, there was nothing I could do about that. Worrying would only slow me down.

My steps slowed anyway as the rock floor rose and dropped unexpectedly. More than once I bruised my toes or my shin on a boulder. 

Another turn and the light no longer reached me at all. I slowed down even further.

That’s fine, I lied to myself.

And I would keep lying to myself until I made it out alive, because the other option was curling into a heap on the rock floor and giving up.

My eyes adjusted to the deep darkness, no longer expecting to see anything, and my hearing adapted to make up for the lack. 

An occasional drip sounded here and there, loud and echoing in the damp tunnels. My hand came away from the wall wet. The air was so moist that water dripped from the ceiling and formed thin, jagged spikes, both above and below. 

“Ouch!” I hissed when I tripped over one of them. I moved even slower after that, sliding one foot forward, then the other, at a snail’s pace. “It’s fine,” I repeated over and over, muttering whatever else came to mind to keep myself company. 

“The ground seems to be rising,” I puffed as I made my way up an incline. “Maybe I’ll come out on top of a mountain. Wouldn’t that be nice.”

I reached the knot at the end of the first rope.

“It’s fine,” I whispered. It was not fine. How deep were these caves? “Just keep going. There are still two ropes left.”

I took two more steps and the ground fell out from under me. 

I screamed.

The rope burned my hands as I gripped it to stop my fall.

My shoulder banged painfully against the stone, but I stopped falling, swinging back and forth in the dark.

Everything hurt.

Panting hard, I tried to orient myself.

I couldn’t see anything.

My feet weren’t touching the ground. The pebbles I kicked off the wall bounced a long time before falling silent. It wasn’t close. 

As I scrabbled for purchase against the wall, holding on to the rope with my throbbing hands, I found a tiny ledge that let me stand.

Next, I felt above me, desperately wishing I had my harness. Instead, I looped the rope around myself as best I could, and carefully began to climb. 

Climbing blind was more challenging than anything I’d ever done before.

The distance was probably only a short stone’s throw, but it took ages, and by the time my fingers finally found the tunnel floor, my muscles were shaking. 

When I crawled over the side and found solid ground, I lay flat on my back, taking deep breaths to calm myself. 

That was unexpected. 

“I made it out,” I croaked. “I’m... fine.” It was getting harder and harder to pretend.

Forcing myself to my knees, I crawled along the edge with extreme care, trying to find a way around the pit. It ended right beside the wall. No way to get around it on this side. Painstakingly, I felt my way along the edge of the pit in the opposite direction. 

I blew out a breath of relief when it curved away and the path was clear. It didn’t seem like a big hole. I began to whisper a new refrain: “I’m not dead yet...”

Once I’d safely reached the other side, I recoiled the rope around me so that I could wear them across my body. 

I shivered. If I hadn’t had the rope...

I’m not dead yet, I repeated once again.

Swallowing, I put my back to the hole and continued forward on hands and knees. Crawling made me even slower than before. The rocks cut into my skin and wore at my pant legs. I didn’t care. It was worth it to avoid another unexpected fall.

After some time passed in the darkness, I reached the knot between the second and third rope. 

I continued on.

With the way the tunnel wound this way and that, I couldn’t tell if I was making progress or if I’d simply circled back in the direction I’d come. 

In town, the citizens of Heechi liked to play “which is preferable” and offer a choice between two terrible options. Morbidly, I played it now. Which would you prefer, to die under dragon fire, or to die in a dank, dark cave? Probably the worst options anyone had ever been offered in that game. I made myself stop playing.

At the end of the third and final rope, I stopped, gripping it tightly enough that my fingers grew numb. 

It was still dark.

No sign of light anywhere. 

Only the sound of an occasional drip of water falling from the ceiling or my foot kicking a pebble. 

I had few choices. 

If I went back and tried to climb down the cliffside, I would die. If I went back to the caves with the dragon and did nothing, I would die. Or, I could let go of the rope and continue forward. And also, probably die. 

But with this option, there was the smallest chance that the tunnel might lead somewhere. 

That would mean setting down the rope, or tying it off somehow, and letting go. 

I thought again of my game.

Dying in the front of a cave wasn’t much different than dying in the back of one, except it’d be nice to have sunlight in my last days. Not. Dead. Yet.

I pulled out one of the two metal stakes I had left and used my small hammer to pound it into the wall. 

Carefully tying the rope to the top of the stake, I made a solid knot, and then a second for good measure. 

Now I had one stake and no rope.

I was angry enough with my situation that I nearly threw the useless stake away. 

On my hands and knees, feeling the floor ahead of me at all times, I pressed on.

The skin on my hands and knees was beat-up and aching when the tunnel wall curved for the thousandth time and made me pause. Was it a crossroads? 

I picked up a few loose rocks, throwing them in different directions, listening. If my senses could be trusted, there were at least two tunnels diverging here, maybe more.

What if they were just a big loop and I was going in circles?

I regretted coming this far. 

Most of my senses were useless. Nothing to hear, nothing to see. 

All I could do was keep crawling forward, in one direction or the other. I chose one at random, feeling numb.  

Time passed without any way to mark it, and while it felt like hours passed, it may have been only minutes. My eyes didn’t register the soft light up ahead at first. 

But as I pressed forward, a light grew at the other end of the tunnel until a tiny opening appeared in the distance.

With a strangled cry of relief, I stood up and stumbled toward it. My eyes watered at the furious white light as I drew close. It shone as if it were still midday, instead of close to sunset. 

That shouldn’t be right. 

I’d been in the caves a full day—the sun should be setting by now. I’d miscalculated time more than I’d thought.

At the tunnel entrance, my mouth fell open. My eyes must’ve been hungry for something other than complete darkness because the colors seemed wildly vivid. The grass sparkled a green so bright it hurt my eyes. The sky felt more familiar with the usual light blues and thin clouds, but when the sun peeked out, I could’ve sworn it was bigger. How high in the cliffs am I? 

Still wearing my dragon-skin vest and my nearly empty bag, I paused just long enough to scratch a quick mark on the wall with the stake, in case I needed to find my way back, before stepping out into the clearing. 

Rolling grassy hills stretched on for a short distance before a forest began and the tree line stretched ahead of me in all directions. 

I pushed away the impossible questions; if I gave into them I’d lose precious time. Right now, I needed to shut down my emotions and focus on surviving. 

I could figure out where I was and how to get home after I found some water. 

And food. 

I wasn’t much of a hunter or gatherer, preferring to bring supplies with me when I ventured out on my own, but at least I had a general idea of what to do. 

To find water, I needed to look for animal prints. Follow the tracks, and the beasts of the land would show you where to go. At least, that’s what I’d been told. 

I licked my lips and set out, trying to put all other thoughts out of my mind. 

The grass appeared multicolored, as if I could pick out a dozen different shades. My eyes were confused from my time in the caves. When I reached the tree line, the same exotic range of color struck me, even in the simplest things, like the bark of trees, with deep browns all the way to soft tans. I was losing my mind. 

I shook my head, blinking. I’d been alone and under pressure for far too long. It could happen to anyone trapped in a cave with a dragon for a few minutes, much less for two whole days. 

Shading my eyes as I kept up a brisk walk on the mostly even ground, I followed the edge of the tree line, staying in the open, trying to judge which way was home based on the sun. I felt all turned around. Picking a general direction, I figured once the stars came out I’d know for sure, but for now I’d focus on water. 

The first set of tracks I found in a patch of dirt made me pause.

What animal made these?

The pad of the foot was as large as my fist, which could be a bear. Or a mountain lion. This high up, I’d guess the latter. But instead of four claws like a lion, or five like a bear, there were six claws per foot. What kind of mutated lion was I dealing with here? Did I really want to follow a beast like that to water? It could still be there...

I gripped the stake I still held. It was sharp enough to do some damage—at close range. Swallowing the dust in my mouth, thirst won out. I stepped out in the direction of the tracks, lifting my crude weapon at the ready. 

The tracks led away from the tree line over a hill into another clearing. The wide-open space was empty. I breathed a bit easier when I spied a small stream ahead. No creatures in sight. 

The vivid greenish-yellow grass came up to my waist. I could hide easily enough, if need be. But so could other creatures. This thought kept me cautious. Snakes loved long grass. So did other predators.

Still, I made it to the running water without incident. The little brook was only a few paces deep and a dozen or so paces wide, with water so clear I could make out the colorful river rocks on the bottom. I wasted no time filling up my empty canteen, guzzling the entire container, and filling it again. 

Refreshed, I dropped back to sit on the rocky ground beside the stream, to rest for a moment and try to form a plan. I placed the full canteen back in my bag and slung it over my shoulders and the dragon skin once more.

It was only because I was staring at my reflection, admiring the clarity of the water, that I saw the shadowy outline of a massive form rising behind me. 
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CHAPTER 11
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Nes

INSTINCT MADE ME LEAP to the side and roll to get as far away as possible. Just in time too. The ground shook as the attacker pounced and landed where I’d been only seconds before. 

When I rolled to my hands and knees and lifted my head, I lost valuable seconds to shock. 

I’d never seen anything like it. The beast’s head was similar to that of an ox, with horns, a snout, and wide-set eyes as dark as onyx. The thick neck only grew wider as it met the shoulders. From there, it had a bear-like body with white fur and fierce claws as long as my fingers on each paw. It stood on two feet like a bear, but it stalked toward me with the slow grace of a lion. 

I crouched too, inching backward at the same pace without taking my eyes off it. 

No way I could outrun it.

My stake was useless to me, somewhere back on the ground behind the ox-beast. 

Those black eyes didn’t blink, didn’t leave me for a second, as it closed the distance between us. 

Maybe I could run toward the water—could it swim? 

I remembered the hunting knife in my bag. If I could distract it long enough to pull it from my back and reach inside... A half-formed plan flashed through my mind.

Shoving forward like a sprinter at the start of a race, I hurtled toward the stream. 

The beast shrieked, and the ear-splitting noise raked down my spine, lifting the hair on my arms. 

I didn’t look back but the ground shook as it took chase. 

It reached me before I’d even hit the water.

One of those nasty claws raked down my arm, gouging deep. Only the dragon-skin vest kept those claws from ending me.

I screamed at the white-hot pain and managed to pull free, throwing my whole body to the side once more. I hoped its speed might make it less agile. 

It tore past me, shrieking in fury as it missed by mere inches and plunged forward another half-dozen paces before stopping.

I yanked my bag from my back and dropped to my hands and knees, scrambling to find the hunting knife. 

My hand closed around the hammer instead. Snatching it, I whirled to face the creature. 

The little piece of metal looked like a toothpick when faced with the ox-beast’s ferocious claws. 

It stamped a foot once, twice, three times, clawing up dirt and chunks of grass, getting ready to charge. 

I didn’t dare take my eyes off it.

The trees were too far away. I’d never reach them in time to climb. Although I doubted that would stop this creature. And my hammer wouldn’t hold up. Wouldn’t even faze it. 

Still, I backed up once more, holding the little hammer before me as we repeated our standoff.

The creature paused. 

I took that small advantage and stepped back slowly, toward the trees, the only option I could think of. 

The ox-beast crouched low.

It’s stalking me.

My heart sank, but the animal didn’t move forward. 

If anything, it sank lower into the grass, almost as if hiding.

A whoosh overhead was my only warning.

The black dragon soared over us, so close that his tail nearly brushed my head. 

A roar of fire burned the grass where the beast had been, missing it only because the animal ran toward me.  

As the dragon flew around in a wide turn, the ox-beast charged. 

With a squeal, I turned to run, forgetting the water behind me. 

In my haste, I slipped on a wet rock and fell, smacking my head on something hard as I hit the water. 

My vision turned black as the water pulled me under.

***
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A BURNING IN MY ARM made me stir. I hissed as I woke, prepared to beat at the flames licking up and down my forearm, but there were none. Instead, I found dried blood in long, deep cuts from my elbow to my wrist. 

The pain was unbearable.

Through my tears and the pounding in my skull from where I’d fallen, I blinked at my surroundings. I lay in the mouth of a cave, which faced the too-bright grass and too-large setting sun. On the rock wall beside me was the long scratch from my stake. The ox-beast was nowhere to be seen. I was soaking wet, but somehow I hadn’t drowned.

And there was something warm behind me. 

Breathing.

I tried to stay calm. Easing my head to the side, I peered over my shoulder into the shadows behind me.

Black scales. 

My breath hitched and the dragon shifted in response, lifting his long neck to look at me. That yellowish eye was close enough to reach out and touch. It blinked.

I held in a squeal and shut my eyes.

How did I get here?

I lifted my lashes slightly and risked another look. Had he... rescued me? I was in the cave and safe—from the ox-beast at least. Besides the wounds along my arm and the bump on the back of my head, I didn’t find any other injuries. 

I didn’t know what to make of it. 

As harmless as the dragon seemed right now, the heat emanating from his body reminded me otherwise. Every nerve screamed to run. The terror rose inside me like ice in my veins until I was shaking. 

A tear escaped and trickled down my cheek.

The dragon shifted, and I flinched. 

One of his big wings opened and settled over me. It touched my side, gentle and still. The heat from being trapped between his body and the wing created a cozy cocoon and his wing felt oddly soft and warm on my skin, like a blanket. 

I was more lost than ever. Should I try to run out into a strange world with creatures I’d never encountered before that might be able to kill me in a heartbeat? Or should I stay with the one creature I knew for a fact could. 

My eyes were heavy. The pain in my arm begged me to stay still. Finally, I surrendered to the strange situation, exhausted, and closed my eyes. 

When I woke, I had no idea how much time had passed. I’d nestled into the dragon in my sleep. My back was against his warm belly and his long neck stretched around and in front of me, where I had a clear view of him sleeping.

He snored lightly. I huffed at that, annoyed. Of course he didn’t need to worry about predators; he was at the top of the food chain. I hadn’t meant to wake him, but at my soft exhale, one of his eyes flipped open. 

For a minute, we just stared at each other. 

My mouth felt so dry when I opened it that I almost couldn’t speak. “Why did you rescue me?”

All I got in response was a low rumble and a huff.

“Are you just waiting to eat me?” I blurted out.

He growled at that, lifting his head and giving me a distinct look of offense, eyes narrowing before he looked away as if disgusted.

“Sorry,” I mumbled. “I just don’t get it. You know you’re not really following dragon etiquette, right?”

A bit of tooth showed at that.

“Is that... a smile?” I asked, incredulous.

His tail swished and he ignored me. 

“I’m going to take that as a yes.” For some reason, the one-sided conversation was making me feel better. I was truly losing my mind if I was taking comfort in a dragon.

Still, the side of me that my mother always disapproved of pushed me onward. I moved to sit, carefully cradling my injured arm and wincing. 

He pulled his wing back, retracting it against his side and out of my way. 

I held my non-injured arm out for balance as I tried to stand, but I swayed and fell against him. Instinct made me tense. 

He didn’t attack. Only blinked at me.

“Sorry,” I managed to say. My body was weak; I didn’t know if I could stand on my own. “Hope you don’t mind.”

He didn’t move for a long moment. Then he shook his head.

“I knew you could understand me,” I muttered, more to myself than anything. My fingertips brushed against those black scales. He twitched slightly where I touched him. “You can feel that?” I glanced at him. 

Another slow nod. 

I pressed my whole palm against him, petting almost like I would a horse. The scales were deceptively soft and warm. I shouldn’t have been surprised, considering I wore the skin a dragon had shed and had experienced firsthand the flexibility. Yet it was so different on a living, breathing dragon. Especially when I only needed to reach a bit farther to place my hand over the glowing warmth of his chest where fires flared and died down at any given moment.

I shifted away from him slightly, but the extra foot of space made me shiver. I’d always been near sweating in his presence before, so that alone caught my attention and worried me. Twisting my arm to get a better look at the damage, I bit my lip at the pain. Another shiver reinforced my fear. The wound was causing a growing fever. I felt dizzy. 

Without letting myself think about it too hard, I scooted back toward the dragon until I could lean against him. I sighed in relief at the warmth.

His eyes were still on me. It was unnerving. 

“Don’t stare.”

He only blinked.

“It’s rude.” I moved to cross my arms, but quickly halted at the sharp sting. I clutched the wounded arm to my chest and endured the throbbing, trying to distract myself. “My name is Nesrin, by the way. My family calls me Nes. I need a name to call you by.”

He growled a nonsensical response.

“Sure,” I nodded sagely. “We could go with that, or, since I might have trouble saying it, we could try something else. What about Firebreather?”

He snarled. 

“Okay, okay, you don’t love it.” I held up my uninjured hand in understanding. “What about Doost?” I asked after a second, adding, “It means friend...”

Our eyes met. I struggled to hold his gaze, swallowing hard. 

He gave me one of his slow nods. 

My mouth slowly stretched into a grin. Too bad I couldn’t sell a dragon to pay our debt instead of an egg, because this show would be a huge hit.
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CHAPTER 12
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The Dragon

FRIEND. 

Something told me I’d had friends once. 

The word meant something.

***
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IT CAME BACK TO ME in pieces.

A memory of tower walls, jarring white. 

A woman with deep ebony hair, pale skin, and eyes equally pale, like the sky on a cloudless day.

Pain.

Not physical hurt, but emotion. Strange and unfamiliar, I didn’t immediately recognize it.

An old friend, tugging on his vest to straighten it, long black hair swept back. A small smile and nod, before he trailed me down a long corridor, guarding me. 

We’d been close. His name escaped me.

My own name escaped me.

***
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THE GIRL SHIFTED IN her sleep. 

Nesrin.

It was the only name I knew.

That dormant part of me whispered it over and over, reminding me. No longer sleeping, it demanded to be heard. 

Remember.

A soft moan drew my attention. Her face scrunched in pain.  

I lurched to my feet, padding to the front of the cave, driven by instinct. Food. I would bring food.

***
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AWAY FROM HER, I REMEMBERED little. 

But by her side, the trickle of memories became a flood. Disjointed, but growing clearer.

The beast in me withdrew, just a bit.

With so much still shrouded in mystery, one focus took over, as much by impulse as choice: keep her alive. 
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CHAPTER 13
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Nes

MY ARM GREW WORSE.  

Doost brought me another animal to eat, but I couldn’t manage more than a few bites. 

I woke to find a mammoth moon overhead; when I blinked, it was light out. 

I’m losing time. 

My body shook with cold even when I pressed into his side. 

The fever was getting worse. 

It was odd for a wound to get infected so quickly. Almost otherworldly.

“I’m so thirsty,” I managed to tell him when I felt more lucid. 

His long nose dipped down toward me and I could’ve sworn he looked concerned. 

“Back at the stream, my bag is still there somewhere...” I trailed off. Maybe it wasn’t. 

Did I fill my canteen? 

I couldn’t remember. 

My wound needed cleaning. And a bandage. Maybe after a short nap...

I drifted to sleep and woke feeling like a block of ice. 

Doost was returning with something in his mouth. 

My bag. 

“Thank you,” I whispered, pulling out the canteen from inside, which was blessedly full. 

I drank deeply. 

Sleep claimed me again. 

I didn’t know how much time had passed when Doost nudged me gently with his nose. The sun shone in and should’ve warmed me, but nothing could pierce the cold in my bones, except where my arm burned fiercely, as if it lay directly in a fire. 

With one long talon, Doost scratched a line in the cave wall, curving it into what looked oddly enough like a letter. Then again, and again, and again. STAY. 

I wanted to laugh at that. “Do I look up to going anywhere?” I mumbled, closing my eyes. 

“How do you know how to write?” I asked a few minutes later, but when I peered out from under my lashes, he was gone.

A dragon who knew how to write a human language. Interesting.

Between shivering and dreams, I imagined an entire conversation with the dragon. 

“Doost, you’re a strange one, you know that right?”

“How rude.” He lifted his chin in offense. 

“I’m just stating the obvious.” 

In my dream state, we both chuckled. 

“Do all dragons know how to spell? Is there some sort of dragon school?” I asked. 

His yellow eyes were turning brown. They seemed so human and warm and reminded me of my father’s eyes. 

“Don’t be ridiculous,” he snorted. That’s exactly what my father would say. And I knew he was right. Dragons couldn’t read and write. 

“You’re not a normal dragon, are you?” I mumbled to Doost. 

When I looked over, he’d morphed into my brother. “What kind of question is that, Nes?” Roohstam rolled his eyes. “I thought you were smart, little sister.”

“Shut up, Roohstam,” I threw my pillow at him. “I’m smarter than you.” When he didn’t answer, I rolled back over to see where he went and was met with an empty pile of rocks instead. Where did Roohstam go? 

I shifted to look and rolled onto my arm. With a hiss of pain, my memories came back.

Groaning, I cradled my arm, trying not to touch the angry red wounds crusted with greenish-yellow scabs. 

I couldn’t stay in this cave; I needed a healer. 

My eyes were drawn against my will to the jagged scratches on the wall: STAY. I shook my head. So it had been real. 

I felt lucid now, but I wasn’t sure how long that would last.

If I stayed here, I didn’t know if I’d ever leave. 

Against his orders, I decided to go. 

I pulled myself onto my knees, leaning on my good arm. Staggering to my feet, I tried to walk but the room spun and I dropped back to the cave floor. 

I tried to crawl on my knees and good arm instead, letting the bad one dangle. 

The jolting movement set a new fire ablaze, opening my scabs for fresh blood to leak out. 

I sank to the ground only a few feet from where I’d begun, exhausted. 

I supposed I’d stay here after all. And without food, water, or a way to deal with my infection, probably die here. The thought should’ve bothered me more than it did. But all I could think about was how tired I was. So tired...

***
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I DIDN’T HEAR DOOST return. It was only when he dropped something wet and warm on my injured arm that I roused from sleep with a scream of agony.

“No, no!” I yelled at him, throwing off the sticky green mass. The fire licked down my arm and renewed throbbing filled my senses. Tears of pain streamed from my eyes despite my best efforts to hold them in. When I blinked them away, the cave was dark now that the sun had set. 

Besides the glow of fire in Doost’s belly, everything else was dim. 

“Don’t touch, please!” My voice was hoarse from pain. 

He moved to scoop up the green stuff again. It looked like some kind of plant, chewed up to the point that I didn’t recognize it.

“Don’t touch,” I repeated.

His huge form rose over me. 

“No. No. No!” I screamed, and he roared in response. “I don’t want it!” I yelled as he dropped the thick strands of green onto my wounds once more and stepped on my arm with his huge foot, holding whatever it was in place. 

He wasn’t setting his full weight on me or my arm would’ve snapped like a twig, but it still felt as if a mountain had crashed down on my limb. 

I sobbed in pain. 

“Why are you doing this?” I cried between heaving breaths. “I thought you liked me. Why are you trying to kill me? What kind of torture is this?” I moaned and thrashed under his weight but to no avail. 

His roars pierced my ears, and I fought on, refusing to give up, wrenching my shoulder painfully.

It burned.

Gasping, I gave up.

It took a few more panted breaths before it occurred to me that my arm felt numb more than anything else.

Did he cut off circulation? I tried to pull away weakly once more, which sent shooting fire down my shoulder, and gave up.

“I think you’ve crushed it.”

He growled something, and didn’t move for another full minute while I lay there gasping for breath, trying to recover. 

A cooling sensation spread from the soft, wet stuff on my arm. The pain faded, replaced by relief. It reminded me of a human remedy we used in the village for burns and cuts that fought infection. 

I vaguely felt him remove his weight from my arm as I drifted off to sleep once more, sinking into the respite from the pain. 
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“DOOST, YOU BIG BULLY,” I groaned as I lay there the next morning. My arm was better. Much better. “Why didn’t you tell me this was the kushta herb? I wouldn’t have fought so hard.”

His tail swished in annoyance and his eyes turned to slits as he glared at me. 

My body still ached, but I could already feel it improving as it fought the infection. I’d never experienced such an accelerated sickness before. The thought nagged at me. Something about it hadn’t seemed normal.

I stayed on the ground, arm stretched out where it’d been since the night before, letting chewed-up greens and dragon spit do its work. “Okay, yes. You tried to tell me,” I acknowledged. “To be fair, your accent is a little hard to understand.”

He huffed and stood to pace toward the entrance. I thought for a moment I’d offended him, but he paced back, walking a track that seemed familiar, as if he’d walked it many times before. Had he been up all night? 

“I’ll be fine,” I reassured him. Part of me wanted to shake my head at the idea of reassuring a dragon. “I just need a little time, that’s all.” And some food and water. And maybe some fresh herbs and something to wrap my arm so I could be up and about while it worked.

“How do you know a human medicinal herb anyway?” I asked as I tugged at my bag, pulling it closer until I could reach inside and take out my canteen. Unscrewing it with one hand was difficult. When I glanced over at him, he stopped pacing to growl, but of course, I didn’t understand a word. 

“Okay, okay, let me guess.” I waved my good hand to pacify him, “I can figure this out...” 

He left his track to come settle in front of me like a cat, curling up and waiting, those watchful eyes unblinking. 

I drank the rest of my water and set down the canteen, staring up at the ceiling of the cave where long stalactites had formed. “Were you hatched and raised by humans?” I guessed. That would explain why he hadn’t killed me yet. 

But Doost only shook his big head, not bothering to lift it from the floor.

“Okay...” I mulled over what other options there might be. “I bet you fly over human villages and study them.”

Again, he shook his head and turned away with a grumble of frustration. 

I frowned. What else could it be? “Do dragons use the herb too?” I asked after a few minutes of silence. 

Doost growled at that, not looking at me as he got up to return to his track, pacing toward the front of the cave and back, to the front and back. 

My stomach growled in response. “Fine, I’ll stop guessing,” I bargained in a syrupy tone, “if you’ll bring me some dinner?”

In a huff, he spread his wings to their full length, filling the cave opening and blocking out light completely for a split second before they beat the air in silent, deadly strokes and carried him away.

“Thanks. I’ll see you later,” I mumbled at his receding shape in the sky. “No, no, you don’t need to say a long goodbye, or tell me when you’ll be back. I’ll be fine.” 

With a sigh, I rolled onto my back once more to stare at the roof of the cave, careful not to jostle my arm. What an odd situation this was. I’d be willing to bet no one else in history had ever experienced a dragon for a nurse.
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WHEN HE RETURNED WITH another large bird and cooked it for me, I didn’t have time to tease him. I was too busy blowing on the steaming leg so it would be cool enough to eat. 

I held my injured arm as still as possible. The herbs had dried at this point and flaked off when I moved, revealing the damaged skin underneath. 

Doost was pacing yet again, but at the sight of it, he took off into the depths of the tunnel. 

“I’m in awe of your communication skills,” I told the black hole behind me. “Thanks for telling me where you’re going.” 

An echo of a growl reached me and I laughed a little to myself as I finished the rest of my meal and, when it was all gone, licked my fingers clean. I’d eaten every bite of the strange bird. My belly was bursting. Who knows when my next meal might be?

Peeling back the rest of the dried herbs, I surveyed the damage to my arm. The deep cuts were a much healthier color today than they’d been the day before. They’d scabbed over easily. But some of the herbs had gotten embedded in it, and as the crust fell away, the wound reopened. I sucked in a breath as the last bit came away, gritting my teeth against the pain. It throbbed a little, but was nothing compared to before. 

Still, I wasn’t out of the woods yet. I needed to clean it. The closest pool of water was the stream I’d come from the day before. 

That thought brought back everything that had happened the day before—no... I counted again... two days before—when the strange animal had attacked me. What kind of creature was that? 

Part of me was convinced I’d imagined it. If not for the claw marks on my arm, I wouldn’t have believed it. I’d never seen an animal quite like it, which meant we must’ve been quite a bit farther from home than I’d originally thought. 

The more important question, though, was did the creature live by the stream? Or was it safe to go there and wash my arm? 

I walked to the mouth of the cave without any difficulty and stared out at the strange clearing. The colors were still more vivid than back home. Just a few steps away, my eyes caught on some pink flowers I hadn’t noticed before. They were shaped like an open mouth. A fly landed on one, and it snapped shut, effectively trapping it inside. I shivered. Even the flowers are aggressive. I definitely wasn’t in Heechi anymore. 

I bit my lip, staring aimlessly at the strange trees and fields before me. How long have I been gone? I tried to count the days, first the ones climbing, then in the cave, then here... My family had to be worried sick. 

Thinking of them made my eyes burn. 

I shook my head. Worrying over my father and whether or not his trip had succeeded was useless. It would only distract me here. And distractions could be fatal. I stared harder at the landscape, silently daring any creatures to try attacking me now.

The burning in my arm came back with a vengeance as I waited for Doost. The sun reached the highest point in the sky and began to make its descent and still he didn’t appear. 

Finally, I shook my head in frustration and stepped out of the cave, heading toward the water. I needed to wash my wounds or the infection would return. 

Grabbing my bag, I followed yesterday’s path to the water. It wasn’t as far as I’d thought. No creatures appeared, no unexpected surprises. After satisfying my thirst and filling my canteen, I eyed the surrounding area carefully before I bent down by the edge. Cupping water in my hand, I trickled a tiny amount over my arm. “Ow! Ah! That burns!” I threw my head back and blew out a breath. Better to just get it over with.  

Wading into the water up to my knees, I bent down and submerged my entire arm. I nearly screamed at the pain, holding it in with clenched teeth and a moan. I felt lightheaded. I didn’t move, didn’t scrub the wound or try to rinse it, just let the moving water run past me where I knelt and focused on staying upright. 

The initial pain faded and the icy water cooled off the burning sensation. It was such a relief that I didn’t move for a long time, until my entire body felt frozen. 

Splashing out of the water, I dropped to the ground and lay flat on my back in the warm sun, drying off. The sun was beginning to set. I should head back.

I wasn’t even halfway to the cave when Doost dropped from the sky, hurtling down as if he’d been shot. The impact on the ground made it vibrate under my feet. He ran up to me and spat green strands of kushta at my feet before roaring directly in my face. His hot breath was moist and smelled like raw meat. 

I coughed and spun away. “What in the name of Jinn are you doing?” I yelled, which earned me another fierce roar.

He stalked around me in a circle, pacing to show his frustration.

“You were gone!” I snapped, waving my good hand in the air. “What was I supposed to do?” I swallowed, lifting my chin. “I needed a drink.”

He growled and stalked away to the stream behind me. While he drank, I knelt to scoop up the kushta a little bit at a time. He’d chewed it into almost a paste. I wrinkled my nose as I slathered it across my arm until it was just one big mass of green goo. As disgusting as it was, it felt so good that I didn’t stop until I had a thick layer. The relief came quickly. 

As the pain receded, my mind grew clearer. I wanted to wrap the arm so the paste wouldn’t fall off. The prairie grass surrounding me was tall and thick. I snapped off one stalk at a time, painstakingly wrapping it around and around, covering the end with a new stalk each time it ran out, until it spanned from my elbow to my wrist. I tucked the tail end of the grass underneath to hold it in place. 

Doost had returned, watching the process with a disapproving eye, though he didn’t protest. 

“Thank you for the herbs.”

He huffed again, but his head lifted to a more relaxed state. When he tilted it toward the caves, I knew exactly what he meant, but I argued anyway. “What if we didn’t sleep in the caves tonight?” I begged. After so many nights within their depths, I was beginning to feel suffocated. “I want to see the stars.” 

He’d already begun shaking his big head, but at the mention of the stars, he paused. Then, a slow nod. 

“Okay, it’s a deal.” I was immediately more cheerful. The only thing missing from my plan was dinner. Maybe I could dig up some edible roots by the stream. Since we were still close, I stood to scrounge around. 

Doost followed me like a puppy. 

“What do you normally do when you come here?” I said aloud, though he couldn’t answer. As I walked I studied the ground and added, “I mean, you’ve come here the last few nights, right? Is this where you’re from?” 

He nodded.

“Do all the caves lead here?” 

I thought I was onto something, but he shook his head.

“Huh... just yours?” I frowned, digging up a root I didn’t recognize. I tossed it over my shoulder. Better to go hungry than accidentally eat something harmful. “That’s odd. So, you’re from here, but none of the other dragons are.” 

He only huffed a sigh.

I dug up another plant I didn’t recognize, with a strange red bulb on the bottom and long, feather-like leaves above the surface. I held it out in frustration. “Why is everything different here? How am I supposed to know what to eat?”

It was a rhetorical question. I threw the strange root away like the previous. Doost stepped up to look at it, snuffling, before he took a bite and swallowed it whole. He turned to look at me, as if to say, “See? It’s fine.”

“Thanks, I appreciate the effort,” I said, moving on as I rolled my eyes. “But human digestion and dragon digestion are two very different things. I’d rather not risk it.”

He snarled at me, ears flat against his head. Digging up another feather-leafed plant with his teeth, he tossed it in my direction, bulb first. It nearly hit me in the face.

I held up my hands to pacify him. “Okay, I see your point. You did know about the herbs for my arm.” I followed the plant to where it had landed on the ground, a bit smushed now, and held it up to show him. “I’ll give it a shot, but this is on you if I keel over and die.”

He only snorted at my dramatics. 

The outside of the bulb was crunchy but the inside was white and surprisingly juicy.

“Mmm,” I said in approval. “Good choice. At least if I die, I’ll die happy.”

His lip curved on one side and a tooth showed. 

I giggled at that strange smile. “I’m just happy to be out of that cave. Good riddance.” 

That earned me a flick of his ear. He dug out more and more of the strange plants for me to eat. “Enough, enough,” I said after a dozen. “There’s no way I’ll eat that many.”

Another flick of the ear. He scooped up a mouthful of the ones he’d just uprooted, crunching them in a few bites before swallowing. 

“Ah, of course, my misunderstanding.” I gathered up a few more for myself, and he ate the rest. “I didn’t know dragons ate vegetables,” I spoke with my mouth full. “Or is that only you as well?”

He confirmed his uniqueness with yet another slow nod. He crept closer, eyes on mine, intent. 

“I feel like you’re trying to tell me something,” I said as I pulled off my bag to place the remaining root vegetables inside. “I just don’t know what.”

A rumbling sounded in his chest and he continued to stare, but it gave me no clue. 

“Maybe I should learn to speak dragon.” I lifted a hand to shade my eyes from the setting sun. “Is there a good place to watch the sunset around here?”

I didn’t really expect a dragon to have formed an opinion on something like that and took off in the direction of a tall hill without waiting for a responding growl. 

At the top of the ridge, my jaw dropped. There was a shimmer on the horizon, like a mirage or a ghostly fog. As the sun slipped into it, it glistened and sparkled like gold dust in the air. 

“Where are we?” I asked, more to myself than him. 

He perked up at the question, ears flicking forward in anticipation. “This isn’t anywhere near Heechi at all, is it?”

He swung his head from side to side and a growl came out as if he couldn’t help it.  

An odd thought struck me. The too-bright colors, the strange creatures, the way the sun and moon were too large, as if they were closer than they’d been before. “Is this... Are we even in human lands?” 

As soon as I asked it, I wished I could take it back. 

Even more so when he shook his head again, slower this time. 

The blood drained from my face as my eyes grew wide. I knew the answer, but I still had to ask. 

“Are you telling me... are we in Jinn?”  
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CHAPTER 14
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The Dragon

EACH QUESTION BROUGHT ANSWERS, not just for the girl, but for me.

Memories triggered.

“I’m sorry,” a woman’s voice had whispered in my dreams. Or had it been in my ear? Her voice trembled but didn’t break. “It has to be done.” 

A stretching then, of limbs, muscle, bone. Joints snapping painfully. Changing. Screams turning to roars. Roars becoming fire.

Once the pieces of memory surfaced, they were mine. But the depths held so much more. I sensed it. 

A crown.

It was a curling white gold, simple. Lighter than a hunk of metal should be, thanks to Jinni magic flowing through it. Stronger too. Even when I was young, I’d felt its energy.

The more Nesrin’s questions brought answers, the more a direction began to call to me. 

I knew, somehow, what I would find if I flew that direction. A full explanation of what had happened to me—no, that wasn’t quite it. 

The source. 

For the first time I could remember, I felt fear. 
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CHAPTER 15
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Nes

I SHOOK MY HEAD in denial even as he nodded, deep and unmistakable. “No, it can’t be. That doesn’t make any sense. Humans can’t get into Jinn. The entrance is secret and forbidden. How did you—? How did I—? This doesn’t make sense,” I repeated, knowing I sounded like an idiot. “Why would you bring me to Jinn?” 

When I swiveled my head to glance at him, he ignored me, not deigning to answer. 

“Right, you didn’t.”

I faced the sunset again. Its warmth touched my face until it slipped out of sight, leaving a fading orange glow behind.

When Doost lay down, I sat beside him. It was strange to be so close to a lifelong enemy. I didn’t know why I trusted him. Sometimes when he shifted in the corner of my eye, I’d flinch. But while I avoided touching him, I always stayed close. There were predators here in Jinn that I’d never faced, while the predator by my side no longer alarmed me. I frowned, unsure if that was a good thing or not. Resting my arms on my knees, we watched the sky grow gray until the first star twinkled through, followed by another and another. 

“Wow.” I breathed a sigh of appreciation and stretched out on the hill to lie with my hands behind my head, staring up at the thousands of stars above, more brilliant than I’d ever seen. “They seem so much bigger here,” I told Doost.

He curled up beside me, reminding me again of a cat—aloof, but secretly paying attention. 

“It makes sense. I should’ve known this was Jinn the moment I stepped out of the cave.”

His growl sounded sleepy. Minutes later, he was snoring loud enough that I couldn’t sleep. I lay there trying to find well-known constellations, too awestruck to sleep anyway. Nothing was familiar.

The only Jinni I’d ever met was Joram, the Jinni my father had hired right before he left town.

They didn’t come to Heechi.

I knew the rumors—our people didn’t like them, and they didn’t like us. I’d never thought to ask why.

But like most citizens in Heechi, I’d assumed the stories of a race whose home was in the heavens was a myth. The Jinn were just Gifted men taking advantage of superstitious folk. Or at least, that’s what I’d thought.

Now, of course, that theory was shattered by the knowledge that Jinn wasn’t a make-believe place at all. 

It was extremely real.

As I lay there letting that sink in, the night air grew cold enough to make me shiver. When a breeze made the hair on my arms lift and my teeth chatter, I glanced over at the giant furnace in dragon form just a half dozen paces away.

I hesitated. 

His body was as big as two huge draft horses put together, his long neck and tail the size of tree trunks, and between his body and his tail was a space just large enough to curl up in. Scooting closer to Doost’s side, I eased myself over his tail, into the space between it and his belly. I held my breath. 

He didn’t react. His smoky breath remained even. And warm. 

Lying back down, I shifted slowly in the small space, trying not to touch him. In his sleep, Doost shifted, tucking his tail closer until it pressed against me, nudging me into his side.  

I peeked at him from under my eyelashes. 

He seemed to be unconscious. 

I couldn’t bring myself to get up. He was so warm. I shook my head slightly and closed my eyes. I still can’t believe I’m trusting a dragon. If my family could only see me now. 

***
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“THERE’S SOMETHING I NEED to ask,” I said after we’d gone through our routine of Doost bringing breakfast and watching me burn my fingers as I tried to eat too fast. 

When he’d moved unexpectedly to meet my gaze, I didn’t flinch. I even found myself standing closer to him than I used to. I pursed my lips and shook my head at that. Taking another long drink of water, I refilled my canteen in the stream, stalling.

He waited. Resting on the top of the ridge with his wings spread out to soak up the sun, head up and neck arched to stare down at me. He was truly majestic. 

I cleared my throat. “Why did you take me that day?” I knew he couldn’t answer, and tried to find better words as I fiddled with the wrap on my arm, which felt remarkably improved. In fact, the cut itself was only superficial. It wouldn’t have caused more than a slight irritation back home; yet it had almost killed me here. More evidence that Jinn was a dangerous place.

His growl sounded like he was truly trying to speak, but of course, I understood none of it. I needed to ask a yes or no question. 

My words came out stilted. “You’re not like other dragons, are you?”

When he shook his head, I released a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. “I was never supposed to be dinner.”

It wasn’t a question, but he shook his head again anyway.

“I don’t understand.” I threw my hands in the air. “What kind of dragon doesn’t kill people? It’s unnatural. It’s like you’re not a real dragon at all—”

Doost lunged to his feet, circling me. His growls made the hair on my arms lift instinctually, despite the way I’d begun to trust him.

“I didn’t mean to offend. Of course, you’re a real dragon, I know that—”

Again he cut me off, thumping his heavy tail on the ground and shaking his head so violently, I had to jump back or risk being knocked over. 

“You’re... not a real dragon?” I said slowly. 

Doost met my eyes and dipped his head in a careful, exaggerated nod, so I couldn’t miss it. 

“What are you then?” I whispered, more to myself than anything, as I stared at his black scales, wings, and tail for some clue. “Is that why you dragged me up to your lair?” I mumbled, frowning. “Were you trying to show me something?”

He stood, wings folding in and extending again in his excitement. 

I perked up. “You were?”

He lowered his head to my level until he was less than an arm’s length away. His eyes met mine—unblinking, hopeful. 

“I’m onto something,” I said for his benefit, and didn’t need his huge nod to know it was true. “Have you already showed me and I missed it?” 

This time it was no. 

“Well...” I shrugged, waving a hand for him to lead on. “Whenever you’re ready then.”

I wasn’t sure what I expected. Maybe a short walk down a trail. Or for him to take his true form right there, perhaps as an ox-beast in disguise. 

He crouched down, lowering his entire body to the ground, including his neck, and waited. 

“You want me to—? No, I’m sorry, that first flight was my limit.” I shook my head and would’ve crossed my arms but the makeshift bandages got in the way. “I’ll walk.”

His eyes narrowed, and he didn’t move. 

“It can’t be that far,” I argued. 

I loved the heights when I was in control, but he was suggesting an entirely different experience. 

A low growl rumbled in his belly. 

His wing stretched out and scooped me toward him until my hands touched the side of his neck. 

Pressed against his warm scales, my heart thudded.

Am I really doing this? 

I swallowed. I’d faced death so many times in the last few days. What’s one more time? 

I opened my mouth to agree, but it was too dry for words. 

Instead, I put my foot into the cleft where his wing met his body, using it like a stepping stool to climb onto his back, swinging a leg over his neck. 

He stood before I was ready and I slipped. 

“Wait, stop, ah!” I slid toward his right wing. 

He stilled, holding himself carefully level as I wedged my foot in the curve between his wing and his body. 

Pushing off the wing, I scrambled back up his side to my original seat and straddled his neck once more. 

“What am I supposed to hold on to?” I tried to wrap my hands around his thick neck but the moment he shifted I lost my grip. “I can’t do this. I can’t even ride bareback on our family horse, so there’s no way I’m risking this.” 

He swung his head around to glare at that. 

“I’m not comparing you to a horse, stop getting so worked up.” I rolled my eyes, but paused, biting my lip in thought. “Actually, that’s not a bad idea.”

I shrugged out of the dragon-skin vest that I still wore, replacing my bag. The scales were flexible and strong—if I could loop them around his neck, they could almost function as makeshift reins to keep me stable. It was worth a try.

Swinging the vest around his neck, I tried to grab the other side, but failed. 

Doost bent to take it and bring it up to me. 

His lip curled back for me to grab it. I’d never seen his fangs so close before. 

The point glistened razor sharp in the sunlight. 

I gulped.  

Carefully, I stretched my fingers to grasp the skin and he let go. 

I gripped the tether tighter. My arm twinged at the extra effort, but I ignored it; my life depended on not letting go. 

Scooting forward, I leaned against his neck and stretched the length of my body down his back. 

My knuckles turned white where I clutched the dragon skin. “Okay,” I whispered. “I’m ready.”

He launched from the ground without warning. 

I screamed. 

Eyes squeezed shut, I held on until my fingers screamed in pain as his great wings flapped soundlessly. 

I took a shuddering breath, waiting to fall off, but we leveled out within a few beats.

After a bit longer, I began to adjust to the movement, swaying with the ups and downs.

Opening my eyes, I gasped. 

The ground stretched so far away that the scenery looked like a map from my father’s office; the trees were a mass of green, and the rivers mere squiggly lines. 

We flew through clouds and mist soaked my skin as everything became white and hazy. 

When we broke through the veil, my lips parted. 

A castle rose before us like nothing I’d ever seen. Every angle was sharp as a blade. Its spires rose in pointed white peaks with light blue turrets. 

Surrounding the enormous castle were fields of soft lavender flowers interspersed with pure white trees that looked like puffy dandelions from this distance. 

A deep pool of water curved around the castle aimlessly, like a strange path with multiple trails. 

As we flew over it, our reflection rippled along the surface. Doost’s massive wingspan, with his outstretched neck and long tail flowing behind him, appeared on the water like an oddly shaped bird, while I was too small to be visible.

The wind in my ears was loud. I didn’t try to speak. 

Doost circled the castle with a beautiful courtyard that stretched as far as I could see. 

A tall fountain stood in the center of the gardens, with tiny walking paths around it and all kinds of plants too small to make out.

As Doost flew, he swung his head around to stare at me, then the fountain, then at me again. 

I would’ve pointed in question, but was too terrified to let go of the reins. 

He made yet another pass, still too high to make out if there were people in the gardens, before aiming for the outer edges right near the castle wall. 

We set down near the outer wall and I nearly fell in my haste to dismount. 

My legs wouldn’t hold me up. I knelt until I could regain my balance and catch my breath. 

“Let’s not do that again,” I said between gasps, pulling the dragon skin back on. “If I have one more heart-stopping experience, I think my body will give out.”

He didn’t even growl in response, only stared in the direction of the fountain, like a statue. 

I took a few more deep breaths, admiring the gardens. The landscaping was impeccable. Everything was so neatly groomed that not a single stray blade of grass grew too long. Wherever the shrubbery grew tall and thick, it was clearly trained into form, twisting here and there, creating unique designs. 

The perfectly sculpted gray-and-white brick wall stretched ahead of us, curving out of sight. I knew from my aerial view that it surrounded the castle, the gardens, and then some. From this vantage point, it stretched taller than Doost and made me feel small, like a little kitten in the stables back home that could get trampled by a single misplaced hoof. 

This was Jinn, after all. Rumor said the Jinn would grant your every wish. Others said they stole your wishes and made them their own, leaving you an empty shell. I didn’t know what to believe, but I’d meant it when I told Doost I’d reached my limits. I didn’t want to be here. 

“What do you need me to see?” I asked, dusting off my hands as I stood. “Let’s get it over with. This place is unnerving.”

He blinked for the first time since we’d arrived. Almost as if he’d forgotten I was there. Is he nervous too? That didn’t make me feel better. 

He set a slow pace through the gardens, eyes watchful, head low. The path curved, but was always wide enough for Doost. The soft wood chips crunched under his claws and my boots. Some of the plants and trees were familiar, but others caught my attention. 

I admired the strange albino trees sprinkled throughout the gardens. Their elegant branches swept straight up to the sky and looked almost like a candelabra with a million different candlesticks. 

Pink flowers covered every open space, like an ocean of cherry blossoms. The huge fountain rose above the trees, taller than a two-story building, visible long before we reached it. 

I didn’t see any animals, which struck me as odd once I noticed the silence they left behind. 

Even so, I wasn’t too worried until Doost paused at the curve in the road before we reached the fountain. 

He pushed away the pretty wood shavings that lined the path, to get to the dirt underneath. He scratched painstakingly careful letters into the dark soil. It took two tries to make it legible. 

HIDE.

“What? Where?” I protested. “What’s going to happen that you can’t take care of me?” I crossed my arms, laughing a little. 

Doost clawed through the word, making it unreadable before he raked the mulch back over top of it and stared at me. 

I stopped laughing. “You’re serious.”

He bared his teeth at me, fangs glistening. The growl was soft and deep in his throat, but menacing, and those expressive ears were flat against his head. 

“Okay, yes, I’m going to... hide somewhere. Jinni’s honor.”

He stopped snarling, but didn’t move.

“Oh. Right now? Okay, right.” I shook my head at him, muttering to myself as I stepped off the path into the undergrowth, weaving my way between the trees, admiring the beautiful white ones that popped up now and then. “He wants to show me something, but wants me to just figure it out on my own. Very helpful. Not at all confusing.” I knew he could hear me, even when I spoke under my breath, but there was no answering growl. 

I cut off, starting to worry in earnest. What in all the lands could scare a dragon?

I headed through the underbrush in the same general direction as we had been before, toward the fountain. The tip of it was visible from within the trees. Doost’s heavy footsteps sounded along the path nearby, drowning out any crunch of leaves under my feet. 

When I neared the edge and glimpsed the path ahead, I slowed. I found a place where the trees and underbrush were thick, affording me a hiding place with a good view of the fountain. It was even more beautiful up close. 

Five tiers of pools caught water as it cascaded down, from the tiniest birdbath at the top, to a pool that would take a full minute to swim across at the base.

I wasn’t much of a swimmer, but the soothing trickle seemed so refreshing I was tempted to climb in. The only thing stopping me was Doost as he rounded the path. Having taken the long way, he lumbered up to the fountain with his head lowered and ears back, almost submissive, except for the way his tail whipped back and forth with a held back fury. 

What’s he waiting for? He stood by the fountain for so long I was getting ready to step out of hiding when out of nowhere another human flashed into existence right in front of him. 

No, not a human. A Jinni. 
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CHAPTER 16
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Nesrin

WITH HER BACK TO me, at first all I could make out was her long black hair that flowed freely with a touch of gray streaking through it. As she turned to face the fountain, a ray of sunlight caught the top of her head and something sparkled. A crown. 

Her dress shimmered with Jinni magic that made my skin tingle. It changed colors as the light touched it, glittering gold and tight-fitting on top, but cut open along her legs for movement. Those pale legs were brazenly bare beneath the fabric, besides the strappings of gold sandals that wove around her calves. When she spoke, her voice carried. “Hello, darling. I’ve missed you.” 

Doost didn’t fight her when she reached out to touch his nose. Her hand rested there and then caressed his cheek. So familiar. 

Is it commonplace to pet a dragon in Jinn? I blinked at that, doubtful. Even a Jinni should be far more concerned about proximity to a beast his size—the fact that she wasn’t spoke volumes. I remembered his revelation earlier, that he wasn’t really a dragon at all. Did this Jinni know that? Another thought hit me. Was she the reason he was a dragon? I shrank back into the foliage, understanding Doost’s demand for secrecy more by the second. 

His ears pressed back even farther until barely discernable against his scales, but he didn’t bare his teeth at her. The fire in his chest remained subdued. 

Jewels on her fingers, wrists, and neck caught the sunlight as she gestured to someone behind her. Is this... Could she be the queen of Jinn? It would explain the crown, but not what she was doing here or why she was talking to a dragon. 

A large wolf strode from the forest at her beckoning. 

Doost and the likely-queen only stood waiting. 

The wolf padded up beside the woman and she rested a possessive hand on his head.

“My spies informed me you’ve found a portal to the human world,” she said, standing between the two beasts as if in an everyday conversation. She sighed. Moving away from them, she strode to the lip of the marble fountain, her back to me. “Each time I think we’ve found the last Daleth, another appears.”

Doost lowered his head toward the wolf, angling in an unspoken question. 

The wolf wouldn’t meet his eye; instead it moved to a spot near the woman and curled up on the grass, ignoring them. 

She turned then, finally giving me a good view of her regal face with perfectly arched brows and dark, kohl-lined eyes. When she smiled, she was breathtaking. “Don’t worry, darling. I’ve already forgiven you for leaving, even temporarily.” 

Doost huffed. 

“I know, I know. You had to try,” the woman said, closing the space between them, taking his head in her hands once more. “I’d assumed your animal nature would distract you. You’re stronger than I thought.”

Doost let her draw him down to her eye level. His ears flicked wildly with some emotion I couldn’t begin to guess. 

“In truth, I’m grateful you discovered another door to the human world. Despite the unlikelihood those miserable wretches would ever discover a Daleth at such heights, I always prefer to hide them. Just to be safe. One of these days, you must tell me how you discovered it. Was it your dragon senses?”

Doost could easily nod or shake his head if he desired, but he remained stiff and uncommunicative.

She arched a brow at him, shaking her head, but allowed a small smile. “Whatever the case may be, I’m proud of you. Thanks to you, spells have been put in place to prevent anyone from finding it from the human side again. Just make sure not to use it again in the future—you won’t be able to find your way back.” 

Doost’s eyes narrowed, and for the first time, he bared his teeth. 

“Psh, stop that,” she tsked, and smacked him. 

My eyes flew wide and I waited for Doost to roast her with his flames. 

He did nothing. 

“This is for your own good, sweetheart,” she said. “I know you don’t understand right now, but you will. I’m looking out for the good of my kingdom.” Her kingdom. So she was the queen.

Doost snapped his teeth just a handbreadth from her smooth face. 

Her red lips curved upward, unconcerned. 

“You know you can’t hurt me,” she said, lifting her perfectly manicured hand to study the gold nails that matched her dress, ignoring those sharp teeth before her. “If I die, you’ll never lift the spell. You’d remain a dragon forever. The only way is hearing your true name, darling. You know that better than anyone.” She laughed. “Or should I say, you’re the only one who knows what you need, besides myself.”

A spell.

I gasped, then clapped a hand over my mouth. 

Doost was under a Jinni spell. 

How had I not seen it before? 

All this time, he’d been trying to show me, to help me see. That had to be why he’d grabbed me in the first place. He needed to remove the spell.

A spell that could only be lifted with his true name. 

This was why he’d brought me here. Whoever he was, this was my clue. And whoever she was to him, he’d been betrayed by her. I wanted to step out onto the path and make her free him right then and there. The only thing holding me back was the word Doost had scratched in the dirt: Hide. 

It was dangerous here.

She was dangerous.

He knew that better than anyone.
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CHAPTER 17
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Doost

“I MISS YOU,” THE queen said softly.

I snarled at her.

She reached up and stroked my cheek. 

Despite the memories returning to me, I let her. 

Even closed my eyes.

“I’d turn you back if I could,” she whispered. “If only for a few minutes, just to hear your voice again.”

I pulled back with a snarl.

Stalked a few feet away.

She smiled sadly. “Even if it meant you would yell at me the whole time, I would do it gladly. But you know I can’t risk anyone seeing you. Not yet.”

My growls became a roar of rage. 

I turned from where Nesrin hid and breathed fire on nearby trees and plants, burning them to ash. 

I couldn’t help myself. 

My roar turned to a groan.

I dropped to the soft grass with a huff. 

Lifting her hand, the queen waved toward the remaining flames and they winked out. 

Only plumes of smoke left behind. 

“Come now.” She approached without fear. “You’re too old for tantrums.” 

She placed a hand on my wing.

My lip curled.

But I let her.

“I’m afraid I won’t be able to see you for a few short months. Until after the Crowning Ceremony, darling. You know how it is. The servants are beginning to talk about your visit already, and I can’t afford any questions right now. On my honor, I promise to bring you home as soon as the ceremony is over.”

Home.

The word should’ve meant something to me, but it was empty.

A swift sadness crossed her face. 

She stepped back, signaling for the wolf to follow. 

He loped after her. 

The scent of him was as familiar to me as if I’d seen his face. 

Even so, I couldn’t place it. 

I followed. 

Snarled deep in my throat as they neared Nesrin’s hiding place—a clear warning to the wolf not to cross me. 

His head tilted to look back. Long face and muzzle dipped in a nod, just barely.

Only a few paces from where Nesrin hid, the queen turned back to face me, misunderstanding. Her gaze dropped to the wolf by her side. “Ah yes, for a moment, I’ll allow it.” 

In the shadows of the trees, which she assumed to be safe from prying eyes, the queen waved a hand over the wolf and he transformed into a Jinni wearing a wolf’s pelt.

Barnabas.

His name triggered more memories, jumbled. 

I shied back.

He’d been one of my guards and a friend. 

He and Gideon. 

Barnabas had disappeared from my guard without warning, a few months before... 

These thoughts made my head ache. 

The tall male glanced at the queen for permission before he strode to meet me. 

I leapt to my feet at his approach, ears back. 

Was this a trick? 

Though my growls were unintelligible, he seemed to understand. “I was coming to warn you when she caught me, my friend. It was either this or banishment.”

“Well,” the queen drawled from the side, “I can’t banish everyone. Someone would start asking questions.”

His shoulders stiffened, but he didn’t turn around. 

I swung my head toward the queen, baring my teeth. 

Sighing, she strolled a short distance away. 

“She’s promised my freedom, same as yours, once this next Crowning Ceremony is complete.” 

I let out a soft whine, pleading with him. 

Just one word would save us both.

“I—” Barnabas choked on emotion, unable to meet my gaze. 

His entire demeanor was changed. 

Broken. 

No longer my bold, confident friend. 

“I want to say your name, my prince, I would give anything to say it.” 

Nesrin gasped from where she hid in the foliage. 

Barnabas didn’t seem to hear her, glancing over his shoulder at the queen instead, where she waited farther down the path. 

He lowered his voice further. “It should be you being crowned. I would do anything to make that happen, my prince. But... to my lasting shame, I cannot remember your name. She’s taken it from us all.”

My animal nature fought for control at his words. 

KILL HER. MAKE HER PAY.

Smoke steamed from my nostrils and fire heated in my belly, unbidden, as I narrowed my gaze at her. 

HER FAULT. 

Leaning down, the queen plucked one of the lavender flowers beside her, snapping the stalk with a sharp twist. 

“He’s under enchantment to forget your name, I’m afraid,” she confirmed, revealing that she’d been eavesdropping still. “Even forget you exist completely, unless someone reminds them. All of Jinn is under that spell. If even one subject recognized you, it would ruin everything, you must understand. And if you persist on going into the human world, I will be forced to do the same to them. Is that clear?”

The fire in my belly died.

I lost the strength to lift my lip or growl. 

I lowered my head.

“Come, Barnabas,” the queen commanded. 

As he obediently returned to her side, he shifted back into wolf form, dropping onto four paws once more.
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CHAPTER 18
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Nes

MY SENSES SCREAMED AT the multiple displays of Jinni magic.

Doost had brought me here for answers, and they danced around the corners of my consciousness, like little fluttering possibilities that I couldn’t quite pin down. 

My prince? He should be the one being crowned?

None of that reconciled with the enormous beast in front of me. I tucked these details away to consider later.

The queen strolled right past me. 

I panicked, pressing deeper into the undergrowth, making myself as small as possible. 

Her eyes passed over my hiding place and my heart stopped, but they moved on without a flicker of recognition. 

The wolf’s nose twitched, but he didn’t glance my way either. 

“Come home after the Crowning Ceremony is complete,” the queen told Doost over her shoulder. “Your people will welcome you with open arms.” With that, she and Barnabas flashed away, leaving behind no trace. There one moment, gone the next. 

I blinked, not moving for a long minute, worried she was watching or that she’d reappear as quickly as she’d vanished. When nothing happened, I crawled toward Doost. 

I moved to step out of the trees, but he rumbled softly in his chest and shook his head, so slight it was nearly imperceptible. 

I stopped. 

He dragged his feet along the ground, heading down the trail. 

If he wanted me to stay hidden, I wasn’t going to argue. I kept beside him, hidden in the foliage along the path, ducking under branches, stepping over roots and plants, and walking around trees, bushes, and ponds until finally we reached the place near the wall where we’d first landed. 

Still, I waited until Doost turned to where I hid behind one of the white trees and dipped his sleek head in a nod. 

I crept out. 

Part of me expected the queen to appear and call her guards, but I ran to Doost without incident, looping dragon skin around his neck as makeshift reins once again, with his help. 

“Ready,” I gasped as soon as I had a firm grip, and he leapt into the air. 

He flew straight up, keeping me out of sight of the castle, but also making me slip down his back until the only reason I stayed on was my death grip on the dragon skin. 

I didn’t dare scream, but I cried softly, “Please stop, please stop, please stop,” until he leveled off.

I let out a gasp of relief. 

Vertigo hit me. I closed my eyes to avoid throwing up. My fingers ached from clutching the skin and the ground wouldn’t stop spinning, so this time I didn’t bother with the view as we flew. I simply lay on his back, eyes closed, gasping shallow breaths. 

It felt as if I’d aged a year by the time we began to descend. The landing brought butterflies to my stomach and they scattered when he lurched to a halt and dropped to his belly on the ground.

This time I did fall off. 

I rolled down his long wing and the ground rose to hit me in the face. It knocked the air out of me. 

Fear made me angry. 

As soon as I had enough breath in my lungs, I sat up and yelled, “Never do that again!”

He ignored me.

“Do you hear me? That was terrifying!”

Doost swung his big head around, lowering it to my level and gently nudging my arm in apology. At least, I hoped it was an apology. 

I fell back on the grass, exhausted, staring up at the blue sky. “That was... I don’t have words for what just happened. That was the queen of Jinn, right?” 

Flipping onto my side, I propped my head on my hand so I could see him better as he dipped his chin in a nod. He wasn’t meeting my eyes. We hadn’t known each other long, but it seemed to me as if he held himself too still, like a statue.

“I knew it,” I whispered. I ticked off everything else I’d gathered while hidden. “You’re not really a dragon, you’re a Jinni. She put some sort of spell on you. And you need to hear your name to break the spell.” I jumped up, excited. “So, what is it? I’ll say it!”

A distinct groan rumbled from him. 

“Well, obviously you can’t speak it,” I said, crossing my arms. “But you can write. Just spell it out for me.”

Doost’s head sagged as if he couldn’t hold it up anymore, and he shook it, just once. 

Understanding dawned and I whispered, “Don’t tell me you can’t remember either?” 

He pulled his tail in, curling into a tight ball, not meeting my eyes anymore. 

I struggled to find words. “That seems especially cruel.”

Scooting closer until I could reach his tail, I hesitated before awkwardly placing a hand on it. I tried to comfort him. “It’s not over yet. There has to be a way I can learn your name...” I trailed off, staring out at the sky and the wildlife surrounding us. “All the Jinni names I’ve heard are so different from the ones in the human world. Any chance you’re named after something in nature?”

His nose twitched. He didn’t know. 

“What about a creature?” 

He heaved his huge shoulder in a shrug. 

I sighed in relief. “That’s good, because I don’t know the names of creatures here anyway.” 

He snorted at that, and I smiled. 

I tried to guess his name all afternoon and into the evening, running through the list of every man in my village as well as the women’s names when that didn’t pan out.

I wasn’t any closer at dusk than I had been when I’d begun. 

My stomach rumbled. 
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DOOST WAS A PRINCE. Which meant he was rich. No doubt he would handsomely reward the person who helped him break this awful curse. For the first time since my plan to bring home an egg had fallen through, there was a tiny whisper of hope. 

I could help him while helping myself.

Even though I might never bring home an egg, if I came back with reward money, I could still rescue my family from debt and return with honor. 

The next day, we began our search in earnest.

The Jinni roads weren’t dirt like ours were; they were solid and smooth, like a loaf of bread baked by my sister and forgotten in the oven until it was hard as a rock. We followed a quiet road over the hills until a small villa appeared in the distance surrounded on all sides by pools of water. 

It was shaped like a set of white boxes with clean angles. “I’ll explain first,” I told Doost. “You follow once I’ve prepared them.”

Leaving him to his hiding place, I approached the boxy house. Its white walls nearly glowed in the sun. “Hello,” I called as I approached. The water around the villa shimmered, clear enough to see the bottom of the pool was made of the same material as the house.

As I drew closer, I frowned. 

The water circled the entire home like a moat, but unlike a castle, there wasn’t a path to the door.

There was no way to approach at all. 

I cleared my throat. “Is someone there?”

The front door of the villa opened and a tall Jinni male stepped out. 

Onto the water.

One foot in front of the other, he walked across the surface of the pool as if it were dry land.

“We rarely have human visitors outside the city. What, pray tell, brings you out this way?” he asked softly. The softness wasn’t so much like a gentle lamb, but rather a tiger getting ready to pounce.

“I’m here on behalf of the Jinni prince,” I began.

“Jinni prince?” He held up a hand, cutting me off. “Human. Do you think me a fool? There is no prince of Jinn.” As he said it, he frowned to himself, but after a pause, he turned away, saying, “Go back to your master.”

Unless someone reminds them... The queen’s words floated back to me.

I opened my mouth to argue, but found it filled with water, as the pool around his home rose over me and swallowed me up.
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I WOKE GASPING FOR breath. The sun directly above turned Doost’s head into a silhouette above me. When he saw me blink, he stepped back so I could sit up.

“What happened?” I croaked, rubbing my throat. A quick glance around me showed the Jinni’s home a short distance away, the water around it still and silent, the Jinni nowhere to be seen. 

I was soaking wet. 

That Jinni had tried to drown me. 

“In the name of Jinn,” I muttered, trying to shrug off the strange experience. He hadn’t even considered the possibility of a prince. The queen’s spell was more powerful than I’d expected. “I think it might be better if we ask someone else.” 

Smoke billowed out of Doost’s nostrils, which I’d learned meant he was angry, but he followed me away from the villa with only a few backward glances.

The next time a villa appeared in the distance, I approached with more caution. This one was boxy like the other, but dirt colored, blending in with the forest environment around it. 

When I knocked on the front door, the echoes sounded through the house beyond, but no one answered. I tested the doorknob. It was open. Glancing back through the trees, where Doost hid, I shrugged and entered.

The hallway was sleek, cold. I glimpsed a room with low furniture before a voice spoke in front of me. 

“How dare you enter my home uninvited?” It was a female voice. 

My eyes darted, searching for the owner, without success. “S-sorry, I meant no harm, I’m trying to speak with someone on behalf of... a friend,” I finished lamely, remembering the last time I’d brought up the prince of Jinn. 

A woman shimmered into existence before me, but only her head. 

My eyes grew wide. 

“You’re human,” she said. Her clear blue eyes were hard, narrow.

“I am, but I’d like to help the Jinni—the citizens—the people of Jinn.” I stumbled over the unknown etiquette. “They’re in danger from the queen.”

With a laugh, her whole body appeared, clothed in an elegant lavender dress with laced sandals. “From the queen, you say? I’ll be sure to ask her what schemes she’s up to at the Crowning Ceremony next month.”

“No.” I followed her to the door, back outside onto the porch. “No, the Crowning Ceremony will be too late. The prince of Jinn—”

She turned sharply. “What prince?”

“The prince. The prince!” I struggled to find words. She cocked her head, considering my words. “I don’t know his name, that’s why we’re here—”

“I’ve had enough,” she said casually, and disappeared.

The lock in the front door snapped shut behind me. 

I stood on the porch alone. 

Listening intently, I thought I heard her footsteps fading away inside the house, but I couldn’t be sure. 

So much for that.
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A FEW DAYS OF THIS passed before I finally admitted it wasn’t working. No one would listen. They reacted violently whenever they spied Doost, but they were hardly any better with me. 

We needed a new plan.

“We could break into the castle?” I offered one day, after it’d been almost a week.

Doost shook his head violently.

“I won’t get caught.”

Doost tilted his head meaningfully toward the last villa we’d approached.

“All right. Fair point.”

The Jinni there had appeared as a little fawn, nuzzling my hand while I searched the outside of the villa for occupants. 

When I’d sat down in frustration to pet him, he’d shifted into a Jinni. 

Doost had reared back with a roar, flame pouring out of him.

The shifter barely escaped, turning into a hawk and soaring away on the wind just before the flames reached him.

My skin still felt a bit cooked from proximity.

“Word is going to reach the queen,” I muttered. If it hasn’t already. But I didn’t blame him. If I’d been turned into a dragon by a shapeshifter, I’d be wary of them too. “Let’s put some distance between us and this place before we ask again.”

As we traveled, I studied the tall forest trees with their vivid colors and strangely curving branches and roots. We wouldn’t find answers here. An idea struck. “Do you have libraries in Jinn?” 
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A JINNI CITY WAS EXACTLY the same and yet nothing like a human city, all at once.

There were buildings in mass, just like back home. Except some of them were floating high above in the clouds. The people—or rather, the Jinn—traveled in and out, assumedly on business. As I tracked a group of them with my eyes, they disappeared. Just... vanished from sight, the way Joram and the queen had done. It was dizzying.

These travelers seemed to be in the minority though. The rest seemed to either not have that ability, or they weren’t in the mood to use it. 

Still, despite how normal most seemed from a distance, there was something savage about them, as if their extra power made them wary of each other. Many wore armor—which I found especially strange in a culture supposedly so advanced—and some wore furs, though almost none of the pelts were recognizable. 

I wasted most of the first day on the outskirts of the city, too anxious to enter, just staring at the sleek buildings, pale streets, and a nearby fountain that had eleven different levels.

If one Jinni at home could drown me, imagine what a few hundred nearby could do to a trespassing human. And Doost couldn’t come with me, obviously.

He didn’t like that at all.

“It has to be done,” I told him, although I was happy to verbalize his side of the argument too. “If they see me and recognize me as a human, they might stop me. They might do a lot worse than that. I know.” 

We stood at the edge of the trees, where the dirt became packed before turning into a solid, almost marble-like material that spread across the entire city.

“Anyway, I don’t see how we have much choice,” I muttered to Doost. His heavy pacing vibrated through my feet. It was time to end the one-sided argument before it could last another hour.

I slid my boot onto the solid white material. It didn’t seem to sound any alarms at my human presence. “If I don’t come back by sundown, you’ll know something went wrong,” I added, which made him stop pacing to growl. 

“Shh, it has to be done.” My other foot landed on the strange ground. I was in the city. My heart hammered faster than a wild Dragon Waltz, and I added, “If I don’t come back, feel free to tear the city apart looking for me. I won’t mind.”

He snorted smoke and his tail flicked so wildly that it uprooted a few bushes. This was his city, after all. 

“I’m only kidding,” I tried to reassure him. “If you want to leave the city intact while you rescue me, that’s fine.”

Another snort, and this time he stalked off into the forest. 

“Okay then, good luck to you too.” I scowled, but began moving. This side of the city began with long, tall buildings, and I stuck close to the walls, wondering where their version of the Dragon Watch was. 

There didn’t seem to be any serious guards, besides a few posted by the main road, which seemed ridiculous to me. Although I supposed it made sense. Why would you need to guard against anything if you were the predator?

The signs posted along the buildings in the city were all written in another language. 

I hadn’t anticipated that.

A surge of frustration made me wish for my climbing tools and a silent day spent finding the next handhold, and the next. At least those were problems I could solve. 

This script seemed made up of box shapes, but sometimes one side or another of the box was missing. It was nonsensical. I’d never learn how to read it in a month. 

“Human girl,” a deep male voice spoke from above me. 

I froze, caught standing in the middle of a quiet street. What had given me away? Was it my dark eyes?

Act normal. 

I swung around and found myself facing an armored chest with a dark cloak tied over it. I tipped my head back, which unnerved me even more, to meet someone a whole head taller. 

This Jinni had deep black hair like Joram, and pale skin, but that was where the similarities ended. His purple eyes were kind, his hair tied back with just a hint of gray in it, and he studied me too closely. “Did your master send you on your own with no instruction?”

Mutely, I nodded.

He sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Did no one explain to you how to navigate the city?”

“I’m—” My voice cracked and I cleared my throat. “I’m looking for the library? But I can’t read the signs?” I tried to make them statements, but they turned into questions.

“Ah, yes.” His deep voice was strangely soothing. “No one bothers with the old tongue anymore, except when writing. But all the important buildings are in the city center, including the library.”

“Thank you,” I whispered. Did I bow? Or should I wait for some direction from him? 

Fortunately, he swept past me without a backward glance, solving that dilemma. As I moved deeper into the city and it began to be crowded, my eyes caught an occasional blond head or dark skin, and it occurred to me that I might not be the only human here after all.

Still, I kept my guard up.

By the time I found the library, the sun was dangerously close to the horizon. 

I scurried out of the city, retracing my steps carefully, remembering my request for Doost to wreck the city on my behalf. 

I would come back tomorrow.
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THE LIBRARIANS WEREN’T NEARLY as understanding of a human in their midst as the armored Jinni had been the day before.

The first few days, I hid from them as I searched the shelves that went on throughout endless rooms, but that only seemed to irritate them.

“Stop sniveling,” one Jinni said as she shelved books on the upper shelves without touching them. “It only makes them hate you more.”

I backed up unconsciously and knocked a book off a shelf behind me. It thumped loudly on the solid floor, echoing across the enormous room, startling a Jinni reading on the other side. 

“Stupid humans,” he muttered, no doubt aware that his voice carried. “No wonder the queen hates you.”

The female Jinni didn’t say a word and didn’t look at me. 

I crept backward, more careful this time. Doost and I needed to move on to a new city, or come up with a new plan; I was drawing too much attention here. 

“Is there something specific you’re trying to find?” The librarian’s cool voice stopped me. 

When I glanced back, she was still focused on shelving books. 

My mouth was so dry, I had to swallow twice before I could answer. “I hoped to find some history of the throne...” I didn’t know if I should say more than that.

She paused, head tilting as she stared into space. “Hmm, a few titles come to mind. What about...” She snapped her fingers multiple times, and with each snap a book appeared in her free hand.

I couldn’t speak as she placed the heavy stack of books in my arms, or when she turned back to shelving and moved around the corner to work on the next section. 

A shift in the light above was enough to wake me into action. It was just a matter of time. The prince’s name had to be written down somewhere within these volumes. I only needed to find it.

Hurrying to an empty corner of the library, I dropped the books onto a table and settled into the chair. Dust flew out of the first book when I opened it. I sneezed. Glancing around for the cranky Jinni, I was grateful to find myself alone this time. 

The first tome was leather-bound and thick, with no description on the outside. The title page said Royalty and Riches: A Study of Jinni Nobility.  

Hours later, I glanced up at the ceiling full of windows to find the sun low in the sky. I slammed the book shut, carrying my stack over to the librarian. “May I check these out?”

“Excuse me?” She stopped what she was working on, turning to face me. 

“Uh, can I bring them back another day? I’m not quite finished with them...” Nowhere close to finished. I’d barely begun wading through the first thick volume, and she’d given me four others. 

Her forehead wrinkled. “You may not.” No further explanation. 

“Can I... come back to read them tomorrow?” 

She nodded. “As long as they’re not needed, you can keep them on the holding shelf in the back.” 

My gaze followed her finger across the rooms to one filled with windows, sunlight, and shelves. “Thank you.” I moved toward it to drop the books off until the next day.

“Just don’t tell anyone I’m a sympathizer,” she muttered as I walked away. “Because I’m not.”
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I TRIED AGAIN THE NEXT day. 

And the next.

And the next.

Some books were in the old tongue, and I flipped through quickly before moving on. The rest were technically readable, but dense. Muddling through each page was almost as frustrating as listening to Avizun brag about his conquests.

I was able to move through the library undisturbed, as long as I didn’t disrupt the peace. Doost and I fell into a routine—sleeping under the stars at night and searching for answers by day.

Each night I offered names to him, on the off chance I might somehow guess his by accident. 

“I heard the librarian call someone Abner today. Does that sound familiar?”

Doost paused where he’d been scratching his back against a thick tree. It swayed back into position, leaves falling softly to the forest floor. After we both waited another moment with no results, he snorted smoke and went back to rubbing against the tree. I smiled. He reminded me of a cat. Other days he reminded me of my mother, the way he’d constantly try to feed me. Or pace the forest floor while I was gone. There was a deep rut forming where he’d made a path. If I had to stay in one place and wait to find out if someone was safe, I’d go a little stir-crazy too.

After he fell asleep, I’d lie awake worrying over my family. If Baba had returned from his journey. If he’d been able to pay his debt. If he’d even returned yet at all.

When the month was up, the creditors wouldn’t wait any longer. They’d allowed the loans to stretch too long already. This time they would take our home, and if that wasn’t enough to cover the debt, they’d take my family too. 

I bathed in cold streams most days, eating the food Doost brought me, and continued to search through books for an answer. 

As I read, I began to suspect something, but wasn’t sure how to prove it. It seemed to me that a Jinni prince should be mentioned frequently in texts about the royalty. Even just once. But there was only ever a mention of a Jinni princess. 

Sometimes the complete lack of Doost as a Jinni made me question my own sanity. Had I made this entire thing up? No, I’d heard the queen clearly. 

Certain passages discussing recent family members seemed to almost have information missing, as if the spell had erased every hint of him. One day I found a line where I felt certain Doost’s true name should be: 

The royal family received five of the highest quality horses from the human lands, a kingdom known as Sagh, ruled by King Amir.  He prized the stallion.  The queen gave one to him. 

Either the author had been drinking while writing, or there were large chunks missing. 

I sighed, replacing the books at the end of the day yet again.

Time was running out, and I was beginning to think my efforts to help Doost were as useless as my efforts to bring home an egg had been.
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ONE NIGHT, AFTER COUNTING how many moons had passed since I’d left home, I got up to pace, unable to sleep.

I’d been gone nearly a full month. 

In the dark, I strode back and forth on a hillside a short distance away. Doost’s heavy footsteps made me turn to face him. He yawned, sitting back on his haunches and blinking at me sleepily. 

“Sorry if I woke you,” I mumbled, continuing to pace. “I couldn’t sleep.”

He blinked at me. 

When I didn’t say anything further, he waited until I paced toward him to lower his head and nudge my arm. My whole side really. 

I had to uncross my arms to catch my balance or risk tipping over. I half smiled, but it faded quickly. 

“It’s my family,” I found myself sharing. I’d told him bits and pieces about them over the last few weeks, but nothing about my father’s trip or our debt. At first because I didn’t trust him, then later, I’d wanted to wait until his spell was broken. I had thought that when he asked how he could ever repay me for saving him, I’d share my story.

He waited, blinking patiently.

Once I started to explain, it all poured out. All the debt accumulated over the years. The way my mother and siblings only added to it. Even my father in his attempts to make things better. “I thought I could save them, but I failed.”

A pause, then a questioning nudge.

I sighed, dropping to sit on the ground, weary at the memory. “Remember when you first found me? When I was climbing the cliffs?” I knew he did. “I was looking for a dragon’s egg.” 

It sounded ridiculous when I said it out loud, but I made myself explain. “I thought if I could find something so rare and beautiful, it would fetch a price that could cover our debt and then some. They wouldn’t be able to bother us anymore. If they take our home, my family won’t survive. Worse, they might make my family pay the debt with their lives. Roohstam would be horribly lazy and earn beatings. Zareen would suffer terribly under the pressure. And Shadi...” I shook my head with a humorless laugh. “She would terrify them. But in the end, they would break her too.”

A tear escaped. I hadn’t meant to get emotional. Before I could wipe it away, his soft nose pressed against my cheek and caught it.

I sniffed, not sure why I felt embarrassed. “I just wanted to save my family. I think I knew it was stupid.” I scoffed at myself. “I thought I could somehow find and carry an egg home. Without getting eaten. Pretty foolish, huh?” I sighed, lying down in the soft grass and staring at the Jinni constellations, which had begun to feel as familiar as my bedroom ceiling back home. He curled up next to me. “When I saw how big the eggs were, it ruined everything. Years of hard work, Doost, years of learning to climb! And all along it never would’ve worked. I know that now.” 

For a minute, we sat in silence. I scratched absently at the dragon-skin vest I still wore, which had become almost part of me, before I murmured, “I bet this skin would’ve fetched a good price.” 

Rolling onto my side, I propped my head on my hand to look at him. “You’re a good listener, you know that?” I smiled at him, trying to lighten the mood. “Anyway,” I rolled back with a sigh, “as much as I want to go back home and help, there’s nothing I can do.” 

He was still. Thoughtful. His eyes were no longer sleepy, but I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. Maybe it didn’t matter. 

The stars twinkled above, an ever-present reminder of just how far from home I truly was. I lay there, unable to stop thinking about my family and what might be happening. Has my father returned from the Shah’s Council yet? Has his plan succeeded? Questions hounded me. It was nearly dawn before sleep finally came. 
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THE NEXT DAY, DOOST broke our routine.

Instead of wandering the forest while I visited the city, he turned in a new direction, which led to a full day of walking. Only on the second morning did I realize he’d taken a direct path back toward the original cave where the word ‘stay’ was still scratched into the wall. Is this an accident? With Doost leading, it was hard to tell. 

I hadn’t entered the caves since the day my fever had broken. My arm was fully healed now, except for thick scars from the claw marks. “What’re we doing here?”

He lowered his big head to my level, reassuring, before heading into the tunnel. Inside the entrance, he paused, waiting.

“The queen said if you went through the portal, you wouldn’t be able to come back,” I reminded him. “She meant the caves, right?”

Doost only blinked at me. 

“Are you sure you want to leave here? I know she said she would turn you back into a Jinni, but what if she decides it’s too far and doesn’t want to come find you? I—” I couldn’t believe I was arguing against going home. “I don’t want to be the reason you’re stuck in the human world.”

He only swung his head around and began to move forward.

I sucked in a breath, blew out my cheeks, and sighed. “Fine.” Walking up to him, I placed a hand on his side. “Lead the way.”

As it grew too dark to see, I leaned into him more and more. That sickly sweet smell filled my nostrils and coated my tongue until I felt like it permeated my pores. He took us through the winding tunnels at a snail’s pace for my benefit. 

When we reached the pit that I’d stumbled into the first time through, he warned me with a low growl, and lit up the caves with a small fire. With the echo of flames still burned into my eyes, we circled the pit with care, and continued on.

Finally, I caught a glimmer of sunlight from the other side. My heart did a little somersault in my chest and the ache made me realize just how much I’d missed the human world. 

Once inside the familiar cave where I’d first arrived, I let my hand slip from his side. The cool air where his warm scales had been made me feel oddly alone. The rib cage sat where it had always been, but somehow looked smaller now, reminding me of how I’d huddled inside it in terror. So much had happened over the last few weeks. I didn’t feel like the same person. 

It was only an hour past dawn, but it was as if we’d turned back time to when I’d first arrived here.

Doost stomped his foot on the rock floor the way we’d grown accustomed to when he was asking me to stay behind. 

“Why?” I frowned. But of course, he couldn’t answer.

I sighed and nodded. 

He launched himself from the mouth of the cave into the sky and flew off on an unseen current. 

Stepping up to the edge, I knelt to peer down below. As I’d remembered, it was impossible to free-climb, far too smooth. The clouds blocked my view of the ground completely, creating a strange sensation of an entirely new ground made up of white fluff that played tricks on my mind, begging me to step out onto it. 

Instead, I stretched out to lie on my stomach, chin resting on top of my hands, gazing out at the white abyss below and blue skies above. I missed home. I’d told myself I wouldn’t complain to Doost anymore, but being this close drew up all the feelings I’d been pressing down for weeks. Is my family okay? Has my father come home? 

Doost was gone for hours. I had to crawl into the back of the cave to avoid any departing dragons spotting me, having watched over a dozen fly out from their hollows in the cliff wall.

It was nearly noon when he returned, without warning, as if he’d flown up from below. He held something in his front claws. At first I couldn’t make out what he carried, but as he carefully set it down on the ground in front of us, I stepped forward to join him and my lips parted in amazement. 

It was a dragon’s egg.  
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CHAPTER 19
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Nes

UNLIKE THE EGG I’D found before, this one was smaller, as wide as a dinner plate at the bottom and tapering to the size of my fist near the top. Much more manageable. It was a stunning orange-gold color, which made me wonder if the egg’s color reflected the dragon inside. 

He did this for me? I came closer, kneeling in front of the egg and tilting my head to look at him. 

He averted his eyes, almost shyly. 

“Does this mean...?” My heart fluttered, but I shoved the feeling down; my hope would be his defeat. “You’re letting me go? Don’t tell me you’re giving up on breaking your curse?”

He dipped his head in a nod, and left it low, not meeting my eye. Pulling away to face the tunnel, he presented me with his back. 

“I can come back in a few days,” I found myself offering. He shifted slightly, but otherwise didn’t move. “I swear! After I bring my family the egg and help my father pay back his debt, I can research names and write a whole list to try!” I circled around him to see his face. 

His head hung low and he wouldn’t meet my eyes.

“Doost.” I smiled as I said it. 

Usually the nickname I’d given him cheered him up. Not today. He didn’t respond. 

I hesitated, not usually comfortable touching him, but I dared to reach out to his long face and pressed a hand under his chin. He allowed me to lift it—I’d never have the strength on my own—and his yellow eyes met mine. 

“I don’t know how much time you have left,” I murmured. The queen had said a few short months, but how long was that exactly? How much of that time had we already used? I cleared my throat and continued, “But there’s still a chance we can figure out your true name.” I held his head in both hands, trying to show my sincerity. “I swear to you, in the name of Jinn, that I will come back.” 

The smallest spark of hope lit his eyes. His head grew lighter in my hands, though he didn’t pull away. Instead, he leaned in, closing the space between us, and gently rested his head against my arm and shoulder. I paused, surprised. We’d only touched for warmth or when helping each other. But my arms moved as if they had a will of their own, wrapping around his head. I stroked his ear, which was soft as a feather, and leaned into him. We stayed that way until I stepped back. 

“We should go,” I said finally, feeling guilty.

I still had my bag, ragged and worn, but otherwise in good shape. Pulling it off my shoulders, I set it down and placed the golden egg inside. I’d expected the egg to be fragile, but the shell felt as tough as Doost’s scales and the smelly old skin I still wore. It was warm and heavy.

Tying the bag shut carefully, I paused before lifting it to glance at him again. Sometime in the last month, I’d come to care for him. He was more a friend to me than anyone back home. 

“Give me two days,” I told him. “I’ll find a buyer and bring the money to my family—let them know I’m okay. That’ll give me time to... explain what happened.” We both knew that was false. There was no way any normal family would understand their daughter leaving them to return to a dragon. I left it unsaid that I didn’t plan to tell them that part. As far as they were concerned, I’d left nearly a month prior to find a dragon’s egg and I was coming home with one. That’s all they ever needed to know. 

I hefted the bag with the egg inside. It weighed as much as the neighbor’s small dog back home. Though it didn’t seem fragile, I still moved with care as I shifted it onto my back, pulling the straps tight so it wouldn’t fall off. It was heavy enough to make me feel slightly off balance.

“We can meet at the base of the cliffs where we first met.” I tried to smile, but it wobbled. “I’m not climbing all the way up here for you. Even if I had twice as many ropes as my first climb, I’m horribly out of shape.” I flexed. “See?” 

That earned me one of his toothy grins and I smiled back until he lowered himself to the ground and stretched out his wing for me to mount. 

Heart pumping faster as I anticipated the flight, I hoisted my bag with the egg inside and carefully stepped onto that curve where his shoulder met his wing. 

Climbing onto his back, I straddled his neck and used the dragon-skin vest as a makeshift harness, the way I had on our last flight. “I hate this so much,” I mumbled as I held on to the skin and let him take the other end in his teeth, bringing it around until I could grasp it. “Give me a moment... I need to mentally prepare.” He stayed as still as a statue, waiting. “Okay.” I inhaled deeply and blew it out. “Let’s go.”

As he stood, I slid backward and then lurched forward, already losing my seat. “Let’s make a deal,” I said, trying to make light of my fears to avoid an outright panic attack. “If I fall off, do you swear you’ll catch me?”

His neck curved and his big head swung around to bump me gently on the arm. 

“I’m not worried,” I protested. “I’m not.”

I recognized the soft growl as his version of a chuckle. “Fine, I’m terrified. Happy? Let’s get this over with.”

He ambled over to the mouth of the cave where the open sky faced us. I tried to move with his rhythm, the way I would with a horse, but his gait was so heavy that each step threw me sideways. I hunkered down, stretching across his back, holding on to my makeshift reins as tight as possible, and closed my eyes as we reached the edge. I was having trouble breathing. My chest was tight and my head was fuzzy. 

His footsteps swung me one way, then the other, followed by a terrifying drop that left my stomach somewhere above us. I couldn’t breathe until we leveled out and it was easier to hold my seat. I could tell he was extremely careful to stay level for me. Still, I kept my eyes squeezed shut. No need to make things worse. 

But shortly after we took flight, he growled, growing louder when I didn’t respond right away. 

“What?” I groaned, peeking out of one eye, trying not to notice the way the ground flew past so far below. We were as high as the clouds, blending in—I hoped—so the humans wouldn’t see us, but through the haze in the distance were a few towns interspersed among the trees. The orange rooftops made the tiny cities pop between the green forests and open plains, and from this distance, people were almost invisible, just little specks moving about. 

The closest one was Heechi. 
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I FINALLY UNDERSTOOD HIM after he circled the towns the second time. He didn’t know which one to aim for. 

“Go left,” I made myself speak over the nausea. “Heechi is the town farthest from the Srosh castle. But set me down a few miles out in the woods,” I added. Each town had a constant Dragon Watch and the sun was directly overhead, making it impossible to hide. If we flew too close, the bells would ring and they would begin trying to shoot Doost out of the sky.

A fierce dragon might not think much of them from a distance, but their aim was wickedly good.

He flew on and I raised my voice. “Here. Set me down here. Don’t go any closer.”

Doost swung his head to the side to glance at me in clear disagreement. 

“I don’t want them to see you,” I said. “Just trust me. Please. Land here.”

His answering growl vibrated through me, and he obeyed, dipping toward the ground at a speed that made my stomach feel as light and airy as a spinning top. 

It was closer to town than I’d like, but hopefully no one had seen, and still a good hour’s walk, if not more. 

He landed lightly and I slipped off his back immediately, not bothering to hide my relief. “Thank you. I’ve never seen such a beautiful valley. And what luscious grass. Let’s stay on the ground and never do that again. In fact,” I patted the bag on my back, “now that I have the egg, I don’t think I’ll ever have a taste for heights again.” 

I caught myself, but not fast enough, and I tried to fix my mistake at the hurt look in his eye. “That is—except for when I return to help you. Obviously.” I meant it. I would come back. 

“Want to walk with me?” I offered to avoid the goodbye a bit longer. “It’ll be safe on the ground. At least for a bit.”

We set off and I didn’t speak much, other than to point out how much farther we had. Doost, already hard to understand to begin with, reduced his responses to an occasional growl, and after a while, not even that.

When the road into town appeared a short distance ahead, I knew we’d come far enough. “Well...” I stopped and turned to face him. “This is where I leave you. But I promise, Doost,” I met his gaze and held it. “I swear to you I will come back. Two days from now. At the bottom of the cliffs.” 

His eyes stayed on the ground beside me. 

What could I give to him to make him believe me? I had nothing. Only words. 

My hand stretched toward him. Hesitating, I stopped just before I touched him. I chewed on my lip. All the dragons that had attacked our village over the last few decades ran through my mind. This went against everything I’d ever known. 

Swallowing the thought, I let one hand rest against his warm, scaly cheek and placed the other over my heart. “I swear to you on my life and honor. I will return.”

His soft nose snuffled. He closed his eyes and leaned into my palm with a soft sigh. I didn’t know if he believed me or not, but I would prove it. 

I turned to go, but stopped and pivoted to face him one final time. “Don’t fly from here, okay? Make sure you walk back to where we landed. And more importantly, wait until dark.”

He snorted at that. 

“Please,” I said, walking backward toward the road. “For me? I don’t want to worry about you.”

That softened his features and he settled back on his haunches to watch me go. 

I turned away and walked to the road telling myself I wouldn’t look back, but when I reached the dirt road, I did, just once. 

He was still where I’d left him. 

Watching. 
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CHAPTER 20
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Doost

I’D KNOWN FOR WEEKS now: she was my last hope. 

And still, I’d walked through that tunnel. Flown on the current to the nearest nest, stolen an egg, and given her permission to leave me. 

Her dark eyes had lit. A sheen of tears. And I could only be thankful for the lack of expression in my beastly form. 

My head had lowered as she examined the egg.

Conflicting desires had raged. Bring her to her home, or snarl at her and chase her back into Jinn.

I’d pushed that base urge away.

There was no going back to Jinn.

My mother had made sure of that.

I’d remembered everything.

I didn’t need to wander the caves to know they would never lead back to my homeland. 

No going back.

Now, the forest surrounded me. The dirt road wove this way and that, letting me glimpse her back twice more, before she was gone for good. 

Not gone for good. She’d promised to come back. 

My wings brushed the ground, somehow too heavy to bother holding up anymore. Promises weren’t to be trusted. 

No one could be trusted. 

I sank deep into melancholy, moving just far enough into the woods to be out of sight of the road, before lying down and curling my head and tail around my body.

If only I could see her from the skies. It would ease my worries that she’d lied. 

A growl rumbled through me. 

She had not lied.

Smoke rolled from my nostrils. I shifted, unable to get comfortable, but I didn’t get up. I couldn’t find it in myself to begin traveling yet. To reach our meeting place, to wait, to be disappointed. 

Everyone lied.

My entire life in Jinn was a foundation of lies. 

Even my own mother lied.

My only true confidants had been my sister, who had disappeared decades ago, and my two closest friends, who I’d hoped would search for me. But Barnabas was lost, and it seemed Gideon had abandoned me.

Why should Nesrin be any different? 

If only I could fly over her little town and see her.

Just one look from the skies could ease my mind. 

No.

I flung out my tail in frustration. It smashed into the base of a thick tree, cutting it in half. Sharp bits flew in all directions as the top half of the tree came crashing down and landed with a boom. 

My tail was unharmed, of course. The scales guarded me. If only I could grow scales over my heart.
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CHAPTER 21
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Nes

I STRODE INTO TOWN feeling like a complete stranger, as if I’d been gone years instead of just under a month. Covered in dirt and grime from only occasionally bathing in streams, I was embarrassed, but it wasn’t my filthy appearance that drew everyone’s attention. Their eyes caught on the dark green scales of my dragon-skin vest glittering in the heavy afternoon sunlight, before fastening on the scars across my arm. Whispers flew. 

No one welcomed me back, which I took to mean my family had hidden my disappearance from small-town gossip. That was about to change.

“What day is it?” I asked the blacksmith as he passed in the other direction. 

When he told me, I breathed a sigh of relief. I’d come home just in time. Two days before the creditors were to call. 

I knew exactly what I needed to do.

I stopped the children running through the streets by taking their ball. Once their eyes lifted from my vest and scars to my face, I infused excitement into my voice. “Spread the word. This afternoon, a dragon’s egg is going to be auctioned to the highest bidder in the marketplace!” 

Their eyes grew wide as saucers and they took off, forgetting their ball in their haste.

“Make sure you send someone to the Shah family,” I called after them. They lived an hour’s distance from Heechi, close enough to attempt governing, but far enough from the Dragon Cliffs that seeing a dragon was a novelty. It would be cutting it close, but there should be enough time if a messenger left now for them to reach the auction in time. 

My next stop was their mothers and the other gossips lingering in the market stalls. 

“What happened to your arm?” one woman asked. I ignored them.

The hunters had heard the news too. “Good luck trying to sell that skin today. Haven’t you heard? Someone’s got an egg to sell.”

“Probably just a replica,” one of the men on Dragon Watch called down from the tower, joining the conversation. 

Just like that, they were in a yelling match, and I was forgotten. 

The whole town was gathering near the auctioneer stand, hollering to each other across the spaces to ask if anyone had more news on the mysterious egg.

I hoped that if a member of the Shah family didn’t show, at least a noble or two from nearby cities might hear the rumors in time.

The weight of the egg on my back made me keep to the edges of the crowd, but not one of them gave me a second glance. For once, I was glad. 

A peek at the sun told me I still had another hour. Slipping away, I started asking a few familiar faces if they’d seen my father come home. No. No, I haven’t seen him. I desperately wanted to go home and find out for myself, but I couldn’t face my family until this was done.

Continuing to ask around, I grew more and more anxious as the answer stayed the same, until a man from the Dragon Watch spoke up. “I saw him slip through the gate yesterday evening. He didn’t speak to anyone, didn’t look like he wanted anyone to know he was back.”

“Did he look well? Did he go to the creditors?”

“His clothes were dirty, like he’d been sleeping on the ground...” The man trailed off, studying me. “I don’t mean any disrespect, but wherever he went, it didn’t look like it went well for him. He hasn’t come into town since he returned.”

Thanking him, I turned away, shoulders hunched. That didn’t sound like a man returning from a successful business trip. More like a return in disgrace. 

There was one other visit I needed to make, for Doost’s sake. I made my way to Maadar Bozorgi’s small home on the edge of Heechi. The streets were quiet on this side of town. 

When I knocked, Bozorgi’s frail voice called for me to enter. 

“I was wondering if you’d ever come back to visit.” She grinned, mostly gums, at the sight of me, waving me in. “I’ve just made tea, help yourself.”

To be polite, I poured a cup. “Sorry, I’ve been... busy.”

She tsked at my excuse, and my cheeks warmed, but I didn’t explain. Not yet.

Setting my bag and its precious cargo ever so carefully on the floor beside the low table, I sat across from Bozorgi and warmed my hands on the cup, too nervous to drink. The impending auction loomed over me. What if it isn’t enough to save my family? My original reason for coming here escaped me as I stared at the wooden design over the window that caused the light falling inside to swirl in beautiful patterns on the rugs.

“You forget my age, dokhtari.” Bozorgi winked as she finished her own tea. “If you don’t ask whatever plagues you now, you might never get a chance.”

I tried to smile at her teasing, but instead cleared my throat, catching my leg bouncing anxiously. With a deep breath, I dove straight to the heart of it. “Maadar, do you remember the name of the prince of Jinn?”

She clucked, staring into her empty cup as if the answer was there. “The prince of Jinn, mmm? You know our people and the Jinn have never really gotten along.”

I held back a sigh, pressing my lips together. I wasn’t in the mood for one of her usual history lessons. “So you’ve said.”

“They cursed us years ago,” she continued, as if I hadn’t spoken. “Our proud tribes, once their equal, have forgotten who we are. What we can do.”

Once I would have dismissed her ramblings outright, but after spending most of the last month in Jinn, I paused. Glancing at the window, I marked the angle of the sun. There wasn’t time for this. I’ll come back later, I promised myself. “I’m sorry, Maadar, I have to go. Thank you for the tea.” I took it to her small sink and picked up my bag. 

“Young people. Always in such a hurry.” She chuckled as I opened the door. “I thought you wanted to know the name of the prince?” 

One foot already in the street, I swung around to face her. “You know it?”

“Of course.” She shuffled over to the sink to wash the cups. “You should always keep an eye on your enemy.”

With her back to me, I let my head fall back and closed my eyes, struggling to keep my voice patient as I asked, “What is it?”

“Malakai.”

My nose crinkled at the ridiculous sounding name. “Are you certain?”

“As certain as I am that the Heechi tribes are the ancestors of the dragons.”

My heart sank. She’d spouted this idea for years and was the laughingstock of town. She’s still convinced fairy tales are true. No doubt she’s created this name for him in her mind as well. My last attempt to learn Doost’s true name was yet another failure.

“Thank you, Maadar,” I mumbled as I shut the door behind me, trudging back through the streets toward town. I could only hope this wasn’t an omen for how the auction was about to go.  

The audience had grown to ten times the size I’d expected. Many wealthy families stood amidst the townspeople, but I didn’t see any sign of the Shah family of Srosh, not even the Shah’s son, who was a renowned dragon fanatic. I’d hoped, optimistically I suppose, that he’d have heard news of the auction in time. And though I scanned the crowd twice, my family was nowhere to be found either. My father’s shame must’ve been great if my family would miss the chance to see an egg. 

With only a few hours left until sunset, I climbed onto the small platform in the middle of the town square that was usually used for auctions and the rare storyteller or speaker traveling through town. I should’ve hired an auctioneer to handle this next part. My heart pumped wildly with nerves.

“What’re you doing?” someone jeered. “Get off the stage.”

“I’ll give you ten chickens for the skin,” another called. It was insultingly low, even if I had been there to barter the dragon skin.

“We’re not here for the skin,” Avizun shouted over them. “We’re here for the egg! Get off the stage, girl.” His fellow hunters cheered in agreement.

Without a word, I swung my bag down, setting it carefully on the ground as people milled about in front of me. 

I grinned, nerves vanishing, as I placed my hands inside the bag and drew out the symbol of my family’s freedom. I lifted the egg above my head proudly. Proof that everything they’d said about me was wrong. Though, in many ways, they’d been far more right about my odds than I’d have liked to admit; they’d never know just how close I’d come to failing. 

The egg glowed in the light of the late afternoon sun, making it look as if it were truly made of gold. A brief hush blanketed the crowd before the clamor of thinly-veiled gossip grew twice as loud. Their gasps were worth every minute of pain and exhaustion. I savored the awe and delight on their faces, letting them take it in. 

“Where did you get that?” Avizun’s booming voice again rose above the rest. “Were you playing in the mud and decided to create a fake?”

Anger burned hot. Even now I wasn’t good enough for them. 

Almost as one, they drew closer, packing in to get a closer look, calling out to each other, debating whether or not the egg was a fake, until it was so loud I could hardly hear myself think. 

I gently lowered the egg to the auctioneer’s high podium, setting it on display and using my bag to keep it stable and upright. 

Maadar Bozorgi’s words came back to me. If you know the truth, their untruths will roll off you. 

No one was going to take this victory from me. 

This egg was mine.

I was not cursed, and however the egg came to me, I was the first to ever return with one. 

I flung up a hand to silence them. Only when they obeyed did I reply. “It is authentic. From the Dragon Cliffs.” The late afternoon sun worked in my favor, as I’d hoped it would; its rays shone through the thin shell and the barest silhouette was visible within. In the awed silence, I shouted the words I’d only ever dreamed of saying. “To the highest bidder!” 

It was as if I’d set off a race and the bids were the runners, scrambling madly over each other, each trying to be in first place, instantly raising the price to a shocking number. 

I kept still, barely blinking. 

When it passed the price I’d imagined and showed no signs of stopping, I clenched my jaw and schooled my face to complete disinterest. It was difficult. 

When the number doubled, then tripled, I lost the ability to swallow, but still I stood tall, pretending confidence. 

Out in the crowd a voice carried over the rest in a tone that made others turn to look. “I’ll double that price and pay you now.”

I recognized his proud swagger and that red cloak immediately. The gold crown twisting across his brow confirmed it. 

It was the Shah’s son. 

In normal circumstances, he would never venture so near the Dragon Cliffs. Only the Heechi citizens and surrounding tribes braved the proximity. 

But word of the egg had reached him in time, just as I’d hoped it would.  

Openmouthed, I snapped my teeth together and nodded. “Agreed.” I was blinking too much, but I couldn’t help myself. This was everything I’d hoped for and more. 

The crowd parted as he strode forward, a contingent of a dozen guards following, forcing the citizens of Heechi to step back.

Before everyone, the Shah’s guards set down a heavy treasure chest and opened the lid, revealing it to be filled to the brim with gold and jewels. “Is this acceptable?” the son asked with smirk.

Momentarily at a loss for words, I could only nod. 

He waved for his men to close the lid and stepped toward the dragon’s egg, where it still rested on the podium. He touched the golden side reverently. I wonder what he’ll do with it. A hushed silence fell, different than before, as no doubt everyone else wondered the same thing. Would the hatchling live in captivity? And would the Shah’s son tame it if it did? Or maybe use it for sport or for something else altogether?

When he lifted the egg, cradling it like a new babe as he set it within a large velvet-lined box, it woke me from my trance. 

“I’ll need your men to deliver the payment to my estate,” I declared with more confidence than I felt. No sense getting robbed before I even made it home. With some bargaining on their fee, the prince agreed to send four men, and we shook on it. 

When I lifted my empty bag, my arms felt oddly light and free. The remaining guards lifted the treasure between the four of them. 

Since they didn’t know where I lived, I took the long way that would pass the credit house without any protest from them. 

The crowd began to disperse, but some of the more curious stayed with us, wanting to see what I would do with all my new wealth. 

It was oddly reassuring. No one would risk stealing from me with the entire town watching. 

I strode up to the creditors building, with the Shah’s men holding the treasure chest on my heels, and banged on the metal door knocker until someone appeared. 

When the door swung open, I demanded an audience with the owner of the establishment. 

We passed one of the burly men who’d made a visit to my father a month earlier, but I pretended not to recognize him. 

I was led into the owner’s office, while the Shah’s men waited outside. 

The chief creditor was as thick and muscled as his guards, with a shrewd look in his dark eyes. 

“I’ve come to settle my father’s debt,” I told him. “Every coin owed to you by the Ahmadi family. And don’t try to deceive me,” I cautioned before he could reply. “I know exactly how much he owes you.”

The big man moved to sit in his chair, waving across his desk for me to take the seat opposite him. 

I remained standing. 

“Well, we have to consider interest.”

“I know the interest,” I interrupted. “It was listed in detail in the letter last month, along with the due date.”

“I see.” He folded his hands and considered me. “Then all we will need is some time to count it and—”

“Perfect,” I said, pulling the wooden chair out and letting it screech across the floor to emphasize my interruption. “We’ll count it now.”

Though he tried to draw it out, the Shah’s men and I left the credit house an hour later, as the sun dipped toward the horizon, with a much lighter chest of gold and an equally lighter step. In my hand, I held the note of agreement of a debt paid in full. 

There were a few stragglers from the crowd lingering outside. I spoke loudly for anyone listening. “These four men bore witness today to a debt paid in full.” Some additional insurance, just in case they thought me a simple girl who could be ignored later. Without a doubt, the whole town would know what the gold from the egg had purchased by the next morning. 

It was time to go home. 

I found myself nervous, now that it was time. Brushing the dirty strands of dark hair behind my ears, I took a minute to rebraid it. After contemplating my ragged ensemble, I tugged off the dragon skin that had become like my own skin, rolling it up and placing it in my nearly empty bag. Hopefully I looked more like myself now, in my usual climbing gear of loose pants, shirt, and boots. There was nothing I could do about the smell.

“This way.” I gestured for the Shah’s men to follow and they shadowed me the rest of the way home without complaint. 

At the front gate, I stopped. “You can leave it here.”

“We’ll bring it inside for you,” the closest guard replied, and the others nodded. 

I smiled my thanks, too overwhelmed to trust my voice. 

I was nearly home. 

It took forever for someone to answer the gate. My siblings still acted as if we had a myriad of servants, so I wasn’t surprised when the figure approaching turned out to be the cook. When she recognized me through the iron bars of the gate, she picked up her skirts and ran. 

“Nesrin!” she cried, unbarring the gate and swinging it wide for us. “You’re alive!”

I grinned, hugging her, letting her wipe her tears and run screaming into the house for my family to come. 

Leading the men inside, I gestured toward the inner courtyard wall for them to leave the payment there, thanking them. 

My sisters arrived as they left, screeching at the top of their lungs, nearly breaking my body with the strength of their hugs. My brother joined them, everyone talking at once. My mother stepped up to us with tears streaming down her face and I thought she might yell, but instead she crushed me to her chest and sobbed. 

I began to worry that my father was in worse shape than the Dragon Watch guard had let on, when he hobbled through the door. 

I stepped away from my mother and my siblings to hold out the piece of paper I’d kept safe during it all. “This is for you, Baba.” I bit my lip as he took it, forcing myself to wait while he read. 

“How did you—?” The paper shook in his hands. 

“I found an egg, Baba.” I grinned, wanting him to be proud of me. 

His eyes caught on my scars. “What in the name of Jinn happened to your arm?”

I swallowed but forced my voice to be light. “Part of the hunt. It’s a long story.”

“Long story,” he mumbled and frowned. “Your mother was worried you’d been injured or worse! If I’d been home, I’d never—” 

“I know,” I interrupted. “I’m sorry, Baba.”

“Never do that again, do you understand?” His voice cracked. 

My siblings shifted uncomfortably. The cook slipped out to give us privacy while my mother wept openly.

I ducked my head, tears filling my eyes. “Yes, Baba.”

“All that matters now is you’re alive,” he said, dropping the paper and stepping forward to wrap his arms around me. He began to weep as well. “I’m so, so terribly proud of you, my little dragon hunter.” For once, the nickname made me smile.

***
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NOT EVEN HALF A DAY had passed since I’d left Doost behind, but already the memory of my last month felt distant, as if I’d dreamt it. The moment I pointed to the chest of gold in the corner, my family flew to it, digging through the enormous amount of gold and jewels left over, exclaiming all the things they would buy.

“We’ll be the center of every feast and dance for years to come!” Shadi declared joyously. 

“I can buy that maroon gown in the store window that I wanted so desperately,” Zareen added on a blissful sigh. 

“Nice job, little sister.” Roohstam grinned and slapped me on the back. “I always knew you would find an egg.”

I rolled my eyes at the blatant lie, but grinned back at him. Everything was falling into place. A twinge of sadness surprised me. 

My mother hugged me again, but this time she pulled back, nose wrinkling, and ordered me to take a bath. 

I heated water over the fire and took a long soak in the tub. After the last month of bathing in cold streams, the warmth was exquisite. Scrubbing at my skin with soap, I cleaned the dirt out of my pores and for the first time in a long while, I finally felt clean.

As I made my way back downstairs in a simple tunic, leggings, and boots, I stopped at the doorway, watching my family whip themselves into a frenzy over the gold and jewels. 

I tried to imagine what Doost might be doing right now. Whether walking or waiting, I could only hope he’d stay on the ground until nightfall like I’d asked.

Only a bit longer before it’d be safe. I stepped up to the window to find the sun touching the horizon. 

Biting my lip, I slipped outside. I wanted to see him, but even more, I hoped I didn’t. That would be safer. 

I didn’t notice Baba at first when he slipped outside to join me. He studied the dusky sky with me, keeping the silence for a bit. The light blues slowly deepened. Nightfall couldn’t come fast enough. 

In the end, I was the one to break the silence. “How was your trip?”

He didn’t answer at first. “It was... nowhere near as profitable as yours.” 

I peeked at him out of the corner of my eye; the shadows on his face deepened the dark circles under his eyes. 

“And it was terribly long,” he added. 

“What happened to the Jinni with you?” I asked after a long pause. “I thought with his travel, the trip was only supposed to take a few days?”

He sighed, rubbing a tired hand across his face as he spoke, “The Shah’s Council liked my idea for bringing value back to the crops with Jinni magic. So much, in fact, that they hired Joram to work for them instead. He left me to find my own way home.”

So his plan had fallen through just like I’d thought it would. That didn’t bring me any comfort. I wanted to ask why he’d hired Joram in the first place, or why he’d revealed his full plan to the council before striking a deal. It was so typical. But thinking that way wouldn’t help either of us. 

Before I could find the right words, swallowing what felt like a jagged rock in my throat, he revealed a small flower I’d not noticed him holding. 

“There is one bit of good news.” His smile was more pained than it used to be as he held out a white rose, with sparkling silver along the tips of each petal. 

The familiar tingle of Jinni magic that kept it alive and fresh, permanently blooming, whispered across my skin.

I accepted it. The magic warmed to me and the rose let off a sweet scent that carried a feeling of contentment. “How?”

“Before the council met, Joram and I were kept waiting outside and when I found the Jinni rose bush, I thought to myself, ‘This will be perfect for my sweet Nesrin. It can be the first of many gifts I’ll bring home.’”

His face darkened, and I knew there was more.

“Tell me.”

“They said anyone who stole from the Shah’s Council could not be trusted. It was the perfect excuse for them to give the contract to another.”

“But it was just a rose!” I snapped. “That’s hardly stealing!”

He dipped his head, as much agreement with traitorous thinking as he would allow himself. “I returned to town only last night, and was preparing to turn myself in to the creditors. To beg them to take me and leave you, your mother, and your siblings in peace.” His solemn gaze trapped me in place, and when I didn’t look up, he took my shoulders, turning me to face him. “Daughter, it is because of you that our family is whole.”

His words brought tears to my eyes. They filled my throat until it was impossible to swallow. I dipped my chin in a nod and hugged him.  

After a moment, he stepped back and a smile returned to his face. “Fortunately for me, I have a daughter with business sense that far exceeds my own. I look forward to hearing her tale.” 

I felt his eyes on me then, waiting for me to spill my secrets. I let the corner of my mouth lift in a smile, but didn’t meet his eyes. 

There was no explanation he would understand.

A chaotic throng broke the peaceful silence as my siblings poured out of the house, arguing over nonsense. 

Zareen kissed my cheek as they joined us, before whirling away to show us the newest dance they were doing these days. Such spectacular affairs, which they would now be invited to attend once more, because of me. 

Shadi joined the dancing, making Roohstam be her partner. They called for me to join them. 

I shook my head, but smiled. 

“What is that?” Baba’s voice immediately brought everything into sharp focus. 

I ripped my gaze from the dancing, shading my eyes, terrified of what I might find. “No,” I whispered, covering my mouth in horror.

Something about the soft word made my whole family stop and follow our gaze.

The town alarm rang out. The Dragon Watch had already spotted him. Doost’s form was distant and yet far too close. He flew lazily around the town as if unconcerned. As if, possibly, even looking for me.  

“Go,” I hissed under my breath as my family frowned at the sky and pointed at him. 

“Any moment now,” my father reassured us.

It had the opposite effect on me. 

The Dragon Watch was likely aiming as we spoke. 

One arrow was all it took. Why hadn’t he listened to me?

Doost circled in predictable patterns. 

I couldn’t breathe. 

He banked toward the other side of the town as if he spotted me, just as the flaming arrow shot out. 

It missed him by a mere handbreadth. 

He reacted in the worst possible way. Instead of fleeing, the arrow made him fly closer to get a better look. 

I covered my mouth with both hands to hold in a cry as the worst happened. 

The next arrow didn’t miss.
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CHAPTER 22
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Doost

A ROAR RIPPED OUT of me. Fire filled the air, pouring from my lungs. 

The humans had shot me. Fury surged. Instincts roared. 

KILL THEM.

Only the pain stopped me, brought me back to myself, as it shot sparks of agony across my wing, making it impossible to level out.

Flapping my uninjured wing, I pushed to put some distance between myself and the town, but I couldn’t slow my descent.

My animal instincts took over. 

FLEE.

The ground rose up to meet me.

I crashed through the trees, which ripped at my wing, making me roar. 

PAIN.

I hit the ground and then there was nothing.  
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CHAPTER 23
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Nes

THOUGH A DRAGON’S ARMOR was impenetrable, their wings were not. As the softest spot on a dragon, they were their only vulnerability; the shooter’s aim was true. 

I felt Doost’s roar to my core as he plummeted. He spun out, falling sideways in a too-fast descent. 

He seemed to realize the severity of his mistake too late, using his claws to dig out the arrow in the midst of his free fall. Once he flung the shards of the metal arrow away, his fall slowed a bit, but flying was clearly painful and growing worse by the second. 

He launched himself through the air away from town, getting lower and lower but thankfully gaining distance. 

When his body crashed into the forest, it was too far to feel the shudder of his impact through the earth, but we watched the trees bend and snap beneath him, until all we could see was them swaying in the aftermath of his landing. 

Tears sprung to my eyes and my hands flew to my mouth to cover the hitch of breath. This was all my fault.

“We’d best go into town,” Baba said to Roohstam, not noticing my reaction. “Looks like we may be needed for a dragon hunt.”

They took the carriage and left in a hurry as darkness fell. The lamps in the wagon cast shadows on their serious faces. 

“Let me come with you,” I begged, but Baba wouldn’t hear it.  

At first, I paced in the courtyard while my sisters and mother tried to reason with me. “They’ll be fine,” they said. “They’ll be with dozens of other men. The dragon won’t stand a chance.”

That only made me more upset. If the hunters found Doost, I’d never forgive myself. 

I paced back and forth in front of the main window, not taking my eyes off the sky for a second, willing Doost to fly again, to get away. 

The darkness settled over us and it became difficult to see. 

Still, I watched for a dark shadow to cross the moon. Nothing.

“What’s wrong, my little dragon hunter?” my mother said, coming to stand by me at the window. 

I didn’t meet her eyes. Debating whether or not I should tell her the truth, I pinched my lips together.

“You’ve never been afraid of the dragons before,” Shadi said from the other side, startling me. Zareen stood quietly behind her, brow wrinkled. 

“I’m not scared,” I retorted, before I could think better of it. 

They stared at me, waiting.

I returned to pacing. “I know him,” I whispered, so soft I almost couldn’t hear it. Saying it out loud sounded insane. This was nothing like when Avizun survived a dragon; this was more like comparing a dragon to a kitten. I bit my lip and stopped to face them, saying it louder anyway. “I know him.” All three of them squinted at me. “He’s not a dragon, he’s a Jinni. And he’s been cursed. And this is all my fault, because he’s the one who brought me home, and I need to do something—”

Shadi rubbed her eyes. “I must be dreaming. You’re not making sense.”

I crossed my arms. Of course they didn’t believe me. 

With one last glance out the window, I made my decision. “I don’t expect you to understand, but I can’t just sit here and wait. I need to help him.”

“He brought you back home?” My mother repeated my words slowly.

“Yes.”

“And he’s not really a dragon,” Shadi drawled, unconvinced.

Zareen frowned. “You’re saying he’s a Jinni like Joram?”

“He’s like Joram,” I agreed. Then thought of my father’s experience and added, “Except far better. He would never hurt me.”

My mother shocked me by reaching out and pulling me into a hug. Her grip was painful. “If you must go, go.”

I pulled back to look in her eyes. “Truly?”

She scowled, looking like she wanted to change her mind, but nodded, turning away.

I wrapped my arms around her even though she protested, unable to hide her tears. “Thank you.”

I ran to my rooms before she could change her mind, grabbing the dragon-skin vest from where I’d dropped it by the tub. For some reason, it felt important to wear it. To declare the side I’d chosen. To let Doost know it was me and not a hunter that approached him—if I could get to him first.

Reaching the main level once more, my mother stopped me, handing me my old climbing bag. “I packed kushta for his wounds.” She gestured to her side, where the arrow had pierced Doost’s wing.

I nodded my thanks, breathless. 

She wrung her hands. Zareen and Shadi stood wide-eyed behind her. 

“I’ll be okay,” I reassured them with an optimism I didn’t feel. “I’ll be back soon.” 

I left the house on silent feet, pulling on the dragon skin and the bag. 

The stables were empty; Baba and Roohstam had taken our only horse.

Opening the gate, I turned toward town and ran. The town square was visible in the distance, over the rooftops, lit orange by flames as if filled with dozens of torches. I needed a horse, and I needed to leave before the hunters.

The square was even more crowded than it had been earlier, with men, women, and children screaming their outrage and cheering on the Dragon Watch, where they scavenged the towers for heavy crossbows equipped with spears. 

Between two people, I glimpsed Avizun leading the pack. “We will hunt down this dragon who dared threaten our village and kill it before it comes back!” 

The people cheered, raising torches and weapons in agreement. The square was so brightly lit, it felt like midday. “I need every available hand not watching over Heechi to join me!” Another cheer.

Someone spied me at the edge of the crowd, aiming for the horses. “The egg girl should lead the way!” they yelled, to more cheers of agreement. 

Once this would’ve been my dream.

To be a leader, to be seen as important. I still wanted those things—but not like this. 

“No!” I shouted over them, pushing my way to the pedestal to join Avizun, uninvited. 

Surprise made the hecklers grow quiet, giving me an opening to be heard. 

“The dragon is not a threat! He won’t hurt anyone. Trust me.”

“So now the little egg hunter has become a dragon expert?” Avizun mocked and the crowd jeered. 

My cheeks warmed, but I held firm. “He—it’s a long story.” I couldn’t tell them how he’d dragged me to his cave, held me captive. That would only fuel their hate. “He’s not like the other dragons,” I screamed over their responding taunts to anyone who would listen. “He would never hurt anyone—I swear on a Jinni’s honor. Just leave him alone!”

“Get her off the stage!” people yelled, and I was both pulled and pushed from it back into the crowd of disgusted faces, shaking their heads at me. At the opposite side of the crowd, I spied my father and brother staring at me, pale and wide-eyed. The shame and embarrassment I’d brought upon my family undoing all the good I’d done.

The town blacksmith stared me down. “You’ve been in the cliffs too long, girl.” 

“Did your time in the clouds make you forget about your people?” the butcher snapped from the other side of the crowd. 

“We knew you were crazy, but now you’ve proved it,” someone else shouted, and those who heard it laughed. Hands dragged me away, pushing me out of their midst, until I stood at the edge of the crowd.

Their opinion of me had changed again within mere minutes, as fickle as the weather.

“He fell from the sky near Srosh,” Avizun shouted over their furious yells. “We leave the moment the harpoons are ready. Gather your supplies and meet at the edge of town.”

“Why won’t anyone believe me?” I cried, desperate to help Doost. But a month ago, I wouldn’t have listened either. 

I had done this. 

It was because of me that he’d come here in the first place.

“Oh, we believe you,” Avizun replied from nearby with a smirk. “Just like I believe Meymun over on Dragon Watch is really the prince of Jinn.”  

I took a deep breath. There was nothing else to be done, I had to say it. “The dragon is the prince of Jinn!”

A beat of silence was followed by an uproar of laughter. “Your father shouldn’t let you out of the house,” someone nearby said. 

When hands reached for me again, I didn’t give them a chance to grab hold. Pushing away, I ran down the streets until I reached the road where my father had left the horse and carriage. 

My dragon-skin vest spooked the horse and I wasted valuable time calming him before he allowed me to untie him and place the spare saddle on his back, cinching it tight. 

Roohstam and his friends were heading in my direction, all holding torches and laughing at his description of what he would do to the dragon when he found it. 

I stepped into the stirrup and swung my foot over.

“What—? Nes, wait!” he yelled. “Stop! Father will—”

I didn’t hear the rest. 

I kicked the horse hard, and he burst into a gallop, taking off down the dark streets at a reckless speed. I glanced behind to make sure no one followed, thankful at least that I could lose them in the dark. 

Angry fists shook in my wake, but no one took chase. The mob was convinced they knew where Doost would be, but I knew better. 

Instead of heading east like they planned, I drove the horse toward the Dragon Cliffs in the north. The road in front of me blurred as the memory came back, before we’d left. Walking through the forest only hours ago, I’d reminded him yet again of our plan. I’ll meet you at the base of the Dragon Cliffs. Right below where we first met.

It wasn’t a lot to go on, but I had to hope. They probably expected him to stay put and lick his wounds. And they were right that he couldn’t fly with an injury like that.

But he could walk. 

And I had to believe I knew where he would go. 

On foot, my journey would take a full day, but on horseback I crossed it in a fraction of that time, reaching the cliffs around midnight. The moon was at its peak in the sky. 

The jeering of the townspeople had fallen silent. No doubt they’d left the safety of the town and now hunted soundlessly. Perhaps they’d even reached the spot where Doost had fallen. They were probably tracking him here even now. I was about to find out if I’d been right about him trying to reach our meeting place or not. 

I tied my horse under the trees. He was skittish, most likely from the heavy dragon scent in the air by the cliffs. I sincerely hoped they wouldn’t leave their resting places for a few hours more. 

I ran across the open space between the trees and the cliffs until I could see down the length of them to the right and the left. Squinting in the light of the moon, I searched for any sign of him, but there was none. 

Finding my old Jinni-rope where I’d left it almost a month ago, I tested its strength. Though a bit weathered and bleached by the sun, the Jinni magic had kept it strong and durable. 

I began to climb. 

Thankfully the moon was bright enough to reveal handholds. I was desperately out of shape. My arms quickly began to tremble. 

Once above the trees, I stopped to survey the nearby area. Will I be able to spot his shape moving through the trees? I bit my lip, unsure. 

Scanning the forest that stretched before me, I searched the dark woods for the place he’d fell. Or at least, somewhere within the vicinity. Just past it was the road where the townspeople would be fast approaching. 

“Please be as tough as you look,” I muttered under my breath. “Otherwise I came all this way for nothing.” My anxious tone belied my words. I didn’t know what I’d do if I’d been wrong and they were attacking him at this very moment. I should’ve protested harder. Should’ve found a way to make them see.

Seated on a small ledge of the cliff wall, I studied the forest, unblinking, searching for movement. 

Nothing. 

An hour passed, and another, and another. 

It had to be getting close to dawn.

My lip was raw from chewing on it. 

Still, I kept watch. 

Something caught my eye in the dark. A shift of leaves. Branches leaning farther than seemed natural in the wind. A glint of moonlight on scales, headed toward me. 

It stopped. 

Without thinking, I flung myself out onto the rope and belayed down with reckless abandon. 

As soon as my feet touched the ground I flung the ropes away and ran, never taking my eyes off the spot where I’d last seen movement.

“Where did you go?” I gasped as I ran. I tripped over roots, invisible under the trees where the moonlight didn’t reach. After a nasty fall left me with a sharp pain in my knee and the sticky, wet warmth of blood trickling down my leg, I slowed a bit.

Dawn was beginning to break, but it was still dim beneath the canopy of trees, a dark gray that made everything blend together. 

The forest was oddly still. 

No sign of him. 

Maybe he was farther back than I’d thought. Or maybe it hadn’t been him at all; it could’ve been a bear or some other large creature. 

I shook my head and kept going.

The first hints of sunlight peeked through the trees that grew denser, until it was a struggle to push through the undergrowth. I worried that I might be walking right past him. I didn’t know which name to call out to him, but it didn’t matter—I couldn’t risk it. The dragons would wake soon, if not already, and their hearing was almost as strong as their eyesight. Any noise from me now would be asking to be eaten alive. So, I stayed silent and pushed on. 

There, ahead. A dark black mound stood out behind the foliage. Shoving through the branches, I headed directly toward it, hoping against hope that he was still alive. His back was to me. And he wasn’t moving. A lifetime of instincts kept me silent until I could confirm it was him and not some other dragon lying in wait. 

His soft ears flicked at my approach, but otherwise he didn’t move. That was a bad sign. As soon as I saw his yellow eyes open, I knew it was him. 

They blinked and fell shut as I stepped closer. 

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered as I slowed to a stop in front of him, dropping to my knees by his head. Gently, I touched the warm scales on his snout, stroking his cheek. A drop of water fell on him and I realized I was crying. “This is all my fault. If you hadn’t taken me home... I’m so sorry.” I repeated it over and over, shaking my head as my vision blurred. 

He groaned and his eyes stayed shut. 

Hands clapped over my mouth, gripping my arm and ripping me away from the dragon. 

I fought, kicking and throwing my elbows into whoever had grabbed me. 

A soft oomph was all they allowed before more hands came to help and held me fast. 

Furious, I struggled harder, until my eyes landed on Avizun across the small clearing. 

He held a finger to his lips. As if I needed reminding of the dragons waking above. 

With a wicked grin, he prepared his largest crossbow with a heavy spear. This was his favorite moment—the final shot that would take down his quarry.

Doost groaned again, unable to move. 

Avizun must have been watching us. He’d known Doost wouldn’t fly away. That’s why he was taking his time. Savoring it. 

The straps would be in place for his shot within seconds. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt this helpless. Doost was going to die and it was all my fault. 

His eyes snapped open, as if he’d heard me. With effort he lifted his head. 

The hunters stepped back instinctively and Avizun fumbled with the extra weight of the spear on the crossbow.  

I took advantage of their distraction and bit down on the hand covering my mouth. Hard. 

With a hiss, the hunter let go. 

An elbow to his stomach, followed by a heavy stomp on his instep, and his hands fell away completely as he curled inward. 

The second hunter’s hand tightened on my other arm, but I leaned into him instead, surprising him with a swift kick to the groin. 

Both held in their groans admirably as they fell to the dirt. 

Avizun looked up as I ran toward his weapon and he immediately lurched forward to grab me. 

“Come any closer and I’ll scream,” I hissed, baring my teeth. 

“You wouldn’t dare,” he growled back. 

But he stopped. 

Angling around until I stood between the weapon and Doost, I only said, “Try me.”

Avizun’s hands clenched and opened, spasming as he glared at me. “What’s your plan, girl? You want to take the dragon down first, is that it? Be known as the greatest dragon hunter?”

“I don’t care about any of that.” The words surprised me by ringing true. “This isn’t about reputation.”

“Oh, no?” He glanced down at his nails, picking at the dirt beneath them. “Is that why you disappeared for a month and came back with a dragon’s egg? So you could appear humble?”

He took a step forward, testing me.

“I said, don’t move,” I snapped, louder than I should, if only to remind him of my threat. “This is not a dragon. He’s a Jinni under a curse—”

“Ahh yes, I’ve heard Maadar Bozorgi’s stories,” Avizun interrupted me, eyes glinting in the sunlight. He stood on his toes, prepared to pounce. He wouldn’t let me stand here much longer. “We’re all descended from dragons and all that nonsense.”

“No—” I opened my mouth to argue that he had the story backward, that she claimed dragons descended from our people. But why was I arguing if I didn’t believe it myself? 

Somehow he’d gotten closer. 

What if Maadar Bozorgi was right, though? After all, the land of Jinn had turned out to be far more real than I’d ever dreamed.

I stepped backward until I stood beside Doost’s head. Too close to his sharp teeth and claws for Avizun to risk grabbing me. 

His brows rose at my audacity, but he still glanced at his weapon, and I knew my nearness wouldn’t stop him much longer.

“Listen, I know this is a long shot,” I whispered so softly only Doost could hear me, “but I have to try.” I reached out and placed my hand on the side of his head, stroking his long ear. I cleared my throat. “I think I might know your true name.”

An awful fear spread throughout my limbs that I might be wrong. That I might be getting his hopes up for nothing, and on his deathbed at that. There was a good chance Maadar Bozorgi was wrong.

Too exhausted to growl or even keep his head up, he rested his chin against my knee and waited. 

“I hope I’m doing this right,” I mumbled, clearing my throat and placing my hands on his jaw once more. These could be his last moments. “Please try not to get killed, for me... Malakai.”
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Nes

HE REARED HIS HEAD back with a roar that echoed in the trees. 

“Shh,” I tried to hush him, panicking. I wasn’t sure what to fear more, that the hunters would shoot him or that the dragons might heed his call. “Please! Stop!”

But he couldn’t. 

Agonizing roar after roar thundered through the valley. He thrashed wildly. I jumped just in time to avoid being hit by his tail, backing away in a rush. It knocked out the surrounding trees and Avizun’s weapon, all in one great swing. 

Avizun and the other hunters leapt back as well, and we could only watch the dragon uproot everything around him, crushing all vegetation and creating a flurry of dust and debris. 

What have I done? Is the spell killing him?

There was nothing I could do to help. 

The other hunters kept a safe distance, clearly judging the right moment to rush forward and attack.

The familiar tingle of Jinni magic stirred the air until the dust cloud grew so thick I lost sight of him. 

His roars ended abruptly. 

The hunters pressed back into the trees, fading out of sight as they whispered to each other not to waste arrows that might bounce off dragon scales, to wait for a visual. 

I hesitated before dashing forward, entering the otherworldly wind.

“Malakai.” I didn’t know why I bothered to whisper after the racket he’d just caused. It felt odd to call him that. I’d grown so used to calling him Doost.

When I reached what I thought should be the center of the clearing he’d created, there was no sign of him. What in all of Jinn just happened? He disappeared? 

As the dust settled bit by bit, it became clear there was no dragon here. 

I spun around, searching the haze, confused, and nearly stepped on him. 

There at my feet was a barefoot man wearing breeches and a torn shirt. 

Or rather, a Jinni.

His black hair was long and tangled. He lay on his side, unmoving. I circled around to see his face. The bluish tint of his pale skin was the first thing I noticed, along with a long face, a strong jaw, and full lips. When his eyes flickered open, I almost expected them to be yellow and felt oddly unsettled to see they were the palest blue. 

“Is it...? It can’t be...” I whispered, swallowing hard at the attractive man before me. I didn’t recognize anything of my friend in him. 

As I squinted at him, he twitched the corner of his lip, the way Doost always had when he gave me a toothy grin, and I found myself slowly grinning back. 

“I didn’t really think it would work!” I laughed as I dropped to the ground in front of him, bracing my hands on the dirt as I leaned closer. “Are you hurt?” I reached out and touched his sleeve without thinking, distracted by the feeling of muscles underneath. I swallowed again and let go. My hand drifted to his side, where his wing used to be, but I didn’t quite touch him again. 

His voice came out low and uneven, and he coughed. “I’m well. Thanks to you.”

My cheeks grew hot and I shook my head, confused. “But you were wounded...” I trailed off, not finding any trace of the injury.

As I sat back on my heels, perplexed, he lifted himself up on one elbow, pushing off the ground to sit up, testing. His muscles flexed underneath the fabric of a worn blue shirt that may have once been a rich, vibrant material. 

“The arrow hit my wing.” He shrugged, testing the new range of motion. A slow smile spread across those full lips that made me feel warm. “But I don’t have wings anymore.”

I stared at him, forgetting to respond as I took in his arms and legs. No more claws or scales or fangs either.

“I’m well. Jinni’s honor, as you humans say,” he said, standing, with another grin that I felt to my toes. 

I lurched to my feet as well. When he took a step toward me, I unconsciously stepped back.

A frown wrinkled his pale forehead. “Nes.” My name on his lips made my mouth dry. “You know me. It’s only the outer form that’s changed.”

“I know, I know,” I waved off his concern in embarrassment. “It’s just, you look so different from Doost—ah, that is...”

“Malakai.” He smiled. 

“Malakai,” I repeated, nodding like an idiot. I couldn’t wrap my mind around his transformation. What an odd time to wish Shadi would’ve done my hair or that I would’ve let Zareen dress me. I licked my lips and tried to focus. “I can’t believe...” 

He glanced behind me. 

I’d forgotten the hunters. Through the dust, they’d reappeared, weapons raised.

Avizun stood at the front of the group. “What trick is this?” he growled. “Where is the dragon?”

I stepped in front of Doost—Malakai—on instinct. “I told you. He’s not a dragon. He was a Jinni under a curse.”

Slowly, Avizun pulled the bolt of his crossbow back, setting the arrow into place for a shot. “Then turn him back into a dragon. And step aside.”

Malakai tensed, lifting his hands to brush my arms, but I waved him away. “No. Go home. This hunt is over.”

“It’s over when I say it’s over, girl,” Avizun snapped, training the crossbow on us, taking aim.

I whirled at the soft whoosh of the arrow’s release, pushing Malakai away. 

His arms came around me; the world shifted in a flash.

We weren’t impaled.

The hunters were gone, and we stood in another clearing, near the cliffs. 

Whatever he’d done left me hunched over, gasping, as my stomach revolted. “What... just... happened?” I sucked in a deep breath until the ground stopped spinning. 

My horse whickered from a short distance away. I jerked at the sound, startled to find we’d crossed the wide expanse of forest and returned to the cliffs in the span of a heartbeat.

“It’s called traveling.” He held out a hand to help me stand, but I waved him off, not trusting he wouldn’t do it again, and straightened on my own. 

“It’s awful.”

His blue eyes danced with amusement. I’d grown so used to reading him that I knew what he was thinking before he said a word.

“Yes.” I crossed my arms defensively once more. “Much worse than flying. Or at least, a very close tie.”

I glanced again at my horse, across the clearing where I’d left him. He hadn’t been allowed to cool down after the frantic ride here, and he stomped his feet anxiously. The Dragon Cliffs stretched high behind us. 

Malakai had carried us across a vast distance as if simply taking a step. 

I let out a breath and looked him up and down, trying to wrap my mind around it all. He was taller than me. My eyes naturally landed on his lips, which quirked in a smile. 

“What year is it?” he asked.

When I told him, some of the light left his eyes. “That’s longer than I thought. I’ve been in dragon form for...” His voice dropped to a whisper. “At least a year now.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. 

We stood in silence for a long minute. 

It was a lot to take in. 

As I stared up at him, he reached out to tuck my hair behind my ear. It felt strangely intimate, as did the way his voice grew deeper and lowered to a soft whisper when he pulled back. “I’ve always wanted to do that.”

Somehow, that helped me find my voice. Shaking my head at him, intentionally loosening the hair, I forced a laugh. “Are all Jinn as forward as you, or are you especially flirtatious for your kind?”

“Neither.” Instead of responding to my taunts, he grew serious. “Only with you.”

“Mm-hmm.” I ignored the butterflies in my stomach, turning to shade my eyes and search for any sign of the hunters. Or dragons. Though there were a few half-hearted roars as if responding to Doost, none appeared. Changing the subject, I glanced over at him. “I suppose you don’t really need a ride anywhere, do you?”

He shook his head and his lips twitched, holding back a grin. 

“Do you... need a place to stay?” I’d never asked a Jinni into my home before. I wondered if my mother would faint. Loosening my arms, I tried to relax. “My horse is just over there. We can ride to my home and I can hide you—” I cut off, having been about to say in my bedroom, but this was the prince of Jinn. I’d figure out some place. “It’s the least we can do after everything you’ve done.” 

“The egg was helpful, then?”

I forced myself to meet his eyes as I answered. “Very. I can’t thank you enough.”

“I was happy to help.” The way his lips curved in a slow smile was distracting.

“Depending on what I find in the next minute, I may be equally happy to take you up on your offer of a place to stay.”

“The next—” I cut off as he vanished. “Sure, go ahead,” I muttered with a wave of my hand. “Don’t explain where you’re going. I don’t need to know.” 

I strode toward my horse, untying him and leading him toward a small stream to drink. 

The minutes dragged by. 

I wasn’t sure where to look for him, so instead I watched the edges of the forest for the hunters, though they couldn’t possibly guess where we’d gone.

When he reappeared beside me at the stream, I jumped and let out a small squeak. 

His lips were pursed at whatever he’d found. “It’s as she said, the portal to Jinn is completely invisible from this side. There’s no going back that way.”

She?

Ah. I remembered that day not so long ago. The queen of Jinn.

I cleared my throat. “The entire town of Heechi is out hunting you—in both your dragon form and your current form. It’d probably be best if you lie low for a few days.”

At the way his eyebrow quirked, I answered his unspoken question the way I’d grown used to, before he even asked. “I’m not telling you what to do.” I threw up my hands defensively. “I just don’t know where else you could go. At least come to my family’s home and get a hot meal and a night’s rest before you go.” 

“That would mean a great deal to me, thank you.”

I chewed on my lip. I couldn’t believe what I was about to ask. “Does this ‘traveling’ work on horses as well?”

***
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IT’D TAKEN SOME CONVINCING. Something about the unbreakable laws of Jinn, and how he didn’t want to upset my family. 

“There’s no getting around that,” I’d said, rolling my eyes. “They’ll be upset no matter what you do. Your very presence will be upsetting. And they’ll love every minute of it.”

The corner of Malakai’s mouth lifted and he shook his head. “I’ve always wanted to tell you how persuasive you are. So be it. Describe which home in that town was yours, and I can get us there unseen.”

Soon we stood in smelly clothes before my mother, father, and siblings, as they all spoke at once. The volume in the room was embarrassing. No doubt my face was a vivid shade of red.

I cleared my throat, turning to Malakai. “Would you excuse us a moment?”

He nodded, and vanished.

That shut them up.

“This is the prince of Jinn,” I hissed, hoping Malakai couldn’t hear from where he was. “Show some respect! And also, gratitude. It’s because of him that we were able to pay our debts, and have money to spare.”

My mother stiffened. “He is behind it? I refuse to take charity—”

Malakai appeared beside me, as if he’d never left, clearing his throat. “I do apologize,” he said into the pocket of silence that his little trick always made. “I couldn’t help overhearing. I may have helped a bit in regard to the egg, but your daughter made every bit of that coin on her own.” He stood tall and confident, but shifted slightly, the only sign he might be nervous. “If my presence is an inconvenience, I would never want to intrude.”

“Nonsense!” My father waved a magnanimous hand. “We welcome any man—er, Jinni—into our home who would aid our Nesrin.”

My mother nodded, pacified by Malakai’s pretty prose. “We’ll make up a guest room for you. On the other side of the house,” she added, in a poorly veiled warning to me. 

I hadn’t even told her I’d considered letting him into my bedroom. I crossed my arms and tried not to roll my eyes. As if doors would stop him if he wanted to visit me. My cheeks started to burn again. Will he want to come visit me?

***
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I PACED IN MY BEDROOM. My mother had made it clear I was to leave the “poor prince” in peace to clean up for breakfast. Like a civilized lady. 

I snorted. If Malakai thought me civilized after everything we’d been through, he’d be a fool. 

My siblings had tried to get the story out of me, but I was too anxious to talk to anyone else until I’d talked to Malakai. I chased them off. My mother and father were no doubt working hard on making the house and the morning meal acceptable to a prince. For now, I was alone.

The sun seemed to be hinged in the sky. It had ceased to move completely. I would most likely starve to death and never have my questions answered. 

Pacing the worn carpet in my bedroom from the door to the window, to the chair and then the bed, and back again, I jumped at a knock on the door. “It’s me,” a deep voice called through, adding, “Malakai.”

I hurried to open the door, swinging it wide. 

He stepped through. 

Only as I closed the door and turned to face him did I see my bedroom through his eyes. Ragged bedcovers, patches on the pillows, faded paint and dusty furniture. For the first time in years, I agreed with my mother, and wished I’d cleaned up a bit more. I crossed my arms, feeling oddly shy.

Malakai turned to face me. His height surprised me again. Normally I was as tall as most men, but he looked down at me. “I wanted to thank you once more,” his deep voice rumbled in his chest, somehow reminding me of his dragon form. 

I found myself missing that form. I licked my lips and offered, “I’m so happy it worked. I honestly didn’t know if it would.”

His blue eyes darkened and he glanced away. “If I’m being truthful, I had little faith that it would. It was mostly instinct that made me take you in the beginning.” His words came out in a rush. “Though I’m deeply grateful for how things have turned out, I wanted to offer my sincerest apologies for both scaring you and for tearing you away from your home against your will. If I’d been myself, I never would’ve allowed it.”

“I know.” My voice was barely louder than a whisper. That answer hardly seemed enough after his confession. I cleared my throat. “I’m glad you took me.”  

His eyes lifted from the floor to my eyes, studying me. “You offer a kindness I don’t deserve,” he said finally. “I know I’m running out of time. I’d lost hope, to be honest, that I’d stop the Crowning Ceremony.”

Time. Crowning Ceremony. “The queen of Jinn said she’d bring you back after this Crowning Ceremony, right? So why do you want to stop it?”

He nodded. “Every fifty years, on the last day of summer, the reigning sovereign of Jinn must remove the Crown. This severs the enchantment. Otherwise the Crown will constantly enhance their Gifting, strengthen them, and afford them absolute control.” He ran a hand through his hair, then paused to look at the ends of it in his hand, as if startled to see how long it’d gotten. “If my mother stands uncontested, she’ll be crowned anew. But if an heir to the throne challenges her—if I challenge her—she must concede the throne, and the Crown, to me.”

My brows rose. “Why?”

“That’s how it’s always been.”

“So this—” I gestured to him with one hand, before crossing my arms once more—“this curse is her way of stopping you?” My voice lifted, incredulous. “How could she do that?”

He sighed, glancing around the room for a place to sit, as if too tired to stand any longer.

I waved him over to the chairs by the window, perching on the chair across from him, wishing there was more than a tiny thimble table between us, and at the same time wishing there was less. 

“She’s kept her crown for the last three Crowning Ceremonies. The Jinn have grown restless. I never wanted to force her out, but I spoke with her about this coming reign, about it being time for her to step down. And I had thought she’d listened.”

“Why do you want her to step down?” I whispered, wide-eyed.

“Believe it or not, the humans and the Jinn used to be on friendly terms,” he said softly. His eyes lingered on my face. “There didn’t used to be this tension. The unbreakable laws of Jinn—”

The laws he’d explained to me earlier, that I’d already forgotten. 

He caught my frown—he paid far too close attention—and reminded me, “Gifts are not allowed to be used for deceit, stealing, or to harm another.”

“Ah, yes.” I nodded, though I wasn’t entirely sure where he was going with this.

“These unbreakable laws are being broken.” His fists clenched on the table between us, and he leaned forward. “With more and more frequency, I’m afraid. Not only here in human lands, but in Jinn itself under the queen’s own hand.”

I swallowed, but didn’t reply. I didn’t know what to say to that. 

“She wants to rule another fifty years, with the power of the Crown, and all its spells that keep her young and make her magic stronger than any other in all of Jinn. No one can match her. No one can stop her. Except for an heir, during the Crowning Ceremony, when she is forced to relinquish the Crown, however briefly.”

“To you,” I confirmed.

He nodded.

Somehow I needed to hear it twice. “You’re the only one who can stop her.”

“I am.” He fell silent, frowning.

At first, I thought I’d upset him. So much of him was a mystery to me and I’d never realized it before—it was like sitting next to a friend and a stranger, all at the same time. 

Glancing over at him in the awkward silence, I studied his profile. He was shockingly handsome. And so serious.

He glanced over at me, and my cheeks warmed, even though he didn’t know what I’d thought.

“It’s my duty to stop her,” he said after a long pause.

I tried to gather my thoughts, which had abandoned me. The reminder of where he was from made my entire body feel leaden and stiff. I’d forgotten I was in the presence of royalty. 

Malakai wasn’t just any Jinni. 

He was the prince. 

The vivid memory of his meeting with the queen returned to me. 

The way she’d placed her hand on his cheek. 

Called him darling.  

“Just to be clear... the one who did this to you, the queen of Jinn,” I breathed, staring at him. “She’s your own mother.”

The way his face twisted in pain before he spoke confirmed it. “Yes.”

“How could a mother do such a thing?”

“Sometimes family doesn’t love you the way you need,” he said softly. “Sometimes they love something else more.”

“I’m so sorry.” I wanted to touch him somehow in comfort, but I couldn’t bring myself to move. 

“That’s not the worst of it.” The prince of Jinn stared down into my eyes and I forgot to breathe. “I still have to stop her.”
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EPILOGUE
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Malakai

COULD I TRUST HER?  

I wanted to.

THE END. 
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CHAPTER 1
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Arie

“HAS ANYONE SEEN THE queen?” Kadin’s warm, deep voice floated through the library door from out in the hall, tense and clipped.

The servant’s response was inaudible.

I strained to hear their thoughts but was met with silence—a painful reminder of what I’d lost when my Gift was Severed a couple months ago.

Muffled footsteps grew louder, heading my way.

I’d found a dark pocket of space beneath the library stairs, which the sunlight didn’t know existed, and neither did anyone else. 

There was an old rolled-up rug, left forgotten in the tiny space, which I used as a cushion to sit on. I leaned back and stared out at the small triangle of light in front of me. It revealed the last few shelves of a dusty bookcase in the corner, as well as the legs of a single chair and table. The main library door and the rest of the room were out of sight, which meant I was too.

Still, I pressed farther back into the darkness, tucking my slippered feet beneath the heavy skirts of my black mourning dress. Mourning the loss of my father. Of my Gift. Of my entire life as it had once been. 

Leaning my head against the wall, my fingers idly traced the patterns of the cracks. There was a chip in the paint. I picked at it.

“Arie?” Kadin called, inside the large room now, breaking library etiquette to raise his voice. “Are you here?”

Reluctantly, I pulled my gaze from the wall. 

His boots strode past my hiding place as he took the stairs to the second level.

“If you’re here, you’re needed in the dungeons.” He raised his voice to reach the entire library, which I assumed was empty, though I hadn’t checked thoroughly before crawling under the stairs.

His steps overhead grew louder, then quieter, then louder again as he paced down one row of books after another, likely hoping I’d materialize behind one of them. 

It should’ve bothered me that he assumed I was ignoring him.

Instead, tears welled up as I noticed the empty space where his thoughts should’ve been.

I heard nothing.

Only a chair squeaking across the floor as he moved it in his search.

I sank back against the wall and closed my eyes.

My Severance had been incredibly effective. It’d cut me off from my abilities and myself in ways I’d never imagined. 

Gideon had told me once that a Severance was like losing a limb or a lung, that a Gift was a part of you. 

I’d scoffed at the idea then.

But the loss was more than both of those things combined. My whole body tingled, and my hands twitched restlessly, as if searching for something that wasn’t there. The absence of my ability carved out something inside of me, leaving me hollow and too light, floating along through each day without an anchor to hold me to reality.

Kadin was still calling out, although softly, as if worried the wrong ears might overhear. His voice grew closer as he came back down to the main level. “The people need their queen, Arie. Please. We need you.” His voice hitched just a bit but came back clear and strong. Maybe I’d imagined it. “There’s... someone you need to see.”

Someone.

In the dungeons.

Kadin’s effort to be discreet was a waste of time. The servants already knew the guards had caught a spy this morning. I’d overheard them whispering about it earlier when I’d hidden behind a tapestry. Is he from King Amir’s kingdom or another’s? they’d asked each other. Is there a war brewing while the kingdom of Hodafez is left defenseless?

I played with a little purple thread I’d pulled from the carpet, wrapping it around my finger, then unwrapping, then wrapping again.

I should care.

It should’ve bothered me that I didn’t.

Kadin’s sigh pulled me out of my dark thoughts. Leaning forward on my hands and knees, I snuck a glance at him from the depths of my hidden alcove. 

There were dark circles smudged blue and purple under his golden-brown eyes. His dark hair had grown past his ears, and his beard had begun to fill in. A muscle in his jaw twitched as he gazed around the room one last time, frowning. 

“Have you found her?” It was Gideon’s voice, somewhere just out of sight.

How long has he been there? Normally I’d have sensed him immediately—that tingle of another Gifting present. Not anymore. Whenever I poked at the place my Gift had been, it was like poking at a hole in the gums where a tooth had been: surprise and confusion followed swiftly by loss, and sensitive to the touch.

Kadin only shook his head, lips pursed. 

I crawled backward to the rug again. Carefully, to avoid being heard, I unrolled it to lie down, lifting my heavy crown from my head and placing it at my feet so I wouldn’t have to look at it.

“I could move forward without her, but I would prefer her permission.” Gideon’s soft voice washed over me like a distant wave. 

I tried to tune him out. 

“The queen of Jinn uses human spies as well,” he added. “We may need to consider that possibility.” They moved toward the door and back into my line of vision. “Enoch hasn’t returned since he left to spy on the queen, so I can only assume they’ve found him and that he’s been imprisoned... or worse.”

“Do you trust him now?” Kadin asked. His back was to me. From the stiff way he stood, I guessed he didn’t.

“I do,” Gideon replied, eyes dropping to the floor. “He was controlled by the queen’s amulet, just as I was.” 

“I notice you give him grace but blame yourself.” Leave it to Kadin to say what Gideon and I had danced around for months. We’d avoided each other’s presence. I knew my Severance wasn’t his fault. 

It wasn’t.

Repeating it had yet to change the memory of a bitter iron taste on my tongue from biting it, or the twisting fear that spiraled up inside me in his presence. 

“You speak the truth,” Gideon whispered in his way of an answer without answering anything. His usually sharp blue eyes still gazed aimlessly at the floor.

“If King Amir had forced Enoch to do the Severance instead of you, as he’d originally intended, would you have held him accountable?”

“No.” Gideon’s voice was flat.

“It was the king’s vendetta,” Kadin insisted. “You were only a tool.”

“A tool would not feel responsible.” Gideon’s expression flickered, and he straightened. “It’s neither here nor there. My focus now must be on not making the difficulties worse. To ease her burden however I can. Which means this situation must be taken care of.”  

Kadin nodded, rubbing a hand across his face. Turning away from Gideon, he stared toward my section of the library. 

I held my breath and didn’t move.

When he didn’t think anyone was looking, his expression grew hopeless. Where his lips normally quirked upward with a spark of mischief and adventure, they now flattened in a grim line. 

Gideon continued. “While Queen Jezebel won’t declare outright war on the human world until after the Crowning Ceremony, I can only guess at what she’s doing behind the scenes.”

Kadin’s shoulders rose and fell in a heavy breath, and his eyes roamed the shelves in front of him aimlessly, crossing over my hiding spot once more. His expression didn’t change. He turned to face Gideon. “It’s been this way for three months now. If you want to act in Arie’s best interest, I’d recommend not waiting for her when you know what you need to do.”

I frowned at his back. Had it really been three months since the Severance? It felt as if it’d just happened yesterday, and at the same time as if it’d taken place years ago.

Rolling over to face the wall, I curled my legs inward and wrapped my arms around myself, closing my eyes. Two sets of footsteps made their way out of the library, and the door shut behind them.

The silence wrapped around me like a thick shell that kept everything else out. Some small part of me, as insubstantial as a shadow, whispered that I should follow, while another larger part wished they would leave me alone permanently. I wasn’t who they thought I was. I couldn’t be what they needed. It was better for everyone this way. The shadow side agreed. But another small voice wished someone would find me...

A soft scuff of a footstep sounded.

My eyes flew open, and I spun around to find the object of my thoughts crouching in the little triangular opening. He’d seen me after all.

“Is there room on this rug for two?” Kadin asked softly.

I dipped my chin in a nod, averting my eyes.

He tucked himself inside the small space beside me, our knees knocking together. 

I rolled onto my back to make room. 

I didn’t want his pity. 

What I hadn’t expected was his arm gently wrapping around my waist and arm. Holding me. His warmth seeped into me, making me aware of my icy skin. My arms drew up to cover his instinctually.

The minutes passed as we lay there without speaking, and his breathing evened out until he began to snore softly. This gave me the courage to glance over at his face, so close to mine. The worry lines relaxed in sleep, and his lips parted slightly. 

I stared at the low ceiling above us as tears threatened to escape. One trickled down my cheek into my ear.

The shell was still there, but this time I wasn’t alone inside it.
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CHAPTER 2
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Rena

MUNCHING ON AN APPLE, I peered out from the kitchen at the argument breaking out in the great room. One of the noble Shahs sat on a bench, gesturing wildly as he hissed to the others at the breakfast table, “Princess Arie isn’t capable of leading this kingdom. She hasn’t even left her chambers!” His face was the color of a ripe tomato, and his fervor only increased as he continued. 

I tilted my head at the way these humans carried on. Back home such talk would’ve ended with a trident through the heart from my father. But I supposed Arie’s father was dead. She had no other family to speak of, and the man was right about one thing: Arie had barely left her bed in weeks. The kingdom was light on trident-throwers at the moment. 

“Watch your tongue!” An equally sweaty man slammed his drink down for emphasis. “The queen of Hodafez deserves our support. We’re not all fools like you who can’t put their pants on without someone telling them what to wear. Would you prefer King Amir return?”

“Of course not,” Tomato Face grumbled, voice nearly lost in the protests of the other Shahs. “I just think someone else should take charge of Hodafez. One of us, perhaps. The queen clearly isn’t capable of ruling.”

“She just needs time to heal from the Severance,” another Shah protested. “And between this council and Captain Navabi, Hodafez has more than enough leadership for a temporary absence.”

More arguments broke out. The way they repeated what they’d said just moments ago made me shake my head. Such strange creatures, these humans. 

“Where’s Captain Navabi?” I asked one of the guards at the great hall entrance. 

“The dungeon,” he replied.

Tossing my apple to one of the castle dogs, I headed for the stone staircase that led to the dungeon. 

Sure enough, the captain stood with Gideon discussing something in hushed tones. Though I slowed down, careful not to kick any loose rocks in the dimly lit stone hallway, they both fell silent and turned to face me.

“What is it?” the captain asked in his gruff voice. He reminded me of my father.

“Your Shahs think they should run the kingdom,” I said bluntly. 

The captain was moving past me before I’d even finished speaking, headed for the stairs. 

“Great hall,” I called after him, though no doubt he’d hear the fuss.

When I turned back, Gideon shifted in front of the open cell door, blocking whatever was within.

Frowning up at him, I dodged to the side to peer through the cell bars before he could stop me. Inside, a prisoner stood chained to the wall. A stout human with more hair on his chin than on his head glared at Gideon’s back while pressing himself against the stone. So a Jinni scared him. That wasn’t really that unusual. Was this the spy the servants had been whispering about?

The human’s narrowed gaze turned on me as Gideon sighed. “You shouldn’t be here.”

Jinn had such trust issues. “If you can’t confide in me by now, you should have kept a lot more secrets than this,” I joked.

He didn’t even crack a smile. He just stared into the cell, where the stubby human squinted at me rudely. 

“So, who’s this fellow?”

“I’m afraid I can’t say.” Gideon’s tone was polite. He crossed his arms casually, not moving out of the doorway. “Did you need something?”

“No.” I fought the urge to cross my arms as well. Just because I was sixteen and at least a century younger than him didn’t mean I liked being treated like a child. Or maybe he was distant because he still thought I had a crush on him. If so, he was being ridiculous. That was long over. 

Since Gideon was blocking the door with his tall frame, I stepped up to the bars, wrapping my fingers around them, trying to figure out what was going on. Conversations that included chains and cells hinted strongly at an interrogation. “He’s the spy they’re talking about, isn’t he?” 

“I don’t know what you mean.”

That was a yes. If it wasn’t true, he would’ve just said no. Why wouldn’t he let me in on the fun?

“I’d like to stay.” My voice came out more girlish than I’d intended, like a little-Mere instead of my fully grown and mature sixteen—almost seventeen—years. I cleared my throat and added, “I know how to use a trident, if you’d like help.” I definitely did not. But we would cross that ocean when we came to it.

“No need,” Gideon replied, brushing his vest off as if wiping away the very mention of a spy. “I am finished for the moment.”

I slipped around his arms through the gap he’d left and entered the cell, peering at the strange bald man. “You found out who hired him, then? Is it the queen of Jinn, like you feared?”

A hiss came from Gideon as the spy began to shimmer in the air, growing translucent. There was a small smirk on the man’s grimy face as he winked out of existence just like Gideon did when he traveled. The manacles that had been around his wrists clanked heavily against the stone wall, empty.

“What happened?” I jumped back, eyes wide. “Where’d he go?”

Lips pressed together, Gideon leapt into the cell where the man had stood and flashed out of sight. He came back a moment later, then flashed away again. 

Finally, he came back, shoulders hunched. “There’s no trail.”

“Is he...” I blinked, unsure what to ask. “How did he get away? Is he dead?”

Gideon shook his head, touching the manacles, then the wall, searching for something I couldn’t see. “Not dead. Escaped. I was trying not to activate the magic I sensed over him, but it seems your question was the trigger.”

“That’s not my fault,” I muttered under my breath. “You could’ve warned me.”

“Even a warning would’ve likely had the same result if he’d overheard,” he reassured me as he gave up and left the cell. “Unfortunately, we now have no way of knowing why he was here.”

“You’re not serious?” Now I was the one who smirked. “It’s more than obvious. You don’t send a spy to another kingdom unless you hope to see where it’s vulnerable.” Even I, the youngest daughter of the Sea King, knew that.

“There could be other reasons.” 

Gideon didn’t want to see it. It was his home, after all. “Don’t be delusional. If there was magic, I didn’t see it, which means it was Jinni magic. And if the queen of Jinn’s name is forbidden, then you can bet this spell came from her. The only real question is why does the queen of Jinn want to know the weaknesses of a human kingdom?”

Gideon said nothing. The silence stretched while we stared at the empty cell as if the spy might somehow reappear.

Finally, he turned to face me. “Jinni magic may rule out the Mere and the humans, but that doesn’t immediately incriminate the queen.”

“Who else would it be?”

“Perhaps one of the Jinn she banished?” He studied the floor in thought.

“To what end?” I kept my face smooth and blank, hiding my giddy excitement. Unraveling this scheme was almost as thrilling as a shark hunt.

Gideon was clearly at a loss.

“Wouldn’t sending someone like this and using a spell to steal him away with whatever secrets he has”—I gestured to where the spy had been—“be against your Jinni code?”

“The Three Unbreakable Laws,” he murmured, shaking his head. “It’s a gray area. That doesn’t mean anything.”

“It does,” I insisted. “It’s too big a risk for a banished Jinni. If the queen found out, there’d be consequences.” I didn’t wait for him to confirm the obvious. “But who holds the queen accountable? Who can stop her from breaking the Indestructible Laws?”

“Unbreakable,” Gideon corrected. He blinked and shook his head a little, as if trying to clear it, rubbing a hand over his face once more.

“Sometimes the truth tastes like a Bitterfish.” I repeated the Mere saying into the lengthy silence. “But better a Bitterfish to survive than a Nightfin’s sweet poison.”

“You’re right.” Gideon winced. “I know you’re right.” 

It was a struggle not to grin and rub it in, and I might’ve faltered for a moment, but fortunately he wasn’t looking at me. 

He rubbed his face with both hands and then crossed his arms. “If it’s truly Queen Jezebel spying on the human world—on Hodafez and possibly other kingdoms—I can only see one reason: she plans to attack, most likely immediately following the Crowning Ceremony when her Gifts are strongest.”

My shoulders hunched toward my ears. Now I was the one recognizing the taste of a Bitterfish. “She’s coming here? The humans are all but defenseless against the Jinn...”

“I know.” 

The urge to nervously flap my tail came over me, but of course, I couldn’t. My toes twitched under my gown. “The Mere could help if they wanted to... but I don’t think they will.”

“I know,” he said again, eyes closed, one hand pinching the bridge of his nose.

“We have to warn the humans.” I bounced on my toes as the nervous energy tried to find a place to go. “They need to prepare, to find some sort of protection...” I trailed off, not knowing what that would look like. 

On a long sigh, Gideon said once more, “I know.” He dropped his hands to his sides and fully met my gaze for the first time since I’d arrived. “Would you gather everyone in the queen’s reception chamber?”

I nodded, turning to go, but stopped. “Where are you going?”

“I’m going to help the captain maintain order,” Gideon replied, vanishing. He didn’t believe in interfering with the kingdom’s politics or using his many Gifts to influence human behavior—something about those debatable laws of Jinn—yet he was happy enough to flash upstairs to the great hall where just his simple presence would cause the discussion to break up and end. At least for the day. 

I shook my head in frustration. 

In Mere, we did what we wanted when we wanted. All this tiptoeing around felt as idiotic as taking a swim during a hurricane. 

***
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I STARED AT THE DARK mahogany door that led to Arie’s room. I was overdue for a visit. At first I’d come every day, but now I tended to only come by when the others visited.

I sucked in a deep breath and held it, as if that would keep the misery from infecting me. But Arie’s pain always became my own. Avoiding heartbreak was impossible when it stared you in the face.

Entering the dark room, I could make out her form lying in the bed. Mirrors and dressing tables and another set of couches decorated the room. They sat collecting dust. 

“That’s it,” I muttered. “This isn’t helping.” Going to the window, I flung back the floor-to-ceiling drapes, coughing at the dust that floated through the air. 

The gloom immediately lifted. Sunlight spilled in and touched the bed, making Arie stir. 

“Stop,” she mumbled, shielding her eyes as if I’d forced her to stare directly at the sun. “Close them...”

I ignored her. This was for her own good, even if she didn’t agree.

Coming around to the bed, I pulled back the curtains that surrounded it, tying them up as well. “Did you know it’s just past noon?” I asked in a cheerful tone as I worked. “You would never have guessed it walking in here, but it’s actually a beautiful sunny day. I’ve grown quite used to the sun now. I prefer to be in it whenever possible.”

She glowered at me but didn’t say a word. I was one of the only people in her entire kingdom she couldn’t chastise. At least, not effectively.  

“So...” I dropped onto the bed and let the word drag out to emphasize how one-sided this conversation was. The others could coddle her; I didn’t believe in it. In Mere, we addressed a problem directly. 

When she didn’t reply, I gave up on conversation, just for the moment. “Gideon asked me to gather everyone for a meeting in the sitting room, if you’re up for attending.”

She only shrugged.

This wasn’t the Arie I knew. I needed to do something. “When are you going to stop feeling sorry for yourself?” I winced as I heard myself. It sounded like something my sister would say. 

Oddly enough, it seemed to light a tiny fire in her dead eyes. “Excuse me?”

“You know.” I waved at the dirty room the servants were afraid to enter, searching for nicer words. “When are you going to stop all this and start ruling your kingdom? They’re not going to wait forever.” That wasn’t much of an improvement. Still, picturing Tomato Face downstairs, I figured if I didn’t find a way to say it now, someone else might later, and it wouldn’t end with time to think about it.

She frowned at me, which made me smile back. I was finally getting somewhere. 

Arie’s gaze shifted past me to stare at the wall. The fire in her slowly died, and she curled in on herself. “They didn’t want me as queen when I was Gifted, and they certainly don’t want me to be queen now.”

“That might be true.” I shrugged. “But it doesn’t really matter. The fact is, you are the queen and you are without a Gift, whether any of you want it this way or not. Maybe it’s time you take a good look at who you actually are and try accepting it for once.”

Though I’d tried to keep my voice matter-of-fact, I threw my hands up at the glare she gave me. “I’m just speaking the truth. Someone should. You’ve spent enough time in this bed to recover at least three times. It’s time to get up and see if your legs still work.” 

When she lifted a brow, I smiled as if I was joking. Who knows how legs work? I’d only had mine for a few months. They seemed sturdy enough, but not nearly as strong as a tail. “You’re my friend. If no one else is brave enough to say these things to you, I will.”

When we’d first met, Arie might have sarcastically thanked me, though I wouldn’t have known it was false at the time. Today she just rolled over and put her back to me, pulling the covers over her head to block out the sunlight.

“Well.” I stood to leave, adding lightly, “I’ll be waiting in the sitting room for someone to talk to who can hold up their end of the conversation.” 

Even that didn’t bring the fire back. I held in a sigh, trying not to be disappointed, and left without waiting for her reply since it often didn’t come.  

In the connecting room, Bosh stood by the large window, idly playing with the gold tassels of a pillow on the window seat.

I wove through the tables and chairs, treading softly until I was directly behind him. Then I cleared my throat. 

He jumped and let go of the pillow as if he’d been caught red-handed. “Oh, Rena, I was just... I mean...” He gulped. “Hi. How are you?”

“I’m well.” His reaction made me smirk. 

It wasn’t just the fact that I’d learned to sneak up on a thief; it was also adorable how he seemed determined to give that life up. For me, I hoped.

After my last attempt at forcing love with Gideon, this time I planned to hold back and see what floated to the surface on its own.

That said, I still had to tell him everything I’d found out since I’d seen him that morning. “Did you hear about the spy?”
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CHAPTER 3
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Kadin

WE WAITED FOR GIDEON and Arie in the queen’s sitting room. Bosh murmured something in Rena’s ear. She giggled. 

I’d sent a message to Daichi and Ryo to come if they were free. They preferred to stay at the tavern in town; the castle made them uncomfortable. According to Ryo, “We’re supposed to steal from queens, not serve them.” With Naveed scouting for the next possible job and Illium having left our crew altogether, that left just me and Bosh. 

Which might as well have meant I was alone since he spent his days with Rena. 

The shift in dynamics from leading my crew to being someone in the background threw me more than I wanted to admit.

While the Shah’s Council met daily with the captain of the guard, Navabi, the eight of us had formed a second “unofficial” council on Arie’s behalf. 

When the door opened, Ryo and Daichi entered, surprising me by attending after all. Their eyes darted around the room, cataloguing items. The gold inlaid over the backs of chairs. The ivory statues. Even the pillows and rugs were exquisite. I recognized the habit as easily as I did my own. They were restless.

My men stayed in Hodafez for me, but for how long, I couldn’t say. Our crew was breaking apart. The toothpick I chewed on snapped between my teeth. I threw it away and pulled out a new one. The future was about as clear as the path to Jinn.

When Arie slipped into the room from the opposite door, hope inflated my lungs. For her sake I pretended not to see her and nodded along with Ryo’s story. 

“She asked about my tattoos,” he was saying as he held up his arms. They were covered in ink from the wrist to the shoulder, disappearing under the sleeves of his tunic and crawling out from beneath it onto his neck. Raising a brow for emphasis, he added, “All of them. You try to tell me she’s not interested when she wants to sit and listen to an hour’s worth of stories. About skin.” He smirked.

Arie settled into the window seat across the room from us, pulling her faded red robes around herself. Her dark hair lay flat and lifeless, and her eyes gazed dully at us, but at least she was here. It was something.

Before Ryo could go on, Gideon flashed into the room. His eyes landed on Arie, and she stiffened. His wince was almost imperceptible. Turning to the rest of us, he moved toward the side of the room farthest from her. “Good, you’re all here.”

Ryo and Daichi sat up straighter in Gideon’s presence, while Rena glanced over at me, practically bouncing in her seat.

She looked away when I held her gaze. It was an effort not to frown at her. 

Gideon moved into the circle of chairs, kindly not pressing Arie to join us, and began without preamble. “I owe all of you an explanation. When we first met, as you know, I was pursuing a lamp that could help me return to Jinn.” He perched on the edge of the sofa, perfectly still besides fidgeting with his cane, which for him might as well have been wild pacing. “What I’ve never shared is that just prior to my leaving Jinn, I had learned that the prince of Jinn was missing.”

“You told me,” Rena said, grinning at the rest of us, proud she’d known a secret. I could remind her that she’d told me too, but I let it go. 

“He disappeared over a year ago,” Gideon continued. “What you may not know”—his voice grew sharp, and each word snapped—“is that when I pierced through the enchantment and began to discover hidden truths beneath the surface, the queen banished me from Jinn.” 

Rena coughed.

“Some of you knew that as well,” Gideon amended.

“Is that normal?” I spoke for the first time, keeping my voice mild, though this new information shocked me. 

“It shouldn’t be,” Gideon said darkly. “But this last century, it’s happened more and more frequently. This last year of my banishment, I’ve spent every spare moment searching for a way back into Jinn to find the lost prince.”

“That’s why you wanted that lamp,” Bosh interrupted, nudging Daichi beside him, who nudged Ryo. “We knew it had to be important.”

“I thought so.” Gideon pulled that same oil lamp from his pocket, holding it by the golden stem and staring at the green glass orb on top. “But since Arie’s Sever—since three months ago, that is...” We all kept still and silent, careful not to glance in Arie’s direction as Gideon faltered and continued on. “When Enoch revealed that the prince is not even in Jinn, I began to wonder if the queen banished her own son. I’ve spent these last few months searching the human kingdoms instead for any trace of him.”

“The queen?” I sat forward. I couldn’t help myself. Growing up on tales of Jinn, it was difficult to separate facts from fairy tales, but one of them stuck out in my mind, about a compassionate queen who took over the throne and ruled fairly after her husband passed away. Those bedtime stories had painted her out to be a saint, which I’d always found a little hard to believe. Still, I’d never expected a truth like this. “She’d banish her own son?” Just when I start to trust the Jinn, I’m reminded what they’re truly like. 

“Queen Jezebel’s involvement in the prince’s disappearance is too strong to ignore.” A muscle twitched in Gideon’s jaw, and his blue eyes were like ice when he turned to me. “For the past year, my entire focus has been finding the prince before the Crowning Ceremony of Jinn. Crowning him instead is the only way to prevent the queen from ruling for another fifty years. The crown enhances her Gifts, making her stronger than any other Jinni. Crowning her would renew her strength and tie my people to her for another half century. But—” he glanced at Rena, and they exchanged a weighted look—“I’ve reason to believe there’s a new concern that affects the human world as well.” 

He turned in his seat to address Arie directly for the first time. “It’s no longer just the prince of Jinn who needs saving, but the human kingdoms as well. Without a plan of action, it may be mere days after the ceremony before the queen of Jinn attempts to take over.”

Take over. “What exactly would that look like? Turning the humans into slaves? Killing them?” I forgot to watch Arie. This was exactly what I’d always been afraid of. Memories of growing up powerless with Jinni Gifts hurting my family flooded back. My little brother lying dead in the road. I clenched my fists. The Jinn had always exploited their power. Why should I be surprised?

“Both. Worse. The queen sees humans as lesser beings.”

I clasped my hands and rested my chin on them, trying to maintain a calm demeanor that I didn’t feel as my men glanced between us. “I thought we at least had the Jinni laws protecting us.”

“We do. Or we did. The queen has worked hard to revoke them. When she goes through the Crowning Ceremony and regains her full ruling strength from the spells, I have no doubt she’ll overrule anyone who disagrees with her.”

“She has to be stopped,” I said, mostly to myself. 

Gideon nodded. “I’ve called you here because it’s no longer just a matter for the Jinn alone. Our problems will very shortly spill over into the human world as well, which brings me to my main request.” 

Rena scooted to the edge of her seat, and the room seemed to hold its breath.

We waited.

“The queen of Jinn is trying to start a war.” Gideon tapped his cane on the floor, as if to knock out the words that wouldn’t quite come, and said softly, “And I think it’s time we give it to her.”

I was shaking my head before he’d even finished speaking. “Absolutely not. Humans can’t win a war against the Jinn.”

“It’s not an easy request.” Gideon’s fingers curled around the elegant cane. His voice wavered almost imperceptibly as he continued. “When the queen’s daughter disappeared years ago, I could have come to the humans for help. We could’ve worked together. But pride kept me from it. Perhaps if I’d been willing to bend, she could’ve been found.” He stared at Arie as he said this, though her gaze was on the floor.

“The humans need a plan,” Rena declared in the silence that followed. “We’ve seen firsthand what happens when the queen of Jinn involves herself in the human world.” She gestured to Arie, adding, “No offense intended.”

Arie straightened a bit, lifting her chin to nod in agreement. “No, you’re right. I don’t want what’s happened to me to happen to my people.”

“And that brings us back to the main topic at hand,” Gideon said gently but firmly. “We need to discuss ways the humans can store up defenses against the coming invasion. More importantly, we need to discuss offensive tactics and, if possible, find a way to challenge the queen’s rule and fight back.”

I knew he was right, but we’d seen what the Jinn could do. My gaze slid across all the fine castle furniture, which I’d seen during daylight hours far more than I’d ever expected, to land on Arie. She’d slumped back against the side of the elaborately carved window seat, eyes closed. 

Our constantly present proof of Jinni strength.

Impossible to ignore.

Her Severance was like her own private torture chamber I couldn’t rescue her from, no matter how hard I tried. If that was the result of just one Jinni... well, it was difficult to imagine what would happen if the queen sent an army.

I sank back into my chair. Creating the perfect plan was usually a pleasure. This was the first time in years that I felt utterly defeated as I came up blank. 

I couldn’t save Arie any more than I’d been able to save my little brother all those years ago, or my family from their fate. How, then, was I supposed to rescue the entire human race?
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CHAPTER 4
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Arie

“WHAT IF...” MY VOICE was rusty, and I had to clear my throat. “What if we could get more Jinn to join the humans?” It felt good to focus on something outside of myself for a change. It helped lessen the pain. “Not just you and Enoch, but dozens of other Jinn? If the queen has banished so many, could there be more Jinn out there who might want to take our side? To end her reign?”

There was a long pause. Not even the sound of breathing. Was it really that shocking for me to speak?

Rena grinned at me, hands raised to her mouth as if she might even clap. Bosh, Daichi, and Ryo glanced between me and Kadin, whose expression was carefully neutral.

Gideon was the first to answer, hesitating before he slowly said, “I’m afraid that could take weeks, perhaps months.” His voice was soft, the way you’d speak to an injured animal, as he finished, “We don’t have time for that, unfortunately. The Crowning Ceremony is barely more than a month from now.”

This was my home. I wouldn’t let myself give up, no matter how desperately I wanted to.  “Remember how you told us you sensed the Jinni Key when it was unveiled? That it called to you and all other Jinn?”

His brows rose. “You’re saying we could use the Jinni Key as a beacon.”

“To call any Jinn nearby,” I agreed. A brief smile touched my face. The feeling faded too quickly to hold on to.

“Not just Jinn nearby,” Gideon whispered, leaning forward in his chair and growing completely still. “It could be sensed by Jinn across entire kingdoms. We could build an army.” He stood in excitement. “If we return to Jinn with such a large crowd of witnesses, we might be able to take a stand at the Crowning Ceremony and challenge the queen’s reign peacefully.”

“Just one thing,” Rena said, glancing worriedly at me. 

I recalled the problem even before she spoke. 

“I don’t have the Key anymore.” She pursed her lips and shook her head. “When Gideon said he didn’t need it, I gave it to my sister. She always wanted it, and I thought... I thought I was doing something nice...” She trailed off, muttering to herself, “How could I give something so important to Yuliya, of all Mere...”

I sank back in my chair. “You’re right. It was a stupid idea.”

“Not stupid,” Kadin murmured, leaning toward me. “Just... not feasible.”

The others nodded, trying to be encouraging. 

Tears pricked my eyes. When would a day come that I didn’t cry for no reason? I blinked carefully, trying to hide them, and stayed silent.

“What’s the worst that could happen if we did nothing?” Bosh asked, and they slowly returned to debating our options.

The sunlight slowly crossed the window seat, crawling up my arm and neck until it warmed my face. I leaned against the soft pillows in the corner of the window seat and closed my eyes as I listened.

Without meaning to, I fell asleep. 

A soft shuffling of a chair moving closer roused me. Blinking sleepily, I found Kadin seated across from me, elbows on his knees.  

“Any progress?” Guilt at falling asleep made that small spark of concern for my kingdom rise in my chest again. It flickered weakly and went out. They were doing a far better job than I would. Who was I to save my kingdom when I couldn’t even save myself? 

“Nothing worth trying yet,” he said softly. In a louder voice, he called across the room to the others where they sat in their circle, “I think we should come back to the Jinni Key.” 

A voice called back, “We don’t have it, boss.” Bosh. Shoes knocked on the hardwood floors as he and the others came to join us.

I sighed and uncurled a bit to sit up. No matter how much I wished I could shut my eyes and go back to sleep, a queen should keep her feet on the floor in public. 

Kadin shook his head at Bosh, half smiling. “There’s no reason we can’t get it back.” 

Rena stopped behind a chair, resting her hands on the top, shaking her head. “Yuliya would never part with it. Even if she hates it as much as I did, she still wouldn’t give it back to me.” 

Everyone was silent. It took an enormous amount of energy for me to form my thoughts into words. “Would she consider a loan?” 

Rena frowned, lowering her gaze to the floor as she contemplated the idea. “A bargain for temporary ownership?” On a deep breath, she said in a rush, “I suppose if the offer was enticing enough. Yuliya loves a good trade as much as the next Mere. Maybe more.” Her eyes brightened. “We’d only need the Key until the end of the month”—she glanced at Gideon—“right?”

Arms crossed, forehead wrinkled, he nodded. “But how would you convince her?”

“I have an idea of what she might want.” Rena headed toward the door, almost tripping over her skirts in her excitement. “If this is our only option, then there’s only one way to find out if it’ll work. I have to face my sister.”
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CHAPTER 5
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Rena

“HOW WILL YOU REACH her?” Bosh asked from a few feet behind me on the beach. He’d stopped when he reached the water, but I’d stepped into it and let the waves of home wash over my feet.  

“The Mere put migration communication rules in place for travelers,” I said absently, eyes glued to the horizon where the late afternoon sun was setting over the ocean. 

This time of year, it would be the orcas. Fortunately, my underwater home in Rusalka was only a short distance from Hodafez, otherwise this type of communication often took days. “We’re not as barbaric as the humans, incapable of going anywhere without being out of contact for months.”

“It’s really that common to travel as a Mere?” 

“Of course.” I left the water to wander the beach, searching for a conch shell that would project the farthest. “I’m the youngest.”

For some reason, that didn’t clear things up for him. His bare feet appeared in my line of vision. “What does that have to do with anything?”

This shell should work. Holding the conch, I dropped onto the sand with a sigh, making a little hill to prop my feet up so I could stare at my toes as they wiggled. “Eldests stay home and prepare to rule. Middles learn politics and war. Youngests have the most freedom and usually travel as ambassadors to other Mere kingdoms, maybe even to human kingdoms in the past. Why? What did your parents teach you?”

“I never met my parents.” His voice was soft. Fish eggs. As their human saying went, I’d put my leg in my mouth again. Or was it toes? I’d never quite figured out how that worked.

“Well, don’t worry.” I fumbled past the awkward silence, avoiding his words. “It’s not that common for Mere to visit the human world. Yuliya would never bother coming here if I didn’t ask her. Let’s just hope asking is enough.”

I played with my shell necklace, subtly pulling out an especially pretty shell that released the fragrance of a flower from the depths of the ocean. It wasn’t as potent here on the surface as underwater, but I stood and stepped closer to him to make up for that. If only I had my glorious tail now instead of these two scrawny legs hidden beneath a dress. No Mereboy had ever resisted the shine of my red scales.

Bosh didn’t seem to notice any of my attempts at flirting. Shading his eyes, he studied the water. 

I sighed. Back home, he’d be expected to ask my father if we could swim for an hour a day to get to know each other. It was a very intentional type of courtship—not this unplanned, unspoken thing between us where we ran into each other and stayed until we didn’t. Wait to see what floats to the surface on its own, I reminded myself. 

Not that I minded spending most of my days with him. Not at all. 

Sure, Bosh didn’t do anything the normal way, but to be fair, it was difficult for him to ask my father’s permission; I could forgive him for that. 

I shrugged, letting go of the shell and the flirting to focus on the task at hand.

If any orcas grazed in these waters, it was almost time. The sun had dipped below the horizon, but that soft golden light lingered. Close enough. 

I stepped into the tiny waves that lapped at the shore. 

“Wait, what’re you doing?” Bosh panicked, following me into the water. “Are you leaving?”

“Of course not!” I laughed. “I’m just going to call an orca in. At night they rest nearer to the surface, so it’s our best chance to reach one.”

“Call an... orca.” His face paled. 

Did I forget to share that bit? I shrugged, wading farther into the water, up to my waist. “I’ll be right back,” I called over my shoulder before I dove into the deeper waves and fully submerged.

After so long on land, my gills strained to adjust to being underwater. I put the conch to my lips and blew three short blasts, paused, then three more, and so on. It didn’t take long for a dark shape to form in the distance. I swam farther out to meet it. 

The orca stretched the length of three horses, and his powerful teeth could have easily eaten all three as well, but his beady black eye was friendly as he circled me. 

Using the conch, I blew another series of blasts: short, short, long, a trill, and a drop. It was a complex language, but like every royal Mere, I’d learned to speak orca at a young age. 

When I stopped, he trilled in response that he understood. With a flap of his tail, he rose to the surface to blow out the water and take in new air—Bosh would see a sudden fountain—and then he flipped to face Rusalka and swam off. 

When I returned, Bosh stood in water up to his chest, eyes wide. “That was—it was huge! What if... how did you...?”

I grinned. “I gave him the message.” My smile faded, and I gazed out past the crashing waves to the stillness beyond. “Now all we can do is wait.” 

***
[image: image]


WE CAME BACK TO THE sandy shore frequently, sometimes with Kadin, Daichi, or Ryo. Sometimes even with Gideon, though he rarely stayed long. Arie never came. 

There was no word the first day, nor the first part of the second, but in the evening on the second day, I jumped to my feet at the sight of pale blond hair rising from the depths. Glancing up at the castle on the cliffside above, small and pale in the distance, I wished I hadn’t told Bosh to stay behind to help Kadin. The empty beach that had seemed so large and inviting now felt narrow and threatening. Too close to water. I should have told her to meet me at the castle. 

Yuliya used the shell that gave her legs, a duplicate of the one she’d given me, before approaching. Once on solid ground, she strode out as gracefully as any Mere who’d had a tail the previous minute could, only tripping once or twice. She stopped where the waves still lapped at her bare ankles. “You dare summon me, Sister?” She sneered, but there was curiosity underneath the usual layer of contempt. 

She wore a short dress of seaweed, another reminder that she knew more of the human world than she’d ever deigned to share with me.

I answered with the same degree of bluntness. “I’d like to offer you a bargain.”

Yuliya’s cool blue eyes lit up with interest, taking in the kingdom above and behind me, though her voice remained distant. “I’m listening.”

“I’m sure you’ve noticed that the Key doesn’t grant you your own desires, only the desires of others,” I began.

“What of it?” she snapped, no longer indifferent. Behind her, the setting sun lit the sky, outlining her with vibrant gold and pink. 

“Perhaps I’d be willing to turn the Key for you, as I’m sure you do for others, to grant your greatest desire.” I’d done so many times before, and I would happily do so again if it meant saving the human world. I was completely confident Yuliya had never used the Key for someone else since she’d won it from me. She wouldn’t risk the pain that came with granting someone’s greatest desire, especially if it was a larger desire—which most were. 

“Out of the kindness of your heart, I suppose?” Every word dripped with sarcasm. “Are the humans rubbing off on you so much already?”

Every word mattered in a bargain. I chose mine carefully. “This offer would come with an agreement to lend me the Jinni Key”—it was important to always name things with incredible detail in a bargain to avoid ending up with something unexpected, like a regular old key—“for the span of a month and a day. At the end of that time, I’d turn the Key to grant your desire and then give it back.” 

“Ha, at the end,” she scoffed. “So you think I’d give you a whole month to find your way out of the deal? Or perhaps run away with the Key into the mountains”—she pronounced it mon-tayns—“and disappear forever? Absolutely not.”

I kept my own façade of indifference intact and shrugged. “Well, I’m not going through the pain of granting a desire for nothing. Knowing you, it’s likely a large desire and difficult to accomplish any other way.” I hoped to twist the knife in how badly she wanted it. 

Her eyes narrowed. 

I crossed my arms, adding, “I can tell from your silence that the desire is substantial, so asking for a full month is hardly too large a bargain. If anything, it’s too small. It’s either this or there’s no deal.” 

We stared across the water at each other, not speaking. Now that she was considering the deal, I hoped Bosh would take his time. This was the crucial moment.

After a long minute passed, I accepted her refusal with a nod and turned toward the path to leave.

“You’ll grant the desire first,” she declared, making me pause and turn back. “And only once the desire is granted will I allow you to have the Jinni Key for the span of a month and a day.”

I checked every word of the deal carefully. It seemed reasonable. Better than I’d hoped, really. I hadn’t been sure until this very moment that she’d even consider parting with the Key.

Between the crashing of the waves and the tall grass along the path to the castle, I wouldn’t see or hear Bosh or any other humans coming, which worried me. Yuliya didn’t like others to see her spells. She might withdraw out of spite. Thankfully, though, he didn’t show. 

As before, our contract was sealed with a spell; the imprint of the shell she used would remain on my skin like a brand until the contract was complete. 

When Yuliya placed the cold metal of the Jinni Key in my palm, the crescent moon at the top dug into my skin, creating the feeling of a tiny school of fish in my stomach all swimming at once.

Now that I’d agreed, all that was left was to grant her desire. One more glance over my shoulder at the path through the tall grass. Still alone. 

My sister looked as hungry as a shark with blood in the water.

When I turned the Key in the air, an inky cloud grew above her head, showing me a vision of her deepest desire. I could still back out if it turned out to be too much.  

I expected to see one of the Meremen who frequently chased her tail. Instead, the vision revealed our father on his throne, naming her as his successor. 

As the sky deepened in color and the sun drew closer to the water, making the vision even darker by contrast, I scrunched up my nose, trying to judge the cost that the Key would extract from me physically for granting this particular desire. On the one hand, Father would eventually name Yuliya his heir. However, he was still in his prime, with at least a century ahead of him, if not two. It was rare for a ruler to name a successor before the end of their reign. Unheard of, truthfully.

The edges of Yuliya’s pale hair shimmered with gold as the sun dipped slowly below the water. She didn’t say a word as I considered. We both knew I couldn’t steal the Key, as much as I wanted to. 

It was time for my decision. 

A desire could only be granted if it didn’t force someone else’s will—the fact that the Key gave me the option to grant this desire meant it would be within my father’s will to name her. I clenched and unclenched my hand; this debate could go on all night, but, ultimately, I knew what I would do. Better to just get it over with.

Holding the Key, I slipped it into the keyhole at the bottom of the inky cloud and unlocked the vision.

My ankle rolled to the side with an audible snap. I fell to the ground, gasping. 

It was agony. 

Through the fog of pain, Yuliya waded into deeper waters to bring her tail back. Another blink, still trying to clear the tears, and she’d dove beneath the surface, leaving me alone. 

The bargain was struck. 

Breathing hard, I tried to stand but fell back, clutching my throbbing ankle, unable to do anything but lie there with tears streaming down my face. My entire ankle had swollen to twice its normal size. Tentatively, I touched my fingers to the bone. Agony made my vision go black for a moment. 

The gray sky grew darker. Stars would come out soon. Bosh had to have realized something was wrong by now.

I closed my eyes, focusing on my breathing.

This was what happened to fools who wanted legs instead of a tail. Stupid, breakable human bodies. The Key always has a cost, I reminded myself. It would’ve been something else. Right now, that wasn’t comforting in the slightest. Maybe this time the price was too high.

“Rena, what’s wrong? What happened?” Bosh’s frantic voice cut through the throbbing. He’d finally come. 

When I opened my eyes, it was pitch-black and I could barely make out his silhouette. 

His hands were on my arms now, then my face, checking for the cause of my pain.

Catching his arm, I stopped his frenzied searching and said on a heavy breath, “It’s my ankle.”

“What happened? Did your sister do this to you? Can you stand?” he asked as he offered his hands to help me up.

I hissed through my teeth as I stood on one foot and attempted to put weight on the injured leg. Shooting pain radiated up my leg, pulsing, making my stomach churn and my head spin. I couldn’t think straight. “I can’t put weight on it,” I said, shaking my head, trying to sit back down. “I think I’ll just stay here tonight.”

“You’re not staying here.” He stopped me, putting my arm over his shoulder. “Lean on me, and I’ll help you. We need to get you to a healer.” 

I had to stop and rest a dozen times along the path before we drew close enough to the castle for Bosh to run and get help.

It was only as Bosh and the healer settled me on a low cot in the sickroom that I finally remembered the Key. My fingers curled around the now-warm metal still in my hand.

I slumped back with a sigh of relief that accidentally turned into a yelp when the healer prodded the bones of my ankle. “Hold still, child.” 

She pressed a few places, asking if it hurt. 

I nodded with new tears streaming down my cheeks. 

Finally, she wrapped it and stepped back to speak with Bosh in the doorway for a few long minutes.

When he approached my cot, he took a deep breath before blowing it out. “She said the swelling means there’s been some pretty bad tearing, but she doesn’t think it’s actually broken.”

I snorted. “Are you sure she’s a healer?”

Bosh’s face and shoulders relaxed a bit, and he smiled. “You’re sounding more like yourself,” he teased. “She said you’ll need a few days to heal, maybe a week or two, but you’ll be walking again soon enough.” 

I hoped she was right.

That night as I lay with my hands clenched through the pain, unable to sleep from the throbbing ache in my foot, I comforted myself by wrapping my hands around the Jinni Key and remembering the look on everyone’s faces when I’d held it up.

Now that we held the Key, we held hope. 
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CHAPTER 6
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Nesrin

WE SAT AT THE four-course dinner with my entire family. My three siblings, mother, and even my father all took turns staring at Malakai, the Jinni in their midst.

This dinner—and our dinners for the next decade, really—was all thanks to him. When Malakai had given me a dragon’s egg and allowed me to bring it home, he’d saved every single one of them from a life of slavery to pay back the mountain of debt my father had accrued.

His nearly translucent skin with the tiniest hint of blue set him apart, as did his sharp jaw, pitch-black hair, and clear blue eyes that had an otherworldly silver in them. 

That alone was enough to awe them into an awkward silence, even if they hadn’t also known he was the prince of Jinn. Shadi and my mother thought we should tell everyone in town, but my father had fortunately backed me up when I told them it needed to be a secret. My mother had shrugged and muttered, “Maybe that’s for the best. After all, even though he’s a prince, he’s still a Jinni.” Scrunching up her nose at the thought, she’d let it go. For now. We’d see if it lasted into next week. 

“Doost—ah, Malakai—would you like another serving?” I asked. My voice, which normally would’ve been drowned out by my siblings, sounded overly loud. I blushed at the slip in front of my family, but I’d grown used to calling him by the name I’d given him in his dragon form.

“I can get it for you,” Shadi said, ladling a generous scoop onto his plate before he had a chance to answer. 

My eldest sister twirled her dyed-red hair to draw attention to it, smiling when Malakai thanked her, and quirked her brow at me when he returned his attention to the plate. 

None of them knew the full reason Malakai was staying here. I’d brought him to my father and begged him to let him stay. All he knew was what I’d told him: that I’d met Malakai during my travels to find the egg. “I owe him, Baba,” I’d tried to explain while keeping the details vague. “I hoped I could repay the favor by offering him a place to stay while he’s in town.” 

My father had agreed to keep our secret, however hesitant. After all, no one would turn away a Jinni outright anyway. But no one in my family, not even him, realized just how much they owed to Malakai. 

Silverware—recently bought back, also thanks to Malakai—clinked against plates, and the only other sounds were chewing and swallowing. 

As dessert arrived, I glanced up to find him studying the shivering confection where they set it down. It shook and bobbed like a liquid contained. 

When he met my gaze, his lip quirked. 

I grinned, lifting one brow as if to say, You’ve never seen gelatin before?

Our silent communication reminded me of how it’d been when I’d first met him as a dragon. I’d learned to read him better than anyone and knew without him saying a word that lifting his chin and shaking his head meant, I prefer solid foods.

Someone kicked me under the table. 

I startled. 

Zareen glared at me from across the table. She’d expressed her interest in Malakai the moment she’d seen him, declaring she’d make him fall in love with her within the day. It’d been a week. 

Fury at my innocent interaction with Malakai rolled off her.

I shook my head at my plate. I’d be hearing about this tonight. Not for the first time, I considered telling her how I felt about Malakai... but I didn’t really have a clue. He was a friend. That was all the claim on him I really had. My spoon dangled over the plate, forgotten. Did I want more? I’d never been in this position before. 

Malakai’s spine stiffened as if someone had poked him. 

I leaned forward to glance at Shadi to see if she had. 

“Is everything all right?” my father asked before I could.

“Yes,” Malakai replied in a clipped tone.

Roohstam picked up the dessert plate and held it toward Malakai. It danced with the motion. “Would you like some more—”

“No,” Malakai interrupted, palms slamming the table as he shoved his chair back and stood. The wooden legs wobbled, and the chair nearly tipped and fell before it settled back down.

I half stood as well. So did Shadi, and our wide eyes met where Malakai had been.

“I’m terribly sorry.” He backed up as we all stared. “I must go. Thank you for the meal. And the place to stay. I—”

My father’s chair scraped the floor as he stood to shake Malakai’s hand, only to receive Malakai’s back instead. Our guest rushed out of the room as if a dragon had set him on fire.

Pushing my own chair out of the way, I avoided my family’s gaze and hurried after him. Stepping into the hall, I rounded the corner and a hand caught my arm. 

“I’m sorry, I have to go,” Malakai whispered in my ear. I swung around to find his eyes wild, frantic. “There’s no time to explain. I-I can’t. I’m sorry!”

The warmth of his hand vanished as he disappeared completely. 

I shivered. 

Just like that, he was gone.

My hands, still stretched out toward him, fell back to my sides, clenching and unclenching. 

After everything we’d been through. After I’d invited him into my home. Confusion and hurt warred inside me. What in the name of Jinn? Did I do something wrong? Is he coming back? My mind searched for an answer without success. 

I couldn’t go back to dinner. They’d want an explanation.

“Nesrin,” my mother called, voice growing louder as she followed me. 

Too late. 

“What got into your friend? We were just about to ask him—” She rounded the corner to find me standing there alone. 

Her mouth opened, but I cut her off before she could ask. “I don’t know. I don’t know where he went, I don’t know why he left, and I don’t want to talk about it. I’m going to bed.” 

I ran up the stairs before she could respond. Crawling into my four-poster bed, I lay awake in the dying light. The sun hadn’t even set yet. It was too early to sleep. 

My room felt more empty than usual—lonely—even though I’d never shared it with anyone.

I’d only known Malakai for the span of a few short months. I barely knew him. This rejection shouldn’t have hurt. At least, not this much.

I rolled on my side and pulled the blankets over myself. Nothing seemed to help. 

After a few more minutes, I flung the covers off. I wasn’t a damsel in distress who would sit around waiting for him to come back. Grabbing my bag, I pulled on my favorite black boots and a warm jacket. Time for some late-night hunting. 

It was safer with the dragons in their nests, I reasoned. So what if the lack of light made it more difficult? I needed a good challenge right now to keep my mind occupied.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 7
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Arie 

A GOLDEN RAY OF afternoon sunlight danced over the thick book in my hands. It touched my skin. Made it a few shades lighter. Reminded me of my Jinni heritage that I didn’t feel like I belonged to anymore. I pulled the hand back into the shadows. 

I leaned back in the tall chair, giving up on even pretending to read. Dust motes danced in the light above the page. 

Rena burst through the library door, hobbling toward us with Bosh trying to offer her his arm. Gideon followed a few paces behind. They made their way across the library toward me. 

Kadin stepped out from between the shelves where he’d been searching for books on Jinni history.

“Our plan seems complicated at first glance,” Rena declared in lieu of an opening. She was relentless. “But when the tide goes out, what’s left behind is simple: we unveil the Key and draw Jinn in, one at a time. Convince them to join our war against the queen of Jinn. Repeat.”

Bosh nodded and shrugged. “Simple.”

Without a word, Gideon moved past all of us to stand by the window, facing away.

Dropping into a chair across from me, Kadin slouched back, swinging one leg over the arm. “Will they really be so easy to sway?” He hid his anxiety well, except for the muscle in his jaw that ticked uneasily.

Rena grinned, licking her lips and clasping her hands like a child about to tell a secret. She was as easy to read as before my Severance, in part because the Mere were immune to Giftings, so I’d never heard her thoughts in the first place, but also because she wore her feelings in her every expression. Right now she was the exact image of a Shah who knew they’d won an argument. “I don’t think it matters.” 

Gideon finally spoke without turning around. “May I remind you, not everyone has your immunity to Jinni Gifts.”

Her musical laugh only made my headache worse and my melancholy deeper. 

“Don’t worry,” she said as she and Bosh moved to sit. “They won’t hurt any of you.”

Gideon shook his head. “The Key will lure them in. Any chance for a Jinni to go home, even if they have to slip back in secretly, will be impossible to ignore. Since we can’t give it to them, they’ll be furious. Probably violent.”

“No, no.” Rena shook her head, auburn hair flying. “I mean they won’t be able to do anything. I’ll put spells in place.”

Kadin stroked the scruff on his chin. “I might need a few more specifics.”

“It’ll be simple.” She grinned. “The first spell, of course, will be a boundary spell so they can’t leave after they learn our secrets.”

“So we’ll trap the angry Jinn in a confined space... with us.” Kadin closed his eyes and tilted his head back. “Remind me again how this will be safe?”

“Easy!” Rena waved a hand in the air. “They’re all the standard spells back home. This is the kind of stuff you learn as a little-Mere. I’ll spell the Jinn who arrive so they can’t use their Gifts once they’re here. Or I suppose I could spell any humans within the boundary so that Jinni Gifts don’t affect them instead.” She chewed on her lip. “Maybe both?”

I tried to clear the dust motes from my throat. “Will it really be that easy?” Rena was well-known for exaggeration. 

“Easy might not be the best word,” she admitted. “It might take a day or two to accomplish on my own, but as long as we keep our efforts small, it should be doable.”

“I believe she can do it,” Gideon said softly. “The Mere are known for their boundary spells; it’s one of the reasons there’s peace between the Jinn and the Mere. We try to replicate it, but they have centuries of practice and a refinement beyond our own.”

We absorbed the surprising information: something the Jinn weren’t skilled at. 

Kadin nodded to himself, twisting to face Gideon. “Do Jinn need to practice their Gifts like humans?” 

Gideon nodded at the window, still not facing us, hands behind his back. His knuckles grew white. 

“Then I vote for the second option: protect the humans.” Kadin shifted in his seat. “And also that we keep this between us and begin as soon as possible to avoid spoiling the one thing we have going for us.”

“What’s that, boss?” Bosh asked.

“Surprise,” Kadin and I said at the same time. 

I glanced at him, then lowered my gaze to my book and picked at a loose thread poking out of my chair. I shouldn’t have been surprised. He had a natural talent for leadership. What I’d been taught growing up came to him instinctively.

“It’s settled then!” Rena clapped, practically bouncing in her seat at the idea of pouncing on unsuspecting Jinn. 

My stomach twisted. Just like that, without a glance in my direction, they’d decided. To be fair, it was a good decision. Better than doing nothing. I had no reason to be upset. 

Taking a deep breath, I searched for the energy to speak. “It’s far from settled. We’ll need to pick a place for this ‘boundary’ spell where humans won’t enter unnecessarily.” I had to drag each word out of the mud before I could share it. “Then we’ll designate which of us can go in and how, exactly, we’ll be protected.” Rena would need to prove she could keep my people safe before I’d allow this. “Most importantly, we’ll need to work out how to convince them to fight against their own queen. If it comes to that.”

I could sense Kadin’s approval without even looking. I avoided his gaze. This wasn’t noteworthy; this was the bare minimum I could do for my people. I would do my duty like I should have from the start, even if it tore me apart.

“Agreed.” Gideon tapped his cane on the floor for emphasis. “But there is some hope. After all, any Jinni who senses the Key will be somewhere in the human realm, which means there are very good odds that they were also banished.”

“They’ll hate the queen as much as we do!” Bosh crowed. “They’ll join us for sure! This plan is perfect.”

But Kadin shook his head. “Not necessarily.” 

“Why not?” Rena asked the question I’d been too tired to voice. 

“It’s not that they won’t join us, but more that we may not necessarily want their help.” Kadin avoided Gideon’s gaze, catching mine instead. “After all, if someone’s been banished, it’s usually for good reason.”
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CHAPTER 8
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Rena

“WHAT IF THE AIR turns to fire?” Bosh challenged. “And then they attack us!”

I giggled and shook my head at his latest suggestion. “They can’t do that.” I paused, turning to frown at Gideon. “Can they?” They certainly couldn’t back home in the middle of the ocean. It hadn’t occurred to me that my spells might not be quite as perfected here...

Gideon didn’t chew his lip or pace, but his finger tapped the top of his cane relentlessly. “I’d say the likelihood is slim, but there’s always a small chance of a Gift I don’t suspect.”

Squinting at him, I threw my hands up and hobbled to a chair to sit. “I don’t understand. How do you not know what all the Gifts are?” 

We’d tested my boundary spell with Gideon, and everything had gone smoothly. Why did we have to go over everything?  At this rate, we’d be ready to call the first Jinni to us about a week after the Crowning Ceremony.

Bosh answered the door at the servant’s knock, ushering them in with the dinner trays. 

Gideon sighed, rubbing the spot between his brows, but refused to answer until they finished setting the table and left the room, shutting the door behind them. “Gifts are considered private. Like many other things in Jinn, Gifts are kept secret whenever possible.” He held up a finger. “Unless they’re fairly common or you require the use of them frequently.” 

I shook my head at their cryptic world, following Bosh to the table to eat. The others would join us when they were ready. 

“A Gift like that could easily go unused and unrevealed for quite some time,” Gideon continued. I paused midchew. I’d forgotten what Gift we were even talking about. Oh, yes. Air turning to fire. I rolled my eyes. 

“On the other hand, if someone discovered they had that particular Gift when anyone else was nearby, it’d be impossible to keep it a secret...”

I tuned him out and focused on the meal. 

The boundary was ready. Gideon had tested it, and he couldn’t leave, just as I’d promised. Yet here we were.

Bosh finished making his plate and sat next to me, brushing my arm with his as he did. It caused a whole school of fish to start swimming in my stomach. My face felt hot. I shifted slightly closer to him so that he could bump me again if he wanted to.

“We’re almost ready. We’ve got the location,” he reminded us, oblivious. By location, he meant we’d chosen the library. It was the largest room in the castle, besides the great hall—both of which could hold a couple hundred—and more importantly, it was the most readily available. We couldn’t exactly keep our plan secret if we had to explain to all the Shahs why the great hall was off-limits. 

Bosh continued. “The spells Rena put on us will protect us from anything thrown at us: mind spells, any weapons made of liquid or air.” He ticked each item off on his fingers. 

I sighed. They’d wrung every inch of excitement out of this adventure.

Arie and Kadin joined us on the opposite bench, but I ignored them, scanning the table for those red pastries with the glaze on top. They reminded me of a kelpie treat back home except with buckets of sugar heaped on top.

Home.

What would Mother and Father think of this—a daughter of the sea scheming in a war between the humans and the Jinn? They hadn’t even spoken to a human in over a century, and the Jinn had been their mortal enemies for three times as long. They’d never get involved in this fight, which meant they’d be terribly disappointed in me. 

I shrugged to myself. That wasn’t anything new.

“We should prepare the room beforehand,” Kadin was saying. “Have beds brought in. Maybe practice weapons?”

“Do Jinn even need weapons?” I blurted. 

Only the slight scrunch of Gideon’s nose showed his distress. 

I could almost hear his thoughts: a Mere shouldn’t know about Jinni warfare capabilities.

I sipped my drink and waited, brows raised. 

“Yes.” He said the word as if it were being pulled from him. “Most do. Many Jinn only have one Gift—contrary to popular belief—and often that Gift doesn’t lend itself to combat.” 

“Really?” My curiosity was piqued now. “Like what kind of Gifts?”

“I don’t feel it appropriate to share such... intimate details.” Gideon stood to leave the table, as stiff and unyielding as a deep-seated rock at high tide. “They’re not relevant to our situation.”

Arie’s quiet voice stopped him. “If we’re going to face them, we need to know what we’re dealing with.”

“Agreed,” Kadin’s deep voice added, backing her up.

I hid my smile behind my cup as Gideon sat back down. But the rest of the meeting was as boring as watching fish eggs hatch one at a time. 

It turned out there were far more Jinni Gifts than I’d ever imagined. Hundreds even. 

Gifts of healing I’d heard of before. Weather workers, craftwork abilities, a strange communion with plants and animals, sure. But time-telling? What use was that? Could it even be categorized as a real Gift? And what about this “salter”? So what if he could create salt—the ocean was full of it. Give me a strainer, and I could do that!

“What does ‘flamethrower’ mean?” I asked, and Kadin groaned.

Bosh had more patience with me. “I think it means when they can take fire and make it go where they want, like tossing a rock or a stick... kind of...”

I frowned. “That’s strange.”

“Strange, but deadly,” Gideon replied. 

He was testy today. Everyone was. But I could forgive them. “When do we start?”

Kadin and Gideon exchanged glances. Why didn’t they trust me? “My boundary spell is unbreakable—you tested it yourself.” Boundaries were the first spells a Mere ever learned, not to mention the most important. They came easier to me than breathing. It was the protection spells that concerned me, though I didn’t tell them that. My gills fluttered at the thought. Since I’d put them all in place, the only way to know now would be to test them.

After a long stretch of silence, Gideon gripped that cane of his and said in a low voice, “The Crowning Ceremony is less than a month away. If we mean to have any chance of disrupting it, we need to begin immediately.”

Finally.

As I pulled the Jinni Key from the twine around my neck, the servants entered to pick up the meal. I whispered the spell to unveil the Key out of habit. Just because I trusted Gideon didn’t mean a Jinni should know Mere spells. None of them even noticed until I finished.

Gideon’s back stiffened, and he leapt to his feet, yelling, “Why in the name of Jinn did you unveil the Key?” 

My chest tightened. I’d never heard him yell before. “You said we should begin immediately.”

Kadin stood, pulling a small knife from his boot and gesturing to Bosh to do the same. A lot of good that would do them against a Jinni’s Gift. Only Arie stayed seated. She spoke quietly with the servants who had unfortunately just overheard, asking them to keep what they’d learned to themselves for the sake of the crown. Maybe they’d listen, but I doubted it.

Meanwhile, Gideon stood frozen, distracted by the Key. 

“We’ll be fine,” I reassured them. “Last time it took almost an hour for any Jinn to find me, remember?”

Kadin stepped into the furious stare between Gideon and me, holding up his hands. “It’s done now. Let’s make the most of it and finish planning before our guests arrive.”  

***
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JUST UNDER AN HOUR later, Gideon stopped pacing and rejoined us in the center of the room. “Hide it. Someone’s here.”

I spoke the spell under my breath, then tucked the Key beneath my dress again. “Where are they? I don’t see anyone.”

“You’re sure the protection spells you put on us are ready, right?” Bosh asked as he swiveled, trying to watch all corners of the library at once.

I nodded, hoping I was right.

“They’ll likely try to steal the Key,” Gideon began, but he was cut off as another male voice yelled, “Now!”

Jinn flashed in from all sides of the room—appearing and disappearing, more difficult to catch than floating plankton. 

“Take them down! Find the Key!” shouted the Jinni who had to be the leader. At least four or five Jinn attacked at once—flames, knives, axes, water, all aimed at anyone standing on two feet. 

A ball of fire flew in my direction. Only Bosh diving in front of me warded it off, flinging it into the nearby shelves as his spells kicked in. 

My nose scrunched up. I’d forgotten to put a protection spell on myself. 

Flames licked across one bookshelf and onto the next. 

I wished we’d spent more time planning for fire now that I saw it in action, but the damage was already done. The books curled up and turned black as they burned. 

At least now I knew what a flamethrower was. 

This was a disaster.

“Rena!” Gideon yelled, cracking one of the Jinn across the back and then the legs with his cane, dropping him in a handful of seconds. “Do something!”

Five at once? I didn’t know where to start. Offensive spells were far more difficult than defensive. 

I stuck my tongue between my teeth as I focused on the green-eyed Jinni before me, shackling him with the very water he spewed, causing him to crumple to the floor. 

That only antagonized them.

All remaining upright and offended Jinn turned on me. Bosh yanked me into his arms just in time for a knife to glance off the air at my back. Flames shot past next. The barrier held, but Bosh held on to me almost as tight as I held on to him. 

Overwhelmed, I squeezed my eyes shut and froze. 

Only Gideon’s shout over the madness stopped them. “In the name of the Unbreakable Laws, cease this instant!”

“Is that...?” Their leader held up a hand, and the chaos ceased, though the Jinn surrounded us, circling like the sharks they were. 

I stepped out of Bosh’s arms reluctantly but remained close. There were more of them than I’d first thought. 

“Impossible,” the leader said as he straightened, smiling unexpectedly. “Is this High Commander Gideon, son of Levi, son of Elijah, standing before me?”

He was the tallest Jinni I’d ever seen, towering two heads above me. He looked barely older than Gideon, although I’d learned that didn’t mean much. He was handsome, even with a hooked nose that looked to have been broken at least once, if not a dozen times, and there was a distinctly dangerous air about him. “Tell me, Commander” —the title didn’t sound terribly respectful on his lips—“why should I listen to you?” 

I’d take care of this. I’d just begun whispering spells to myself when an invisible hand gripped my throat, cutting the words off with a gurgle. My feet lifted off the ground, and I clawed at my throat, feeling the sting of my nails without relief.

Bosh struggled against the female Jinni who’d grabbed him, but was no more effective than me. My spells had failed. They stopped Jinni Gifts from hurting Bosh and the others but didn’t stop the Jinn themselves.

“Are you truly allied with a Mere?” the leader snarled at Gideon. He said the word the way the humans swore at their refuse. 

My clawing pulled my hair back from my gills, further exposing my secrets for any Jinn who hadn’t seen. 

The room started to spin. 

Spots danced in front of my eyes. 

“Put her down!” Bosh yelled, struggling to wrench free from the Jinni who held him.

“You heard him, Jedekiah!” Gideon yelled. “Release her at once!” Metal on metal sounded as he pulled a thin sword from his cane, brandishing the weapon at any Jinn who dared to approach him.

I stopped kicking.

“Please,” I mouthed, unable to speak. My vision grew black along the edges. 

“I’m the queen of Hodafez.” Arie’s voice rang out. “And you will unhand my subject immediately.”

That was the last thing I heard. 

My eyes slid shut. 
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Arie

“I LIKE YOUR SPUNK,” Jedekiah said with a wink in my direction, ignoring Rena as she fell to the floor. 

I swallowed but held his gaze. In the corner of my eye, Bosh dropped to his knees to check on Rena. “She’s still breathing,” he said, working to pick her up with Kadin’s help. They escaped through the atrium in the center of the library where its greenery hid them from sight. 

I let out the breath I’d been holding once they were out of sight, hoping the Jinn didn’t notice. 

Their leader stood with shoulders back and head high. He had a strong jaw and an easy smile, though there was a bump in his nose as if it’d been broken at least once, if not many times.

Clearly, he expected more of a reaction to his flirtation. 

As it was, I only stared back at him. “I don’t appreciate what you’ve done to my library.” A few stray flames still licked at the archives behind me. I hated the way the burning books made me want to cry.

I stood tall. Never show weakness. These Jinn reminded me of the local Shahs on a council day—except more violent. 

“Apologies, Your Majesty,” Jedekiah said, bowing low. He waved to one of the Jinn behind him, who extinguished the flames consuming the books with a snap of their fingers. Wisps of smoke curled up from the frames of the shelves and the burnt black remnants of the books. “You’ve invited us into your home as guests. We do hope you’ll forgive us the damages. They weren’t intentional.”

He left a pause for me to agree, but I only crossed my arms and frowned at him. If they weren’t intentional, it was only because they’d been aimed at my face.

“Perhaps you might show us your beautiful home,” he continued, approaching me with a confident smile. “I’m particularly interested in your treasury. Would you mind giving me a tour?”

I snorted, half laugh, half indignation.

Jedekiah stopped his advance, glancing at Gideon with an unspoken question.

“They’ve all been spelled to resist your particular ‘charms,’” Gideon told him. 

My brows rose at this before I smoothed my face over, but they were too busy glaring at each other to notice. “Charm is an actual Gift?” I whispered to Gideon, heart starting to pound. “Is it anything like King Amir’s persuasion?”

He shook his head, and I let out a soft breath of relief. “Amir persuaded others, forcing his will onto theirs,” he replied softly. “Jedekiah’s charisma can only influence your opinion of him. Similar to someone with a powerful personality, but amplified.”

If Jedekiah had been using a Gift on me, I hadn’t known it. Rena had warned us that we’d feel a tingle—a prick of magic tickling our skin. I’d felt nothing. 

Thinking of Rena made me take a casual sweep of the room, pretending to scan the Jinn there. Rena, Bosh, and Kadin were all gone, hopefully to see the castle healer.  

The other Jinn loomed over us. One sat on top of a shelf, feet dangling in the air. Her short hair was shaved close to the head, and her deep purple eyes were hooded in black liner. She played with a small dagger and smirked down at me. Beside her on the ground was a muscular Jinni male with tattoos. Up on the balcony on the far side of the room stood two dark-haired, green-eyed Jinn, identical enough to be twins, each holding his weapon at ready—matching blades. How many others hid throughout the library, I didn’t know. Gideon’s hold over the room seemed tenuous at best. 

“Jedekiah-Shah,” I began, taking a deep breath to maintain my mask of self-control. “I propose that you and your fellow Jinn join us at the table for refreshments and hear us out. We have an opportunity for you that I think you may be interested in.”

One thick brow rose, and he blinked lazily at me before asking Gideon over his shoulder, “Jedekiah-Shah?”

“It’s a human term of respect,” Gideon snapped with a heavy dose of disrespect toward the Jinni.

“If a discussion does not interest you”—I raised my voice so they couldn’t ignore me further—“feel free to try to leave. And if you can get to the treasury, you’re welcome to help yourself.” I winked at their leader—his charm must have rubbed off on me. Was that a small smile in response before he caught himself? “When you’re ready for a rational discussion, I’ll be waiting.”

Waving for Gideon to follow, I turned my back on the Jinn. 

Confidence is a magic all its own, my father had always said. I felt a sharp stab of sadness at the memory. What would he think of all this?

Sitting down at a small table across the room, I chose to stay within eyesight but far enough that the singed smell didn’t burn my nose. I picked up the cucumber yogurt and spread it across flatbread, stuffing it with savory meat, tomatoes, and lettuce before taking a bite. The servants had set out a small meal, just enough for our group plus one arriving Jinni. We hadn’t expected so many to arrive all at once; that was a problem to consider later. 

Jedekiah’s hesitation was almost imperceptible. A chair scraped across the floor, and he dropped into it, facing me with a dark glare that made my heart skip a beat. 

I took a sip of my drink to cover my reaction.

Silence stretched between us.

The others followed, filling the two remaining chairs and standing when all seats were taken. There were at least two more Jinn than the original five I’d seen, although I only caught them out of the corner of my eyes, refusing to glance away from Jedekiah as I set my glass down. “You decided to talk.” 

“I’m considering topics,” he replied, leaning back to match my calm but with fire in his eyes. “Such as how it might be fun to spit you over an open fire and see how long you last before revealing your secrets.”

“Don’t waste your time.” I waved a hand at that, taking another piece of bread. “I’m happy to answer your questions. This conversation won’t require any prediscussion torture, I assure you.”

Brows raised, he glanced past me at Gideon, who’d come around the table to guard my back. “She’s a tough one, this queen of yours.”

“She is indeed,” Gideon murmured behind me. 

I would’ve scoffed at that if it wouldn’t have undermined my plan. “We hoped you might be the beginning of a growing force against the queen,” I said stiffly. “At the very least, that you might stand with us against invasion attempts. But more importantly, we’d hoped you might join us in our attempts to stop the Crowning Ceremony itself.” My whole body begged for me to give up; the long speech had exhausted me. “Gideon can explain the rest of why we summoned you here.”

That made Jedekiah laugh and shake his head in disbelief. “Summoned, you say?”

His laughter didn’t last long though. He was smart enough to think a few steps ahead. 

With a flash, he left the table, reappearing above the second floor as the barrier stopped him from leaving. He crashed back onto the balcony as if an invisible hand had punched him, hissing in pain. In the next heartbeat, he traveled across the room to the atrium where he tried to escape through the glass ceiling, landing even harder on the decorative tile below. The crunch as his legs landed on one of the many potted plants made me wince. Shattered clay pieces and dirt clung to his clothing. 

The boundary spell was as strong as Rena and Gideon had declared they would be—I hadn’t fully believed it until now.  

The other Jinn burst into action. Disappearing from the table in quick bursts, they reappeared all around us. The floor, walls, and ceiling all pitched them back. 

Curses flew. 

One of the Jinni twins barely avoided landing on top of us, disappearing just above my head as he traveled again. “I can’t leave!” they called to each other. “What’s happening?”

Something crashed against the shelves. 

I winced.

Hopefully at least a few of our books would survive this encounter. I regretted choosing the library, but it was too late now. We couldn’t lift the boundary spell without risking a Jinni running to tell the queen of Jinn our plans in exchange for permission to come home. I didn’t know this group well yet, but it wouldn’t surprise me if all seven of them took the opportunity to do just that.

Flashing back to his seat, Jedekiah loomed over the table to glare at me, all hard lines now, humor gone. “What have you done?” 

He smelled faintly of smoke. 

As other Jinn returned to our corner of the library, the odor grew stronger. What exactly did Rena’s border do to them? 

None of them sat now, except Jedekiah, whose charming façade was slipping.

“Like I said, Gideon can explain.” I waved a tired hand, wanting my bed. 

“I’d prefer to hear it from you.”

I sighed. “It’s a long story.”

“Then you’d better begin. That spit is looking better and better by the second.”

“Do what you will,” I replied, glaring back at him as I stood. I’d had enough of his attitude. 

Gideon stepped forward to hold up a hand. 

Nothing happened. 

I waited for him to speak, only to glance around and find their sharp gazes narrowing in on me. Jinni eyes in a rainbow of vivid colors studied my face as if seeing me for the first time. 

Was Gideon speaking into their minds? How cruel to do so in front of me. 

Jedekiah’s fierce countenance shifted, brows drawing together as he turned to look at me more closely. “I do apologize, my queen. I wasn’t aware.”

I was not his queen.

The last word he’d said repeated in my mind, distracting me. 

Aware.

Of what? My jaw clenched, and it was an effort to keep my hands open and relaxed at my sides. Did he mean my Severance?

How dare Gideon share that information with them. The worst part was this Jedekiah actually seemed sincere for the first time since I’d met him. 

“I’ve had enough.” I pushed my chair out of the way, its wooden legs screeching against the marble floor in protest and turned to leave. 

This time, the other Jinn backed away respectfully. Even Jedekiah seemed more deferential, if a lack of argument could be counted as courtesy, staying where he was, hands in his pockets, studying me.

As I passed Gideon I hissed, “How could you mention the Severance?” Tears rose in my eyes, unbidden, and I furiously blinked them away.

“I did not,” he replied, catching my arm. “I swear on all of Jinn. It was not that. On my honor.”

Not my Severance. Another secret.

Jedekiah let out a low whistle from the table where he still sat. “First I’ve heard of a Severance,” he said, unapologetically eavesdropping. “Would love to hear more, however. It’s not every day you meet someone in your position.”

My face burned. I refused to turn around, focusing on Gideon. “What did you tell them?” 

“I can’t say.”

My lips parted. “Why?”

“It... has to do with the crown of Jinn. It’s not something I’m at liberty to share, but it’s nothing for you to be concerned about. You’ll have to believe me.”

For a beat, I took in his familiar face. He’d always been truthful with me. I didn’t trust my voice to speak, so I nodded and turned to leave. Some distance would help me think. As I swept through the sunny atrium with its glass roof, I stepped over the cracked tiles and shattered pottery where Jedekiah had landed. 

He followed me through the atrium and into the gallery, footsteps sounding on the marble behind me as he called, “Stay. Tell us about your summons. And this whole Severance debacle.” 

I ignored him.

Only once I stood in the vestibule, hand on the doorknob to the castle hall, did I turn, feeling a need for vindication and the last word. Jedekiah had stopped a few steps back. Though the others were out of sight, I raised my voice so they would hear me. “Don’t feel sorry for me.” I gestured toward the bookshelves all around us and the tall windows where the sun shone in. “I’m not the one who can’t leave this place.” 

As I swung the door open, I winced. It was a terrible way to begin a truce, much less to ask for their help. I just couldn’t stand another second of someone’s pity. 

I stepped up to the invisible line of the boundary, calling over my shoulder, “Thank you for your time. Gideon will explain the rest.”

When I stepped forward, the barrier made the same loud popping sound. An invisible punch to my chest knocked me back.

I hit the marble floor hard, gasping for air, feeling almost like I’d been toasted on that spit that Jedekiah had kept referring to.

How is this possible?

I was still inside the library.
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CHAPTER 10
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Kadin

“GIDEON CAN’T LEAVE EITHER,” I reminded Arie, gesturing to where he still stood in the small doorway, guilt-ridden as usual despite half carrying her into one of the small librarian bedrooms in the corner of the library. 

I couldn’t meet his eyes. As casual as I tried to sound, I was furious with this whole situation. Throughout the entire planning process, I’d made it clear to Gideon that she shouldn’t be a part of it unless absolutely necessary. We’d originally agreed that we’d stay away from the library and leave Gideon to handle everything, but now she was trapped here as much as he was.

Gideon stepped back. “I’ll guard the door.” 

None of us answered. 

The door shut softly, blocking the natural light from the library’s tall windows, leaving us with only the flickering flame in the lamp on the small table by the bed. The librarians who normally lived here had all been temporarily displaced per Queen Arie’s request. This one had left behind a small collection of their own books on a shelf, a tiny chest for belongings, and a painting of a couple in which the woman pushed the man away. The art was uncomfortably familiar. 

When I’d first met Arie in the bazaar all those months ago, she’d been just a beautiful girl. Mysterious, yes, but I’d had a chance. As queen, she controlled lives, holding the power I’d always hated, and yet she was still that same girl. Scared. Human. Trying to hide her pain.

Even though she was trembling, when I stepped closer and reached out, she brushed me off, moving toward the small trundle bed where Rena lay unconscious. The healer had just left.

Bosh perched on the edge of the bed, leaning forward and checking Rena’s pulse again. Her eyes fluttered, but she didn’t wake. “How long has she been unconscious, boss?”

“Not long,” I reassured him. “She’ll come to.”

The shadows under Arie’s eyes seemed deeper as she joined him and sat on the foot of the bed, leaning against the dark wall as if she might pass out too. Maybe we’d pushed her too hard. I didn’t understand how the Severance worked, but I was determined to get her through it whether she wanted me to or not.

Somewhere in the shell before me was the girl I’d fallen in love with. I caught my restless hands before they could reach toward her, shoving them in my pockets instead.

Since there was nowhere to sit in the cramped room besides the bed that held all three of them, I leaned on the dresser, watching the small flame dance.

Both this bed and the room had originally been intended for Gideon to takeover, since we’d known the boundary spell would force him to stay here. That was the only part of our plot that had gone according to plan.

Rena shifted, blinking sleepily. Before she was even fully awake, she croaked, “That went poorly.” 

I snorted.

“Where are we?” she asked next, touching her throat as she sat up. Her voice was raspy.

Arie scowled. “Where do you think?”

“Why are we still in the library?” Rena’s eyes widened in horror. “What went wrong? I didn’t expect so many at once—” She cut off, wincing and touching her neck as she struggled to sit up. “Did my spells not work?”

I crossed my arms. Now she wasn’t sure about those so-called “perfect” spells? Where was all that confidence from the last few days? I took a deep breath and stayed silent.

“Your spells worked fine,” Bosh reassured her when I didn’t, helping her swing her legs over the side of the bed and sit upright. “You just didn’t put protection spells on yourself.”

In the lamplight, dark bruises showed themselves already forming around her gills and collarbone. 

“How bad is it?” She tentatively brushed her fingers across her neck again and flinched.

“It’s not that bad,” Bosh said. 

Arie and I glanced at each other, though she quickly averted her gaze.  

I murmured, “Unfortunately, it is bad.” I waited until they turned to face me and I had their full attention. “Arie can’t leave.”

For the first time since it’d happened, she said in a tired voice, “It’s not so terrible. I can stay here with Gideon.”

“No,” I snapped. “You can’t.” It was unthinkable. I couldn’t protect her from the Jinn. Memories of my little brother’s death came rushing back unbidden, making my tone sharper than I’d intended. “I won’t allow it.” To Rena, I added, “You’ll need to remove the boundary spell immediately.”

“But I can’t.” Her voice cracked, protesting so much use. “We all agreed: once the Jinn are here, we can’t let them leave under any circumstances. If they do, they’ll warn the queen and we’ll lose our chance.” 

The muscles in my jaw ached from clenching. I rubbed it, searching for a solution. I could always find a way around a problem. 

When I didn’t answer, Bosh cleared his throat and said to Arie, “If you’re going to stay here, you’re going to need a bed too. Right, boss?”

“Sure,” I said, not looking away from Arie’s dark eyes.

“We’ll go let the servants know,” he said awkwardly, glancing between Arie and me, before helping Rena stand. For once, the Mere girl seemed to read the room and didn’t say anything else.

The door closed behind them.

Arie and I were left to a rare moment alone. 

I stayed on my side of the small room across from the bed where she still sat.

“You can’t stay here,” I repeated, trying to soften my tone, not sure it was really working.

“You know I have to,” she replied as she closed her eyes and laid her head back against the wall with a sigh. 

“I’ll stay with you then.” I turned to the door, planning to call after Bosh and Rena and tell them to ask for a third bed. We’d make it work. My chest was tight, and my lungs couldn’t seem to get enough air.

“No,” she said as I turned the handle.

I stopped but didn’t turn around.

“I need you to go.” She said it so softly it was almost a whisper. 

“Arie, don’t give up,” I began, turning to face her. “You can still try—”

“No,” she interrupted, but had to stop and collect herself. She met my eyes, then dropped her gaze to the floor. This time she did whisper. “I can’t... I can’t lose you too.”

My throat tightened, and the right words escaped me. Platitudes wouldn’t help. She didn’t need empty phrases, meaningless promises that I’d be fine. These were Jinn after all. What did she need? I opened my mouth, hoping the right thing would come out.

“I’m tired.” Her voice was flat. Empty. “We’re going to call more Jinn in tomorrow, and the next day, and the next. We should get some rest while we can.”

I closed my mouth. “Sure.”

As she crawled underneath the thin blankets and turned her back to me, facing the wall, I stepped up to the lamp and blew out the flame. The room went dark. The tiniest sliver of daylight crept through the crack under the door. Opening it, I waited a beat, then closed it again, letting her think I’d left. On silent feet, I moved to the open corner in the room, lowering myself to the cool stone floor and settling in.

I wouldn’t give up on her. 

When the Arie I knew came back, I’d be here.

***
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MANY HOURS LATER, SERVANTS had come and gone, bringing beds, dinner, and anything else Arie might need. She’d asked to be alone and had spent a large portion of the day sleeping or reading. When the captain of the guard and the Shahs asked for meetings, I met with them and made excuses. She’s indisposed. Perhaps you can speak with her tomorrow. Yes, I’ll give her the message. Fortunately, at this point they were used to neglect and accepted the apologies without question.

Gideon spent the afternoon and evening in the back portion of the library with the Jinn, whom I hadn’t seen—or wanted to see—since their arrival. Just an hour ago, long after the sun had set, he’d returned, taking one of the empty librarian rooms right next to Arie’s. He’d vowed yet again to protect her with his life. 

It wasn’t enough. He couldn’t protect her from them. A nagging voice reminded me that I couldn’t either. I ignored it. I’d set up post outside her door, dragging a comfortable chair into a dark corner that gave me an advantage if someone came spying on her. 

Which was how I spotted Naveed sneaking down the dark hall that led to Arie’s room on silent feet despite his stealth. His dark skin hid him well in the moonlight. 

Though he couldn’t speak after the injury when we were young, he quickly signed that he had news. In silent agreement, we moved down the hall and left the library. There were too many prying eyes and ears in there. I fought the urge to look back and promised myself I’d check on Arie as soon as I returned.

Naveed respected me enough not to ask why I was here instead of sleeping. Instead, he signed that he’d found a job in Hoishi, where Daichi and Ryo were from. 

They want to take it, he continued, hands moving slower than usual, as if he already knew my answer. We’d leave tomorrow.

I crossed my arms and leaned against the double doors, suddenly exhausted. I couldn’t leave Arie, and I couldn’t hold my childhood friend back. I’d never thought we’d take separate paths, but here we were. “You should take it.”

But what will you do?

“I’ll be here when you get back. It’s only a couple months, right? A lot can happen in a few months.” Arie could recover by then. The future might be clearer. Maybe we’d even find a solution to the impending Jinni invasion. 

He waited patiently for me to look up before he signed in reply. The Jinn aren’t to be trusted.

I sighed, rubbing the back of my neck. A few months ago, I would’ve agreed with him. After what we’d been through growing up, it was hard not to. “They’re not all corrupt. Maybe we judged them too harshly.” I was thinking of Arie, though technically she was no longer Gifted. 

But Naveed thought I meant Gideon and grudgingly agreed. He’s kept his word so far. It’s the others I’m not sure about.

“I agree.” I crossed my arms again. “But if there’s a war coming, better to have some on our side than none.”

We could avoid the war, he argued, but his heart wasn’t in it. He knew what Arie meant to me even if I hadn’t said it out loud.

My brows drew together, and a sudden chill made goose bumps pebble on my bare arms. “No,” I said, more to myself than to him. “If the Jinn truly decide to attack the human world, I don’t think anyone will be able to avoid this war.”
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Nesrin

THREE DAYS, THEN FOUR passed without word from Malakai.

“Is this a Jinni custom?” my mother asked for the thousandth time since he’d left. She fluffed the pillows on my bed, then moved to stare out the window, checking the sky for dragons out of habit. Shuffling over to my jewelry box, she sorted it, though there was little out of order since I rarely wore any of it. “Do they always thank their hosts by flinging their plate and deserting their benefactors midmeal?” 

Each day he was gone, the story grew, and they liked him less.

My jaw clenched at her harsh words. 

“To think I’d even considered him for a moment,” Zareen declared as she waltzed into my room and began sorting through my dresses. 

“I don’t know, Maadar.” I repeated my standard answer, ignoring my sister altogether. My mother’s energy only made me more aware of my stillness. After years of searching for a dragon’s egg and devoting all my energy to that goal, my days seemed aimless now. I needed a new purpose.

They’d heard me say it a dozen times, but it hadn’t stopped them from asking. And asking again.

“You would think he’d at least tell the girl he’s interested in where he was going,” Zareen said, tossing a dress on the floor, followed by another.

“He’s not interested in me.” I lifted my gaze to the ceiling so I couldn’t see the mess I’d have to clean up later. 

“Is that why he stared at you like you were his favorite dessert?” Zareen popped into my line of vision, leaning over me. She smirked at the blush in my cheeks, taking it as a win even though I refused to answer.

“The least he could do,” my mother chimed in, “is grace you with an explanation since you so obviously like him.”

“I don’t like him, Maadar.” The corner of my mouth twitched at the thought. I schooled my face into stillness once more.

Silence. 

I risked tilting my head to the side to meet my mother’s gaze. 

She’d stopped flitting about the room and stood there, hands on her hips, brows raised. “You expect me to believe my cliff-jumping, dragon-taming—”

“That’s a bit of an exaggeration,” I mumbled.

“—huntress of a daughter is bedridden at the departure of a male suitor—”

“He’s just a friend,” I tried to interject, but she wasn’t finished.

“This same daughter, who has no illness to speak of, can’t find the strength to leave her bed, and yet she doesn’t have feelings for this supposed ‘friend’?”

“I don’t!” I yelled back, sitting up and throwing my legs over the side of the bed to stand. “I’m just tired.” And a little lost. After all, I’d gotten the dragon’s egg and freed my family from our debts. What was I supposed to focus on now? Not thinking about Malakai, for a start. “If I never hear from him again, that’s fine with me. In fact, I want nothing to do with him.”

Leaving my bedroom, I slammed the door and stopped midstep in the hallway. Malakai’s clear silver-blue gaze met mine. 

He didn’t say a word. 

My mouth opened, but I snapped it shut and lifted my chin. Why should I apologize? He’s the one who left. I swallowed my questions. I didn’t need to know why he’d left or where he’d gone—he’d done it before as a dragon, and he’d do so again. Better that I get used to disappointment and not expect too much from him or anyone else. 

He was the first to break my gaze, but only because my mother poked her head out to holler after me and gasped. 

“Oh, what a blessing it is to have you back!” Her voice was breathy. 

Zareen’s footsteps came crashing toward us from my closet at the sound. 

“Thank you,” Malakai replied, returning his gaze to me. “I regret leaving so suddenly. Something—” His brows pulled together, and he glanced at my mother and sister, pointedly unwilling to share details in their presence. “Something called for my immediate attention. But it didn’t yield any results.”

“That’s unfortunate,” I finally said. My feet came unglued with my force of will, taking me past him down the hall. Keep a distance. It will hurt less when he leaves again. I made my voice light and indifferent. “Will you be staying for dinner?” 

“Oh, please do stay,” Zareen begged. 

My lips twitched slightly. At least I didn’t sound that eager. 

“It’d be my honor,” Malakai said. 

I felt his eyes on my back. 

Sneaking a glance over my shoulder, however, I found I was wrong. My mother and sisters fawned over him as Roohstam strode over from the other end of the hall to join them. 

Again, I swallowed the hurt and disappointment, continuing down the stairs. I’d never felt this way before, had never cared much for anyone outside my family, much less someone who clearly didn’t care for me. It was awful. There were hours until dinner, and all this energy needed somewhere to go. Pulling my dusty ropes off the hook on the wall, I gathered my gear and escaped from the house as if a dragon were chasing me.

***
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BY THE TIME I REACHED the cliffs near the village, I’d calmed down somewhat. Enough to wish I knew why he’d left. 

My muscles ached in protest shortly after I threw myself into the climb. I was out of practice. Where my callouses had grown soft, I’d have new blisters tonight. Still, the familiarity of climbing was a comfort, like coming home. I didn’t slow down until my lungs were on fire.

“I should’ve known I’d find you here,” Malakai said from somewhere above me.

I shrieked, losing my grip, and slid down the rock wall at an alarming speed. The sharp debris scraped my legs, arms, and face, but instead of feeling the sharp snap of the rope around my waist catching me, someone scooped me into their arms. 

Very muscular arms. 

I blinked rapidly, trying to clear the delusion. Had I fallen and hit my head? 

No. That was my hand on Malakai’s chest. 

I didn’t feel the calm of a dream or the panic of a nightmare; this reality made my heart race in a different way. Everywhere his hands touched felt hot.

“I didn’t mean to upset you. You had more composure when we met on the cliffs before.”

I couldn’t meet his eyes, but that left me looking at his lips. I caught myself and glanced down at his feet instead. 

They floated in midair.

Adrenaline rushed through my veins, drowning out his voice as my heartbeat pounded in my ears.

“I expect dragons when climbing near the Dragon Cliffs.” My voice was breathy. “Not floating Jinn. Put me back.”

He began to ascend toward the ledge I’d fallen from. “I wanted to speak to you—”

“Stop! Don’t do that!” I hit him in the chest, then immediately froze, worried the movement might throw him off-balance. 

When he obeyed, I tried to loosen my grip around his neck and speak without my voice shaking, keeping my eyes on his chin. “You know I hate flying. I just need you to set me down.”

I didn’t need to see his frown to know it was there. “I do apologize, but you asked—”

“I know what I asked.” Lifting my chin to hide how foolish I felt, I squeezed the Jinni-spelled rope, making sure to keep my hand within the circle of his arms just to be safe. It tightened to the point it tugged us toward the cliffs, where it was attached to the hook I’d hammered in just minutes prior. “I’m attached. You just need to let go.”

“Certainly not. I would never drop you.” He proved it by floating toward a small rock shelf where he lowered me gently. Was there a Jinni word for this Gift of his? If there was, I didn’t know it, but that was exactly what it looked like: floating. 

When he set me on my feet, I embarrassed myself further by seizing the closest rocks and clutching them tightly. 

“What’re you doing here?” I demanded between gasps, trying to collect myself. It was difficult to run away from him while trapped on this little ledge, with clouds all around and one floating Jinni who wouldn’t take his silver-blue eyes off me.

“I wanted to offer an explanation,” he began.

I interrupted for the thousandth time. “I can’t talk to you when you’re hovering like that. It’s unnerving.”

“You’ve seen me fly before.”

“Fly, with wings. I don’t see any wings!” My voice rose to a new level of shrill, and I pressed my lips tightly together.

“The only place to land is beside you.”

“Yes. Fine. Do it.” I pressed my face against the rough rock, squeezing my eyes shut so I didn’t have to watch this “landing,” only to open them and find him close enough for his breath to warm my face. I bit my lip.

My only comfort in the whole situation was that for the first time since he’d arrived, he appeared distracted as well. He leaned a bit closer, eyes drifting to my lips. 

“Go on then,” I said, wishing my voice would lower to its normal pitch. I hardly recognized myself. 

“It’s actually a rather long story.” He cleared his throat. “I sensed an object. It’s known as the Key to Jinn, and it’s incredibly valuable. If I had it, I could go home.” He held my gaze, still close enough that he could close the slight distance between our faces in a heartbeat if he wanted to. Instead, he turned outward to the horizon and the forest below. “It’s strange,” he murmured, almost to himself. “It felt distant, too far to pinpoint right away. Then it just... disappeared.” Frowning, he turned back to me, struggling to find words. “It did that again the next day, and the next. Each day I tracked it a little farther, but the sensation never lasts long enough to isolate where it comes from. All I can determine is it comes from somewhere in the west.” 

I let the information wash over me and latched on to one of the many questions whirling through my mind. “Does the fact that you’re here mean you’ve found it?”

“What?”

“This so-called Key.”

“Unfortunately, no.”

“I see.”

“But I’m sure you can see how it would change everything. I should have explained—I wanted to—but I feared that if I paused for even a moment it might wink out of existence and I would lose the opportunity.”

He leaned closer, trying to catch my gaze, but that only reminded me how close we were. I’d never noticed that the small handkerchief he wore tucked into his vest was folded like a rose. How did he do that? I would have to ask him—after discussing his other surprise talents, of course.

“Nesrin, look at me.” His voice grew deeper.

I shook my head stubbornly, then bit my lip. Why am I being so childish around him? On a sigh, I raised my gaze and forced myself to meet his eyes. 

“I truly am sorry. I didn’t mean for you to feel abandoned—”

“I didn’t.” I shrugged. “No need to worry.”

We stood there on the ledge in the sky, staring at each other. 

“All right then,” he said. “Shall I go?”

I ignored him. “What else can you do? You vanished in front of me, you can float, or fly, or whatever it is that you were doing.” I tapped a finger for each of his strange Jinni feats, forgetting to hold on to the rocks in my concentration. “And I’m almost certain that when you first spoke to me you were invisible. How is this possible?”

“Those are some of my Gifts.”

“What do you mean some?” 

“The word ‘some’ infers that there are others.” 

I could’ve slapped him. My eyes narrowed slightly. “Such as?”

“A Jinni’s Gifts are personal,” he replied, stiff and formal. 

Right. Keep your distance, remember? I reached for the white powder in my bag, rubbing it on my hands as an excuse to look away from him, attempting to sound casual as I asked, “Could you do all these things as a dragon?”

He hesitated. “No.”

“Ah.” My mind spun with possibilities. “So that’s why your mother cursed you, so that you couldn’t do those things? Did you hurt someone? Are you dangerous?” I edged back, but only a fraction before my heel left the ledge and I stopped.

“Of course not!” He scowled. 

“Well, you won’t tell me why your mother did it.” I shrugged again, growing to hate the gesture. “I can only assume the worst.” I winced slightly. That was too harsh. His next words made me wish I could take it back. 

“I don’t truly know why she did it.” His pale blue eyes squinted at the cliff wall beneath his hand. The more I stared at them, the more I noticed those bits of otherworldly silver. “I always knew she had ambitions but never expected she had the ability to betray family.”

Swallowing, I worked up the nerve to apologize—something rarely done in my family, or in all of Heechi. My lips felt sewn shut.

“Come with me next time,” he said. “If there is a next time, that is.”

I frowned. “Next time?” 

He gestured out to the expansive skyline, giving me a chance to admire his profile, clean-shaven with sharp cheekbones and a strong jawline. “I could sense the Key again at any moment. At least, that’s my hope. There seems to be a pattern beginning to emerge where it’s revealed in the mornings. I just need to sense it long enough to narrow down the city it’s in, and then from there—”

“No,” I said. “I-I’m needed here.”

“But you told me that the egg was your entire purpose.” He quoted my words back to me from our first days getting to know each other once he could finally speak. “You had said you didn’t know what to do now.”

“I’m joining the Dragon Watch,” I said impulsively. What a stupid whim. The Watch had rejected me last year; there was no guarantee they’d consider me now.

I could almost hear my mother over my shoulder, Nesrin, why do you insist on contradicting everyone? Would it kill you to let someone else lead for once?

“The Dragon Watch,” Malakai repeated, frowning. “I didn’t realize you’d made plans so quickly.”

“Well, you’ve been gone.” I almost shrugged again but caught myself. “And it’s something I’ve always wanted to do.” That was only partially true. I’d wanted the prestige and honor, but the actual trials required to join the Watch had always seemed daunting.

I could’ve sworn his lip twitched as if ready to growl. Oddly enough, it was comforting, reminding me of when I’d known him as a dragon. I’d made him growl frequently then. 

“What’s so entertaining?” he snapped, drawing me back to reality.

“Nothing.” When he glowered, I raised a brow. “It’s hypocritical to keep secrets but think others can’t do the same.”

With a huff, he turned and stepped off the ledge.

“No!” I cried out, grabbing for his sleeve, only to remember his Gift belatedly. He wasn’t falling, only putting space between us. I swallowed and pulled back, mustering the little dignity I had left. “Will you... be at the house for dinner tonight?”

He stood on thin air, hands behind his back, expression unreadable. “I will.”

I searched for words, but all I could think to say was, “I’ll see you then.”

“You will.” His reply faded as he disappeared. Once again, he’d vanished before my eyes. 

“What’s wrong with me?” I muttered, then flinched as I remembered his invisibility earlier. Is he still here? Such an unfair advantage.

I spent the next half hour as I climbed down imagining him in every rustle of trees and every breeze that blew past. 

By the time I reached the ground, I was determined to ask him more at dinner. Would it be madness to go with him like he asked? I’d trusted him as a dragon; why was it so much harder to be vulnerable now? 

Dragon Watch? 

Or Malakai’s quest?  

Which one of these wild schemes would be less insane?

***
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WHEN I ARRIVED HOME for dinner, however, Malakai was gone. Again.

This made up my mind.

“Shadi,” I said over the barbari bread and honey.  “I was thinking of going to the Blood Moon festival with you and Zareen. And Roohstam, if he’s attending. Do you think there’s time for me to get a dress?”

She dropped the cheese in her hand and screamed. She actually screamed. 

Zareen came running in heels down the hall to the kitchen. “What happened? What’s Nesrin done now?”

Shadi beamed, taking my hands and squeezing with a little shake. “I’m so proud of you.”

“What did she do?” Zareen dropped into an empty chair at the table with a frown. “What’s going on?”

Finally, Shadi turned away from me to face her. “Nesrin’s going with us to the festival.” She grinned. 

Zareen leapt up, skirts tangling as she lunged for us. Both of them jumped up and down, giggling like five-year-olds. 

I rolled my eyes, standing in place as they flung my arms up and down. Just because I was stooping to attend a festival didn’t mean I’d lost my mind.

My mother poked her head into the kitchen. “Did I hear something about the festival?”

“Nesrin’s going with us!” Zareen shrieked, and the jumping began all over again.

“Oh, Jinni save us, we only have two days to find something for you to wear,” Shadi said breathlessly, abandoning the circle midjump to tug on my hand, dragging me upstairs to my closet. My mother and Zareen followed on our heels. 

“No, no. Oh, that won’t do at all. Nesrin, where are your actual dresses?”

“I don’t know,” I mumbled. “I think I have a few from last year in the back—”

“Last year?” Shadi squealed. “Don’t even think about it! We are not going to be caught dead with you if you don’t go in the latest fashions. Come.” She took my hand, pulling me down the hall toward her rooms.

I sighed and let her.

I’d let them think I was going for the same frivolous reasons they were. But I had an underlying purpose, and I crafted my own plans as they worked. This was the perfect opportunity to gain information about the Dragon Watch without approaching them directly. I could make a few allies, inquire about vacancies, and decide if it was the right fit before I submitted a formal appeal. And equally important, I could distract myself from thoughts of Malakai and where he’d gone now.
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CHAPTER 12
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Rena

I BURST INTO THE library to find Gideon seated in the sunlit atrium next to the fountain in the center. Normally, this cheerful room with plants of all shapes and sizes throughout reminded me of home, like a comfortable patch of seaweed. The edge of the soothing fountain was my favorite place to sit. But today Gideon’s companion—the tall leader of the Jinni crew lounging casually in the chair beside him—ruined it for me. Out of breath, I stopped to hold the hitch in my side.

Bosh nearly ran into me. His scowl challenged the Jinn, daring them to mess with us at their peril. The few within eyesight didn’t notice.

Scanning the rows between the shelves as I approached the atrium, I kept an eye out for Arie, but she was nowhere to be seen. “Can you go find Arie and Kadin and make sure they’re okay?” I whispered to Bosh. 

He nodded and slipped away, disappearing under one of the balconies and reminding me how stealthy he could be. 

Stepping into the tiled room and a ray of sunlight, I brushed past the tall ferns and stopped with a good distance between me and the one who’d choked me, the one Bosh had told me was called Jedekiah.

He flashed over to me, fingers slipping around the Key and pulling it up to dangle on its cord between us. “This little thing is the cause of all the fuss, hmm?” he murmured, turning it over to study it. 

My spells didn’t throw him across the room. I supposed he hadn’t actually touched me. The moment I left this room, I’d fix that. Drawing on all my years of feigning indifference with Yuliya, I simply crossed my arms and stared up at him. The way he loomed over me made it more difficult to intimidate him, but I did my best.

“What happens if I were to, say, take this from you?” Jedekiah asked, meeting my gaze with an impish smile. 

I did not smile back. “It returns to me. Not to mention you couldn’t use it anyway since you can’t leave.” Under my breath, I added, “Fool.”

“I heard that.” Jedekiah dropped the Key, and it fell back against my collarbone. 

My fingers closed around it greedily, tucking it underneath the fabric of my dress. I didn’t like seeing it in a Jinni hand. 

That same hand lifted toward my neck, lightly touching the bruises there. “I wonder if there’s another way to break the barrier,” he murmured as his fingers wrapped around the bruises, growing firmer.

I leapt back, clutching my shell necklace and muttering the spell I’d memorized and prepared for this moment. 

“Don’t take offens—”Jedekiah stopped midword to clutch his ugly pale throat.

“Touch me again and you’ll regret it,” I hissed at him. 

Gideon jumped to his feet at Jedekiah’s strange gurgling, frowning at me. 

“Nothing can break the barrier except a counter spell. Killing me—or anyone else—will mean you never leave here. Is that clear?” I released him, and we shared a glare before he jerked his ridiculous vest back into place and returned to his seat, crossing one leg casually over the other. 

“Quite the little army you’ve created,” Jedekiah said to Gideon, as if he’d already forgotten my presence. “Certainly a downgrade from the last time we met.”

I huffed, turning to grab a nearby chair and dragging it unceremoniously up to join their little circle. 

“Not at all,” Gideon replied, slowly lowering himself back into his chair as well. “These humans—and Rena—have been instrumental in my plans.”

His plans? Didn’t he mean Arie’s plan? Where is Arie? I wanted to interrupt and ask him, but it was important to present a unified front, so I stayed silent, glowering at Jedekiah instead.

“I hope she tires of that soon,” Jedekiah said, waving a hand at me, brows coming together skeptically. “Darling, you can relax,” he enunciated dramatically, which only made my eyes narrow. “I’ve decided not to kill you. At least, not today.”

“That makes one of us,” I snapped.

He chuckled, shaking his head. “Suit yourself.”

“I’ve explained our plans to gather a crowd of witnesses,” Gideon told me. “And storm the gates at the main entrance to Jinn, using our numbers to challenge the queen’s right to rule.”

Before this whole debacle, he’d explained to all of us that traveling the distance to Jinn only required the combined efforts of three or four Jinn with a Traveling Gift. The ability to arrive at the gates isn’t the issue, he’d clarified. The problem is that unless we have a large enough company to overpower the Jinni Guard or a persuasive enough argument for our admission, we’ll be turned away at the gates. 

To Jedekiah, he murmured, “As you know and have agreed to keep secret, I’ve had little luck in my search for the lost prince, so my only hope is that another suitable candidate for the crown will step forward.”

“What if I would like to be a candidate?” Jedekiah asked smoothly, leaning into his hand with two fingers across his face, hiding his expression.

A slight shift on the balcony to one side made me glance up to find that more than one of Jedekiah’s followers approached from the second floor shelves, listening in.

“You tried that once already,” Gideon said in a clipped voice. “It ended with you here, in the human world, if I recall correctly.” 

“We don’t need you,” I said, filling in the strangely heated silence that followed. “We'll find others to help. We just need a month of silence until the coronation, and since you obviously can’t be trusted, you’ll be staying here.” 

This time I knew why the silence was heated.

“I’ll consider it.” Jedekiah studied his fingernails before looking up with a sigh. “Someone needs to stop that—”

Someone coughed in the rafters.

“Even so,” Jedekiah said as if he’d never stopped. “She could have spies. I’m not sure I want to be seen on your side, especially if it’s the losing side. We all have aspirations to return home someday, after all.”

Gideon slid to the edge of his chair. “We can help you with that—sooner, rather than later.” He ignored those watching, clasping his hands together. “You know me well enough to know I can be trusted. We were friends once, after all.” 

The other Jinni snorted at that but didn’t interrupt. 

“It was Queen Jezebel who banished you,” Gideon snapped. “Not me.”

“Yes, but you were the one who caught me.”

“I didn’t think the queen would banish one of the nobility. She’d never done so before.”

“Would it have mattered?”

Gideon sat back, pursing his lips, and admitted, “No. The law is the law.”

“You two were friends?” I broke in to ask Gideon.

Jedekiah answered instead. “He means that only in the loosest way, darling.”

“What I mean,” Gideon said, taking a deep breath as if losing patience with us both, “is that this is your opportunity to get justice. The queen removed you from Jinn, but now you have the chance to help remove her from the throne. Even you have to admit the queen shouldn’t be allowed another fifty years.”

“That, at least, we can agree on,” Jedekiah conceded. “And if by justice you mean revenge, then I admit I’m intrigued. All right, my friend, I can’t speak for the others, but I’m in.”
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CHAPTER 13
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Nesrin

“YOU HAVE THE MOST lovely earlobes,” said the dark-haired boy right before he danced on my foot. We spun around the town square, which was lit by lamps and starlight. The usual booths from the market had been torn down or moved to the edges of the square to make room, and half the town was dancing while the other half ate and drank at tables along the outskirts. 

“Sorry,” the boy said for the thousandth time, nearly stomping on my toes again as he tried to finish his thought. “I bet that you like—that you’d enjoy, um, jewels to, um, match... them?” He was a Dragon Watch candidate, and rumor said they were considering initiating him soon, which was why I was suffering through this unbearable conversation.

“Are you asking if I like earrings?” This wasn’t the best song for talking in the first place; the steps were complicated. Though my sisters had forced me to learn so they could practice, it was difficult not to lead. He missed the switch of hands, catching it a beat too late. There was no way to look graceful with a partner like him. Even so, my mother looked on from one of the tables across the square, beaming, pointing us out to anyone within earshot.

I should have started with an initiate. At least they would have some idea of the true requirements to join. I endured the last few circles with a forced smile and stared up at the twinkling stars that danced along with us above the festive square; it was almost over. 

When it finally ended, we bowed, and I made my excuses. It wasn’t hard to escape. It was forcing myself to stay that was proving difficult. Maybe I should just present myself to Avizun directly and save myself this torture. 

Despite those dark thoughts, I forced myself to continue, standing awkwardly alone at the edge of the dancing. Information was power. Knowing the secrets of initiation into the Dragon Watch before I began could help me successfully pass the tests. Or possibly change my mind about joining altogether. 

Unfortunately, finding a reliable source proved harder than I’d expected.

Pressing my lips together, I accepted the hand of a freckled boy with a small gap between his front teeth. Is he another hopeful or an initiate? Most boys in town my age were one or the other. He bounced on his toes nervously, but he had a genuine smile that made his eyes crinkle at the corners. “How are you this evening?” he asked.

Oh, small talk. It would be the death of me. 

“Very well, thank you,” I murmured. 

“That’s good. I was worried for your toes when I saw you dancing with Hashem. If you’d prefer to rest, I would understand.”

I chuckled before I could help myself, hiding my face in his shoulder, but the dance called for spinning, so I couldn’t hide for long. 

His responding wink made me laugh harder. 

“Stop,” I gasped, trying to maintain my poise. “Everyone is looking.”

“Let them look.” He grinned. “You’re beautiful when you smile.”

“So, ugly when I’m serious, then?” I teased, raising a brow, but I immediately regretted it. What was I doing offending the one sane person at this entire event before I had even asked a single question about the Watch? “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“Oh no, it’s a fair question.” He nodded dramatically as he swung me out. “The truth is, your somber face is terrifying.” 

Now I laughed outright, letting him pull me back in to swing to the side, step here, step there. 

“It’s the only reason I was even able to ask you to dance,” he said, “If you hadn’t scared everyone else away with that forbidding look, I dare say you’d be surrounded by admirers.”

“Is that so?” I arched a brow, aiming for this supposed stare, but I smirked and ruined it. This was more fun than I’d ever had at a festival—maybe at any social event—which either said something about me or the town events. I didn’t want to think on that too hard just now. “Well, that’s unfortunate. I’ve always wanted admirers.” 

“We’ll have to see what we can do about that.” He swung me in for the final dip and lifted me back up. 

It was over already. I hadn’t had a chance to ask him a thing.

He bowed over my hand, brushing his lips over my bare knuckles. 

Bowing back, I murmured my thanks, and he held my hand a bit longer than was polite as he replied, “I very much enjoyed it.”

Making my way to the tables set up along the sides of the square under the guise of looking for a drink, I willed my cheeks to cool down. 

I asked around until someone recognized the boy I’d danced with when I pointed: Adel Heydari, Dragon Watch initiate.

Strange fellow. But I liked him better than most.

More importantly, he’d already begun the two years of training and initiation required to become a full-fledged member of the Watch. 

Standing there at the drink table, I took a deep breath before turning back to the dancing, hoping I’d have another chance to speak with him.

After the last few weeks of feeling adrift and aimless, it was good to have a goal again.
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CHAPTER 14
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Arie

“I TRUST YOU CAN handle the day-to-day affairs of the kingdom?” I asked Captain Navabi and three of the Shahs on my council. They’d come on short notice, yet I’d still expected more than three council members to show.

We stood in the privacy of the library vestibule where I’d asked them to meet me. The thick plaster walls and decorative carpets muffled our voices, and I made sure to speak softly in case there were any Jinn eavesdropping behind the door to the library—or servants lingering outside the door to the hall.

“Our Jinni guests would like to negotiate a treaty with the human kingdoms,” I continued. Technically, this was true. “As you know, I’ve asked the librarians to take a sabbatical for the next month, as I understand negotiations can take quite some time.” They nodded along as if they had any real precedence to go on. A truce with the Jinn was unheard of. Their wide eyes said they knew this, even if they refused to express the feeling in words. 

“If any of you strongly desire to be a part of the negotiations, let me know.” I paused.

They shook their heads vigorously. “No, Your Majesty, I wouldn’t want to interfere,” Captain Navabi was quick to say.

“We feel confident in Your Majesty’s abilities and will do our part to keep the kingdom running smoothly,” Shirvan-Shah said on the heels of Navabi’s words, and the others agreed.

I knew I’d been right to keep them in the dark for our plans. The very presence of a Jinni was all they needed to know. That would keep all prying eyes far from here. “Have the servants bring meals into this room and ring a bell to let us know,” I said as they turned to go before I’d dismissed them. Clearing my throat, I added, “No sense in scaring them unnecessarily.”

The Shahs nodded in agreement, shuffling out of the vestibule. Maybe they assumed I would follow; I hadn’t given them a reason to think otherwise. Captain Navabi paused in the doorway, noticing I hadn’t moved. “Is there anything else, Your Majesty?”

“No,” I reassured him. “I’ll be here if anyone needs me.”

He nodded, scurrying out of the library as quickly as possible. No one needed me, or perhaps the more accurate way to say it would be no one wanted me. 

Kadin worried over my thinking this way. Like I might break. Didn’t he know I was already broken?

Why am I bothering then? I didn’t want to face the question. I didn’t want to face anything, really. The Jinn were a welcome distraction. They gave me something to focus on besides myself. And despite everyone else’s opinion that I should rest and try to heal, that was the exact opposite of what I wanted to do. This diversion was exactly what I needed.

I wandered back into the library through the shelves toward the study, expecting a similar scene to the day before, but at first glance it appeared empty.

“Hello?” I half expected to be shushed by a librarian, even knowing they’d all been removed days ago, complaining of their life’s work being corrupted—and that was without even knowing we’d planned to invite the Jinn.

Meandering down the aisle in front of me, I inspected a section of books that had each been burned to different extents. 

“You called?” Jedekiah’s low voice rumbled mere inches from my ear. 

I flinched, dropping the book in my hand. 

He caught it. “Allow me.” Placing it back on the shelf, he held out a hand. “We got off to a dreadful start yesterday. If you will, I’d like to make amends, starting by asking for your forgiveness for my rude behavior.” 

He had quite the silver tongue. Was he using one of his Giftings? A Gift of Charm, perhaps? It created a small chink in my armor, cracking open old wounds deep in my chest at the thought of a Gift being used so freely. With Rena’s spell over me, I had no way to know for sure. In this instance, at least, he seemed genuine.

I warily accepted his hand.

He bowed low over it, clasping it between his own, not letting go as he straightened. Now we were just holding hands. “Please, my queen, your forgiveness. I’ll beg if I have to.” His eyes slanted as he smiled, and I had a feeling it wouldn’t be the traditional style of begging on one knee.

“That’s quite all right.” I waved my free hand, mostly to get my other hand back. “I just came to...” I paused. Why had I come? I didn’t fully know since Gideon had promised to handle everything. I spoke the first thing that came to mind. “Meet everyone.”

“Of course,” Jedekiah agreed smoothly. His smile never wavered as he let go of my hand and held out his elbow instead, leading me toward a circle of comfortable seats. “To me,” he called out the command, doing something with his voice to make it carry across the enormous room, bouncing off the vaulted ceilings and falling back on us. “Our queen would like a word.”

There he went again, calling me their queen. I could only guess he meant to charm me into giving him what he wanted. Instead, I focused on this newest Gift revealed, tilting my head. “Can I ask a completely inappropriate question?”

This made Jedekiah’s lips twist in a grin. “I love the way your mind works. Ask away.”

“What are your Gifts? I mean, what exactly can you do?”

He chuckled. “Oh my, that is an inappropriate question.” 

One of his crew flashed into the circle with us, and then another, and another. There were seven total—if they were all there. One of the female Jinn, a bit shorter than the others—well, short for their kind anyway—brought a large jug and drank straight from it before passing it around the circle. 

I declined with a short nod and let it pass me. 

“Kinsmen, you all remember our new queen,” Jedekiah murmured once they were all there, and they nodded. 

I nodded in return, gazing around the circle at each of them. Familiar icy-blue eyes stared back, along with shades of otherworldly silver, green, purple, yellow. A vivid shade of red on a thin white-haired Jinni made goose bumps rise on my arms. I blinked and moved on. 

All seven of them had deep black hair and that pale skin that showed the blue veins beneath. Jedekiah wasn’t the only one to sport old injuries; besides his broken nose, there was also a male missing a finger and a female with a long scar across her face. 

All lounged with the false calm of those ready to fight at a moment’s notice. It brought a crackle of energy to the air, and I found myself standing taller, enjoying it. 

Finally, a different reaction to me besides pity.

Jedekiah introduced me, but not a single name stuck. I was more interested in what they could do. 

“I’ll make you a deal,” Jedekiah said, finally answering my earlier question about their Gifts. “We’ll trade a secret for a secret. Seems fair, don’t you think?”

“You don’t have to share anything you don’t want to,” Gideon said. 

I flinched. 

He stood at the top of the stairs. I’d completely forgotten he was here, but of course he was; he couldn’t leave either.

“It’s all right.” I shrugged. “After all, I pick the secret, right?” It was meant to be a joke, but my lips forgot to smile, and it fell flat.

“Sure, sure,” Jedekiah agreed, dropping into one of the nearby chairs and gesturing for me to join him. When Kadin said that word, it was reassuring. From Jedekiah, it felt out of place, false somehow. “Ladies first.”

I took a deep breath and let it out, mulling over options. As I tapped my chin, I glanced up and caught the red-eyed Jinni frowning at me. His eyes darted away, but I knew that focus. Used to have it myself.

“First secret,” I began with a short laugh, pointing lightly to myself. “I’m off-limits. As are my people. A friend of mine made sure a spell would guarantee it. You won’t be getting any of my secrets without my choosing.”

Jedekiah spread a dramatic hand over his heart. “Why, I’m offended, my queen. Whatever you think we might’ve done, I assure you—”

“Just Arie,” I said flatly. I wasn’t their queen; time to set that record straight. I stood. “And if you take me for a fool, I might as well leave.”

Jedekiah flashed to my side in an instant. Gideon tensed but kept his distance, even when Jedekiah took my hand and bowed over it once more. “Please, my queen—Arie—it’s the trickster in me. I’ve been roaming the human world for a long time. Old habits die hard.”

“How long?”

“Excuse me?” Jedekiah’s hand slipped out of mine.

“How long have you been in the human world?”

“He was banished over five decades ago,” Gideon answered for him, finally leaving the second floor and approaching the circle to sit.

“It’s hardly fair to share someone else’s secrets,” Jedekiah protested.

“I agree, it shouldn’t count.” I crossed my arms. “Why were you banished?”

“Ah, ha...” Jedekiah wagged a finger at me, moving back toward his seat. 

I stared at his back, trying not to sigh again; he was buying time. “Gideon?”

“No, no, I’ll share.” Jedekiah held a hand up to Gideon, who closed his mouth. “It’s a long story. But suffice it to say, I broke all three of the unbreakable rules of Jinn at once.”

“That’s one way to put it,” Gideon muttered, seemingly to himself.

“All three?” I tried to remember what the rules even were. Something about stealing... or was it lying? 

“Never use a Gift to deceive. Never use a Gift to steal. Never use a Gift to harm another,” Gideon chanted, and the others nodded along. 

Jedekiah just shrugged. “It is what it is.”

He’d deceived someone. Stolen something. Harmed someone—maybe many someones. 

I’d process that later. 

“All right, we’re dealing in partial secrets, I see.” I returned to the circle with slow measured steps. “My next secret is that I’m not certain I can trust you.” And I didn’t know what to do about it.

“Ah, that one hits right where it hurts,” Jedekiah said with a grin. “But I’d dare say it’s not much of a secret.”

“Considering Gideon is answering for you, neither are yours,” I countered.

“Fair point.” Jedekiah stepped into the circle where the drink was still being passed around and took a sip before giving it back. “All right. Let’s give you a real secret then.” He spun to face me, eyes narrowing on my face. 

I blinked. 

The Jinn held their breath. 

Nothing happened. 

“You’re trying to use another Gift on me, aren’t you?” I let out a laugh at his daring, surprised enough to smile. “You’re optimistic, I’ll give you that.” 

He growled and spun to face the smallest Jinni, unremarkable enough that I’d barely glanced at his face, who went flying from his chair, end over end, rising toward the ceiling like he’d been filled with air. 

“Hey!” The Jinni floated above us. “Put me down or suffer the consequences!”

“Careful, Uziah,” Jedekiah slurred, “If you make me too tired, I might drop you.” Even as he said it, he began lowering Uziah back toward the ground. Or maybe that wasn’t intentional. 

“Don’t you dare!” Uziah’s fists were clenched, and his blue eyes bulged. “I’m going to—”

“Calm down.” Jedekiah dropped him into a chair, turning his back on him. “It’s good practice.”

“Ha!” The shorter Jinni snapped, “I noticed you didn’t try it on Samson.”

“That’s because my retaliation would be much more painful,” one of the green-eyed twins said with a grin, holding up his palm, where sparks sizzled. 

A bell rang at the other end of the library. The vestibule. The servants were signaling that the noon meal had arrived.

“He has a point,” Jedekiah conceded, then snapped his fingers over the large table in the center of the study. The food that the servants had brought flashed onto the table. Another one of his Gifts. Was that a peace offering? I didn’t have a chance to ask, as he waved to the other Jinn and said, “I’m starving. We can bicker later. Let’s eat.” 

Hands reached in along with his, and the Jinn relaxed into the noon meal, almost as if they’d forgotten I was there. 

Jedekiah closed his eyes, savoring a bite, humming in appreciation. It was all so... normal. My lips pulled up into a small smile. 

No sympathetic glances. No overly helpful plate of food handed to me. No constant reminders of my shame. They just... let me be. It made me feel lighter, like the eyes on me had been a physical weight pulling me down.

Standing up, I began putting my own plate together, and decided to stay a while.  
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CHAPTER 15
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Nesrin

THE MORNING AFTER THE festival, I came home flushed from a climb at dawn to find my mother waiting for me by the door. 

“You’ll never guess what happened,” she called, running to meet me at the gate before I could even come down the path. She paused to catch her breath.

“Is Malakai back? Is he inside?” I hated the hopeful tone in my voice. My feet picked up the pace on their own.

“No,” my mother said, wheezing, and I slowed. “Your sister ripped her dress on the stairs! We were terrified it might not be fixable, but fortunately the tear was clean.”

Thankfully her back was turned as she opened the door, so she didn’t see the face I made. 

“Don’t worry though,” she added as an afterthought, heading toward the inner courtyard. “I’m sure Malakai will be back soon.”

“Yes. I’m sure he will,” I murmured, but my resolve to move on only strengthened. It didn’t matter what Malakai was doing; his life was separate from mine. He was the prince of Jinn, after all. I needed to focus on the Dragon Watch. 

Everyone except Adel had been a dead end last night. I could either try to find him and gather more information, or track Avizun down and demand to join the Dragon Watch. 

Since Avizun still held a grudge from our last encounter in the forest just a few short weeks ago—where I’d kept him from killing Malakai in dragon form—I doubted he’d even let me speak. Worse, he was known to hold grudges for years. 

“Do you know where the Heydari family lives?” I asked, following my mother into the courtyard.

Zareen gasped from the opposite doorway, Shadi right behind her. “You were dancing with Adel Heydari last night. Do you like him?”

I waved a hand. “I barely know him.”

“You should invite him to dinner!” Shadi grinned at Zareen as if she’d invented the evening meal. 

“Oh yes, please. He’s dreamy.”

Dreamy? I hadn’t noticed. A potential ally against Avizun, on the other hand? Absolutely. 

***
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SHADI, ZAREEN, AND MY mother badgered me relentlessly until I agreed to ask Adel to dinner. Though it meant nothing to me, I still fought tingling nerves as I knocked on the carved double doors of his family home. 

After staring at the fancy mosaic decorating the doorframe and knocking a second time, the door finally cracked open. A servant ushered me inside and left me in the entryway while she went to fetch Adel. I admired the lush carpet, vaulted ceiling, and potted plants. The Heydari family was well-off.

He grinned when he saw me. “Nesrin Ahmadi, good to see you.”

I blushed and smiled at the potted plants behind him. I hadn’t told him my name, which meant he’d asked about me too. After saying hello, I got straight to the point. “My family wants to know if you’d like to come over for dinner.” 

“I’d be honored to meet your family,” Adel said, eyes crinkling again in that friendly way of his. “And I like a girl who knows what she wants.”

I tensed. “Oh... no, ah...” Climbing the Dragon Cliffs was easier than talking to a boy, especially one with kind eyes and freckles. If I rejected him now, it’d also make asking questions much more uncomfortable. I gestured to the small bench built into the wall. “Can we sit?”

“Of course.” He led the way.

I sat at the far edge of the unfortunately small bench, trying to put space between us, as slight as it was, and cleared my throat. “I’ve been wanting to ask you about the Dragon Watch,” I began carefully. “What made you decide to join?”

“To protect my family, of course.” He smiled. “And yours, and others in Heechi.”

“Of course,” I agreed. “And what made them agree to take you?”

“What do you mean?”

“You know.” I lowered my voice. “The initiation. What did you have to do to prove yourself before they allowed you to join?”

He patted my arm. “Don’t worry about that. It’s not something you’ll ever have to go through.”

“Your mother is calling for you,” the family servant said from the doorway. 

“I’ll be right there,” Adel replied, smiling down at me and offering me a hand as he stood. When I took it, my hand tingled again. If nothing else, Adel was a good distraction from Malakai. I’d hardly thought about him in the last hour—well, until just now.

“I’ll see you at dinner tonight,” Adel said, lifting my hand and kissing my knuckles like an actual suitor. A small part of me regretted misleading him, but the other part nodded and smiled, scheming as I left their home. I’d gain his trust at dinner and let him think we were getting close. He wouldn’t even realize when he began to spill his secrets. 
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BY DINNERTIME, MY MOTHER was in an absolute panic. Fussing with the silverware, she straightened the place settings for the thousandth time, coming over to pinch my cheeks. She tucked a loose strand of my dark hair back in with the rest where Shadi had swept it up onto my head, then stepped back to admire me in one of Zareen’s nicest dresses—a heavier gold fabric with pretty crystal beading all along the hem and bare shoulders.

“Maadar, stop.” I brushed her hands away. “You’re going to put holes in them if you do that one more time.”

“We want the young man to like you.”

I nodded. What annoyed me was that I actually did want that. 

All through Adel’s arrival, introductions, and the first course, I considered him. He was funny, although in a more obvious way than Malakai. Darker skinned, of course, and muscular. Not nearly as secretive. Rounder in the face and just barely taller than me, while Malakai’s features were chiseled and I had to tilt my chin up to look at him. 

Why am I comparing them? Unlike Malakai, Adel was here. That was, in truth, all that mattered. I pushed my cucumber-and-tomato salad around on my plate, cutting the chicken kabobs into pieces to keep up appearances, too tense to eat.

“My mother cracks eggs over me for luck,” Adel was telling my mother, who nodded in approval. She’d already whispered in the entryway that he dressed well and had good manners. I couldn’t argue with that. He mimed the egg juice running down his cheeks and made a face. “She hopes it will help me meet a nice girl—like Nesrin,” he added with a wink in my direction. I couldn’t help laughing along with my family. 

Next he mimicked how his mother threw salt on him each day as he left the house—also for luck. At some point, I needed to draw him away and ask more about the Dragon Watch, but this was entertaining. Almost captivating enough to ignore the empty chair at the other end of the table where Malakai usually sat.

“Excuse me,” one of the servants said from the entry to the dining room. “Our guest has returned.”

“I do apologize for the timing.” I recognized the voice even before I turned to look. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your dinner.” 

It was Malakai.

***
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“PASS THE SUGAR?” MALAKAI asked me from the far end of the table beside my father. He’d sat in the open seat there, at my mother’s urging, but he kept finding reasons to talk to me. 

“I’ll get it,” Shadi said, grabbing the glass bowl of sugar cubes and leaning across the heavy oak table to give it to him directly. Her hair nearly dragged through the sauce on her plate. I caught it just in time, but she ignored me. 

“How long will you be staying with us this time?” Zareen asked with a close-lipped smile.

“Zareen!” my mother chirped, dropping her silverware with a clatter. “He’ll stay with us as long as he likes!”

My sister toyed with the green frond on one of the potted plants around us, pretending indifference.

“I’m sure business will call him away soon,” I interrupted as I picked up my tea, added sugar, and took a sip. I kept my voice casual as I added, “He’s very busy, after all. Isn’t that right, Malakai?”

Adel’s gaze shifted between the two of us. He didn’t miss much. I bit my cheek to hold back anything else that might slip out. If Malakai kept interfering, I wouldn’t even get a chance to discuss the Dragon Watch with Adel later. This dinner was a disaster. 

Before Malakai could answer, I set my spoon down, ignoring the last few bites of my dessert. “I’m full. What do you say to a walk, Adel? I could use some fresh air.”

My mother’s hand fluttered to her chest in the corner of my vision. I ignored her too.

“I’d love to,” Adel said smoothly, ever the gentleman. He came around the table to offer me his arm. “Everyone,” he said with a bow, and to Malakai, another tilt of the head. “Good to meet you.”

“You as well,” Malakai replied, unreadable.

The inner courtyard with the small pool and handful of trees was just large enough to count as a walk if we kept to the edges next to the house and under the second floor balcony. 

Away from the candlelight inside, the night was pitch-black. The moon hid behind the clouds. I blinked a few times, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness. 

As soon as the door closed behind us, I cleared my throat. “I’m going to be straightforward with you, Adel. I want to join the Dragon Watch, and I was hoping you’d help me.”

“The Dragon Watch,” he repeated stiffly. It was too dark to read his face, but his voice was incredulous. “That’s impossible.” 

“Why?” My urgent tone didn’t match our casual stroll around the pool, which rippled a deep black in the moonlight. The banyan trees swayed lightly in the cool breeze.

Adel pulled us to a stop under the tree, letting my arm drop from his and stepping back, putting his hands in his pockets. His face was all shadows, angled toward the pool instead of me. “You’re the girl who brought back an egg.”

“You say that like it’s related somehow.”

“It is.” He hesitated, then took a deep breath. “They’re not going to let the girl who made a fool of them—us—join the Watch. Avizun hates you. He still talks about that day. It’s just not going to happen.”

“Avizun isn’t the only one in the Watch,” I argued, crossing my arms. “Maybe if you spoke up for me—” 

“Was that Jinni the one Avizun and his men ran into a couple weeks ago?” Adel interrupted, focused on the door across the courtyard.

“Who? Malakai?” My heartbeat sped up, and I was glad for the darkness so he couldn’t see my reaction. “It couldn’t be. He was with my family when that happened.”

“Ah, of course.” His tone was neutral. I couldn’t tell if he believed me or not. “It couldn’t be him then.”

“Couldn’t be who?” Malakai’s voice drifted toward us from the house.

I stiffened. He had the worst timing.

Malakai headed directly for us, a shadowy shape in the night. At least he wasn’t invisible this time. 

“Ah, hello.” Adel crossed his arms, scratched his head, and then shoved his hands back into his pockets. Ever polite, he added, “Would you like to join us?”

“Absolutely.” Malakai agreed immediately, not following the rules of etiquette at all. He was supposed to say, Thank you, no. I wouldn’t want to interrupt. And then Adel would say, You’re not interrupting. But Malakai would brush this off and repeat, No, I couldn’t. And so on until we went our separate ways. 

Instead, Malakai strode the remaining steps to the tree and offered me his arm at the same time Adel offered his. 

I pointedly tucked my hand under Adel’s elbow. “I’m not sure if you’re aware, but this is a private walk.” While Adel was too kind to be rude, I had no such fear.

“I thought you two might need a chaperone,” Malakai said, winking at Adel, who gave him a forced smile in return. “So, what are we talking about?” 

“How about a new topic of discussion?” Adel suggested. Heechi citizens distrusted the Jinn, and he was no exception. If he refused to share more details, and if he was right about Avizun and my odds, then my hopes of joining the Dragon Watch had just been shot down faster than a circling dragon. That would mean going back to having no purpose.

It was an effort to unclench my jaw and act relaxed as we began to walk once more, returning to the path along the edge of the house. I would salvage this somehow. “When Malakai and I met, I actually rescued him from a dragon,” I blurted. It was technically true, even if he’d been the dragon and it had taken a month. “Avizun would be a fool not to consider me.” 

The muscles in Adel’s arm tensed under my hand. “Is that so?”

From the other side closest to the house, Malakai’s fingers brushed mine. I swallowed and pulled back, leaning closer to Adel to give Malakai more room.

“I suppose it is,” Malakai replied. That wasn’t the glowing praise I’d hoped for. Though I refused to look at him and wouldn’t have seen his expression in the dark even if I had, I felt his eyes on me in question. 

Adel patted my hand, offering the briefest answer possible in Malakai’s presence. “As I said, Avizun might be a fool, but he’s made his feelings about you clear.” Changing the subject, he leaned around me to ask Malakai, “Where did you say you were traveling from?” 

“Oh, you know.” A bit of moonlight revealed his curved smile as he flashed to the path a few feet ahead of us. “Here.” He flashed out of sight. From behind us, his deep voice added, “There.” Then from just on the other side of Adel, he whispered, “All over, really.” He flashed to stand directly in front of us in a spot of bright moonlight.

Adel yelped, cutting off as he caught himself. 

“Stop it!” I yelled at Malakai. “You’re purposely trying to scare him!”

“Oh no.” Malakai’s voice was completely lacking dismay. “Is it true, Adel? Am I scaring you?”

Adel shook his head, choking out his answer. “Absolutely not. Not at all.”

“See?” Malakai spread his arms wide and smiled innocently at me. “Besides, that’s hardly frightening. Scaring someone would look more like this.” 

He vanished but didn’t reappear this time. Smoke rose from the ground, drifting toward us, covering the flowers and rock paths unnaturally fast. 

In front of us, Malakai’s deep voice came from empty space. “Now this would inspire terror.” 

Despite knowing it was only Malakai, my heart picked up speed. 

Adel jerked back. Stumbling over the flower bed, he continued backing up toward the house. “I’m so sorry, Nesrin. I think it’s time I head home.”

I stood there in the over-the-top gold dress I didn’t even like, watching his long dinner tunic flap as he ran inside the main house without looking back.

I sighed, rubbing my forehead with my gloved hand. The fabric annoyed me, and I pulled them off. 

“He frightens easily.” Malakai’s face reappeared in front of me, followed by his body, until he was fully visible. Hands in his pockets, he didn’t close the space between us, but neither did he appear remotely guilty.

“I think he frightens the normal amount,” I snapped. “Is what you just did even allowed in Jinn?”

“I didn’t break the code,” Malakai protested. “No one was harmed or deceived, and I didn’t steal a thing.”

“You just ruined my plans.” I crossed my arms. I wanted to go inside and be alone, but my mother would no doubt pounce on me the moment I walked through the door. As far as she was concerned, if a suitor ran scared, it was my fault. She’d never believe Malakai was involved. 

Malakai misunderstood. “You and I both know you need someone who can match your fearlessness, or you’ll leave him behind. It was bound to happen eventually. You should thank me.”

“Who says I need anyone at all?” My voice cracked on the last word. I swallowed and took a steadying breath; he was closer now. “But if I did choose someone, it’d be someone like him. He’s kind, he has everything my family is looking for, and most importantly,” I added with a sharp tone, “he doesn’t just disappear.” My point held less weight than I’d have liked after Adel’s quick exit.

“I’m here,” Malakai argued, taking a step toward me.

We both fell silent at that. 

Did he just admit feelings for me? I was reading into it. Neither of us had really said anything important at all. Or did we? Was it even possible to reveal feelings if I didn’t know what I felt?

“Your mother says you’re considering marrying him,” Malakai said softly into the heavy silence between us. “Is that true?”

“No,” I replied quickly, shaking my head. Of course she’d told him that. “Not at all.” 

“Did he know that?” Malakai teased gently, but I couldn’t smile back. This evening I’d been chasing a fantasy—I knew that now. But still, a fantasy was better than reality where I had no future at all. 

He grew serious.

When he studied me like that, I couldn’t meet his eyes. I turned to walk since I couldn’t go inside. 

Malakai joined me without invitation, and we finished the lap around the courtyard, then began another. 

The silence was different than with Adel. 

Not comfortable, exactly, because it was chock-full of unsaid words, but it was like... I pursed my lips, annoyed. It feels like home. What was wrong with me?

“Maybe... if you’re looking for someone to marry, you should marry me,” Malakai said out of nowhere.

“What?” I tripped as I swung around to face him. He caught me. I leaned into him for the tiniest moment before stepping back, putting a few paces between us. “You’re joking.”

“I’m quite sincere.” He closed some of the space between us but stopped partway. “I don’t know how the humans do this. In Jinn we would bring three presents—one a week—then speak with the family, then ask the lady after appropriate wooing.”

It was hard to find words. I barely knew him. Then there was the fact that he was a Jinni, and marrying a Jinni was utterly unheard of in Heechi. And on top of that, he was a prince, although one without a country.

“I don’t know if it’s an exact science necessarily”—my voice came out a bit breathless—“but the wooing sounds accurate. You know, for women in general.”

His eyes searched mine. “Is that a yes?”

Exhaling a shaky breath, I murmured, “Malakai, I’m not going to marry you.”

“Why not? Is it because of the feud between our people? Or because of my throne?” He shook his head, and a mix of emotions crossed his face too quickly to read. “It’s irrelevant, I promise you. I can’t find the Key because each time I sense it and begin to track it down, it disappears. And without it, I can’t go home.”

I barely heard him past the burning question I’d wanted to ask for days. “How can I trust you when you just disappear without a word?” I didn’t mean for the tears to fill my eyes. Blinking hastily, I tried to clear them away before they fell. 

“Nesrin.” Malakai’s voice softened, and he closed the space between us, brushing his fingers against my cheek to wipe away the wetness. He cradled my face in his hand, and I couldn’t help myself—I let him. Leaning into it, I closed my eyes, questioning my sanity. “You must know I care about you—I thought it was obvious.”

Was it? I couldn’t process his words with him watching me. My mind narrowed in on a less confusing question. “What did you mean when you mentioned a feud?” I opened my eyes and stepped back slightly. “You said ‘between our people.’ Is there a feud between the Jinn and the humans?”

“No,” he said with a laugh, as if I’d said the most ridiculous thing. “Between the Jinn”—he pointed at himself, then gestured to me—“and the Khaanevaade.”

The word was familiar, one of those terms Maadar Bozorgi had thrown around and I’d immediately shrugged off. I suddenly wished I hadn’t. “Explain.”

“You don’t know? I just assumed with everything that you were aware. And what with the suppression—”

When he cut off abruptly, eyes glazing over, I reached out on impulse and caught his hand. “Don’t go. Please.” I had to know more. Suppression? That could mean a thousand things! 

“I have to.” His words spilled out rapidly as he lowered his head to touch his brow to mine. “I can only ever sense it for a few short minutes. Every second counts.”

“Go then,” I said, a bit more forlorn than I meant to, stepping back. But he was already gone. 
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CHAPTER 16
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Kadin

I SLIPPED INTO THE library after a meeting with Captain Navabi on Arie’s behalf. Voices drifted from deeper within, growing louder as I opened the door from the vestibule and stepped into the main room. At the other end of the long hall, past the shelves, Arie sat in the sunny atrium with a group of Jinn. Laughing. 

One of the Jinn was showing off, creating a design of sparkling artwork out of the fountain water, letting it sprinkle down to water all the plants, narrowly avoiding the onlookers who laughed.

Ducking behind a row of bookshelves, I took advantage of the distraction and tried to get closer without them noticing. Arie might be fitting in surprisingly well, but I knew for a fact that I’d be like a humble trade coin next to rubies and emeralds, a simple human among magical creatures. 

“You’re as intelligent as you are lovely.” Jedekiah’s voice drifted through the shelves, and Arie laughed again. 

My blood boiled. As I slipped closer, staying carefully out of sight between the books, I tried to get a good view of her face. Was she flirting back? I couldn’t tell. A twinge of hurt twisted in my chest at the simple fact that he’d made her laugh at all.

“I’m told that two of your crew members declined joining us, but they understand they’ll still have to wait out the month here until the Crowning Ceremony?” Arie was asking Jedekiah now. When he dipped his chin in a nod, she said, “I think it’s time we call in more Jinn for this fight.” 

I reached the edge of the atrium, standing behind the closest bookshelf. Tall green fronds blocked my view of Arie’s face. A few other Jinn lounged in the sunlight with her and Jedekiah, all relaxed and content. 

“We don’t really get along well with other Jinn, to be honest, my queen.” 

The Jinn rumbled their agreement.

Arie wasn’t having it. “I’d like you to learn to get along. At least temporarily.”

“We need to continue gathering forces. There isn’t time to waste,” Gideon said. He stood in the entrance of the atrium, just a few steps from me, though the foliage and shelves had kept me from noticing him until he spoke.

“I understand,” Jedekiah assured them. “Perhaps you could spell another room in your lovely castle. Surely you have more than one available. I wouldn’t want to interfere with your plans.” 

I recognized a smooth-talking criminal when I heard one. If only I could walk over there and punch him. 

Straightening, I gathered myself, preparing to walk out and face them. There was no way I’d let these Jinn take advantage of her.

But she didn’t need me. “Nice try.” Her voice held a hint of amusement. “You’ll be fine. You’re all well-mannered guests, after all. Are you not?”

Of course, they couldn’t answer without offense. 

“I’ll have Rena come by in an hour or two, and we’ll begin,” Arie said. “I would very much appreciate your help in calming the Jinn who appear.”

“Mmm, yes,” Jedekiah murmured, sounding less than pleased. “We wouldn’t want to repeat the scenario from last time.”

“I’m glad you agree,” Arie replied. 

I wanted to catch a glimpse of her. She sounded so much more herself: confident, fiery, and alive. I hadn’t noticed before this moment of comparison just how lifeless she’d become. 

“What are you doing here?” a low voice said behind me. I whirled, knife out and ready. 

It was Gideon.

“You shouldn’t sneak up like that,” I whispered back, tucking the knife away before he could ask what I’d intended to do with it. I knew very well that bringing a knife to a Jinni fight was like bringing a toy sword to a battlefield. 

I waved him toward the other side of the room, where we wouldn’t be overheard, and he followed. 

“My apologies,” Gideon said, and he was kind enough to ignore the knife as well. “Is there a reason you were skulking in the book stacks?” 

“I was checking on Arie.” I crossed my arms. Not much use hiding it. “I’m worried about her.” 

“She seems to be doing better.”

I nodded. That was what worried me. But why? Jealousy? She deserved to be happy, even if it was someone else making her smile. I ran a hand through my hair, struggling to focus. “What about you? What’re you doing here?”

Now it was Gideon’s turn to look glum. “I can’t leave either, remember?”

“Ah, yes.” It was a foolish question; I wasn’t myself. If Arie didn’t need me here, I’d find another way to help. “I overheard we’re going for round two. I’ll fetch Rena.”

“Very good.” 

I pursed my lips as I turned toward the door. “I’ll be back soon.”

Slipping out of the room, I picked up my pace until I was practically jogging down the hall toward the kitchen, usually the first place to look for Rena—and Bosh too, for that matter. 

The sooner we called in more Jinn, the sooner this battle of Gideon’s could be put into motion, and the sooner Jedekiah and his friends would leave. 

The next three weeks couldn’t go by fast enough.
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CHAPTER 17
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Rena

“ARE YOU FULLY INSANE or only half?” I grumbled, taking a little cake from a plate as Kadin dragged me out of the kitchen. “You want to add more Jinn to that disaster in the library?” I limped down the hall, still favoring my ankle, though the swelling had gone down quite a bit in the last few days.

“This whole plan was insane to begin with,” Bosh muttered as he tagged along.

I couldn’t argue with that.

Entering the library first, Bosh held the door for us, offering a teasing bow as I passed. I giggled.

Once inside, I sobered quickly. There were already seven Jinn here. How many more did they plan to invite? My nose scrunched up. I knew the answer: as many as possible. It all depended on how many Jinn were in the human world in the first place. As far as that number went, I had no idea.

Dusting cake crumbs from my fingers as we made our way to the study where they seemed to congregate, I glanced up to find all Jinni eyes on us. It was exactly like swimming into a frenzy of circling sharks—and my presence was the drop of blood in the water. 

“Let’s get this over with,” I said, coming to an abrupt halt as I pulled the Key from around my neck. 

Spines stiffened in response.

“Wait, Rena,” Kadin said, holding out a hand, but I’d already begun whispering the spell to unveil the Key. 

“It’s done.” 

“Everyone, get ready,” Kadin called at the same time Gideon shouted, “Prepare yourselves!”

Each of the Jinn moved to the edge of their seat or stood, even Gideon. One even went so far as to take a step toward me, drawn by the pull of the Key, before catching himself. 

“Last time it took an hour for anyone to find us,” I reminded everyone. If my tone was a little snide, it was only because I was trying to hide my nerves. As I started to pace, I supposed that gave me away. 

The silence was tense. 

This is for Arie. For Gideon. For Bosh.

Repeating the reminder didn’t help. I felt an outburst coming, mouth opening to tell this Jedekiah exactly what I thought of him.

Bosh spoke first. “Rena, have you met everyone?” he asked despite knowing for a fact that I hadn’t. He went around the small circle, naming everyone, only needing a couple corrections. “And this is Uziah.” He landed on the last Jinni, who stood a bit shorter than the others, closer to Bosh’s height, though still a good head taller than me. “Check out what he can do!” Dropping into a chair, he grinned at Uziah. “Do your worst!”

Tensing, I scowled back and forth between Bosh and the new Jinni. 

When Bosh slumped in the chair, eyes rolling back into his head and closing, I panicked. “What’re you doing? Stop!” I raced to his chair. Was he breathing? “Stop right now!” I shrieked, shaking him by the shoulders, harder when he didn’t respond. Nothing. I swung around, clutching the shells around my neck, seeing red. “If you’ve hurt him, I swear I’ll—”

Uziah threw his hands up. “He’s perfectly safe. Jinni’s honor.” He waved to Bosh’s still form behind me. “He’s just sleeping.”

I hissed at him. I’d believe it when I saw proof. Turning back to Bosh, I yelled, “Wake him up then!”

Bosh blinked sleepily before I’d even finished. 

I sagged in relief.

A silly grin crossed his face as he woke up, interrupted by a yawn. He stretched lazily. “Isn’t that incredible?” 

“So incredible,” I agreed in a flat, clipped voice. “I’m going to wait for the new arrivals in the reading room.”

Behind me, Bosh’s voice rose higher in confusion. “What did I miss?”

Whoever answered spoke too quietly for me to hear since I’d already entered the atrium. 

“Rena, wait!” Bosh called, catching up quickly. “I’m sorry, I thought it’d be a fun surprise. I should’ve warned you.” 

“I’m fine,” I said, though I slowed to a stop in the atrium. I needed to stay close while the Key was unveiled since those insufferable Jinn had technically agreed to be a buffer when the new arrivals came. 

He nudged my shoulder. “You were worried about me, hmm?”

“Obviously.” I raised a brow at him, smiling slightly to show all was forgiven. “Would you worry about me?”

“I would,” he said quickly, growing serious, but cut off when a flash of light turned the atrium into a dizzying rainbow of colors. A new Gift? Was it meant only to dazzle and distract, or was there a more sinister intent beneath the show?

Lips moving, I hurriedly ran my hand over the Key and veiled it once more. 

At least one new Jinni had just arrived.
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CHAPTER 18
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Arie

RENA SCREAMED FROM THE atrium. The Jinn in the study were too busy fighting someone with a Gift of Speed who thwarted all their attempts to catch him or her. Maybe there was more than one. It was hard to judge from the blur of motion. I lifted my skirts and ran toward Rena’s screams with Kadin and Gideon on my heels.

“What’s going on?” I yelled as I dashed inside to find Rena fighting against strange dazzling sparks crackling through the room like lightning. “The Jinn—”

I cut off as a cold metal blade came to rest against my throat.

Another blade knocked it away before I had a chance to even take a breath. “Peace!” a strong female voice called, loud enough to reach the corners of the library. 

Risking a glance behind me, I found a Jinni with eyes as deep blue as sapphires and wiry bare arms that hefted her sword as if it were a mere toothpick. “To me!” she yelled, lowering her sword. “They’re friends.” To the Jinni with the other sword, she added, “Gideon is at least.”

Slowly, I swung around to find an enormous Jinni, both in height and width, gripping a much larger blade—the one that had been at my neck. Along the curve was a tiny trickle of red. I touched my throat where it had nicked my skin. Apparently, Rena’s spells weren’t as Jinni-proof as she’d thought.

She stood gasping on the other side of the fountain, clutching her shell necklace, focused on another Jinni who still held a few tiny crackling bolts of light in his palm. “How come there are so many of you?” she demanded between breaths, eyes darting around the room as new Jinn slipped in from all sides, along with the former arrivals, all of whom moved around one another warily. 

The blue-eyed Jinni shrugged as she sheathed her sword. “Tracking an object is much quicker in a group. We’ve banded together like many others in the human world. Makes life easier.” Her sharp gaze swung to Gideon as he appeared in the door, and her stony face broke into a small smile. “Then there are those who prefer to remain alone.”

In response, Gideon met her gaze, not speaking. I closed my eyes, turning away. He was speaking into her mind; I recognized the Gift in use right away, even if I could no longer hear it.

The adrenaline of the last few moments drained out of me, and I sagged into an empty chair. All eyes turned to me. Maybe I should have stayed still. Whatever Gideon’s secret that only Jinn could know was, it seemed to soften the new arrivals somewhat. 

Blue Eyes took the chair next to mine, holding out her hand. “I’m Sapphira. I understand you’re a royal.” She tilted her head and added, “In the human world.” 

Taking a deep breath, I forced myself to sit taller and shake her hand with a firm grip. “Call me Arie.”

*** 
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OVER THE NEXT FEW DAYS, alliances formed as Jinn continued to arrive. Not all the Jinn were willing to join us, but since they couldn’t leave, they grudgingly watched from the sidelines. 

Once, a second tracker found their way to us a few hours after the key was veiled again and caught us by surprise. After that, we stationed a guard rotation to keep watch. Just in case.

Most of the groups were smaller than the first ones, usually just pairs or a trio. Every so often a solo Jinni was close enough to Hodafez to heed the call of the Jinni Key first. 

Beds were brought in, with Kadin’s help convincing Captain Navabi and the Shahs. He handled communication with them, as well as coordinating meals and took on even more council meetings on my behalf, since I’d been forced to abandon it completely.  

At the end of the first week, we had over three dozen Jinn, though almost half of them were undecided about our cause—or decidedly against it.

Jedekiah was currently debating the merits of transforming a portion of the library into a training center. “We can hardly practice if we have to be delicate or contained. I just don’t think it’s doable, personally.”

“You want to keep everyone divided,” Rena snapped, not even bothering to hide her feelings toward Jedekiah. She’d taken an immediate dislike to him. 

“Peace,” I said, holding my hands out between them. “We’ll reconfigure the library to have an open floor plan for the duration of the month.” It was one of the largest rooms in the castle, second only to the great hall, and if we moved the shelves, it could house at least a hundred Jinn and a small training arena. Not comfortably. But with only a month to spare, comfort wasn’t my focus. 

“Moving the shelves should take less than a day,” I assured them. That was optimistic, but the change would be worth it. The original groups of Jinn each kept to themselves as much as the newest arrivals. If we continued on in our current atmosphere, there was no way we’d unite long enough to even get to Jinn, much less stop the Crowning Ceremony.

A Jinni stepped forward. “I can help with the shelves.” He demonstrated by grabbing the nearest shelf and lifting it, with its dozens of heavy books, as if picking up a chair.

Lining up the bookshelves against the walls ended up taking only an hour.

I stepped out into the newly cleared space. “Will this do for training?” I called, knowing the Jinn could hear me, especially now that the exposed wooden floor in the center made my voice carry.

“It will indeed,” Jedekiah said behind me, making me whirl around to face him. “We will begin at once.”

***
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“AGAIN,” HE CALLED OUT hours later as sweating Jinn faced off in pairs. They fought the human way: “No Gifts, just sticks,” as Jedekiah called it—sticks being swords or other long-reach weapons useful for combat. A few of them were pulled from our own armory, as some of the Jinn had never bothered to learn such a skill or even owned a weapon.

I’d wanted their training to focus on their Gifts, but even Gideon had balked at that idea. He’d pulled me to the side, pretending to go over a supposed library repair. 

“It won’t be effective,” he’d said softly, leaning over the renovation sketches as if studying them. “Gifts are held close, hidden whenever possible. If you ask them all to reveal their Gifts at once, before they’ve gotten to know each other, one of two things will happen: Either they will use only their known Gifts, fighting handicapped and not helping anyone, rendering the time useless and a waste. Or, if it draws on long enough, someone is bound to use an offensive Gift. It will be like a spark that lights all the others into a roaring flame to all use their Gifts at once. Such a defensive reaction could easily end in complete destruction of not only this room, but of the entire host we’re trying to build.”

“Well, what do you suggest then?” I whispered back, nodding at the drawings as well for the sake of watching eyes behind us.

“We need to build trust. Only once that is established will they be able to use their Gifts wisely and accomplish anything.”

“Or you could encourage them to use their Gifts when not expected,” Jedekiah interrupted, sauntering up to us without even bothering to act like he hadn’t been eavesdropping. “Let them practice in secret when no one is looking. Then you don’t have to wait.”

“That will counteract the trust we need to build,” Gideon argued. “We can’t have everyone constantly prepared to defend themselves. That will lead to the same problems as the first scenario, where eventually someone goes too far.”

“Well, if we go with your plan, they’ll never practice.” Jedekiah lounged against the table, ignoring the plans to stare directly at us.

“Why do you say that?”

“Because”—he gestured toward me—“you’re planning to call in new Jinn each day, correct?”

Frowning, I nodded.

“Then each day you’re bringing in someone with new trust issues. If the queen goes with your plan”—he gestured to Gideon—“she has to start from scratch every single day.”

Pressure built between my eyes. Who am I to make this decision? “Thank you,” I said before they could squabble any further. “I’ll take both of your points into consideration. For now though, if not training with Gifts, then what do you suggest?”

***
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THAT LED TO THE PRESENT, where the Jinn focused on learning new combat skills and the library was filled with the clash of metal on metal. 

Only two days into the new routine, Kadin tore up the stairs toward me yelling, “All the swords are gone!” 

I jumped up from lunch and ran to the balcony railing.

Three dozen Jinn stood tense in the training center on the first floor, just seconds away from breaking the rules and fighting for real. 

Without thinking, I tore down the stairs two at a time. Out of breath, I pulled up short between the two sides. They were so much taller up close, looming. “What did I miss?” 

Gideon and Jedekiah scowled as fiercely as the rest. Maybe inserting myself had been a mistake.

The Jinni closest to me, Sapphira, answered before anyone else could. “Someone used their Gift to make all our weapons disappear,” she hissed in cold fury.

I turned my gaze toward her, finally noticing the way her hand clenched the air strangely as if holding something. 

I tried to summon calm for myself, making my tone casual, curious even. “Are the weapons fully gone or are they still in your hands, unseen?”

Sapphira hefted her half-closed fist up and down as if testing the weight of what appeared to be nothing. “It’s still there,” she admitted grudgingly. 

“Do you remember the shape of it?” I asked next, trying to ease the tension while I searched for a solution.

It seemed to be working. The Jinn within my view relaxed their arms slightly, shoulders lowering. Their faces shifted from fury to curiosity at the strange antics of the human queen.

When she nodded, I turned to those nearby and called out, “Does anyone mind if I borrow their sword? Carefully?” I added with an apologetic grin, as if it were my fault that I couldn’t see it. 

It surprised them enough that a few smiled, and one even laughed. On my left, a hulk of a Jinni cleared his throat. “You can have mine.”

“Handle first?” I overenunciated, making more of them laugh.

The big Jinni grinned and twisted his wrist, taking my other hand to guide me. I could only trust he wouldn’t stab me through. Since I didn’t care much either way, I let him. 

I bit my lip when I felt the weight of it. My arm dropped heavily when he let go, and in the quiet, a loud thunk of metal bit into wood. “Oops,” I said on a breathy laugh. 

The Jinni who’d handed me the weapon stepped back to give me a wide berth, and others followed his example. I turned back to Sapphira, who stood with one dark brow raised. 

“Can we try sparring like this?” I asked because I didn’t know what else to do. As soon as the words left my mouth, I wanted to take them back. Stupid. Stupid. 

But a slow grin spread across her face. “What a fascinating idea.” She stepped into a fighting stance, raising her arms and invisible weapon. 

I was too nervous to smile back. Growing up, I’d had very few lessons with a sword. Just enough to know the basics, like all royal families. I raised my heavy sword in a block, the most basic step. But from there, I wasn’t sure what came next. 

I’d made a huge mistake.

Sapphira circled me, eyes narrowing, searching for an opening. But she seemed to be almost as uncertain as me. As far as we could tell, we were both wide open. 

At that thought, I shrugged. What did I have to lose? I swung a bit wildly. 

She jumped back. 

It took two more swings, probably horribly aimed, though thankfully no one would ever know, before steel met steel. 

The reverberation shuddered through my arms, and I winced. 

A few more swings, and we started to get the hang of it. 

Mostly her. 

My arms grew weak, and sweat dripped down the front and back of my dress. “Truce!” I yelled when my arms were shaking. “Or whatever I’m supposed to say. I give up!” 

They laughed again. I hadn’t even noticed that the Jinn had settled into chairs along the sidelines to watch the fight. 

Sapphira lowered her sword arm and held her other hand out toward me. “Well done,” she said with another fierce grin as she shook my hand. “Normally I wouldn’t let you off so easy, but since I can’t see the blade to accurately hold it to your throat, I’ll take the win as is.”

I laughed, breathing hard. “Thank Jinn because I have no idea what I’m doing.” Taking a chance, though I knew it might backfire, I added, “But I’d like to learn. Perhaps we could have the weapons brought back for my sake? That is, if you don’t mind my joining in the training?”

In response, just a heartbeat later, the sword in my hand became visible again. The length of it made my mouth drop open. It was thin but longer than I’d expected. And curved. It didn’t seem like it should be nearly as heavy as it was. “I could’ve done some damage,” I murmured, mostly to myself, brows drawing together in concern.

“Mmm, no you couldn’t have,” Sapphira replied, pulling me out of my thoughts as everyone chuckled. She swung an arm over my shoulder and held up her own wicked blade, which gleamed in the light. “This is practically part of my arm. I’m not going to forget how to use it that quickly.”

I noticed their laughter came easier now. When Jedekiah and Gideon stepped forward to reset everyone’s positions, their shoulders were relaxed and stances easy. They gave me a place to stand as part of the group. Nearby Jinn gave me pointers. Everyone seemed more comfortable. More trusting. 

Somehow, it had worked.
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CHAPTER 19
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Nesrin

AFTER MALAKAI VANISHED, I forced myself to wait until the next day to visit Maadar Bozorgi. While I lay in bed waiting for sunrise, I racked my mind, trying to remember what she’d said.  

You are Khaanevaade. I rolled onto my side. Squeezing my eyes shut, I sifted through what had seemed important at the time and tried to remember what I’d ignored. Descended from dragons. 

That couldn’t be right. Could it?

Dawn crept over the roofs in town, giving them a soft magical glow. The sun hadn’t yet peeked over the horizon, but I couldn’t wait any longer. 

I knocked on Maadar Bozorgi’s door just loudly enough to wake her but hopefully not her neighbors. 

Shuffling sounded inside. I knocked once more for good measure so she’d know she hadn’t imagined it. This early, the narrow streets were quiet and empty.

The door creaked open. Maadar Bozorgi tugged her shawl tighter over her nightgown and squinted at me. “What in all of Jinn has come over you this morning? You’re up before the dragons.” Scrunching her nose, she tsked and shook her head before swinging the door wide for me to enter. “I’m up now. You might as well come in. Tea?”

“Not on an empty stomach,” I replied, turning to close the door behind me. 

“Ah, I see how it is.” The elderly woman puttered around in her kitchen. “You’re hoping I’ll make breakfast.”

“No, I—”

“I suppose I would enjoy the company.” She put the tea on and began breaking eggs and dropping them in a pan. “What part of the cliffs are you climbing today?”

“Oh, I’m not climbing,” I said, taking a deep breath to try again.

“Not climbing?” She paused to shake her finger at me. “You’re going to see that boy from the Heydari family, aren’t you? I may be old, but I still keep one ear pinned on the gossip.” She winked while my mouth hung open. 

I’d completely forgotten about Adel. I pinched the bridge of my nose and moved to sit at the table, wondering if I should talk to him or just assume that friendship was over. For the ten thousandth time, I had to corral my thoughts of a certain secretive Jinni and steer them back to the shocking secret he’d begun to spill before he’d left.

I accepted the hot mug of tea that she’d poured for me anyway, setting it next to the plate of food. “Maadar Bozorgi, what do you know about the Khaanevaade?” When she stared down at my plate, I took a bite of the eggs to pacify her.

She cackled. “What don’t I know. The Khaanevaade is our birthright. I’ve been telling you young ones that for a century.”

“Yes, I know—” I cut off, forgetting the eggs and leaning forward. “Wait, do you mean a literal century?”

“Of course.” She went back to fiddling in the little kitchen, adding salt to the eggs, tasting, adding a bit more.

My questions fought with one another, and in the end they all poured out at once. “How? And why not everyone else? Or is not everyone in town a so-called Khaanevaade? If not, then who is Khaanevaade? And what does that even mean? Are we really descended from dragons? That’s not possible, right?”

She took my babbling in stride, shuffling over to sit, brushing invisible crumbs off the table. “Of course that’s not possible.” She shook her head with a small smile. 

I deflated, somehow disappointed, before she added, “It’s the dragons who are descended from us.” 

***
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MY HEAD SPUN WITH THE answers Maadar Bozorgi had given me. Using the excuse of a climbing day, I headed out of town toward the cliffs, but as I neared my usual ravine, my feet led me into the forest instead. 

We were “not the same” as dragons, she’d declared. Obviously. Irritated, I kicked the branch in my path out of the way with extra force.

Much of our history, our memories of our history, and our “abilities”—which were still unclear to me—had apparently been lost because of this so-called suppression.

When I’d brought that up, wanting to know what it meant, Maadar began railing about the Jinn and their wicked, evil Gifts and how they broke their Unbreakable Laws the way she broke eggs: with reckless abandon and as many as possible. 

She’d then slammed her dishes on the counter with such force that one of the plates broke. While sweeping up the pieces and picking the rest out of the rug, she carried on about those “spiteful Jinn” so loudly that a neighbor came over to ask her to keep it down, at which point she began yelling at them instead. 

I’d chosen that moment to slip out. 

I needed to think. 

My feet led me unconsciously toward the last place I’d seen Malakai in dragon form, and now I stood in the clearing created by a wounded dragon. Even two weeks later, it still brimmed with the same heavy sweetness I’d smelled in his lair. The smell of a Jinni under a spell, I supposed. 

Unbidden, my eyes catalogued all the broken twigs and branches in the trees and foliage. There was where he’d lain bleeding. And there, a few paces ahead in the trampled shrubbery, was where I’d stood between him and Avizun’s arrow. Then the smaller space in the chaotic mess of broken undergrowth: where his Jinni body had taken form. Across the clearing was a tear in the bark of one of the fallen trees where an arrow had landed. 

In the daylight, without Avizun’s men surrounding us, I had my first opportunity to really study the area. The trees in this part of the wood were even older and larger than their surroundings. Some of the tree trunks could easily fit my entire closet inside. They merged together to create a leafy ceiling that darkened the forest floor. Foliage came up to my waist, making progress difficult, but when I stepped into the clearing, those massive dragon footprints had smashed everything into the dirt.

A circle of sunlight warmed my skin as I stood there in the center, hands on my hips.

What did I expect to find here?

I had no idea.

Still, I moved to a fallen log to sit and pulled out my lunch: flatbread, dried meat, and jujube fruit. The cloying smell of the old spell tickled my nose as I chewed.

On the other side of the clearing, an ancient banyan tree had split, creating a gaping dark hole at its enormous base. In normal circumstances, I might’ve enjoyed exploring. Today though, I wasn’t in the mood. My feet swung idly over the greenery beneath me as I took a long drink of water.

I’d hoped this place might cure me of my infatuation, which was what all these feelings were. Malakai was different from the men I’d grown up with, but that didn’t mean he was better. I just needed to get that through my thick skull.

If I could figure out the source of why I cared so much, I could remove it.

My eyes kept coming back to the spot where Malakai had transformed from a beast into a Jinni. When Avizun had shot at us, Malakai had saved me. But he’d also saved himself, so it hardly counted. And I’d stood in front of him, defending him first.

Why did I do that?

Because he’d brought me home when he didn’t have to. He’d given me a priceless dragon’s egg. He’d saved my family from destitution and given us hope. 

Just a few small reasons. 

I scoffed at myself and hopped off the log, wandering back to the middle of the clearing to stand in the sun.

Closing my eyes, I turned my face up to the warmth, breathed in the syrupy sweetness, and reminded myself that he was also the reason I’d spent a month in Jinn. That I’d nearly died at the claws of a strange beast, then from the ensuing infection, and even risked the magic of the queen.

But... he’d saved me from them too.

What does that make me then? The damsel in distress? I kicked at the weeds in disgust. 

None of this helped me feel better, the way I’d hoped.

It seemed I liked him despite my better judgment. 
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CHAPTER 20
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Kadin

I WAITED FOR ARIE in the vestibule, which had become a small sanctuary of sorts from the Jinn in the last few days. The servants wouldn’t go any farther. Today they waited in the hall to deliver the noon meal. I’d chosen those most trustworthy to keep the secret of just how many Jinn were in the library—over three dozen and growing by the day. As far as the rest of Hodafez knew, there were only one or two Jinn here with their queen, forming a truce between the humans and the Jinn. But even one Jinni was one too many. Everyone gave the library a wide berth, even Captain Navabi, who defended Arie whenever a Shah complained of her absence as a brave and noble queen who was facing the Jinn for her people.

This small vestibule entrance was my sanctuary too. Since Arie usually answered the summons of the bell, it was our only real opportunity to be alone.

That was what drew her now as she slipped inside and shut the door softly.

In a rare moment of vulnerability, she stepped into my arms when I held them out. I pressed my lips into her hair and breathed her in. 

Too soon, she pulled back. Turning to open the double doors to the hall, she ushered the servants in with the carts of food. 

I touched her back lightly, careful not to let the servants see, and whispered, “Can we talk?” 

She nodded absently, turning to face me. “Just for a moment. We’re working through a difficult exercise. Which reminds me...” She raised her voice for the servants to hear. “Dinner can be brought in an hour later tonight.”

I cleared my throat. “It’s about the Jinn,” I murmured as the servants gathered old dishes. There was no easy way to say this. “I don’t think you should spend so much time with them. Or fight with them,” I added, glancing at what she was wearing.

Instead of a dress, she wore riding boots, pants, and a loose tunic. 

“Why?” She kept her voice low, crossing her arms. “Because you don’t trust them?”

The servants finished with the dishes and moved to take the laundry, brows drawing together whenever they glanced at Arie, eyes filled with pity. 

She ignored them. 

“That’s not it.” Yes, it is, my traitorous mind whispered. I can’t keep you safe from them. “I just know you’re still dealing with... everything.” Tiptoeing around the truth wasn’t really my style. “I don’t want you to get hurt.” Again. 

“I won’t,” she replied immediately, stepping back. “You don’t have to worry.” 

I took a deep breath and blew it out. Of course I worried. How could I not? I hated feeling like I was losing her. Like I didn’t belong in her world anymore. Or, maybe more accurately, like she didn’t belong in her own world—and I did. Running a kingdom was like running an enormous heist. Publicly. With honors instead of fugitive status. I liked it, but I didn’t want it without her.

When the servants opened the door to leave, the guards outside spied Arie. Their faces twisted into the same expression the servants wore, as if they’d practiced it.

I frowned at them, and they shifted back into position, saluting their queen.

There were very few Shahs willing to pass the library these days, but two of them were heading toward the great hall. Once again, pitying expressions transformed their faces at the sight of Arie. 

She’d already turned her back on them, heading for the doors as the servants pulled the opposite double doors to the entrance shut. They closed with a bang. 

It was just the two of us now. She put her hand on the doorknob. “It’s only for three more weeks.” She lifted her eyes to meet mine for the first time in the whole conversation, not bothering to hide the sheen of tears. “I need this. Please understand.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I just nodded and moved to follow her through the vestibule door into the main library.

When she stepped into the training area where the study used to be, it was impossible to miss: instead of the fixed expression of pity, the Jinn grinned at her, coming over to draw her into conversation. 

I understood then. 

This was what was missing—what she needed to heal. This was the only place where she wasn’t made to wallow in her own grief. I’d been so blinded by jealousy that I hadn’t seen it until it slapped me in the face.

Three more weeks. 

I ground my teeth. While they were distracted, I slipped upstairs to the second floor shelves where there were more places to observe without being seen. 

This is temporary. It’ll be over soon. I can suffer through it for her. 

Even if it physically hurt to watch Jedekiah jump off the balcony and reappear in front of her, bowing formally and holding his arm out to ask for a walk around the room, as if they were at a ball instead of battle training. She smiled at him in a way I hadn’t seen in a long time. 

I took a long, shaky breath.  

Even if my heart might break. 
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CHAPTER 21
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Arie

I ACCEPTED JEDEKIAH’S ARM and offer to walk around the room with a raised brow. 

“Have you given any more thought to my methods of training?” he asked, leading us through the atrium toward the quieter side of the library, away from the sweaty Jinn training in the space where the study had been, past the line waiting to use the small librarian’s bath, and ignoring the groups of sullen Jinn who’d refused to join our cause, sitting restless on the sidelines. 

I waited until we strolled into the gallery near the front of the library, where some of the kingdom’s finest art was displayed, to answer, “Telling everyone to pick a fight whenever they’re in the mood with no consequences seems less like a training method and more like asking for trouble.”

“Perhaps. But it would build strategy.” He spread his free hand wide and grinned, ignoring the art and focusing solely on me. This was why everyone followed him. His Gift of Charm was like a magnet that tugged all your uncertainties and concerns away—or so I’d been told. 

I shook my head, thankful for Rena’s protection spell. It let me see beneath the Gift to his true feelings, which were slightly frustrated with me. Probably for not giving in. “We need trust more than we need strategy if we’re going to take on the queen. If the insurrection doesn’t go as planned, it may come to fighting, and without trust we’d end up battling one another.”

“Aren’t battles and strategy essentially the same thing?” he countered.

I pressed my lips together. “I’m not entirely sure,” I admitted, dropping my pretense of admiring the paintings he ignored. “But I have another idea.” I strode into the reading room instead, gesturing to it as he followed. “We can set aside a second training area. The first, as it is now, can be for weaponry. And the second, here in the reading room, can be for training with Gifts. We will train daily, but everyone can choose where. That way, those who train with Gifts won’t feel forced into revealing themselves, and the trust we so desperately need to keep will stay intact.”

Jedekiah nodded thoughtfully, giving me an approving glance that for once seemed genuine. “Well done, my queen. You have more wisdom than most in your position.”

I took it as an opening. “Wise enough to know that there’s more to your banishment than you’re letting on.”

“Whatever do you mean?” His eyes flew open with false innocence.

“Don’t play virtuous with me,” I teased. “You said you broke all three of those ‘unbreakable rules.’ How exactly did you do that?”

He surprised me by growing serious. “You remember Gideon revealing that my banishment happened fifty years ago?”

I nodded. The hint teased my mind, but I didn’t know why.

“Crowning Ceremonies traditionally happen every fifty years,” he said, pausing to allow me to put the pieces together.

My lips parted, and I whispered, “You tried to steal the throne.”

“Tried,” he agreed. “Unsuccessfully, as you may have gathered. Banishment is the greatest possible punishment a Jinni can receive. My kinsmen and I will never be allowed to return unless we can somehow prove our loyalty to the queen.” He drew a deep breath and blew it out. “As you can imagine, that’s quite difficult to do from the human world.” His lips pressed together in a firm line then, as if he’d said too much. 

“You certainly have a lot of secrets.”

Jedekiah only smiled at that, patting my hand. 

My suspicion flared at his abnormal silence. “What are you not telling me?”

We strolled around the outskirts of the library as if at some fancy dinner party. “Even you, my queen, cannot expect to know all my secrets.”

I resisted the urge to pull my hand away. Despite all my attempts over the last week, I’d barely made any progress in learning more about him or in curbing the strange impulse all the Jinn had of calling me “my queen.” It was a formality so ingrained that I’d given up.

“You know what I like about you?” One side of his mouth quirked as he glanced down at me. “You’re quite persistent. It’s a good quality. Reminds me of someone I once knew. She was like a dog with a bone.”

“Oh?” I let him lead me around a table and past the largest window that looked out over the ocean and the cliffs; we paused to stare at the view. Absently, I asked, “What was this other woman like?”

“Beautiful. Surprisingly kind for her station. Intelligent. Unusual.” For once he was quick to answer. And genuine, as if the veil of false charm had been lifted. “Like I said. You remind me of her.”

At the unexpected rush of information, I turned to ask who she was to him, but his arm slipped from mine and he stepped back. “My apologies, I must return to my duties. We have a fight to prepare for, after all. Thank you for the lovely walk.” 

He flashed away without waiting for my response, leaving me with even more questions than when I’d begun.

***
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ONE SUNNY MORNING, A solo Jinni landed in the center of the training space, but instead of whirling to fight, he held his hands out to the side, palms out in peace. 

Sapphira brushed past me, rushing forward to hug him. “Benaiah!” 

My shoulders relaxed, and I allowed myself the first deep breath of the morning. This whole process went much smoother when Jinn recognized each other. Naturally, I found myself turning to search for Kadin’s reaction, only to feel a small twang of disappointment. He wasn’t here this morning.

Our newest guest, Benaiah, smiled as he stepped back. “Sapphira. It’s been a full century. How are you?” Taking in the rest of us with a raised brow, he added, “What’ve I stumbled onto?”

“It’s a long story,” she replied, and I let her take the lead, assuming she’d know the best way to bring him into our confidence. “What brings you to the human world?” she asked instead, changing the subject abruptly. “I thought you were working your way up in the Guard?”

“I was.” He hesitated. “Circumstances came up. I may have fled the Guard on poor terms...”

“May have, hmm?” Sapphira smirked.

I leaned forward, intrigued, hoping she’d ask him more. 

Again, she took a different tack. “Why would you desire the Key? I doubt you’d want to use it to return...”

He gave her a crooked smile, though his eyes still drifted across the rest of us as if trying to decide how much to share. “I hoped to find more like-minded Jinn. It’s better not to be on your own right now.”

When he stopped, she urged him on. “There’s no secret love for the queen here, if you’re referring to her latest proclamations. Speak plainly.”

Nodding, he drew a deep breath. “She’s preparing to invade the human world. When I spoke against it, I barely escaped with my life.”

Brows raised, I glanced over at Gideon, who stepped out from among the shelves to ask, “What do you mean, ‘with your life’?”

“High Commander!” Benaiah gasped, bowing low. “I never thought to see you again!”

“I was banished,” Gideon said, frowning. “Did you not know? And is that not still the capital punishment?”

Something about the way he stood still as a statue made me tense.

Benaiah shook his head slowly. “We were told you defected... and just a few months ago the queen decreed the new capital punishment is death.”

The room fell silent as a grave.

No wonder he’d fled.

Swallowing a bitter taste of dread, I drew a deep breath. “This doesn’t change anything.” I raised my voice so everyone could hear. “If anything, it only makes our plans all the more urgent.”

*** 
[image: image]


THE NEXT MORNING, A trio of Jinn dressed in wedding garb arrived, though they refused to explain why, as mistrusting as every other new arrival. The following day brought five more, and the next day brought two, and so on each day. They almost always arrived in groups. According to Gideon, any Jinn working together could pool their abilities and track the Key much quicker, though occasionally a solo Jinni would find us first if they were already close by. 

Some days I struggled to get out of bed. Tears came without warning, and I’d hide in my borrowed librarian’s room under the covers, trying to ignore the voices telling me I wasn’t good enough. Other days were easier. Distractions helped—especially when I had a job to do, like I did now.

Breakfast was cleared, and everyone stood, tense, waiting for the day’s interlopers. 

“I don’t think we need to keep doing this every day,” Rena mumbled to Gideon and me as she scowled at Jedekiah, who stood close enough to hear. “We have more than enough to stand witness already.”

“I disagree,” I said at the same time as Gideon. He stopped and gestured for me to finish, and I said simply, “We need as much help as we can get.”

Around us, the Jinn already here stood along the edges of the room, still as statues. Waiting. 

Kadin hadn’t shown this morning or the last few mornings. He avoided this room lately. I should’ve been thankful he willingly took care of the castle in my absence, but I missed him. His distance was my own fault. Worse, I didn’t know what to do about it.

A new Jinni flashed into the middle of the room just a few paces away from us. Another followed. 

At this point, though they emerged with weapons raised in fighting stances, the sight of over five dozen Jinn surrounding them usually made our new guests pause long enough to hear us out.

This group was no different, though they still attempted to leave, making the boundary pop and crackle. Every time that happened, the smaller group of Jinn who’d refused to join our cause grumbled and sulked. 

Gideon spoke into the minds of our newest visitors. He still refused to tell me what he said each time, but with Jedekiah’s encouragement, they’d agreed it was the quickest way to defuse the situation. 

I couldn’t argue. 

Each time, whatever he said would make them stop, reevaluate, and calm down enough to listen. 

I hated the secrets.

But I couldn’t deny it worked. 

Jedekiah had agreed to give me afternoon lessons on the side once everyone else was paired off. 

I looked forward to this time of day.

Breathing hard, I forced my muscles to keep the small broadsword upright when everything in me wanted to let it fall. Jedekiah wouldn’t hesitate to take that opening if I did. He didn’t mind leaving a few slices in clothes—or even skin—as a lesson.

“Better,” he said. The praise was blunt, free of his usual Gift of Charm. Somehow, it meant more that way. 

I allowed a small smile.

Lunging, I did my best to keep it up. At first, it’d shocked me when the Jinn didn’t treat me as fragile. But now I craved it. To be around them and be treated as an equal. Not pitied. 

When I managed to hit his sword five times in a row before he got past my block, he allowed a break for a drink of water.

“You have to know your opponent as well as you know yourself,” he said as I drank a full cup and filled another. He flipped his weapon in the air, showing off.

I laughed once, darkly, letting my own sword hang limply by my side. “What if I don’t know myself?”

“Don’t be a fool.” This time when he threw his weapon up into the air, he held out his hands and used his Gift from when we’d first met to keep it there. 

It startled me. Sometimes when the Jinn kept certain Gifts to a minimum and used others recklessly, it had an unsettling effect of making me forget the ones they didn’t use. 

He sent the weapon higher and higher until the sharp point gently touched the tall ceiling three stories above, then let it drift back down. “Everyone knows themselves,” he continued. “Whether they realize it or not.”

“Easy for you to say,” I mumbled.

He caught his sword and broke out of his stance to face me, shaking his head. “I said everyone, and I meant everyone.” He smiled to take the edge off his words. “If something is hidden, it’s only because we hide it from ourselves.”

“That’s so helpful,” I replied, swinging at him without warning. 

He blocked my amateur move easily, clipping the blade with his own. 

The vibrations of the two weapons meeting shivered down my arm. 

“It is,” he agreed, ignoring my sarcasm. He lunged and distracted me, moving us away from the drink table and back to training. 
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CHAPTER 22
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Nesrin

“YOUR MOTHER TOLD ME I might find you here,” a warm male voice said behind me. I whirled from where I’d been spying on a few members of the Dragon Watch testing arrowheads at the nearby booth to find Malakai’s face just a breath away from mine. He stepped back, but only slightly, grinning as if we’d been spying on the Watch together. 

“Why did you want to find me?” I pretended to see something I wanted, moving farther into the market square. I didn’t want the Dragon Watch to catch me lurking. Not that it mattered much. My hopes of joining them were fading faster than a dragon’s shadow.

Malakai put his hands in his pockets as he followed, ignoring the stares that he drew as a Jinni in Heechi, an occurrence about as common as a tamed dragon. “I’d hoped you might take me climbing with you. Show me the ropes, as you say.”

He’d left me with a thousand questions and only Maadar Bozorgi’s strange ramblings for answers. I had to admit, if only to myself, that I wanted to say yes. Wandering through the market with Malakai on my heels, I paused by the fruit stand. Do we need fresh plums back home? Maybe I can get some. When I finally answered, I kept my eyes on the plums. “What if you have to leave again?” 

“I’ve paid close attention to the timing of”—he glanced around, lowering his voice—“when it is revealed. It’s almost always in the early morning hours, and when it’s hidden once more, I’ve never yet felt it return until the following day.”

I frowned. What did that have to do with anything? Turning away from the fruit, I headed down the aisle toward the booth with fresh flatbread.

Malakai kept up with me easily. “What I’m trying to say is that I’ve already attempted to find... it this morning. Unsuccessfully. I should have the rest of the day without any unforeseen demands.”

“Good.” I swung around to face him. “Then you can explain what you meant when you said there was a feud between our people.”

“Don’t you see how they look at me?” he asked, brows rising, waving at those forced to walk around us. The men glared at Malakai, women eyed him suspiciously, and children ran the other way. 

“Yes, but you’re a Jinni.”

He grinned. “Take me climbing, and I’ll tell you why it’s so much more than that.”

I blew out my breath. “Let’s go.” Turning, I took the closest path out of the market. “You can tell me on the way.”

Without asking, Malakai took the bag of climbing gear I always carried, slinging it over his shoulder. It was nice not to carry it for once, so I let him. I could see he was trying. 

When we reached the dusty road that led into the forest, the only sound was the rustling of wind in the trees and quiet birdsong in the distance.

“Tell me everything,” I said, keeping to my side of the path. He kept veering from his own to walk closer to me. I tried not to put too much weight on his actions. They didn’t mean anything.

“I don’t know much.”

I laughed and pointed to myself. “As opposed to nothing?” 

“Fair point.” He held his hands up in a gesture of peace and smiled. “It was before my time, but I promise to tell you what I know.” 

His voice fell into a soothing storyteller’s rhythm, and he stepped around the root of a large banyan tree as he began. “Long ago, there was a group of human-but-not-quite-humans known as the Khaanevaade. They were said to be part human, part animal. Part dragon, in fact, if the stories are true.”

“Maadar Bozorgi says dragons are descended from us,” I interjected.

He nodded. “That could very well be. Legend says a queen of Jinn met with the leader of the Khaanevaade. She told him, ‘Your people have such excellent sense of smell, such incredible eyesight, such impenetrable skin. It’s a shame you can’t travel long distances or use other Jinni Gifts. You would be unstoppable.’

“ ‘We would,’ the leader replied, wistfully.

“ ‘Perhaps we could form a covenant?’ the queen offered. ‘If we were to marry, our people could join forces and become unstoppable.’ ”

“We would never join the Jinn,” I interrupted again.

“It’s a very common tradition between kingdoms,” Malakai said with an exasperated grin. “Let me finish.” He returned to the rolling lilt of his narrator’s voice and continued. “The agreement was struck. They would form the covenant in one week’s time, where they would bring rings and witnesses.

“The queen arrived alone. Her companion was fetching the ring she said, and she asked if they could begin without her. 

“So the leader of the Khaanevaade took the ring he’d carefully crafted from white gold. On it, he’d fastened a perfect ruby for his people and a pure diamond for the Jinn.

“When he slipped it onto her finger, the covenant began. The leader of the Khaanevaade poured all the abilities of his people into that one ring, as she would do as well, on behalf of the Jinn. The trust required was symbolic of the trust forming between their people.”

Malakai paused, making me glance away from the path at his puzzled expression.

“The details of what comes next are somewhat lost,” he admitted. “Some archives say the queen pretended to wait, while others say she then spit in his face, but they all seem to believe she turned the covenant into a curse by refusing to complete it.”

“What kind of curse?” I held my breath, though I’d already guessed at the answer. 

“On this, all the stories agree: legend says the queen cursed the ring that’d been given to her so that the Khaanevaade could not access what had been given unless the covenant was completed or a thousand years had passed. And on that day, the Khaanevaade were cursed to forget—to let their animal side fall asleep—for a thousand years.”

I considered him in a new light, wondering how much truth there was to these stories. “But it’s just a legend—you said so yourself.”

His gaze lingered on my face before returning to the curve in the path. “I believe it’s far more than that, and I have my suspicions who the queen may have been as well.” 

My brows rose as I took that in. 

“It’s said that this queen of Jinn knew that by the time a thousand years came around, the Khaanevaade would’ve forgotten who they were, and they’d never fully wake again.”

As Malakai finished, we rounded the last bend in the path, and the cliffs ahead rose high above us. I’d been so mesmerized by the story I’d barely noticed the walk. 

I quietly processed the story. It wasn’t until we stood next to the sandy rock wall that I finally said, “It doesn’t make sense.” Frowning, I held the harness out to him, offering to let him climb first. “Because Maadar Bozorgi hasn’t forgotten.” 

“I don’t need the harness,” he said with a small smile. 

Of course. He could fly. How foolish of me. I pretended the straps needed adjusting and hoped he didn’t notice my blush. 

“It’s true,” Malakai said as I strapped the harness onto myself. “There do seem to be a few who refuse to forget, whose ancestors wrote down their history and passed along the stories of the Khaanevaade. Probably contributed to the prejudices against the Jinn.” 

When I swung around to raise a brow at him, he threw up his hands, chuckling. “With good reason, I agree.” 

At the cliff wall, I began to search for the best place to begin our climb, and he stepped up behind me. “I’m sure you’ve noticed the legend has become a fable over time. A simple children’s bedtime story. Believing it is seen as foolishness. That’s how the queen won.”

That made me turn away from the wall, forgetting the climb altogether. “Have the Jinn always had a queen as their ruler?” I swallowed, trying and failing to find a sensitive way to ask my next question. “Or do you think there’s a chance that the queen in this story is your own mother?”

His lips pressed together in a flat line. “I’m not yet certain. The stories don’t say, and we’ve had many queens before, but... I do wonder.”

It was a lot to take in. I needed time to think it over when there wasn’t a handsome blue-eyed Jinni staring down at me with a soft smile, making me think about kissing instead.

I cleared my throat and made my tone all business. “The first rule of climbing is to always choose the best possible handholds and footholds. That will be the difference between a successful climb and falling off the wall.”

“I’m not afraid of falling,” he answered cheekily.

Why did he insist on trying to make me blush? I scrunched up my face to make it clear what I thought of that, but it didn’t deter him at all. 

Instead, he reached out and took my hands. “If we could break the curse, you wouldn’t be afraid of falling either.”

I let him hold on a half second longer than I meant to before I tugged my hands away. “What do you mean? Are you saying that I could fly?” I was incredulous. “Why would I want that? I hate flying!”

“I know,” he said patiently, prompting me to think about it further with raised brows. “And why do you think that is?”

“Are you saying it’s... because of the curse?” My voice came out small, uncertain. I hated it. 

Taking a step away from him, I returned to studying the cliffs for a proper handhold. Normally, I’d be a good distance up by now. He was making me unhinged.

He wasn’t done either. “Just imagine what you all might be able to do if the curse was broken.” He laughed out loud. “Nesrin, you might be stronger than me. By a lot.” 

I couldn’t imagine. Icy fear pumped through my veins, something I’d felt so few times in my life that I didn’t know how to handle it. I suddenly didn’t feel like climbing anymore. Snatching up my bag, I stepped back from the wall and from him. “Why are you telling me this? Is that why you keep so many secrets from me? Because I’m Khaanevaade and not to be trusted?”

“No.” He stayed where he was, scratching the back of his head. His gaze dropped from mine. “It’s not easy for a Jinni to share secrets. It’s not...” Another hesitation, then he sighed, lifting those pale blue eyes to meet mine. “It’s not normal where I’m from—especially for me. If you knew my mother better, you’d understand why.”

When I didn’t say anything, he hesitated, then continued. “I’d like to be honest with you from this day forward, if you’ll allow me. As a first step toward forming an alliance between our people.”

“An alliance?”

“Yes.” The slight hint of blue on his pale cheeks deepened into a darker hue, almost like a blush. He cleared his throat and spoke briskly. “I don’t know if your feelings have changed since we last spoke, but a very common form of alliance in Jinn is through marriage. That is, if you might consider marrying me.”

Once again, his words knocked the air out of my lungs as surely as if I’d lost my grip while climbing and slammed into the rock wall. “Doost,” I choked out, blushing at the slip. “I told you I can’t do that.” 

He winced and had the audacity to look hurt. “I thought an alliance between our people could perhaps return memories and begin mending the ancient feud.” His voice grew soft, wounded, but he continued. “After all, hatred is usually learned, which means it can be unlearned.”

“No.” I paused and sucked in a deep breath to try again. “I mean, I’m not just going to marry you to make other people happy.” That’s not what I want from you.

“I understand,” he said, so quietly I barely heard him.

I swallowed, hating the way he made me feel so exposed. It wasn’t fair. An alliance of all things. As if that was all that mattered when it came to marriage. I didn’t know much about it, but I knew I didn’t want it for that.

“It’s a no,” I said back just as softly, wishing even as I did that I could just say yes and hope it would somehow turn into what I wanted.

“I’ll leave you to your climb then,” he said, vanishing before I could reply. 
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CHAPTER 23
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Rena

TWO WEEKS OF THIS torture had passed since we’d begun trapping Jinn in a confined space. That space, so large and extravagant at first, now seemed extremely cramped. When I’d volunteered to help, I hadn’t expected it to be so tedious. Or to be quite so outnumbered.

I stood in the center of the training space, same as always, deep in the territory of the Jinn. Sighing, I pulled the Jinni Key out yet again. At first I’d worn it on a chain, but that hurt whenever a rogue Jinni snapped it off, so now I wore it on a thin string. It always returned, of course. Better to just let them think they had it for a few moments and keep my neck intact.

“I’ll bet you a ruby that this next one picks a fight.” The speaker was a Jinni with unusually close-cropped hair and nearly white eyes whose name I couldn’t remember and didn’t really care to.

“I’m betting Arie will win them over right away,” a female Jinni with deep blue eyes declared, coming to stand on the other side of the room. “She’s getting really good at her speech these days.” She was one of those who’d been here the longest, but her name still escaped me. No sense getting to know them since they weren’t staying long.

I sighed loudly. It seemed odd to pick sides like this, as if it was some sort of tournament, when the fate of their race hung in the balance. Shrugging, I figured it was another Jinni anomaly and made a note to ask Gideon about it later. 

He was up on the second floor balcony, deep in conversation with a group of Jinn who were on the fence about our invitation. Then there were those who’d outright refused, judging us from the sidelines. Some just leaned on the shelves to watch out of curiosity while others’ glares could’ve burned a hole through me if that’d been their Gift. Their stares tickled my skin like swimming through a thick school of herrings. Those were the Jinn who swore up and down that if anyone mentioned their names when this went sideways, they’d be out for blood.

“I’ve got a gut feeling about this one.” Jedekiah used his Gift to make his voice rise above the rest. He ambled over to the Arie-supporters’ side, winking at her. He was a natural leader, one of the reasons he was so easily accepted by the newer Jinn arriving. Currently, this worked in our favor, but his loyalties could shift as easily as the tides, as far as I was concerned. 

I didn’t need to glance at Kadin, where he stood in the back and out of the way, to know he’d be irritated. He wasn’t the type to pick a fight, respecting Arie too much to put his jealousy on display. But I honestly wondered how she could miss it.

One by one they stilled, waiting for me. There were dozens of Jinn along the edges of the room, male and female, all with raven-black hair, all towering over me, with eyes as different in shades of color as the coral in the sea. 

I raised a brow and waited until the whispers died down before I unveiled the Key. 

I counted sixty seconds twice before veiling the Key once more—even though there was no sign of a Jinni just yet. Jinn who’d been tracking us, trying to pinpoint our location, found us a bit faster every day.

I’d learned the hard way not to wait. 

Slash, slash. 

The sound of a knife slicing pierced the stillness. 

Where’s that coming from?

Gideon pulled the thin blade from his cane so fast I missed it.

I frowned at him until a thin red line of blood grew between sliced fabric on both of his shoulders. The cuts weren’t deep. Gideon tensed, weapon raised, bracing for a fight like a soldier—no, I reminded myself, like the high commander of the Jinni Guard he’d once been. 

The group by the window cheered and clapped. “Called it!” one hooted.

“It’s not final yet,” Jedekiah called back. How can they be enjoying this? 

Gideon slashed at the air but only succeeded in antagonizing the invisible Jinni into another slice across his back, splitting open one of his favorite vests. 

“I’d recognize that handiwork anywhere,” Jedekiah boomed cheerfully. “Ananias, get down here!” 

I squinted up at Jedekiah, who loomed over me. “Have you lost your mind? The attacker is obviously on the ground.”

He glanced down at me with a grin. 

I hated my height more than ever when I was forced to stand by this whale of a Jinni. 

“Trust me, darling.” He pointed up at the rafters of the vaulted ceiling. “Ananias, show yourself for the little lady.” 

Sure enough, a heavyset Jinni winked into existence above us, perching on the thick wooden railing of the second floor balcony, which looked like a little stick beneath him.

“I’d appreciate it if you’d show your weapons also,” Gideon said in a dry tone. 

Two knives materialized in front of Gideon, just a breath away from his face. They could’ve gouged his eyes out before he even saw them coming. 

His already pale skin blanched whiter. 

I’d never seen him scared before. 

A few of the Jinn by the window who’d bet on the latest arrival reacting this way snickered. One slash from Gideon’s blade, and the knives dropped to the floor with a clatter.

“Just you?” Jedekiah called up to the newcomer.

“Just me,” Ananias confirmed, flashing down from his perch to stand on the edge of our wide circle. “I work alone.” He eyed Gideon warily. “What’s this meeting for?” His voice was higher than I’d have expected from such a big man. “And what are you doing with him?”

I sighed.

We’d discovered the hard way that Gideon had personally banished a large number of Jinn over the last couple centuries. Part of the high commander role, he’d explained. He’d made quite a few enemies.

“He’s standing with us against the queen of Jinn,” Arie said and the Jinn stepped back to reveal her presence. 

She moved forward. Both male and female Jinn stepped respectfully aside. “I’m the queen of Hodafez, and I’m asking you to join us.”

“I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors surrounding Hodafez,” Jedekiah added casually. 

I scoffed at his self-importance, to be so certain we’d caused rumors in just a few short weeks. It wasn’t like the arriving Jinn could spread it. Well... I made a face. Can’t forget the humans. They’d probably inadvertently shared more than they’d meant to. It was all they talked about.

Gideon stepped forward then, I assumed to speak to the Jinni with his mind. I hated that trick! The newcomer, Ananias, glanced at him sharply. 

“The queen... of Hodafez?” Ananias’s tone had shifted into one of respect. “I’d heard rumors...” He trailed off. 

Whatever Gideon told these newcomers each time they arrived seemed to work because once again the nervous energy in the room subsided. “I suppose I could hear you out.”

“Please, have a seat.” Arie beckoned to the circle of chairs along the side of the training area. Our enormous group moved to follow, although most of us were forced to stand at this point. We now housed somewhere close to seventy Jinn and counting.

A few Jinn had repurposed spare tables in the library into a sort of balcony seating around the outside of the circle, and others chose seats on the second floor within earshot. 

Low conversations picked up around the room now that the immediate danger had passed, although everyone kept an eye on Arie and Ananias. 

“We are building a group of witnesses, as large as possible, to stand up to the queen at the Crowning Ceremony and demand that someone else rule,” she said simply. After so many days, she’d compacted her speech down to a few simple sentences. “As you know, the queen’s power has gone unchecked for too long. There are also some here who would stay with the humans if our mission is unsuccessful and protect us from any potential invasions, though we sincerely hope it never comes to that.”

The big man listened to her plea without expression. His almost-normal shade of green eyes blinking was the only sign he hadn’t fallen asleep with his eyes open. He didn’t ask the usual questions, such as, Who will you choose to rule instead? To which we always suggested a vote. Or, Why should we help humans? Which was easier to answer: because it helped them too. If someone else ruled Jinn, they could be pardoned and return home. That was usually a huge draw, but this Ananias only took in the room, one Jinni at a time.

“So you have to help us,” I burst in, becoming impatient with the lengthy silence. 

“He doesn’t have to do anything,” Jedekiah replied, picking at nonexistent dirt under his fingernails. “Although it would be nice, I suppose, if you wanted to join us, my friend. We could use your talents.”

And just like that, he once again had Arie convinced he was helping her. 

I crossed my arms. My gut told me he was a puffer fish and one of these days we’d see his true form. Eyes narrowed, I could only watch him. 

Arie didn’t see it, and Kadin had said not to argue with her because at least now she was eating and had some color in her cheeks. 

Grouchily, I stomped away from the circle toward the exit. They didn’t need me for anything besides being a beacon? Fine. I wouldn’t bother them. 

In the atrium, I stormed right past Kadin before I spied him seated in a high alcove behind some tall ferns where he had a narrow line of sight into the other room and could watch the proceedings without being seen. 

“They’re like slippery eels—making promises they might not keep, luring her in—and she’s falling for it,” I grumbled, dropping into a nearby wicker chair with a huff. “How can you stand this?”

He only shook his head, arms crossed, slouching deeper into his seat. Misery was written across his face. “I can’t.”
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CHAPTER 24

[image: image]


Nesrin

AFTER THE WAY HE’D left, I didn’t expect to see Malakai again. Just two days later, I stepped into the courtyard with my bow, bored and hoping for some target practice. I plucked a few petals from the rose bushes, planning to shoot them as they floated across the surface of the pool and probably make my mother furious, before I glanced up and stopped still. 

Malakai stared across the water at me from beneath the tree on the other side. The reflection of the water made his pale eyes flicker like they held an ocean of their own within.

I forced myself to meet his gaze. I’d missed him, although I wasn’t prepared to let him know that.

Neither of us said a word.

My sister came out behind me, nearly running me over. “What’s going on? I—Malakai! You’re back! Are you staying for lunch?”

He glanced at Zareen, then back at me, as if waiting for permission.

I swallowed quickly and then shrugged. “You can if you want to.”

A small smile touched his lips as he turned to Zareen and respectfully bowed. “I’d be honored to stay.”

I turned away before he could see that I was glad.

***
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HE CAME BACK THE NEXT day. And the next. He never mentioned his proposals, and I pretended they’d never happened. Sometimes, when he brought me a drink, or admired my terribly out-of-date clothing, or talked to me instead of to my sisters—no matter how hard they tried to get his attention—I would pretend he’d proposed differently. With emotion and desire driving him instead of some ridiculous alliance. And when I imagined it that way, I almost always said yes. 

At one meal, he let his hand linger over mine as I passed him a plate of food.

I blushed uncontrollably. It made me furious, which only made my cheeks flush hotter. I jumped up from the table to fetch something from the kitchen before he could see the stupid smile on my face. I couldn’t seem to make it go away.

***
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WHEN HE SHOWED UP WITH small gifts for my whole family—soaps and dyes for my sisters, a polish for my brother’s sword, fine meat and seasonings for my parents’ kitchen, and velvet-soft fabric flowers sewn in intricate designs for me—I spoke without thinking. “You don’t need to be so charming. They already adore you. All you have to do is turn those pretty eyes of yours on them and they’re gone.”

“You think I have pretty eyes?” He turned them on me with the full force of their charm, acting as if he were fascinated by me, though it couldn’t possibly be true.

“Did I say that?” I sounded a bit breathless. 

That impossible blush began in my cheeks. I cursed it, desperate to make it stop, knowing he could see it.

“That,” he said, reaching out to cup my hot cheek and giving me a wicked smile. “That’s how I know you feel more than you’re letting on. Never stop.”

My lips parted to answer him as he drew his hand back, but for once, I was at a complete loss for words.

***
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HIS DAILY VISITS GREW so consistent that I secretly began to look forward to them, though I’d never admit it.

We strolled through town—ignoring the usual stares—took noon picnics in the forest, spent evening dinners with my nosy family, and on the rare occasion even ate breakfasts together.

We’d often discuss the Khaanevaade and our theories about how the curse could be broken. One day, he jumped up, splashing me as he pulled his feet out of the pool where we’d been cooling off in the heat of the day. “Are there any grand libraries near Heechi?” he asked out of nowhere.

“I’m not sure,” I said slowly. “Why?”

“Because we could search for answers in books about the Khaanevaade, if we can find any,” he said with a huge grin that I couldn’t help returning. 

I swung my feet out of the water and rose to face him, standing closer than I meant to in my distraction. “Do you really think it’s possible?” 

“I do,” he said, taking my hands. Our fingers slid together naturally as if we’d done so a million times. “I don’t know if we’ll find answers in a day, a week, or a year, but I believe the answer is out there if we look hard enough.”

“What if the answer is in Jinn?” I asked, then wished I could take it back. It was cruel to mention his home when he might never see it again.

His excitement dimmed a bit. “I can’t promise anything...” He still hadn’t been able to find the end of the trail to the Key he’d told me about. “But I hope so. In the meantime”—he let go of one hand to tuck a bit of loose hair behind my ear—“I have a feeling there are many other places we could start.”

For a half second I forgot what we were talking about. 

“As long as you can stomach my Gift of Traveling,” he added when I didn’t say a word.

Clearing my throat, I let go of his other hand and shrugged. “I’d be willing to try it.” But I bit my lip to hold back a grin of excitement and there was no way he could miss it.

***
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LIBRARIES WERE NOT MY natural habitat. While Malakai could skim a few dozen books in one sitting, my average was much less. 

I wasn’t entirely sure what I was looking for. Malakai continued to remind me that it might take a while. Sometimes I agreed to go along more for the pleasure of sitting quietly beside him in a comfortable chair in the sun, soaking up the simple happiness of small moments. He’d make the funniest faces if he caught me watching him. Blushing didn’t embarrass me quite as much as it used to. 

Then one day I waited in the courtyard for hours, taking my breakfast, lunch, even my dinner there in the dusk of sunset. But he never showed. 

The next day passed without a sign of him either. 

He’s done this before, I reminded myself, trying not to be hurt. You should have known better than to get attached.

But I was attached. There was no hiding my feelings from myself anymore. I’d lost interest in the Dragon Watch weeks ago—truthfully, it’d only ever been a distraction. They didn’t want me. And there was someone who did want me who I’d taken for granted.

Worse, despite my best efforts to convince myself that he’d abandoned me—that he didn’t think I was good enough, just like everyone else—my gut told me that wasn’t true. He wouldn’t just leave for good without saying goodbye... would he? 
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CHAPTER 25
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Rena

MY NERVES LEAPT AND spun wildly like a school of fish that scattered each time a shark swam through. We had just one week until the so-called Crowning Ceremony. One week until the Jinn—those who’d agreed to join us, anyway—would storm their home and demand the queen give up her crown. I had a strong feeling it wouldn’t go well, and if the longer and longer training sessions were any indication, the Jinn felt that way too, even if none of them would say so directly. 

“Come on, darling,” Jedekiah called to me, projecting his voice across the huge space. “We know you’re there. Some of us want to get this day started.”

Arie hadn’t joined them yet, and today he’d chosen to side with the less optimistic Jinn, wagering that any arriving Jinni would most likely attack. He was so predictable. 

“We don’t have all day,” someone else called.

“Yes you do,” Bosh muttered, but only loud enough for the two of us to hear. We stood in the vestibule with the door cracked, but I’d hoped to walk in with Arie and not spend a minute longer here than necessary. There were just over one hundred Jinn here now. It was an intimidating number. 

“Could you go in there and ask Arie if she’s almost ready?” I whispered to Bosh.

“You’ve sent me twice already,” he reminded me. As if I could forget. He leaned even closer, dropping his voice so low that I could hardly hear it. “She didn’t look like she was coming.”

“What? Why not?” I forgot the watching eyes for a moment, turning to frown at Bosh. “Where is she?”

“She’s by the back window with Kadin. I didn’t want to interrupt.”

“Why not?”

“She’s having another bad day,” he said, which meant she was crying. “Kadin’s helping her.” 

With a sigh, I gave up, stepping fully into the room. I’d been stalling for nearly an hour. 

Crossing the atrium, I slowed and tried one last time. “I’m sure she’ll be here soon.”

“We don’t need her here,” a Jinni called out. 

But Jedekiah’s Jinni-enhanced voice boomed, louder than I’d ever heard it. “Calling Her Royal Majesty. Your loyal subjects are waiting.”

I winced, plugging my ears a moment too late. “A little warning!” I yelled over the pounding in my eardrums. “The walls are spelled to bounce things back, remember?”

Jedekiah didn’t like to look like a fool. He strode toward me. “If you don’t get this little show together soon, I’m going to—”

Bosh jumped in front of me, blocking his path, but Jedekiah continued approaching until Gideon flashed between us. “Patience,” he said, waving Jedekiah away like a fly. “We can wait a few more min—”

Boots sounded on the wooden floors.

I sighed audibly as Arie appeared between the shelves, followed by Kadin. 

“Finally,” Jedekiah muttered, but his back was turned as he stalked to the other side of the room, and Arie didn’t hear. No one else seemed to care, and by the time he’d reached the other side, he was all smiles again, turning to Arie. “Shall we open the Jinni trap once more?”

“Please.” Arie waved a hand for me to begin. She chose a small chair at the edge of the group, close to where the shelves began. “You didn’t need to wait for me.”

That earned me a glare from Jedekiah.

Huffing at both of them, I unveiled the Key, adding a few personal mutters about Jedekiah’s attitude as I finished. 

I began counting. One, two, three... It was a struggle to leave the Key unveiled for a full minute, let alone a second one. I closed my eyes. It was easier to focus that way. 

“It can’t be!” Gideon yelled. My eyes flew open. What’d happened? Had someone died? I’d never heard that tone in Gideon’s voice before.

I whispered the spell to veil the Key in a hurry.

A new Jinni stood in the center of the room, not attacking, not using any tricks. Nothing remotely upsetting enough to deserve Gideon’s tone. At least, not that I could tell. 

His silver-blue eyes stared at Gideon for the space of a breath before he broke into a laugh. 

Gideon strode forward and grabbed him so roughly that at first I thought a fight was breaking out. Instead, they hugged each other, hands clapping each other’s backs. 

Murmurs broke out across the room. Jinn frowned, studying the newcomer. Some of them clutched their heads as if they hurt. “What’s happening?” one near me asked.

Another hissed, “Why do I recognize him? I feel like I know him, but I’ve never seen him before.”

“I think... I think we have seen him before,” another Jinni said, raising his voice for those nearby to hear. “I recognize this sensation from my time working with enchantments in the Jinni Guard. They taught us to recognize the disillusionment and the way it pops when you’re confronted with the truth...” We all turned to stare at the new Jinni still embracing Gideon and clapping him on the back. Both of them grinned from ear to ear. 

“I think,” the former Guard member continued in a reverent tone, “I think that’s Prince Malakai.”

“I remember!” Another Jinni gasped, bringing her hand to her mouth, shaking her head in awe. “How is it possible that all of us forgot Jinn had a prince?”
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CHAPTER 26
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Arie

“YOU’RE ALIVE!” GIDEON’S VOICE was hoarse. Was he crying? The joy on Gideon’s face was contagious. I hadn’t noticed before this moment just how downcast he’d truly been, but as I witnessed him welcoming the prince he’d been looking for since before I’d known him, it occurred to me how selfish I’d been to think I was the only one in pain.

The Jinn all around the room approached them. Cheers rang out, and others joined in until the room was in an uproar. Jinn embraced their lost prince with shouts and laughter. “Someone tell the servants to bring us a feast!” Gideon shouted over the madness. “We need to celebrate!”

My own tears hovered near the surface, as they had all morning, but for once I didn’t mind. I glanced over at Kadin to see his reaction, but he kept his face carefully blank, arms crossed, as he usually did around the Jinn.

Gideon pulled back, clasping the prince’s arms, shaking him a little as if to make sure he was real. “I searched everywhere. When I couldn’t find you in Jinn or in the human world, I worried you were hidden away in a dungeon somewhere or secretly beheaded.”

“You have so much faith in me,” the prince said between laughs. Unlike Gideon, who seemed constantly stiff with a soldier’s view of the room, this prince’s nonchalant demeanor shouted confidence. His grin was as wide as Gideon’s. “It’s a long story, but I was neither in the dungeons nor beheaded.”

“So it seems.” Gideon clapped him on the arm again.

“Introductions?” Kadin said.

“Ah, yes.” Gideon finally seemed to notice all the curious eyes. “This is Prince Malakai, son of Noah, son of Elijah, and rightful heir to the throne of Jinn. All of Jinn was—and still is—under a spell to forget his existence.” 

“How did you remember him then?” Rena piped up from the other side, somewhere beyond the tall crown of Jinn, too short to see. 

“He left me clues.” Gideon laughed.

“You found my Kathenoth!” the prince said, and another round of cheers went up. I didn’t understand. 

Thankfully, Rena didn’t let them move on without an explanation. “What’s a Kathenoth?”

“It’s difficult to describe,” Gideon said, turning to the prince, who took over.

“It’s a will—or more often many pieces of a will scattered across different locations. It also serves as proof of existence.”

“Do you need to prove your existence often?” Rena said sarcastically. 

The Jinn around us laughed as if she’d told a joke.

I couldn’t make out what she said next, but her tone was irritable. 

“As bond-brothers, I could sense his absence, even if I didn’t immediately know what it was,” Gideon told the Jinn looking on. “Thanks to my training in enchantments while in the Guard, I followed the clues until I gathered enough memories to piece them together. The rush of their return can be painful—you may be feeling similar effects now.”

One of the Jinn near me wavered, bringing a hand to her brow, which was pale, even for a Jinni. “You’re telling me,” she muttered. “I need to sit down.” 

“What’s a bond-brother?” Rena interrupted Gideon’s story again.

“It’s the bond of family,” the prince answered for him, searching for Rena in the crowd, frowning a bit when he spotted her. He must’ve finally realized she was a Mere. Glancing at Gideon in question, he added simply, “Even stronger than family because you choose your bond-brothers and bond-sisters and swear an oath.”

“What kind of oath?” I spoke up for the first time when Rena didn’t ask anything further.

“The covenant of a bond-brother or bond-sister includes a promise to always keep secrets, always protect, and always trust,” the prince said, searching for me in the crowd. When his eyes met mine, he stopped, blinking rapidly, then shoved forward through the crowd until he slowed to stand before me. “I’m sorry,” he murmured, shaking his head and seeming to come back to himself. “I thought you were someone else. Forgive me.”

I cleared my throat and introduced myself. 

“Queen Arie of Hodafez,” he repeated, squinting at me. “Your face is quite familiar.” 

Gideon cleared his throat and asked the prince, “Have you eaten?”

As he and the other Jinn offered the prince food and drink, Gideon’s abrupt change of subject struck me as an unusual lack of manners. It seemed perfectly acceptable to the rest of them, even the prince, though his eyes drifted my way frequently. 

I shifted to the outer circle, out of sight though still within earshot. 

“It took me months to discover you were missing.” Gideon’s strong voice carried. I peered around one Jinni shoulder to peek at them. “I would’ve searched every inch of Jinn to find you, but when I discovered the spell, Queen Jezebel banished me.”

The prince grew solemn, glancing around the circle. I ducked behind the tall Jinni in front of me again. “As I said, it’s a long story. It begins with the enchantment spell that erased me from memory in Jinn. But what even Gideon may not know—at least, not for certain—is that my mother was behind it.”

The Jinn around me glanced at one another, shifting uneasily. Why? Because of the power of the spell? Or because it’s a mother and her son? I hadn’t known my mother—she’d died when I was very young—but I’d never imagined one could be so cruel. 

It was quiet so long that I risked another glance at them. Gideon’s mouth had flattened into a thin line. Finally, he sighed and nodded. “I’d long suspected.” 

“A regular prison would have been impossible under this spell, for obvious reasons,” the prince continued. “Eventually a loyal subject would have set me free.” He paused, glancing down at his hands, which he flexed and turned over, inspecting them. “Because of this, I was turned into a dragon.”

Gideon stiffened. “A shape-shifting Gift? Those are extremely rare. Are you insinuating someone other than your mother was behind this or that she had help?”

“No.” The prince’s voice was brittle and almost too soft to hear. “It was my mother alone.”

A beat of silence. 

Beside me, a Jinni hissed, “The queen... is a shape-shifter?” Heads shook in dismay. “How did she keep such a thing a secret?”

“Not just any shape-shifter,” another Jinni called into the stunned silence. Her voice rose above the rest. “A powerful one. When was the last time you heard of a shape-shifter strong enough to shift another being besides themselves?”

My heartbeat quickened at the fear that touched the faces around me. What kind of queen is this, that she scares Jinn? 

“Of course she’s powerful.” Everyone stopped talking when the prince spoke quietly again. “She has the crown.”

It all came back to that.

And the Crowning Ceremony.

“There are very few Gifted with Shape-shifting,” Gideon murmured finally. “But it was rumored to run in the queen’s family bloodline, along with a few other Gifts that we were led to believe had faded out of existence.”

Rena slipped between the Jinn to get closer to the prince, curiosity making her forget how the Jinn felt about her. “You’re saying your own mother turned you into a dragon? That’s heartless, even by Mere standards.” She shook her head, oblivious to the way the Jinn tensed. “I’m sure she would’ve changed her mind soon enough if you were still there.”

The prince stared. 

Rena blushed, stepping back a bit. 

The prince answered simply, “No. She wouldn’t have.”

“Malakai’s been missing for over a year,” Gideon explained to Rena. Swiveling back to the prince, he frowned as he added, “Were you spelled the entire time? How did you break free?”

“Nearly.” Malakai glanced around the circle again, studying them, measuring his words as he said, “A month ago I was shot out of the sky near the Dragon Cliffs. Truth be told, the dragon hunters there nearly killed me. The spell’s power over me was broken that day.”

His pale blue eyes fixated on Rena and the Key that dangled from her neck, like a cat on the hunt, slow and steady. “I kept sensing the Key over the last few weeks. I could never find it in time.”

She only shrugged, glancing around the room, possibly searching for me to explain. I stayed quiet.

“I honestly thought I might be losing my mind,” the prince said. “I feared I only sensed the Key because I wished for it so desperately.” He took a slow step toward Rena, then another. “Seeing that it’s in the hands of the Mere, I would hope we could strike a deal of some kind. There must be something you want enough in exchange from Jinn. If you help me return home and claim the crown, we can form a new alliance between our people.”

“No need to bargain,” Gideon reassured him from where he stayed seated. “Rena is on our side. As you can see, we’ve been gathering forces for the last few weeks with her help. We hoped to form a resistance against the queen. First, to make a stand at the Crowning Ceremony, where I’d hoped—” Gideon coughed, glancing around at everyone. 

We’d never shared our full plan, but I could see that he wanted to. 

After a long pause, he continued. “The truth is, I’d intended to bring about a mass disenchantment right before the Crowning Ceremony, using our numbers to keep the queen from stopping it. I thought that if we couldn’t find you before then, we’d at least make everyone remember—then they’d be forced to search for you.”

I stepped forward, making myself walk toward them. The Jinn parted around me. “We also hoped that in the interim—as we searched for you—that these brave Jinn might protect the human kingdoms from any attacks.” I stopped beside Gideon, and we both stared at the prince, who still stood halfway to Rena, taking it all in. “Rumor says she’s gathering support against the humans.” With those words, I glanced over at Benaiah, the defector, who nodded.

Gideon waved at the band of supporters we’d labored to put together over the last month, just over one hundred Jinn. “We’re not an army, but we’re strong. With you, we may actually have a chance.”

Malakai’s gaze slowly crossed the room, taking in each of our faces, contemplating our words. 

“As you know”—Gideon rapped the floor with his cane to punctuate his statement—“the Crowning Ceremony is in just one week.”

Malakai nodded gravely.

I tried to find Kadin’s face in the crowd, but he was nowhere to be seen. Gideon’s eyes met mine instead, and he gave me an encouraging nod. “If you take the throne,” I said softly, fighting the dark voice in my head telling me to stay out of it, “that would not only slow down her plans to attack, but could stop her completely.” 

“I agree,” Malakai said, striding toward us. “And I swear to you I will do exactly that. There are seven days until the ceremony. I will return tonight, and we can form a plan. I only need to make a quick trip before we begin.”

Silence fell. 

Even the whispering around the edges stopped. 

I held my breath.

“I don’t understand,” Gideon said in a terse tone, gripping his cane until his fingers turned white. “Every spare moment is precious. You are the next heir to the enchanted crown, and without you, your mother could very well rule for another fifty years. What could possibly be more important?”

“Nothing,” Malakai reassured him. “Truly. I only need to leave for a short while, but I swear to you on all of Jinn that I will return.”

“It’s not possible.” 

Malakai scowled. For the first time since he’d arrived, I recognized the princely tone of voice, the voice that said he expected to be given whatever he was asked without argument. “I didn’t give you a choice.”

Gideon sighed. “Neither did I, unfortunately.”

Malakai clenched his fists. He expected a fight. 

Gideon stayed seated. 

When Malakai flashed out of sight, we all flinched, waiting. 

Everyone had tried it at some point during their stay. Moments later, a sharp cry of pain and the hiss of smoke drifted down from the ceiling mixed with the lightest smell of burning flesh. 

Malakai reappeared in the chair before us, eyes hard with fury. “I swore never to let anyone entrap me again. Lift this spell at once!”
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CHAPTER 27
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Kadin

I SAT IN THE back of the library in a forgotten section with ancient texts and a layer of dust. This tiny back room didn’t interest the Jinn. Through the curtains at its entrance, I had a clear view of the training space so I could keep an eye on Arie without being obvious about it. As long as I stayed here, everyone left me relatively alone.

A small sanctuary. 

Arie didn’t know how often I was here. Though I frequently met with Captain Navabi and the Shahs, checking that everything in Hodafez ran smoothly and keeping an ear to the rumor mill—making sure anyone who mentioned the Jinn in the library had misleading information—I still spent quite a bit of time here as well. I couldn’t leave her alone.

Yet I hated to join her in the public spaces.

All last week they’d had a Jinni tail me everywhere I went in the room. No matter where I went, a dark-haired Jinni had followed, disappearing and reappearing around me for added discomfort. The week prior to that, they’d given me a literal tail—a donkey’s tail, to be specific. Or the illusion of it, at least. I still wasn’t entirely sure. Jedekiah had found a loophole in Rena’s armor of spells. 

A quick conversation with Rena and a trip to the beach had solved that problem. She’d given Bosh, Arie, Gideon, and me tiny conch shells to wear on a string around our neck, hidden beneath our clothing. It was spelled to protect us from any Gifts being used on our person. 

Sprouting a tail shouldn’t have embarrassed me, but followed by tall ears and cloven hooves, it had left an awful taste in my mouth. A mix of fear and the old bitterness.

I touched the tiny lump beneath my shirt where the hidden shell protected me. Even with that, I couldn’t quite shake it. The Jinn were quite creative. 

These days, I kept my distance and tried not to tempt them.

Instead, I slipped inside the library quietly each day and prowled the corners, peering through books, reading the odd volume here and there, and keeping myself entertained as I watched Arie among the Jinn, so at ease. 

She looked similar to them—same thick black hair, extra height, tall forehead, regal nose, and lighter skin. Considering she’d had a Jinni’s Gift, some part of me had always known she had to also have Jinni blood. But knowing something and seeing it before my eyes were two very different things.

Especially now, as she stood next to the newest arrival. The prince, Gideon had called him. Two days had passed since he’d arrived, and the mood in this place had lifted drastically. It practically hummed with excitement.

He even had a dimple in one cheek when he smiled, just like she used to. It was all too obvious. She belonged with them, even without her Gift. I should just let her go. 

They were bringing in another new Jinni now, showing the prince how the process worked.

I turned away. 

A familiar crackle and pop sounded nearby. 

The boundary. 

I smirked and shook my head. Taking a book titled How to Pick a Lock from the shelf, I settled into a small corner chair for a long afternoon. 

The shuffle of footsteps startled me awake. 

My book slipped from my lap and fell on the floor. I hadn’t meant to doze off, especially not around the Jinn. Last time I’d done that, they’d locked me in a prison of books and I’d woken to them cackling at another victory. Sapphira, Uziah, and a few others had banded together to put an end to that. It’s the queen’s influence, they’d said. She’s taught them to hate all humans. In truth, I understood more than they knew. It’s the same way I used to hate all Jinn. 

It occurred to me that I didn’t feel that way anymore. There were those who abused power in every realm, but there were also those, like Sapphira and Uziah, who didn’t. Unfortunately, they weren’t always around, so I still had to keep my guard up. I’d asked them not to mention that last incident to Arie. 

The visitor rounded the corner, and it was the prince. His scowl equaled mine in ferocity. When he reached my chair, he loomed over me. “How does one leave this castle?”

I’d picked the wrong day to fall asleep. If this went anything like previous encounters with those who wanted to leave, it wasn’t going to end well. I sighed, rubbing my eyes and resisting the urge to touch the shell necklace beneath my shirt, which would only draw unwanted attention. “You interrupted a perfectly good nap.”

“Is that so?”

I stood, stretching. Maybe he’d take the hint and back up. 

He didn’t. “I’m waiting.”

“I don’t know if this... closeness”—I gestured to the couple inches between our faces—“is normal in Jinn, but it’s a little... intimate for the human world.”

He surprised me by stepping back, crossing his arms. “There has to be a loophole. Every spell has a loophole. Perhaps you know it?”

Ah, yes. The first efforts at an escape where they would pretend to be my friend. It was easier to let them think they had a chance. I began walking casually; if I could get out into a more public space, he’d be less likely to do something violent. “Maybe I do, maybe I don’t.”

That earned me a sharp look, and he stepped into my path. “Don’t be coy. I have someone waiting for me, and she deserves to know what we plan to do. If the confrontation goes poorly and I don’t come back—” His mouth snapped shut, and he shook his head. 

That surprised me. Jinni hopes and fears weren’t all that different from human ones. “You’ll make it back,” I reassured him. “Just five more days. She’ll never even know you were in any danger.”

He didn’t say anything. 

That clearly wasn’t what he wanted to hear.

I shrugged. Picking up my book from where it’d fallen facedown on the floor, I smoothed out the pages and returned to my armchair. Acting like I didn’t care if I was alone with a Jinni was my last resort.

“There has to be some way out of here,” he repeated, and this time I only shook my head. “Please,” he added, and I got the sense that it cost him. 

I sighed, flipping through the pages to where I’d left off. “It’s not up to me. This place is Jinni-proof. Only humans and Mere can leave. You’ll have to ask Rena how it all works.” Before he could think of more questions, I added, “Won’t your girl understand when she finds out this was your one chance to defeat the—” That may not have been the best choice of words. “To stop your mother from attacking the human world?”

The Jinni’s silver-blue eyes took in the dim archives around us once more. His fists clenched and unclenched at his sides, and he turned to pace. 

I’d found my page and read the first few lines again when he finally spoke. 

“The truth is, I’m not sure I can defeat her.” He stared directly at me. 

My usual poker face failed me, and my brows rose at the admission. I racked my memories for a time I’d seen such a vulnerable and uncertain expression on a Jinni before. I couldn’t think of a single one. 

He sighed, leaning back against the end of a shelf and sliding down to sit on the wood floor. “You see? I’m going to let them all down. That is, if we even manage to make it to Jinn. If my mother hears even a hint of this coup, she’ll close the gates into Jinn tonight.”

I opened my mouth, then stopped. What did I have to say to that? I crossed my arms, frowning in thought at the rows of thick dusty tomes before us.

The only thing that came to mind was what I said to Arie nearly every day, what I said to myself even more often, “You could at least try.”

***
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LATER THAT SAME DAY, I met with Captain Navabi and the Shahs again, as usual, but they were growing restless. “How much longer will these Jinn be with us?” the captain asked. “I would like to speak with the queen. Not to offend you, sir, but we’ve been lacking in royal leadership as of late...”

I couldn’t blame him. But when I found Arie in her small room and relayed his request, she made excuses. “We’re far too busy. These last few days are too important. I’ll meet with him once this is over.”

“Arie.” I hesitated, wishing she’d look up from polishing the sword Jedekiah had given her. “Your people are important too.”

“Of course they are,” she snapped, standing abruptly, finally meeting my eyes. “You think I don’t know that? Why do you think I’m here? And in case you’ve forgotten, I can’t leave.”

“I haven’t forgotten,” I said softly. 

She paced toward the door, then back to where I stood by the bed. “They don’t need me. You’ve been doing a better job than I ever could.” 

Under any other circumstances, I might’ve been proud to hear that. I kept my arms crossed, resisting the urge to reach out and hug her since she tended to interpret that as pity. “You think too little of yourself.”

She only shrugged, tears filling her eyes. 

Now I couldn’t help it. I reached out. 

For a brief moment, she let me hold her, then pulled back, returning to sit on the little bed and picking up the practice sword.

“You’re right. Running the kingdom is not your place,” she said stiffly to the sword. “I will meet with the captain going forward. You don’t need to concern yourself with any of this. Consider yourself free of me.”

Stung, I didn’t say a word. 

There was a pressure in my chest, almost like a physical blow. Free of her? She wanted to be free of me. 

I slipped out of her room, shutting the door softly behind me. 

I couldn’t say that I hadn’t seen it coming. She’d made her choice. Though it hurt worse than anything I’d felt in years, I would respect it.
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Rena

WE WERE FOUR SHORT days away from the Crowning Ceremony. Everyone circled one another like King Fish looking for a fight. 

It was midmorning—not even time yet for the final strategy sessions during which we’d pore over every last detail of crashing the Crowning Ceremony—but already they were questioning everything. 

“I don’t want to be on the losing side,” one Jinni snapped.

“I don’t care which side I’m on, and they can put a dog on the throne for all I care, but I’m not interested in dying over this.” 

“Enough,” Gideon called over the chaos. “If you aren’t willing to take a stand against the queen, no one is forcing you. But if you don’t plan to go with us, then you have no place in the discussions.” 

I scrunched up my nose, annoyed at all of them. 

“Want to eat lunch early?” Bosh asked, coming to find me with a big tray of food and a grin.

“Yes please!” I followed him to the table in the small research and collections room where we’d taken to spending our time when we weren’t officially needed. Not that anyone really needed us at all lately since most arrivals went smoothly the moment Jedekiah showed his face. He seemed to be the unofficial leader of the illicit Jinn, which in my opinion was more of a mark against him than for him.

“Oh, wait.” Bosh frowned at the tray as he set it down. “They forgot to send butter. I’ll be right back.”

“I’ll wait for you.” I folded my fingers together to keep them from grabbing a juicy bite. At least, not until he left. 

While he was gone, I snuck a piece of cheese. 

Then another. 

I rearranged the food so he wouldn’t notice. 

It was taking him forever to come back. 

My stomach gurgled, and I let it have another piece of cheese. And another. 

Playing with the arrangement, I found it harder to hide the growing hole where food used to be. Does the kitchen need to make fresh butter from scratch? What’s taking him so long?

I pushed the bench out from the table to stand when Jedekiah flashed into the room to sit across from me. 

Though I knew you shouldn’t show a shark any sign of fear, I still flinched. “What’re you doing here? Get your own meal.”

“Oh, come now, darling. I actually came here to offer you something.”

“Don’t call me that,” I snapped, though it had yet to stop him.

“Fine.” Jedekiah held his hands up in mock surrender, but that smirk contradicted it. His eyes narrowed, and he leaned forward, dropping his voice to add, “I just thought you might want your little friend to live.”

Ice stole over me, filling my bloodstream until I was shaking. “What do you mean?” 

“The human boy—not the gloomy one, but the puppy that follows you everywhere. Do you care about him?”

“Of course I do,” I snapped. Standing, I placed my hands on the table and leaned forward, even though my diminutive stature didn’t allow me to tower over him much. My father had taught me never to negotiate with a floater. “Say what you have to say or you’ll regret it.”

That only made him smirk again. “We found a loophole. In your little spells.”

My mind raced, trying to wrap around his words. What’ve I missed? What’d he do to Bosh? 

Even as I racked my brain for the answer, two shapes appeared in the door. The heavyset Jinni in the crew who could make knives disappear and attack at will—and who knew what else—held Bosh tight against his belly with a knife to his throat. 

Bosh’s clothes were ripped, his lip bloody, and his eye swollen and already darkening into an ugly bruise. “Rena, don’t listen—”

The Jinni holding him whispered something in his ear and he cut off midsentence. When Bosh swallowed nervously, his throat nicked the edge of the blade, and a trickle of blood rolled down his neck. 

“You were so busy making sure the Jinni magic wouldn’t touch you,” Jedekiah said, triumph in his voice, “that you forgot the simplest protection, didn’t you, darling?”

The lump beneath Bosh’s shirt where the shell usually hung with the spell of protection was gone. Trying not to panic, I blurted out, “He’s well protected. Let him go before you regret it.”

“You mean he was well protected.” Jedekiah lifted his closed fist, opening it and letting something dangle from the string: the tiny conch shell I’d given Bosh. “It turns out, if you flip the human upside down, those protection spells”— Jedekiah swung the little shell around mockingly, dropping it into his other hand for dramatic effect—“just fall right off, along with the shell.”

I took a deep breath, my hand instinctively moving toward my own shell necklace where I had plenty of spells ready to be used. 

“Don’t. Move.” Jedekiah stood, and his looming was terribly effective as he leaned over me. “One wrong spell and we slice his throat, understood?” 

Behind the tall Jinni who held Bosh, three more Jinn slipped into the room, each with a knife held at the ready. 

Without glancing down, I mentally sorted through my options: The Lightning Whelk could create a forceful current of air which would throw them all across the room. It might possibly even break some necks in the cramped space. But I couldn’t use that without harming Bosh as well. The Horn Shell could call everyone to me, but they wouldn’t arrive in time to save Bosh if the Jinn truly meant to hurt him. Shark’s Eye, Cerith, Auger—all of them were too risky. 

I could stop one or two, but not all of them at once. Not without risking Bosh’s life.

I knew it, and Jedekiah knew it too. 

When I met his gaze this time, he didn’t smile. “It’s just business, darling. As long as you do what we ask, your little friend will be fine. This whole venture has given me the perfect opportunity to prove myself to my queen, and I’d be a fool to pass it up, which means you’d be a fool to stand against me.”

He flicked a finger toward the knife in the big man’s hand, and it cut deeper into Bosh’s neck, causing a long, thin river of blood to form.

My shoulders hunched in defeat, and I whispered, “What do you want me to do?”

“Remove the boundary spell.” 

Obediently, I raised my hand toward my shell necklace again.

“Slowly,” Jedekiah snapped. “Don’t forget what will happen if you try anything.”

I nodded my understanding. When my fingers brushed the two necklaces, I paused. “What about the Key?” Lifting that from where it hung on the string around my neck, I held it out to him. “Take this instead of Bosh. Let him go. Then I’ll remove the spell.”

“I don’t need the Key anymore, darling,” Jedekiah replied, shrugging. “With a group our size, we have enough combined power to travel to Jinn without it. Originally, we meant for the Key to be a gift to the queen—a way to bargain for our return home. Now, however, we have secrets worth far, far more.”

The rebellion. “You wouldn’t.”

“I would,” Jedekiah replied flatly. “The boundary spell. Now.”

I finally caved, murmuring the spell to remove it as they’d asked. “Now what?”

“Test it,” Jedekiah told the Jinni with the fewest Gifts.

Scrunching up his nose in response, the Jinni shook his head. “No way, boss. I don’t trust her.”

“Tell you what,” Jedekiah said, not bothered in the slightest by the refusal. “Take her with you.”

The Jinni grudgingly obeyed, flashing to me, but he couldn’t move me. “What in the name of the queen is—”

“I’m anchored,” I told him through gritted teeth. He smelled like cigar smoke and peaches up close. The strange mix tickled my nose. 

“Ah.” He looked to Jedekiah.

“Undo it, love.”

“No.”

Jedekiah sighed, rubbing his forehead as if I were a five-year-old vexing an adult. “Do it, or there’ll be consequences.”

Bosh grunted as the Jinni holding him tightened his grip and dug the knife deeper into his skin, making the blood stain his collar. He risked their wrath by hissing, “Don’t do it!”

That earned him a knock on the head that made me wince with him. 

I moved as slowly as possible, hoping someone would think to come looking for us, to wonder where we’d gone. But Bosh and I slipped away often. They wouldn’t be suspicious until dinnertime, if even then.

Only a few mumbled words from me, and my anchor slipped away, leaving me vulnerable. 

I nodded, just once, that it was done.

At this signal, the Jinni flashed out of the room with me in his arms, out onto the stone walls of the castle. Just a dozen paces down the rampart stood two guards with their backs to us. 

Before I could open my mouth, we’d already returned to the tiny little room at the back of the library.

The others stood staring at the ceiling, waiting for the sound of the boundary catching and throwing us back, but of course, it didn’t come. 

“Told you,” I grumbled, startling them.

They swung around to face us.

With a worried glance at Bosh, then at the hand on my arm, I snapped, “Now let us go.”

“Good job, darling.” Jedekiah had the nerve to pat me on the head. “All right, one last thing. Give me that little shell necklace of yours.”

I clutched it, wanting desperately to injure all of them. 

Again, I stopped myself. 

I couldn’t take them all on without risking Bosh, which was exactly what he was counting on. 

Still, these shells held every spell I knew how to make, as well as some I didn’t that had been gifted to me.

Slipping the long strand from around my neck, I forced myself to hold them out.

Jedekiah ripped them from my hand. “Go.” 

At the word, the others flashed out of sight. 

Bosh stumbled forward, suddenly free. 

In the second my attention was on Bosh, making sure he was alive and well, Jedekiah grabbed my wrist. The next thing I knew, everything around me was twisting and changing until I was no longer in the back room of the library but hovering in the wide-open sky over the ocean with nothing in sight except blue waves below blue sky. 

“This is your stop, darling,” Jedekiah said. 

He let go.

I fell backward, screaming up at him as I tumbled through the air, “This won’t stop me!” 

I could breathe underwater. If he thought this would hurt me, he was a fool. I flipped over in the air, only to find the water rushing at me with a horrible speed. Maybe I was wrong. I’d never hit it hard before, but I had a bad feeling. I couldn’t even use my necklace to bring back my tail. The waves came rushing up at me, as solid as stone, and I was completely helpless to stop it. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 29
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Arie

DAWN OF THE THIRD day before the Crowning Ceremony, Gideon and I were standing outside my bedroom door in the hall, conferring before the first strategy session began, when Bosh came stumbling down the hall toward us, leaning heavily on Uziah’s shoulder. I ran to meet them halfway. “What happened?” 

“He took Rena! He betrayed us!”

“Slow down.” Gideon stepped forward as Bosh swayed, glancing around for anyone listening. 

Where’s Kadin? I’d regretted my words to him the moment I’d said them, but pride had kept me from following him. Still, I would’ve thought he’d be here by now. Maybe he’s given up on me, the dark voice in my head whispered. I wouldn’t blame him.

Gideon beckoned for us to enter the gallery. Though we were currently alone, it didn’t mean someone wouldn’t overhear.

Sure enough, Sapphira flashed into the gallery in front of us, followed by a few others. “Who betrayed us?”

“Jedekiah.” Bosh held his side, wincing. “They knocked me out and locked me in the back room!”

“I was checking on breakfast,” Uziah added when Bosh paused, panting. “That’s when I heard him pounding on the door.” 

Screwing up his face as they helped him hobble toward a small sofa, Bosh added, “We were about to eat lunch. Yesterday.”

“I think his ribs are broken,” Uziah whispered. 

When Gideon pressed a hand on Bosh’s side to check, Bosh paled and his knees gave out. They caught him, lowering him onto the small sofa.

“Give me the names of everyone involved and point me in their direction.” Gideon spoke to Bosh with the voice of the high commander he’d once been, waving toward a few of the Jinn he’d determined trustworthy over the last month. “Sapphira, Uziah, with me—”

“It’s too late,” Bosh interrupted. “They’re gone.”

“Yes, but where? To the back room?” Fury flickered across Gideon’s face.

“No, gone.” Bosh spit out blood. “As in, not here.”

Again, I wondered where Kadin was. Normally, he’d notice if Bosh went missing for almost a full day.

“How can that be?” Gideon was saying as he dropped into a chair in disbelief. “How could they get past the boundary spell?”

“When they grabbed me, Jedekiah said this was his ticket back into Jinn, that it wasn’t personal, but he wanted to go back home.” Bosh shifted, then clutched his side, hissing in pain. From his view on the sofa, he couldn’t see all the Jinn flashing into the space behind us, and he didn’t know to lower his voice. “He used me to blackmail Rena into lowering the boundary spell.”

Murmurs rose behind us as the Jinn spread the news.

“Of course he did.” Gideon shook his head, dropping it into his hands.

“So, we’re free then?” an eavesdropping Jinni said, glancing at her friend. “Let’s go.” 

They began to vanish in small groups, followed by others around the room. For those who stayed, I couldn’t honestly tell if it was dedication or curiosity, or if either would hold them for long.

“Stop! You can’t leave until the ceremony!” Gideon yelled, but it didn’t stop the trickle of disappearances.

“Please,” I appealed to those who remained. “For the sake of peace between our worlds, I beg you not to go.”

The Jinn who’d flashed into the room continued to vanish. It was difficult to say without gathering the remainder together, but at least half of our small “army” had already deserted us. 

Gideon stood to pace, cane swinging wildly. “Was Jedekiah alone? He can’t reach Jinn by himself. It takes at least three Jinn to travel that distance—”

“There were five of them,” Bosh said on a wheeze.

That sunk in.

None of us said anything.

Prince Malakai stood to the side, conferring with a smaller group of Jinn. 

Sapphira stepped forward, reaching her hands toward Bosh’s ribs. “Let me help.”

Bosh crawled backward, wincing. “Don’t touch me!”

“Trust me, human.” She pressed her hands to his ribs. 

Bosh squirmed, clutching the small necklace in his hand and trying to get it back around his neck. “You can’t do anything to me,” he said. “Rena’s spells protect me—” He dropped the necklace midsentence and stilled.

As I stepped forward to pick it up and hand it back to him, he studied Sapphira’s hands. “How are you doing that?”

As far as I could tell, nothing was happening, but he didn’t take the shell. 

Sapphira didn’t answer. Bosh began to breathe easier as he lay there, and the rasping stopped. After another beat, she moved to his split lip. It healed under her hand. When she moved to the bruises around his eyes next, he let her continue, grudgingly. 

“You should rest to let the healing take full effect,” she murmured as she stepped back, tilting her head toward Uziah.  

He knelt by the sofa in her place, putting a hand on Bosh’s arm. Moments later, Bosh’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he collapsed back onto the sofa.

Uziah glanced up at the rest of us as he stood. “He’ll wake when he’s ready, good as new.”

Gideon stopped pacing. He sank onto the chair again, seeming smaller somehow.

Just around three dozen Jinn remained now, observing Gideon fall apart even as Bosh was put back together. 

“Jedekiah will go straight to the queen.” Gideon’s soft voice carried. “He’ll use information on us as his redemption. The only thing we had going for us was surprise.”

“We could still try.” I heard my voice like someone else was speaking. It was what Kadin said nearly every morning.

All eyes landed on my face, pinning me in place.

I searched for the right words. “You can’t just give up. If we don’t stop her, the queen rules for another fifty years. Every single Jinni in this room knows what a mistake that would be. And she won’t be satisfied with controlling the Jinn; she’ll come for the humans next.”

I already knew the first human kingdom she was coming for. “We have to at least try to stop her from getting the crown again. We still have a chance. He only has a small head start. Right?” I cleared my throat, forcing the confidence I was desperately lacking. “The Crowning Ceremony is in four short days. We need to go to Jinn now, before they close the gates.”

A female Jinni whose black hair was pinned tightly back said in a flat tone, “You still expect us to confront the queen.” She pushed off the shelf she was leaning against to glance dramatically around the room at the remaining Jinn. “Us against the Jinni Guard? When they know we’re coming? The queen will crush this little revolution before we have a chance to say a word. I’m out.” She winked out of sight.

“Jedekiah’s probably whispering our plans in the queen’s ear right now,” Uziah said, glancing at me uneasily. “Or, considering how much time has passed, hours ago. There’s no telling what the queen might do to retaliate.”

“We don’t need numbers or surprise,” Prince Malakai said from the midst of a small group of Jinn, all of them leaning forward as if they’d been in the middle of an intense conversation. “I am the rightful ruler.”

Gideon stood, as if the prince’s confidence bolstered his own. “This betrayal escalates the level of urgency, and we must act immediately, but it does not change our ultimate goal.”

“I agree,” the prince said, almost to himself. “Speed is of utmost importance.”

“Please,” I said, forcing myself to raise my voice even though it took every bit of energy I had left. “I know the humans and the Jinn don’t always get along, but we need your help. Please stay and help us.” I cut off before I could add my last thought. We have no hope without you. What was a simple human kingdom going to do against a horde of magical abilities?

The Jinn responded to my plea with shifting feet and muttering. 

Glancing back at the prince and the small group of Jinn who’d been with him, I found an empty corner instead. 

But he wouldn’t have left. 

He was probably letting the other Jinn know. 

Bosh shifted, blinking sleepily, slowly waking up.

A young female Jinni stepped forward from the back of the room. “Jedekiah doesn’t speak for me.” Her thick black hair had streaks of green and blue to match her eyes. “I’ll stay and fight. And I can track the Mere girl too.”

“You can find Rena?” Bosh said groggily as my own hopes rose.

“Not if they took her to Jinn.” The girl shook her head, crossing her arms. “But... I don’t really think Jedekiah would bring her to our homeland. So there’s a good chance I can find her, one way or another.”

“What do you mean, one way or another?” Bosh cried hoarsely. “They wouldn’t hurt her, would they?” His gaze swung wildly from Gideon, to me, to the Jinni tracker. 

“She means dead or alive, kid,” another Jinni answered in a gentle tone, even though the words were harsh. 

“No!” Bosh paled, groaning. “I told her not to listen to them! This is all my fault.”

“If Jedekiah left a trail, I just have to find it,” the Jinni told Bosh, ignoring the rest of us. She glanced over at me.

I nodded. “Go.”

As she flashed out of sight, the doors to the library opened. 

Not just one or two, but a dozen Shah strode toward us, visible from the second floor balcony even at this distance. Captain Navabi led them, shouting across the room as soon as his gaze found mine. “My queen, we’re under attack!”
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Rena

I WOKE ON THE ocean floor hours later—maybe quite a few, if the pounding in my head was any indication. My whole body hurt from the impact.

The water above was as black as night. Though that didn’t mean much. From the pressure of the water around me, I could only assume the surface was miles away. My gills and sight in the dark didn’t fail me, but without my tail, I doubted my scrawny human legs could carry me all the way to the surface without giving out. 

I glanced around for predators as I searched for the Key, finding it a short distance away from me in the sand. I murmured the spell into the depths. Once unveiled, my body tensed, waiting for the imminent arrival of a Jinni on instinct. 

But of course, nothing happened.

This was Mere.

Jinn didn’t come here, to the middle of the ocean beneath enormous stretches of water. Even if they stood at the ocean’s edge, I doubted they would sense the Key. 

This part of the ocean was barren, too deep for coral, surrounded by sand on all sides no matter which way I turned, along with an occasional rock formation. Not a fish in sight. Which usually meant there were sharks nearby. 

My heart thudded as I reached up to my necklace, only to touch my bare throat. 

My entire life I’d had my shells to protect me. It was like losing a limb. Was this what Arie had felt like when she’d lost her Gift? I probably should’ve been more understanding...

There was nothing to do except start moving. I leaned forward and kicked, swimming slower than a minnow. Every movement made my body ache and throb from hitting the water so hard.

When I reached a small group of rocks, I peered closely at the spaces and caverns between them, checking for eels. Once I determined they were empty, I poked through them, searching for a loose rock small enough to carry—preferably one with a sharp edge. 

I found some that weren’t smooth like those shaped by the current but were sharp and full of pockmarks, about the size of my palm. Old volcanic lava. Ripping a piece of fabric from my dress, I wrapped it around the base of a rock before picking it up so as not to cut myself. 

Even one drop of blood in a space like this would be a beacon. Just like the Key, but with entirely different recipients. Or—I pursed my lips—maybe very similar recipients since Jinn are the sharks on land. 

I hoisted the rock, feeling better now that I had a weapon of sorts. Now I just needed a plan. I could watch for recognizable currents and try to swim home, where my family could help me. Once there, at the very least, I could get my spells and tail back. 

But I have no idea where the Jinni dropped me. Rusalka could be days or even weeks from here. 

Even one week would be too late.

Staring up toward the dark surface, where the light was too distant to reach me, I finally admitted to myself that even if Arie sent Gideon or someone else to search for me, it wouldn’t help, even if they could sense the Key. It didn’t matter if a Jinni was Gifted with breathing underwater or had another way to reach me in the depths; they couldn’t. 

Jinn weren’t allowed to enter Mere territory—not even one toe in the water. It was the law and had been for centuries.

Breaking that law amounted to war.

I was completely on my own. 
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Nesrin

JUST FOUR DAYS. THAT was how long it’d been since I’d seen Malakai. It felt like decades. I’d finally admitted to myself, if only because I couldn’t deny it anymore, that he mattered to me. A lot.

The problem was, I didn’t know what to do about it. I didn’t even know where he’d gone. He’d described his search for the elusive Key, but I hadn’t paid attention. Why should I have cared about the names of towns he’d passed through? I kicked my bedpost, but it only made my foot hurt.

Still, I tried to hope for the best. 

He was just detained. Not hurt. Not gone for good.

I’d skipped dinner in favor of pacing my room and was eying the bedpost again—it looked like it could use another good kick—when a thump sounded behind me.

Whirling around, I found Malakai sagging back against the wall, sliding down to sit on the floor.

“What’s going on?” I cried out, running around the bed and dropping to the floor beside him. “Are you hurt? Where’re you injured?”

“I’m not,” he said on a sigh, eyes squeezed shut, arms around his knees. “Just defeated.”

I ran my tongue across my teeth, leaning back on my heels to study him. “What happened?”

“It’s not important.”

“Clearly,” I scoffed. When he didn’t say anything more, I added, “You were gone for four days!”

“I couldn’t get back,” he said quietly, staring down at his hands. “I’m sorry. There was a spell.”

There was a dejection in the way his shoulders slumped that I hadn’t seen since we’d encountered his mother. Placing a hand on his shoulder, I squeezed and stood. “I’ll be right back.”

Though the kitchen was dark, I made quick work of heating soup over the stove, grabbing a loaf of bread and drinks, and piling up a tray for the two of us.

When I returned, he was still on the floor, so I set the tray on the rug and sat beside him, crossing my legs. I handed him a bowl, and we ate in silence, shoulder to shoulder. 

“I failed them,” he said softly as he swirled the last few pieces of potato in the bottom.

I frowned. “Failed who?”

“She wants to enslave the human world, you know,” Malakai mumbled.

He was talking in circles. “I don’t understand.” 

“Ever since my sister left Jinn, my mother’s gotten it into her mind that humans are worthless. Less than worthless.”

When I set my bowl onto the tray with a loud clatter, he held up his hands in protest. “Not my words. And the rest of Jinn doesn’t want to attack the human world either, but—”

“You say this like it’s actually happening.”

“If my mother gains the crown for another fifty years, it will.” He described the small group of Jinn he’d stumbled upon when he’d finally found his Key, explaining how they’d gathered information on the queen’s plans and had formed a counterplan to fight back.

“This ‘boundary’ you mentioned,” I said, forgetting about my soup completely. “That’s what kept you from coming back?”

He nodded. “As much as I despised it, I realize now it was incredibly important. Once they broke through the boundary, over half the Jinn abandoned our cause.” 

“What about the other half? Are they still there now?” I asked, curling my legs beneath me and leaning against the wall to face him.

“I doubt it,” he replied. “Why should they be when I abandoned them?” He finally glanced up at me, shaking his head. “I thought it’d be better that way—if I could just get into Jinn on my own and stop my mother—” He broke off, picking the bread up and breaking it into small pieces. “I asked a small number of Jinn to come with me, just enough to travel the distance. But my mother had already barred every gate. No one is allowed in or out of Jinn until after the Crowning Ceremony. By then, it’ll be too late.”

When I reached out hesitantly to touch his hand, he curled his fingers around mine, and his foot stopped tapping that anxious rhythm. “They might still be waiting for you...”

“It doesn’t matter.” He dropped his head into his hands. “I can’t face them now, not when we’ve failed so completely.” 

I had no words. What was there to say? Nothing would solve this.
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Arie

“THIS IS NO COINCIDENCE,” I said to Gideon, gripping the stone wall of the battlement. It was strange to be outside after having been trapped in the library for so long. 

Gideon stood beside me, along the castle’s inner wall. Past that was the outer wall, even thicker and more heavily defended, and beyond that the town of Hodafez sprawled along the mountainside below, surrounded by yet another wall. 

With our high vantage point, the army of men could not approach unseen, but they marched steadily toward the town like a swarm of ants spilling out of their hill. They carried dozens of ladders, other tools, and at least one battering ram, which rolled slowly but surely forward on a cart. 

It wouldn’t be long before they reached the town wall. 

In the courtyard below, Captain Navabi rallied his men to fight. 

“The timing is too intentional,” Gideon said. 

We both knew what the other meant.

Jedekiah.

We couldn’t prove it—yet—but the timing was too connected. If he’d gone straight to Queen Jezebel, I could only assume this was her attempt at distracting us until the Crowning Ceremony.

It was extremely effective.

Are they being compelled by the Jinn, or is someone else behind this? It was impossible to know for sure.

Though the mountainside created a natural defense, our numbers were small and we had limited resources for a counterattack.

As the sun crossed the sky, they began their assault. Throughout the day, I met with the captain, the Shahs, Gideon and the Jinn, then the captain again, listening to their suggestions to hold the line, accepting some, rejecting others. 

“We should give them the town,” one of the Shahs said during a late night emergency council meeting. “The people can defend themselves, and we need all the soldiers we have to guard the outer wall.”

I didn’t even look up from where I rested my forehead against my palm. “Absolutely not.”

“We have the high ground,” Captain Navabi assured them, taking my side.

“Perhaps we could evacuate the townspeople first,” another Shah suggested.

“We can’t just give Hodafez up,” I snapped, frustrated. “We keep fighting.” I ended the council meeting by walking away. Maybe Bosh had seen Kadin. I still hadn’t, and it’d been a full day. I was growing concerned.

Clouds covered the moon, turning homes into shapeless mounds except where streetlamps lit small circles of space. Standing on the battlement, my eyes were glued to the dim shapes fighting along the top of the city wall. The battering ram pounded a steady rhythm against the gate, where it had finally arrived just a short while ago and begun its work.

The soldiers didn’t wear the colors of any kingdom, but no group of mercenaries would be this organized. I wouldn’t have been surprised if some of those unusually large fires that flickered wildly belonged to Jinn. 

“Your Majesty,” Captain Navabi said from my shoulder. “We have news on young master Kadin.” 

I spun to face him. 

In the torchlight, his expression was solemn. “I’m afraid someone saw him in town, and he hasn’t returned to the castle since.” 

A boom punctuated his words, heavier than those before it, and wild yells broke out as the attacking army burst through the gate. Captain Navabi left in a hurry.

“No,” I whispered, whirling back to lean over the wall and stare into the darkness below. Torches lit the gate, now split in two, and soldiers poured through it. “Why would he leave?”

Because I told him to. This was all my fault. I pushed him away.

I couldn’t see past my tears, and Gideon was just a blur when he approached to stand beside me.

“They fight bravely,” Gideon said, but his flat tone and hopeless expression gave the words a different meaning. Chaos below created a cacophony of voices.

I swallowed thick tears, trying to focus. “They should’ve been able to hold them for weeks. I don’t understand. It’s almost like something weakened the gate.” Kadin can take care of himself, I told myself as I blinked to clear my tears. He’s more than capable. I could only hope I was right.

Pressing my hands into the cold stone before me, I tried to ground myself in this moment, to think like the ruler my people needed. They’re advancing too quickly for men alone. “They have Jinni help, don’t they?” 

When Gideon didn’t answer right away, I turned to face him. 

Arms crossed, lips flattened in a grim line, he didn’t meet my eyes, just nodded.

Exhaustion wrapped a fog around my mind, making even the smallest decisions feel impossible. It was difficult to think past the screams and yells sounding below. What do I do? I’d grown up learning leadership in times of peace. Everything in me wanted to let someone else take charge.

But I couldn’t give up. Not when it would almost guarantee my people being killed or enslaved. 

“I wonder if Jedekiah is leading them.”

“He wouldn’t,” Gideon replied quickly. “I don’t think.” 

Kadin had been right all along. I never should’ve trusted the Jinn. I wished he were here so I could tell him I’d never doubt him again.

Wrapping my arms around myself, I tracked the progress of the army below instead. They slowly made their way into Hodafez, setting homes ablaze and leaving bodies in their wake. My guards came running to stop them, valiantly holding them back while the townspeople fled. Adrenaline rushed through me. I needed to do something. To the guards still remaining with me on the wall, I said, “Go help them.”

“Your Majesty?” one of the four asked. “Captain Navabi specifically requested we don’t leave your side—”

“I’m requesting that you disobey his orders,” I said firmly, straightening my spine and lifting my chin to face him. “Go help your people. They need you now.”

Without another word, all four of them bowed and abandoned their posts.

I could fight. My hand brushed the practice sword at my belt, but I’d not actually learned enough to do any real damage, and I knew it. 

It’d be an honorable way to go. The murky voice inside me stirred, whispering the words it’d said so often in the beginning of my Severance. You might as well give up.

I gritted my teeth, leaning into the stone ledge, pressing my eyes shut and fighting those familiar feelings. If Kadin were here, what would he do? That only led to worrying about him more.  

When I finally turned to Gideon, the orange flames flickered in his blue eyes. “If we don’t do something soon, they’ll take the outer wall just as easily. And then the inner wall, the courtyard, and the castle. It’s not a fair fight.”

“I agree.” He stood so still he could’ve been a statue.

Sucking in a deep breath, I moved into his line of vision, between him and the stone, putting the fighting and awful screaming at my back. “We need the Jinn on our side to fight with us.”

“You can ask, but they won’t use their Gifts,” Gideon said, as I’d known he would. “They won’t risk breaking the Unbreakable Laws and losing their last remaining opportunity to return to Jinn.” 

The laws that said Jinn couldn’t lie, steal, or harm others with their Gifts. A lot of good that code was when Jinn all around us were breaking it. First Jedekiah and his followers the day before, and now, I felt certain, at least one or more Jinn below. The growing casualties and impossibly swift victories made it clear.

“It’s past midnight, which means the Crowning Ceremony is happening in just two days,” I reminded him. “If we don’t have help, the kingdom will be lost before morning. And if you go to stop the queen without us—without the humans—we may not be here when you get back.”

“If we break the code, we’re no better than the queen,” Gideon said stubbornly.

“I know.” 

Shrieks tore through the night.

“I have an idea.” I reached out, placing a tentative hand on his arm. “Can you take me to the library?”

For once, Gideon didn’t question me. His worried gaze finally left the flames below and met mine as he took my arm. 

The dark starry night shifted into a dimly lit library where only half the candles burned, creating a pocket of light in the center. The few remaining Jinn who’d stayed after Jedekiah’s betrayal were either asleep or restlessly sparring in the training area. The sounds of the battle were muted here, but clashes of metal against metal still broke through. 

Gideon moved around the room waking everyone until our small remainder of barely two dozen Jinn had gathered in the center. Again, I wished Kadin were there. I never should’ve told him to leave. Wherever he was right now, it was my fault that I was alone. My gut clenched at the thought that he might be hurt. We needed to take the town back immediately.

I strode up to that small circle of light and raised my voice so the whole room could hear me. “I know we’ve asked a lot of you since you all arrived: to stand up to your queen, to give us your time, to work with humans. But it was all for your prince and your own.” Speaking of Malakai, I found it odd that he was still indisposed. He’d retired to one of the back rooms when the battle first started, and even Gideon hadn’t seen him since. When I’d asked about it, he’d said we must respect the prince’s wishes. I could only hope he might somehow hear me now. “I need to ask you—no, beg you—to help my people.”

Uziah was the first to answer. His gaze swung to the walls, as if he could see the chaos in the town beyond, before coming back to mine. “I wish we could... but we can’t break the code.”

“I could help heal the wounded,” Sapphira said, offering her Gift with incredible directness for a Jinni. “But we can’t fight.”

I held up a hand as more of them voiced their concerns. “There have to be loopholes.”

Talking over one another, they didn’t hear me.

“I’m not asking you to fight!” I yelled over the noise. 

Colorful gazes met mine, unblinking, as they quieted. 

I had their attention. 

“I know the code says you can’t harm another with Gifts, but what if you didn’t harm them? As far as I’m concerned, if a soldier suddenly finds himself an entire day’s journey from Hodafez, it’s unfortunate, to be sure. But he wouldn’t be harmed, nothing would be stolen, and there would be no lie. Am I correct in believing this?”

I held my breath as they considered. 

“I suppose,” someone muttered.

“I just need you to undermine them,” I said, before they could come up with another argument. “To be the golem in the night like the stories say. For example, if the one who made our weapons disappear on that first day of training is still here, well, I don’t see any harm in that happening to enemy soldiers, do you?”

A few of them nodded, and a quiet Jinni who’d kept to himself—perhaps the one who’d made the swords disappear—said, “Since we’re here, we might as well.”

“Finally. I was getting bored,” someone else called.

“I could whip up a few gentle sinkholes,” a Jinni close to me muttered. 

“Oh, yes,” I said to her, trying to smile. “Start with sinking the battering ram, if you could.” That in itself would be a huge deterrent. 

Attempting to infuse hope that I didn’t feel, I raised my voice and said, “Thank you. When this is over, I will do everything in my power to repay you. For now though, if you could hurry?”

With a few nods around the room, they started flashing out of sight. 

Gideon was the last to go, placing a hand on my shoulder and squeezing gently. “Well done.” 

And then he was gone, and it was only me and Bosh left in the library. He couldn’t sit still, waiting on word of Rena that hadn’t come. If anyone could understand how he felt, it was me. I should’ve asked the Jinn to watch for Kadin. I chewed my bottom lip, struggling with guilt.

“I need to speak with Captain Navabi and let him know we have help now,” I told Bosh. “Keep an eye out at the gate for Kadin, will you? I-I’m worried about him.”

Bosh bowed. “Yes, Your Majesty.” 

My brows rose as he scurried off. He’d never called me that before. 

No time to consider it.

I pushed through the library doors, hurrying down the hall to return to the castle wall. The first assault was waning as they pulled back after the initial ambush, but the second wave could come anytime. This fight was just beginning.
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Rena

HOURS OF SWIMMING ACROSS the ocean floor, and the landscape hadn’t changed a bit. Just dark depths and sand. Sand ahead. Sand behind. It harbored tiny creatures that burrowed underneath—if I grew desperate, I could dig something up to eat. But if I was here that long... I refused to think that way. 

Instead, my mind drifted back to Bosh and the knife at his neck. I played it over and over, but I couldn’t see any other way than what had gone down. I’d been helpless then and I was helpless now. 

I pushed off for the thousandth time, kicking my scrawny human legs, missing my tail more than ever. If only I’d convinced Yuliya to teach me that spell. I could’ve created a new shell now and covered ten times this distance. Instead, my legs burned and forced me to rest frequently.

While I hoped to run into a passing Mere, it’d be incredibly embarrassing to be seen like this. 

***
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I DROPPED TO THE ocean floor and rolled onto my back on the sand, staring up at the faraway surface. They’d dropped me in one of the deepest portions of the ocean. As I’d dragged my body through the water, the pressure had increased.

It was too deep, even for a Mere. My body struggled to handle the heavy weight of this depth. As little-Mere, we were taught that if we experienced compression as strong as this, we must immediately swim upward or risk losing consciousness. 

If something didn’t change soon, my eyes could close and never open again. As a young Mere of only sixteen, nearing seventeen, I’d not spent even half a heartbeat considering death. Why would I? The Mere lived to three hundred easily, sometimes much longer. We ruled Rusalka with an iron fist and controlled the entire ocean from there. The Jinn were the only predators worth worrying about, and they couldn’t enter Mere. 

Yet here I was, struggling to breathe as the depths pressed in on my lungs. Crushing me.  

My eyes scrunched up. From my time on land, I knew I was adding to the salt water around me now, though the tears floated invisibly out into the brine. 

Staring into the blue abyss, endless sand and sea stared back.

But then...

A speck.

Swimming toward me.

I hauled myself up to get a better view, narrowing my eyes at the blurry shape.

It grew larger.

Not a speck at all.

I clutched the sharp rock and braced myself for a predator. Only predators swam alone.

If it was a shark, at least death would be quick. Grimly, I pressed on, wheezing. 

The dark shape grew too large to be a shark. Orca then.

But no, the lazy approach and increasing size finally revealed my foe: a humpback whale.

Not a foe at all, but a friend of the Mere.

This time when the saltwater leaked out of my eyes to join the ocean, I was smiling. 

There must’ve been a migration stream nearby. The whale was clearly foraging for food and had gotten sidetracked. 

I swam to meet it, only to discover it was passing me. 

Kicking harder, I ignored the burning in my arms and legs, bringing my hands to my mouth as I swam to sound a dolphin distress trill. 

At first it didn’t notice, but after the third call, its enormous body angled in my direction.

To the whale, my colorful dress probably looked like a small coral reef with the way it flowed and rippled in the underwater currents. 

My hand reached up out of habit to wipe away tears of relief, though they’d already merged with the sea. I’d be home soon.

***
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AS I SLIPPED OFF THE whale’s back a few hours later, I scratched his throat in thanks. Without my shells, it was the best I could do. When he pulled away to leave, I swam awkwardly toward the coral palace.

Passing Mere stopped to float in the halls and stare. “What are those?” they asked, mostly to each other, ogling the pale legs that flapped almost uselessly behind me. I ignored them, head held high. Or as high as I could when forced to use my whole body to swim instead of a tail.

When my legs threatened to give out, I dragged myself arm over arm along the coral walls. The sharp coral shredded the outer skirt of my dress, leaving the edges in soft green tatters. 

“Yuliya? Anyone seen Yuliya?” I panted each time I encountered someone.

Mere only shook their heads, lips parting. 

Many of the passageways that led to the throne room were vertical, since it was near the top of the palace. Gripping the rough coral, I suffered the indignity of yet another break to rest only halfway through the hall, which stretched on high above me. As a group of Mere passed by, one of them reached out to touch my legs. 

I kicked him off. “How dare you!”

“Is that the Tsaretska?” Someone finally recognized me. “What happened to your tail? Did it get mangled in a shark attack? Or did something else get you? You poor thing.”

I scowled. I’d hoped to find my sister and bargain for her help getting my tail back before anyone saw me in this condition. Too late now. “That’s none of your concern. Bring me to the throne room immediately.” 

Between two of them taking my arms and swimming with their powerful tails, we arrived in the throne room just a few minutes later, passing under the graceful arch of coral. 

When they let go, I sank toward the floor and began to kick awkwardly, winding my way through the audience. 

A hush fell. My face burned hot enough to boil the sea. Or that was how it felt, at least. This was not the return I’d hoped to make someday. 

My parents lounged high above everyone on carefully sculpted coral. Their tridents rested on artful pedestals beside them. At the sudden silence, they turned from their conversation to finally notice my arrival. “Rena, how unexpected,” my mother said, almost warmly for her.

“What brings you home?” my father asked, coming straight to the point. He waved a hand to dismiss the Mere they’d been speaking to.

“Mother, Father,” I called up to them as I bowed my head. “I need to speak with you. Urgently.” 

“Oh, Sister, how far you’ve fallen,” Yuliya called unexpectedly from a corner near the ceiling, where she lounged on a natural shelf in the reef. “To show your face here with two stubs where your tail should be.”

“I’ve seen you with two stubs too,” I shouted back at her, forgetting myself. 

Around her upper arms were the golden circlets of the chosen heir, and in her hand was a trident to match my father’s and mother’s. She’d gotten her desire from the Key.

“My daughters.” My father shook his head, and the nearby Mere laughed as if he’d made a joke. To me, he added in a firm tone, “We’ll talk in one hour, after we finish plans for the shark hunt.”

I swallowed my argument. On the way here, I’d come up with an almost impossible plan, and if there was any hope for me to succeed, I had to catch them in the best possible mood. Even then, it was unlikely. 

With a huff, I sank onto a nearby patch of open coral. It bit into my soft human skin and made me miss my tail, which reminded me of Yuliya. 

Crossing the room the long way, sticking close to the edges, I tried to go unnoticed. Since my legs drew everyone’s gaze, it was a failed effort.

“Sister.” I bared my teeth in a smile. Maneuvering through the water onto the ledge beside her, I forced her to make space. “I brought your Key back.”

“Oh?” She kept her eyes on the shark hunters while picking lazily at the coral, but her tail stilled, giving her away.

“How about another bargain?” I wanted this done as soon as possible. “I misplaced my shell that changes tails into legs and back again. If you have a spare, I’ll give you the Key back early.”

“How early?” she asked, glancing over once. “It’s only three days until the deal ends, after all.”

“I’ll give it to you right now. If,” I added an amendment, “I get that spell first.”

“Need Mommy and Daddy to take you seriously, hmm?” She grinned wickedly, toying with the many shells around her neck but not removing any of them.

“Yes.” I didn’t bother lying.

“Why should I help?” She’d forgotten to keep up the ruse of watching the discussion below. “What are you going to ask them?”

“I’ll tell you,” I said with a smile, hoping my secrets would sweeten the deal, “as soon as you give me the shell with the right spell. I’ll need to test it to be sure.”

She gave me a thoughtful look before finally unwinding a small conch shell and handing it over. 

Despite dozens of eyes still on me, I whispered the words that would bring my tail back. The pale human flesh merged into a strong tail. The stabbing pain was familiar now. And worth it. When the spell ended, I touched a hand to my shining red scales and blew out a sigh of relief.

Handing the Jinni Key to Yuliya, I expected a burden to lift, but instead my chest tightened anxiously. This mess was far from resolved.

As I told her my wild plan, I savored the way her mouth dropped open, a reaction I’d never gotten from her before.
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“IT’S SIMPLE.” I FLOATED before my mother and father in a small antechamber connected to the throne room. Though I should’ve stayed still, the urge to move was too strong. I swam from one side of the room to the other. “War is coming. I’ve seen proof of the queen of Jinn’s preparations. The humans need our help now more than ever. If we don’t, I have no doubt the Jinn will conquer the humans and the queen will turn them into slaves.”

My parents frowned. They remembered how the Jinn ruled. If I’d paid better attention to their stories, I could’ve used some of them against them now.

“I’m not asking for much,” I said. “I believe if the Mere took a small force to guard the human kingdoms, we could stand with them against any invaders.” Which were guaranteed to come if the others didn’t find a way to stop that Crowning Ceremony. But my parents didn’t need to know that. “An agreement between the humans and the Mere could be enough to force the Jinn into keeping the peace.”

“We already have peace with them,” my father said, frowning as if my plea didn’t make any sense. “Why would the humans’ plight concern us?”

“Please!” I begged. “What do we have to lose by uniting with the humans? We could benefit from having access to the land.”

“I’ve no interest in the land,” my father declared. “And lives are lost in war. I won’t risk losing Mere over a human conflict.”

“Lives will be lost either way,” I argued. “If Jinn overtakes the human world, they’ll come for Mere next. They have Gifts you don’t even know about and are nowhere near prepared for. It’s not a matter of if there will be war but when. You can’t live in fear!”

My father’s grip tightened on his trident while my mother hissed her displeasure. That’d been the wrong thing to say.

“It is not fear to stay home and save lives.” My father gestured with his trident for emphasis. “It’s wisdom.” 

“It’s shortsightedness,” I muttered, knowing I’d lost. “And it is fear because you know, whether you will admit it or not, that the battle will come here one day. You’re not saving anything except time. And it will hurt you more in the end. By the time the Jinn get here, the humans will be beaten, and we’ll have lost our only allies.”

“We don’t need those weaklings.” My mother brushed the humans aside with a few words. “If it comes to a fight, the ocean will keep us safe. We’ll be fine.”

My tail stilled, and I slowly sank. “Did you even fight in the Jinni Wars two centuries ago, or was that all a lie?” I swam closer to them. “If you think something as simple as a body of water will stop them, you’ve forgotten more of your history than I realized.”

“Rena,” my father snapped, as if I were just a little-Mere again. “Someday you will understand. The safety of our people is our top priority.”

“I disagree,” I said as calmly as possible, though I was seething. “Our people’s freedom should be the top priority. Your precious ‘safety’ will be the downfall of our people. While you keep them safe, the queen of Jinn will make them hers.” 

I spun in the water and fled the throne room before I made things worse than they already were. My plan to help the humans had failed.
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Rena

IN MY OLD ROOMS, I ignored my exhaustion, swimming from one hiding place to the next, pulling out shells with existing spells. I could sleep once I caught a ride on a whale.  As soon as I strung the shells into a new necklace, I’d leave. With the shell from Yuliya that allowed me to choose between legs and a tail, I could return to Hodafez, where I’d try my best to help. Alone. I feared I’d be as effective as a minnow against a whale, but I didn’t know what else to do.

“Maybe you should stay a bit longer,” Yuliya said from the door. Her long pale blond hair floated out from her crown, and she absently rubbed the engravings on her trident. 

“Why?” I scoffed, tugging out a piece of red coral that hid three shells behind it. It didn’t matter if she learned my hiding places; I wouldn’t be coming back. 

“Because...” She hesitated, rubbing her brow with a sigh before swimming inside to rest on my bed. “Your little speech made more of an impression than you realize. Perhaps Mother and Father aren’t listening, but you’ve caught my ear. As the official heir, I have a say in our future as well.”

I crossed my arms. “You’re just trying to delay my helping the humans.” 

“Who even cares about those creatures?” She laughed. “I hadn’t given them a second thought.”

“I do,” I said, more to myself than to her, pulling out some string to tie my small number of shells together. “I care about them.” About Bosh especially, though I’d never said so out loud. 

“Why?” She sounded surprisingly genuine. “It’s not like they have that much value. They have no magic whatsoever. They can barely swim. They’re hardly worth saving.”

“They’re amazing,” I argued. “They’re kind, loyal, thoughtful, handsome...” I blushed.

“Ah, you’re thinking of that human boy you were with,” Yuliya guessed.

“Him, and others. The human race isn’t as bad as they say. In fact, they have a plan to face the queen of Jinn—” I cut off. I shouldn’t have said that.

“What plan?”

Nadia burst past the open door with such speed the current knocked me back a bit. A second later, she reappeared in the coral arch. “There you are,” she said to Yuliya, glancing briefly at me. Her small school of orange-and-brown-striped pet fish caught up in two’s and three’s. “There’s a messenger, just arrived, from the human border.”

“So?” Yuliya leaned back farther on the bed, putting her head in her hand. 

“If rumors can be believed, it’ll be the first excitement we’ve had in months.” Nadia grinned. As she took off again, she called back over her shoulder, “He says the human kingdoms are under attack!”

***
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I REACHED THE THRONE room seconds before Yuliya to find the rest of my family already there, holding court. 

A Mere with pale yellow hair and a long face held audience with my parents. He’d already begun delivering his message. “The humans have been fighting since dawn,” he was saying.

To a young Mereman near my shoulder, I whispered, “What kingdom was he posted by?”

He shrugged. “I forget. The human kingdoms all sound the same.”

“Was it Hodafez?” I pressed.

“Shh,” he answered, scowling at me before pointedly returning his attention to the messenger, who was still speaking.

“Both sides have Jinn.” The messenger’s long face held no expression, and his voice was equally flat. “The attackers seem to have the advantage. I’d estimate they’ll fight through tomorrow. Two days at most. Looks likely the invaders will win.”

“We should go watch,” one of Yuliya’s friends said with a laugh.

“This is not some show,” I snapped, and my voice carried. Those nearby turned to look. Including my parents. “They’re dying. We have to help them.”

“We’ve already had this discussion, Rena,” my mother said.

“That’s a very good point. We did talk about this exact scenario. I told you the Jinn were going to attack the humans, and you told me that was highly unlikely. Well, here we are. And what else did you say was highly unlikely when I tried to warn you?”

“Rena,” my father cautioned.

I pushed on. “I said that the Jinn will come for the Mere next.” That got a few reactions, though many of the Mere around me were more intrigued by my outburst than my words. Still, I had to try. “You can deny it all you want, but why would they stop with the humans?”

“We’re not worried,” someone called out from the other side of the room, and other Mere cheered. 

This was another failure. I narrowed my eyes, debating which approach to take as a last resort. I wasn’t above using my people’s pride against them. A split-second decision made up my mind, and I raised my voice to make sure everyone heard. “I made an alliance with the humans.”

“You didn’t!” My mother was aghast. 

“I did.” I raised my chin, hoping they wouldn’t see through the lie.

In the corner of my eye, Yuliya moved. Despite myself, I glanced over. She held the Jinni Key and whispered a name over it. Even from this distance, I could guess whose name it was. 

Above my head, a dark cloud with a vision appeared at the call of the Key, revealing my deepest desire. It was Bosh. His cuts and bruises were gone, and his arms spread wide as I ran into them. My incredibly intimate and embarrassing hope was on full display in the crowded room. I threw all my energy into the desire to get back to him and nothing else. Please, nothing else. 

“She’s very familiar with the human,” one Mere murmured, and other voices rose. “Her claims may actually be true.” 

Yuliya let the vision fade, cold blue eyes on me, considering. “It looks like an alliance to me,” she said to our parents, loudly enough for the entire room to hear. The support from her, of all Mere, was so unexpected I could only stare back at her, mouth hanging open. “As much as I hate to say it, this might be a good thing. If Rena promised the humans our help, maybe it’s the perfect excuse for us to attack Jinn. After all, they need a reminder of our power; they’ve been getting too comfortable. Consider that Jinni from last month.”

My parents shared a look. What’d gone on here while I’d been away? 

“We’ve much to discuss,” my father said over the murmurs. “We’ll reconvene at the next tide with a decision.”

My lips turned up in a smile that I hid by leaving the room. Not having a decision was a new decision since they’d made up their minds before. Or, at least, I hoped so. Some good had come out of Yuliya becoming heir apparent after all. While they barely gave my words a second thought, they listened to her.

I waited in an alcove behind waving red coral until Yuliya swam by. Grabbing her arm, I hissed, “Why are you helping me?”

“Am I?” she challenged. “Or am I helping me?” 

Brows raised, I asked, “How so?”

“I don’t want you here,” she snapped. “I doubt you have a real alliance with the humans, but why not make one? Then you can stay with them for good.”

“What’re you not telling me?” I studied her more closely. On the bottom of her black tail, where the fins splayed out, was thin seaweed sewn in neat rows, making a wild pattern. “What happened?”

“A Jinni happened,” she said, eyes bright with fury at someone other than me for once. “And I’m not going to let them get away with it.”

“Tell me.”

“No.”

“Tell me, or I’ll tell our parents that I never made an alliance.”

“You wouldn’t,” she said with a slow smile.

“You would test me?”

“I don’t need to.” She leaned out to check that the hall was empty before swimming out of the alcove. “I already know you won’t risk it. That human boy is in love with you, and for some reason you like him enough to show up in Rusalka in a panic with legs, so I’m guessing you feel the same.”

“You think he loves me?” I whispered back, but she’d already swum off. 

I couldn’t stop smiling. 

***
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“WE’LL HELP THE HUMANS.” The four words I’d been so desperate to hear were spoken that evening in front of everyone, followed by, “We’ll send a small contingent in the morning.”

“That’s too late,” I argued from the side once more. “The battle could be over by then!”

“Tomorrow,” my father repeated. “We need time to gather supplies and plan.”

I could go on ahead. In fact, I could slip out tonight—

“Rena will help Yuliya lead the Mere into battle as her second-in-command since this is her scheme.”

“But, Father!” Yuliya and I yelled at the same time.

“No arguments. I’ve made my decision.” 

Yuliya yanked me by the arm to where the general’s table was carved into the corner of the room. “You will do whatever I say,” she hissed in my ear before we reached the others. “You’re to be a figurehead only.” Fine by me. As long as we got there in time. 

It’d been a full day now since Jedekiah’s betrayal—I just hoped the humans could last another.
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CHAPTER 35
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Arie

WHEN HAD I LAST slept? I wiped the hair stuck to my sweaty forehead with the back of my hand. My fingers were covered in ash from fires put out earlier. So was my dress. We were losing. Badly.

This was the second day, or rather, evening, of the attack. There were still two days until the ceremony, though it felt like a month had passed in the span of one single night. These soldiers didn’t fly the banner of any kingdom. In the shadows helping them, we’d counted at least a dozen—if not two dozen—Jinn on their side. 

We’d lost the outer wall briefly, then gained it back when our own Jinn joined the fight. That was a broad term for what they were doing. Gideon led the others in my harebrained scheme to pick up humans unawares, travel to a distant or neighboring kingdom—anything at least a day’s ride away—and drop them off. 

Dwindling numbers had made them pull back to recoup. We used that time to come up with other defensive Gifts from our own Jinn, which led to a more cautious approach on both sides. 

Still, they continued to wound and kill my men, taking less care to hide their Gifts with each hour that passed. At any moment, they could decide to reveal their hand and forget about those Jinni rules, breaking the only buffer we had left between us. 

“You need to rest,” Gideon said, appearing at my shoulder as I moved through the wounded soldiers, checking on them, trying to raise morale. In the chaos, he had to repeat himself twice before I heard him.

“I will once this is over,” I shouted back, glancing up at him. Gideon’s long black hair, usually swept back neatly, hung tangled and dirty in his face, and he was paler than usual. “Any word of Kadin?”

Shaking his head, Gideon waited until we’d moved out of range from the wounded sprawled throughout the great hall. “There are pockets of resistance throughout the town. They aren’t speaking with me or my kind right now, for obvious reasons, but he could be with one of them.”

Could be. My eyes fluttered shut for a moment, and I took a deep breath. He had to be. “Keep an eye out.” 

“I will,” he said, sagging back against the wall. 

“Maybe you should rest,” I added, turning to listen to a general’s report, giving him instructions and then continuing on my weary path. “You’re the one using your Gifts. That takes far more energy than my walking across a room. Go lie down for a bit.”

“I will if you do too,” Gideon said with a weak smile. 

The lack of argument was enough to make me stare at his retreating back. Sometime in the last few weeks, I’d finally forgiven him for the Severance. It’d never been his choice. I knew that now. When this is all over, I promised myself, we’ll speak of everything we’ve left unsaid for so long.

***
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AS THE THIRD DAY OF fighting dawned, just one day before the Crowning Ceremony, I was nearly ready to admit defeat.

The town walls were riddled with gaping holes, homes were still burning, and my people were camped between the inner and outer castle walls, in the courtyard, and inside the castle itself. With the windows boarded over, the great hall was dark, both in lighting and mood. Families huddled together. Hushed conversations filled the room. The sheer number of voices reminded me of when I’d first discovered my Gift. The twinge of pain from that reminder was sharp but didn’t last as long as it used to—there was too much going on. 

My men worked in tandem with the Jinn, who were no longer bothering to hide, mainly because the Jinn who worked for the queen had finally revealed themselves as well. They were beginning to take prisoners wherever they breached our lines—almost as if to say, by the time this was over, the rules would no longer be relevant. It wouldn’t matter if a human was harmed, deceived, or stolen from with a Gift after this battle because if they had anything to do with it, we would all belong to the queen.

“Your Majesty,” Captain Navabi said, approaching with brow furrowed. 

I tensed, prepared for the worst. “What is it now?”

“That redheaded girl? Ah, the one who lived here before? We caught her entering the castle from the ocean side through the shipping dock. She claims—”

“Arie!” Rena’s yell cut him off. “Arie!”

I jumped to my feet, staggering down the hall. When I turned the corner, there she was, lurching forward as if she’d forgotten how to walk.

Tears of relief bubbled up and I hugged her. “You’re okay!”

“Good enough,” she agreed impatiently. “I brought help, but your captain isn’t paying any attention to me. You need to listen!”

“I’m listening.” I pulled back. “Go ahead.”

“The Mere can combine spells to create an enormous boundary over Hodafez that will push all the Jinn out,” she said in a rush, gesturing to the empty hall behind her. “But we need to act fast, before it’s too late.”

“The Mere?” I asked faintly, glancing at the empty space she’d waved toward.

She sighed. “They’re still in the water. They don’t want to look foolish attempting to walk on two stubs for the first time with an audience. Not to mention your shipping dock is too small. But we don’t have to be on land, we just need your permission!”

“You have it—but wait,” I added as she turned. “What about the Jinn on our side? I don’t want them forced out.”

She pursed her lips. “Hmm. Maybe I could... that could work,” she muttered to herself.

I glanced back toward where Captain Navabi, the wounded, and all their families lay just around the bend, depending on us. 

“Meet me at the library,” Rena said. “I’ll bring back the old boundary there. Anyone who’s inside should be protected and able to stay.”

I didn’t question her. There wasn’t time. Nodding, I told the captain to do whatever she asked as she took off down the hall.  Calling back to me as she went, she added, “Tell the Jinn to get to the library immediately. As soon as I set the spell, I’ll return to the ocean, and we’ll push the Jinn out. If they’re not within the old boundary by then, they won’t be protected.”

That would apply to humans with a Jinni’s Gift as well, like me. Turning on my heel, I ran to warn everyone I could find.
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“IS EVERYONE HERE?” I yelled as I raced into the library to find many Jinn already inside, along with Gifted townspeople. Some I’d never met, while others—like the elderly healer who shuffled among them—were familiar. “Where’s Gideon?” 

“He was coming, my queen,” Benaiah answered. I barely registered his face.

“He knows the Mere will act any second, doesn’t he?” I couldn’t hide my panic. 

“He knows, my queen,” another calm voice replied. Hands guided me to a chair. I dropped into it, back aching and legs trembling with exhaustion.

Will we know when the spell happens? What if it’s too late?

A moment later, a crash like thunder rolled over us. The resounding boom made my skin tighten, as if lightning had struck close by. The Jinn around me tensed.

Had the Mere changed the tide of battle? Instinctively, I looked for the one person I trusted to tell me the truth, but Kadin was still nowhere to be found. 
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CHAPTER 36
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Nesrin

I KEPT MALAKAI HIDDEN in my room. He didn’t want to face anyone. After lunch, I brought kabobs and rice upstairs when no one was looking, hoping he might break out of his dark mood soon. This was my third day of hiding him, and my family was growing suspicious of how much time I spent in my room.  

He sat by the window, accepting his plate when I handed it to him, taking a bite the way one might take medicine. “Did I tell you,” he said absently, “after we were locked out of Jinn, I was desperate enough that I tried all the daleth I knew of—even the one we used when I was a dragon.”

At my questioning look, he clarified, “The small portals between the human world and Jinn. Remember? My mother closed all the known daleth years ago. That last one in the cliffs was the only one she hadn’t found. Of course, she closed it when her spies found us using it.”

“Maybe there are others the queen hasn’t discovered,” I suggested. He’d barely taken two bites.

He shook his head. “Impossible. The only way I even found it was through my sense of smell as a dragon. Their aroma is so sweet and strong.”

His words tickled my memory. Why did that sound so familiar? 

He finished eating in silence. It wasn’t until I was clearing the food to bring the empty plates back to the kitchen that it hit me. I smacked my cup down with such force that a little crack climbed up the side. “Sweet smelling, you say?”

For the first time since he’d arrived, Malakai grew alert, focusing on me. “Yes. Why?”

“I have something to show you.”
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HE WASN’T CONVINCED UNTIL he stood directly in front of the fragrant banyan tree with the gaping hole in its trunk. 

When he leaned into the hole and his head disappeared from his shoulders without warning, I choked.

“It really is a daleth,” he said in awe when I yanked him back out. Dazed, he stood there blinking, a slow smile spreading across his lips. “We might actually have a chance!”

When he moved back toward the portal, I grabbed his arm. “Are you going now?”

“No, no. I just need to see what island it is,” he replied, as if this made complete sense. “I’ll only be a few moments.”

Biting my nails down to the quick, I paced outside the opening until he finally returned with an even broader grin than before.

“It’s Urim, only one island over from the capital city of Resh!” he said with a whoop, swinging me around unexpectedly.

I laughed and hit him on the arm. “Put me down!” 

My signature blush came back without warning as I slid down the front of him. 

He kept his arms around me. 

I didn’t step back.

“Do you realize what this means?” His voice was a reverent whisper as he tucked a bit of my hair behind my ear. “Thanks to you, we may still be able to stop the queen’s plans.”

The full weight of his attention made me tremble a little. Pulling away, I turned to study this daleth again as if I hadn’t traced every bump and whorl of the honey-colored bark while I’d waited for him. “What will you do?”

“The ceremony is tomorrow. As soon as I tell the others that we have a way in, our plans can resume.” He paused as a shadow crossed his face. “If anyone is still there.”

“Will you come back?” I loathed the slight quiver in my voice. I cleared my throat and straightened, turning to face him. “I suppose you’ll be far too busy.”

“Not too busy for you,” he said with a knowing smile. “I’d hoped you might consider coming with me.”

“To Jinn?” I tensed.

“Yes. With one stop first, to tell the others.”

I’d turned him down before and regretted it. But this was Jinn. He wanted me to enter the very den of the dragon—while the beast was still inside.

Despite every instinct that screamed to beware of the Jinn, that old familiar thrill of adventure curled up my spine. A slow smile spread across my face as I nodded. “I accept.”
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I GATHERED ONLY A DAY’S worth of my usual supplies, unsure what I’d need for a trip like this, and left a note for my family so I wouldn’t be forced to waste hours on explanations.

We didn’t have that kind of time. 

What I didn’t expect, though, was for Malakai’s Traveling Gift to halt so abruptly, colliding with an invisible wall that felt like it was made of bricks. My vision turned white with little sparks dancing across it, and the air was knocked out of me. Coughing and blinking tears from my eyes, I dragged in a shaky breath. 

Malakai was just an arm’s length away in the foliage between the trees, suffering the same symptoms.

“That wasn’t”—I coughed—“supposed to happen”—a heavy breath in and out—“was it?”

He shook his head, unable to speak.

We’d landed in nondescript woodlands. The trees here were much smaller and scruffier than those back home, with foliage all the way to the forest floor. They crowded our view, filling it with greenery and blue skies, until I swiveled around to find a mountain at my back. At the tip, balanced on the edge of a cliff, was a small stone castle.

“That’s Hodafez,” Malakai choked out, still struggling to catch his breath. “That’s where we should be right now. Something’s wrong.”
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Arie

A SMALL GROUP OF Jinn huddled around something or someone in the gallery. 

A trembling heat flooded through my veins. I grabbed my skirts and ran toward them, pushing through to see.

No. 

It was Gideon.

They’d laid him on a thick rug, where a dark pool of blood was forming beneath his chest. His breathing was labored. 

“We need a healer,” I cried as I dropped to my knees beside him. “What happened? Where are you hurt?” Is he dying? His wound seeped blue blood faster than any human wound I’d ever seen. I never told him I forgive him for the Severance. 

When Gideon tried to move, a young Jinni held him down, pressing clumps of fabric against his side and chest; both turned blue rapidly. “We think he encountered a rogue Jinni,” she whispered. “He didn’t say. And my skills at healing are limited to small cuts at best. We need Sapphira... but we can’t find her.”

The Jinni healer. “Can’t find her, as in...?” I couldn’t say either fear out loud. Killed in the fighting, or forced out by the spell?

She only stared back.

“Move aside, move aside,” a woman called, growing louder as she pushed through the Jinn without fear. 

It was the elderly healer from the village. I blew out a heavy breath. “Help is coming.” I took Gideon’s hand. “Hold on.” 

His eyes were closed, but his chest still moved. “Where’s... Prince Malakai?” He coughed into his sleeve, and when the coughing spell passed, there was blood left on the fabric. With help from those around her, the old woman lowered herself to the floor beside Gideon, peeling back the bloody cloth to look at his wounds.

“The prince is still indisposed, High Commander,” one of the Jinn said. Her eyes shifted nervously, not meeting anyone’s gaze. “I’ll let him know you’re asking for him.”

“I need him now,” Gideon replied, though his voice was weak and far less commanding from the floor. “Tell him it’s urgent. He’ll understand.”

When the Jinni stuttered, searching for another excuse, my lips parted. “He’s not here. Is he?”

Her silence confirmed it. 

“Did the spell force him out with the rest?” I asked, hoping for Gideon’s sake my suspicions were wrong, but again the Jinni was silent. “He left before the spell,” I said for her when it became clear she didn’t want to be disloyal to her prince. My last words came in a whisper as I remembered how many days it’d been since we’d seen him. “Long before the spell.”

All around us, Jinn shook their heads in disbelief. They’d stayed to fight for their prince, but their prince hadn’t stayed for them? It was almost as if I could truly feel their emotions, the betrayal and defeat. I understood completely.

A deep Jinni voice spoke over the murmurs. “Jedekiah would’ve warned the queen by now anyway. It’s time we admit defeat. We’ve lost.”

“It’s not over yet,” I called back automatically, but my voice lacked conviction. It felt over. 

“Arie,” Gideon whispered.

I lowered my face to his. “I’m here. What is it?”

“It’s my time,” he said between breaths. I shook my head, but he wasn’t done. “There’s something you need to know, something I should’ve told you.” He was struggling to get the words out, his breathing ragged. I barely heard him whisper, “About your mother.”

My mother?

What secrets had he been keeping?

“Give him space,” the healer said, waving a hand at me. 

One look at Gideon’s closed eyes and labored breathing, and I reluctantly stepped back. 

“I’ll try to slow the bleeding first, and do what I can,” the woman said, placing a hand over his chest. “Make sure I’m not interrupted.” 

I opened my mouth to ask questions, then shut it. I nodded to the others. “You heard her.” 

Uziah shifted beside me. Maybe his Sleeping Gift would help Gideon feel less pain. Squeezing Gideon’s hand, I whispered, “It’s going to be okay, just rest.” And to Uziah, I added, “Can you help him sleep?”

He nodded, kneeling, but Gideon’s breathing had already slowed, and his groaning stopped. 

“It seems he’s fallen asleep on his own,” Uziah replied with a small frown. 

I hoped that wasn’t a bad omen. 

“Your Majesty,” Captain Navabi said as he burst into the gallery. For once, the couple dozen Jinni eyes turned on him didn’t seem to faze him. “We’ve managed to turn the enemy back. When the Jinn disappeared, the men seemed to think they’d been abandoned and turned tail. We’re filling the gaps in the wall now.” He hesitated, daring to meet the eyes of the Jinn who’d fought beside him and his men over the last two out of three days of battle. “We hoped we might ask for your help.”

The Jinn agreed. Those who could travel flashed out of the room immediately. I took over applying pressure to Gideon’s wounds so the young Jinni could go as well. The thought of what they would see on the battlefield terrified me. My people’s blood stained the streets. What if this was only the beginning?

“Send men to help quench the fires,” I instructed Captain Navabi as he turned to go. “And a messenger to the Mere to ask if they’ll reconsider meeting.” They deserved our thanks—if they could be persuaded to leave the ocean. “Where’s Bosh?”

He moved into my line of sight. “Here.”

“Can you go with the captain and help him speak with Rena?” I could only hope she’d bridge the divide between our people. It likely wouldn’t be the last time we’d need their spells. 

“Rena’s here?” He ran toward the door. “Why didn’t anyone say so?”

“Keep an eye out for Kadin too,” I called after him, and my voice broke a bit.

Bosh was already gone, and the captain followed on his heels. 

I leaned over Gideon’s unconscious form, carefully applying pressure when the healer told me to, ripping new strips of cloth from my dress when the old ones soaked through. His breathing was ragged. Kadin could be in even worse shape, for all I knew. Kadin is fine, I promised myself for the thousandth time. He can take care of himself. He’ll probably be back any minute. 

Gideon’s hand was cold when I picked it up, but he was still breathing. “I need to tell you something,” I whispered, and I could only hope he heard me. “The Severance wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t your choice. I know that. And I need you to make it through this so I can tell you I forgive you.”

His fingers shifted slightly in mine, but his eyes didn’t open.

Time moved in jumps and starts. 

I rubbed my eyes with one hand, forgetting the soot until I’d already smeared it across my face.

When Rena appeared at my shoulder, I startled. “I’ve brought help,” she said by way of greeting, kneeling in the blue blood beside me. 

Behind her, a small-boned man attempted to kneel as she had and nearly fell over.

“Bend your legs,” Rena told him, pointing. “There, at the knee. That’s it.”

He half knelt, half tumbled to the ground on Gideon’s other side next to the healer, who frowned at him warily. Pulling a shell from a great strand of shells around his neck, he ignored her and held it over Gideon’s wound. “It’s not good,” he said after a moment.

My heart sank. 

Then he shrugged, pulling another shell from his repertoire, murmuring a spell. “At least it’s an old-fashioned sword wound and not Jinni magic,” he said to Rena, and he had the nerve to chuckle. “That would be a lost cause by now.”

Gideon’s eyes fluttered. He didn’t wake.

I couldn’t tell if I was imagining it, but his breathing seemed a bit easier. The elderly healer and I exchanged a glance and let the Mere work.

“This will take a while.” The Mere finally addressed me directly, though I noticed he didn’t use any honorifics. 

I didn’t take offense. Taking my first deep breath all day, I turned to Rena. "The battle is won, thanks to you.” 

She wasn’t behind me anymore. I swiveled until I found her and Bosh on the other side of the gallery, locked in a fierce hug. If I’d had more energy, I might’ve smiled at the sweet reunion, but instead it only served to remind me of Kadin. 

“I should go find the captain,” I said, mostly to myself since the Mereman clearly didn’t care. 

As I tried to stand, the room spun and my muscles ached in protest, forcing me to drop onto the nearest sofa. “Rest a moment, Your Majesty,” the elderly healer said in a firm voice, helping me lie back. “You can’t take care of everyone if you don’t take care of yourself.”

I nodded. “I’ll just rest for a short moment.” When was the last time I’d slept?

I closed my eyes in relief and slept a dreamless sleep.

“Arie, Arie!” Bosh’s voice broke through the muttering. “I found Kadin.” 

Opening my eyes, I found Kadin leaning over me, his golden gaze on my face.

“Where were you?” I spoke through the thick tears in my throat as I sat up. My fingers twitched, wanting to reach for him.

The dirt on his face came into focus. Had he been sleeping on the ground? “It was a bit difficult to get around the fighting over the last few days,” he said as he sat beside me, leaving a small space between us. A bit difficult. Typical Kadin understatement for saying it’d been absolutely impossible.

With a glance over at Gideon, still asleep on the rug with the Mereman working beside him, I whispered, “I was worried about you.” The library windows were dark. How long had I been sleeping? A few Jinn stood or sat within my line of sight, all of them exhausted. They must’ve finished helping with the wall and returned for the night. 

“You don’t need to worry,” Kadin said softly, eyes on Gideon, brushing my words away. “I don’t want to be another obligation.”

“You’re not,” I argued, frowning.

His head turned, eyes on me now.

“I missed you,” I finished lamely. That wasn’t nearly the whole truth. Sucking in a deep breath, I scooted toward him, closing the space between us. “I thought you’d left... because of what I said.”

For a beat, he didn’t answer. His hand brushed mine, and he took it lightly. “I did.”

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I didn’t mean it.”

“I know.” He rubbed his thumb along my fingers. “But I would understand if you did.”

I didn’t know what to say. Staring down at our hands, I wove my fingers through his. “Kadin... you mean more to me than you realize. Which I suppose is my own fault...”

“Come here,” he said, gently tugging me into his arms. We lay back on the sofa, and I rested my head on his chest, soaking up his warmth. It was like coming home. Occasional shuffling of feet, the Mereman’s muttering to the healer, and the grandfather clock’s ticking were the only sounds as we lay there.

At some point, I fell asleep again, waking when the Mereman awkwardly stood and coughed. He was staring down at the blue blood on his hands as if he didn’t know how to clean them.

Reluctantly, I pulled out of Kadin’s arms to sit up. “How is he?”

“It will depend on the next few hours,” the Mereman said simply as the healer brought him a warm bowl of water and a towel to clean his hands. “He’s not out of the shark’s circle yet.”

Gideon muttered something unintelligible. 

The dark room was turning gray with the coming dawn. As the sun rose, the remaining Jinn joined us in the gallery, a few at a time. The mood was somber. 

“Has anyone found Sapphira?” I asked no one in particular, staring around the group. 

Benaiah stepped forward, unshed tears shimmering in his eyes. His voice was hoarse. “She didn’t make it, my queen.” 

I winced, squeezing my eyes shut for a moment to hold back my own tears. “Who else did we lose?”

They listed a few others. Bosh chimed in with numbers Captain Navabi had shared for my people, and Rena tallied a small number of Mere. 

I shook my head, unable to process the shocking amount. “You were just supposed to sneak soldiers away in the night, not fight them. It shouldn’t have been so dangerous.” I waved at Gideon with my free hand, clutching Kadin’s with the other. “This is all my fault. I need to be alone.” Pulling away from Kadin, I rushed out of the gallery before they could see my tears fall, moving into the privacy of the shelves. 

I’d asked them to fight. 

I might as well have killed them myself.

A heavy weight settled over me until I couldn’t stand anymore. Curling up in a chair in the corner, I wept. 

How had it fallen apart so fast? Just a few days ago we’d had the rightful heir, a full force of Jinn willing to stand for him, and a plan to stop the Crowning Ceremony and declare him the true leader. 

Now we couldn’t stop anything. Couldn’t get into Jinn. Couldn’t even be certain Gideon wouldn’t die in front of us. 

Fury rose at my helplessness. I took a book from the table beside me and hurled it at the wall. It didn’t help, but it was better than sitting still. I stood and grabbed the book beneath it, throwing it with all my might at the same spot.

Fists clenched, I whirled to the shelves behind me and ripped the books off them so they tumbled onto the floor. Blood pounded in my ears, and I didn’t hear Kadin behind me until he grabbed my hands, stopping another pile from hitting the ground. 

I wrenched out of his arms. “Leave me alone!”

“Arie, they’ve gone insane out there!” he yelled. His grip on my arms was almost painful.

Of course they have. They’ve lost everything. I pulled away, too upset to speak, kicking at the heavy shelf beside me and wishing I was strong enough to make them all come crashing down on top of us. 

Belatedly, the uproar reached my ears. Screaming and yelling came from the gallery, along with a heavy crash I wasn’t sure I wanted to know about. 

Kadin’s hands were in his hair, making it a mess before he reached out toward me, palms up. “Arie,” he said slowly, approaching like I was a wild animal. His voice was strained. “Gideon is going to be okay.” 

Hope filled me at his words, and I stilled. “Did the Mereman say he’s going to make it?”

The gallery grew quieter.

“No...” Kadin paused. “I just meant he’s going to pull through.” 

“How do you know?”

“I don’t. But you have to have faith that he’s strong enough to beat this.”

Even as he said it, my hope faded and the anger returned. 
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Kadin

“ARIE, YOU NEED TO be calm.” I’d followed her into the shelves but had kept my distance until a few moments ago. The golden light of the rising sun lit her hair in a soft halo.

“Why?” she snapped, storming down the aisle. “Everything’s fallen apart.” 

Anger and pain bubbled up inside me too, but I fought it. The pandemonium behind us escalated again. Through the arch that led to the gallery, I had a perfect view of the Jinni who threw a heavy chair into a dainty glass sculpture. Shattered glass flew everywhere, spraying out into the shelves and landing at our feet. 

I pulled Arie close, shielding her. “You’ve got to trust me!” I yelled over the racket. “Take deep breaths.”

She tried. Inhaling, she blew out a breath, fists clenching. 

I took her hands in mine, smoothing them out, rubbing them as she took a deep breath, and another. 

No more sculptures shattered.

Was it my imagination or was the volume lowering as well?

“Arie...” I tried to find the words. “I think... don’t get mad, but I think you’re doing this.”

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

I struggled to find a way to say it that wouldn’t sound crazy. “Hold on.” I held out my hands as I backed away. “Just stay here. I’ll be right back.”

Crossing her arms, brow wrinkling, she waited as I ran back to the gallery. There—the Jinni with a clean, careful haircut and thick black brows. I remembered him because he’d calmed the others’ emotions that first week when a group of Jinn had been bent on harassing me. “Jonah?” I asked. “Could you come meet with the queen?”

He followed me back to where Arie waited. I didn’t waste any time. “Have you met Jonah?”

She frowned. “Of course. He kept the training sessions calm. We’ve worked together frequently since he arrived.” Her brows rose as her eyes widened. “Are you behind this madness?” she asked, waving toward the gallery.

Shaking his head, he held up both hands. “I swear to you, I’m not. I don’t understand what’s happening.”

“I do,” I said. “Or at least, I have a good guess.” As Arie listened quietly, the room calmed a bit more. “Arie, this will sound strange, but... I think it’s you.”

Arie crossed her arms.

Immediately, I felt defensive. But I was growing better at recognizing when it wasn’t actually my emotion. This wasn’t the first time this had happened, either. Not just in the gallery earlier, when I’d felt irrational bouts of despair, but also in the last few weeks, when I’d experienced small moments of illogical moods that hadn’t matched my situation. They’d made me question my sanity. No. I paused, stunned. It was even deeper than that. The entire Jinni army had mirrored her mood at certain points, growing dim and melancholy or fiercely resolute. Looking back now, it was clear she’d been developing some kind of ability without any of us even knowing it.

To Jonah, I gestured behind us. “Could you help counteract what’s going on?”

He was staring at Arie but tore his eyes away when I spoke and said to me softly, as if to keep it a secret from anyone else, “I’ll do my best. If it really is her, she’s strong.”

“Listen,” I said to Arie, unsure how to answer Jonah. “What you’re feeling is washing over everyone like a wave. When you cried for Gideon, we all cried. When you thought there was a chance, everyone felt hopeful. When you started throwing things back here, well, let’s just say Bosh and I got out of sight pretty fast.” 

I thought she was considering it, but she shook her head, sinking down to sit on the floor. Leaning against the shelves, she covered her face with her hands. Her words came out muffled. “Kadin, if this is some strange attempt to distract me from what’s going on—”

“It’s not.”

Her face was still hidden, and she didn’t answer.

I glanced over my shoulder at Jonah, who stood at the other end of the shelves, focused on the Jinn beyond. The yelling had ceased.

When I turned back, Arie had lifted her face from her hands, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I hate that you’re making me think about the Severance.”

“I’m sorry.” I knelt and pulled her into my arms to cradle her, blinking tears from my own eyes. “That’s not my intention, I swear.”

She sniffed, swiping at the tears. “Kadin, even if I hadn’t had a Severance, it doesn’t make sense. That was never my Gift.”

“I know.” I rested my chin on her head, holding on to her like I’d wanted to for months, and now she was finally letting me. “What I’m trying to say is... maybe it is now.”

She shook her head, lightly bumping my chin.

I pulled back to meet her eyes. “It’s new, and I’ll admit I don’t fully understand.” I blew out an uncertain breath. “I might be wrong, but... what if I’m right?” 

A numbness spread over me. It wasn’t mine. Was this how she’d felt the past few months? “Arie, don’t give up. It’s not over yet.”

She didn’t answer for a few minutes. We just sat quietly. “It doesn’t make sense,” she finally whispered. “I’ve never heard of a new Gift after a Severance.” 

“No one’s survived a Severance this long before,” I reminded her bluntly. “Gideon said in all the cases he’s known of, the suicide attempts always succeeded eventually.” We didn’t have time to tiptoe around the truth. Even so, I didn’t want her thinking that was a forgone conclusion. “You’re different. Those Jinn and Gifted humans were always cast out of society, left completely alone. That’s not going to happen to you because we’re not going to let it.” 

“I still don’t understand how I could have a new Gift...” She shook her head as she said it.

“Trauma changes everyone.”

She couldn’t argue with that.

From the end of the shelves, Jonah gave me a nod to signal he’d gotten everyone’s emotions under control before stepping out of sight to give us privacy.

“There are only a few hours left until the Crowning Ceremony tonight,” I said, stroking her dark hair. Some of the pain was hers, but a lot of it was also mine, watching her sink into herself and being unable to stop it. “We can’t give up yet.”

Whether it was her new Gift or not, I didn’t know, but her despair was almost a physical wall between us. “It’s too late. We’ve lost our chance.”

“Arie, listen. I know you don’t feel hope.” I needed to find the right words because I couldn’t lose her again. “I don’t feel it either. But maybe... maybe you can use your Gift—or the strength I know you have inside—and you can choose it.”
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Arie

“I HAVE TO THINK.” I pulled out of Kadin’s arms and walked away without a specific direction in mind. I needed to be alone.

Wandering away from the gallery, I found myself in the dusty old workroom in the back of the library where the ancient texts were kept under glass cases. It’d been ages since I’d last come here.

As if they had a mind of their own, my feet carried me toward a specific book. I knew the title without even reading it: The Land of Jinn.

Lifting the glass case, I set it to the side softly, then began to turn the pages that I’d read months ago—what seemed like a different lifetime ago. I didn’t know what I was looking for until my finger touched her words, my mother’s handwriting, there on the page. They fear us. 

The last time I’d seen it, I’d thought I was only human. Then I’d embraced my Jinni heritage only to have it stripped from me. Now I didn’t know what I was anymore. 

Of all people to think of in this moment, Jedekiah’s voice came to mind. 

Everyone knows themselves.

“Stop showing off,” I muttered as if he could hear me.

I flipped through the pages to the next place I knew I’d find my mother’s handwriting, on the genealogies. There was a long list of names followed by one scribbled in at the very bottom of a Jinni family tree: Hanna.

Idly, I kept flipping. I was the daughter of a Jinni and a human king. I was the ruler of Hodafez and the former owner of a Gift. There was no one in the human world more suited to stand up to Queen Jezebel and bridge the gap between the humans and the Jinn. 

I could almost hear Jedekiah’s voice in response. Well done, darling. You finally figured it out. 

“I didn’t figure anything out,” I argued out loud. “I can’t do it.” My voice in the quiet room brought me back to reality. No one else was here. 

I focused on the pages turning until I reached the end of the thick volume. There, on the last blank page, was a tiny inscription I’d missed before. In the same swirly handwriting as the other two notes, it said: For my daughter, that she might know who she is.

“That might’ve been who I was before,” I murmured. “But you didn’t stay here to protect me. I’ve changed. Everything’s changed. I’m not a daughter of Jinn anymore.” 

No one argued with me. 

Except my subconscious. 

Qualified or not, I was the only one left. With Gideon out of commission, the prince missing, and the rest of the Jinn scattered to the wind, there wasn’t a single other being trying to stop the Crowning Ceremony that would take place this very evening.

Was Kadin right about my new Gift? Could I actually choose hope? 

In the depths of the dark feelings swirling around me—self-loathing, numbness, hatred, disgust, and hopelessness—I tried to craft a feeling out of nothing. 

It was impossible. 

Every other emotion fought it. Honestly, I didn’t want to feel better. Didn’t want to heal. Didn’t want to save anyone, least of all myself.

Putting the glass case back over the book, I pushed the thoughts away. “I’m going to try,” I said out loud. Speaking seemed to help push some of the darkness away. “I want to try,” I repeated.

The tiniest ember of hope sparked. 

I imagined lifting it up, protecting it, fanning the flame to make it burn brighter. 

I had to figure out how to choose hope. 

There was still a chance. We had to try.

When I exited the small room and made my way back to the gallery, the spark wavered, but I held on.

Gideon slept while Rena, Bosh, and Kadin watched over him, and another two dozen Jinn kept vigil. It wasn’t until I saw my own hope reflected in each of their faces that I finally began to wonder if Kadin was right.

“We need to do just two things,” I told them as calmly as I could. “One, we need to find a way into Jinn before the ceremony. Gideon said it takes place at sunset, which means we have until the end of the day. Two, we need to find the prince.”

“Yes, my queen.” 

Why do they still insist on calling me that? 

Kneeling next to Gideon and the Mereman Rena had brought to help him, I asked more quietly, “How is he?”

“He will recover.”

My eyes filled with tears again. I nodded. “Stay with him.” When he looked to Rena instead, I added, “Please.”

Only when she nodded did he agree.

The desire to find my bed, lie down, and let everything run its course was beginning to overwhelm me. When I didn’t immediately stand, Kadin moved closer to hold out his hand and pull me up. I gripped his hands until my knuckles turned white before facing everyone else. “Let’s get started.”  
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Nesrin

I’D CAUGHT MY BREATH, but Malakai still wheezed as if he’d run the whole distance. 

His words from when we’d first unexpectedly landed here echoed in my mind. Something’s wrong. He’d crawled backward, away from the mountain with the castle, and kept going past a dozen trees before he stopped. 

“What’s going on?” I’d followed his slow pace, taking in the quiet wood as I did, noting the sound of metal clashing high above us, echoing down the mountain.

“I can’t go any farther,” Malakai had managed to say. His already pale face had been white as a dragon’s tooth, and he’d swayed a bit, staying seated on the ground. “There’s a barrier of some kind.” To himself, he’d mumbled, “It doesn’t make sense. It’s not a Jinni spell... I can’t even see it...”

“Well, it’s obviously not human,” I’d said with a smirk. “So who does that leave?”

“It can’t be Mere either. They’ve barely surfaced in centuries,” he’d scoffed, then frowned. “Could it?”

I’d shrugged.

“Well, there was that one Mere girl,” he’d contradicted himself. “But one girl could hardly create a spell so vast...” He’d stared toward the castle as if the answers would appear.

I’d followed his gaze, but there’d been only puffy white clouds floating over the distant castle.

Now, though we’d followed the edge of this strange barrier to a road, he was still unable to get any closer to the castle itself. As he dropped to rest on the ground once more, I crouched down in front of him. “Listen,” I said, waiting until I had his attention. “You obviously can’t go any farther. But I can.”

“No,” he said, already shaking his head. “It’s not safe. There’s clearly a skirmish of some kind taking place.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“They won’t recognize you,” he protested.

“I’ll make them.” I stood, cracking my knuckles, getting ready for a light jog. I tilted my head at the incline in the road ahead. Maybe a sweaty one. “After all,” I said to Malakai, “you said it yourself: we don’t have time to waste.”

***
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THE CASTLE WAS FARTHER away than it looked. Or maybe it was the incredibly steep terrain slowing me down.

I’d missed this though—the familiar thrill of adventure making my bones hum with excitement.

Malakai had told me exactly what to say to make sure they listened. He’d made me repeat it word for word until satisfied I wouldn’t mess it up.

“I’ll be back before you know it.” I’d given him a mock-serious look. “Just do me a favor and don’t go anywhere for once.”

He’d given a weak chuckle, dropping back to sit on the ground. “Don’t worry. That won’t be an issue.”
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THE STREETS WERE SHEER madness when I arrived in the small town. Instead of fighting, though, they seemed to be celebrating. Frowning, I focused on the castle, ducking out of sight whenever soldiers passed. It was easier to avoid questions than accidentally answer them wrong.

The people were different here. Darker skin, but lighter eyes. My black eyes and olive skin stuck out like a dishonest hunter peddling a fake dragon’s egg.

“I’m here to see Queen Arie of Hodafez,” I told the guards at the entrance to the castle courtyard, just like Malakai had told me to.

“Come back in a few weeks,” one of them snapped, lifting his weapon as if he’d been using it a lot lately. “The queen can’t be bothered with foreigners at the moment. There’s been enough of that here for a long while.”

“I must speak with her,” I insisted, peering around him to the courtyard inside. There were more guards. Too many to dodge. “Tell her it’s about Prince Malakai.” The castle rose above us. The only access was through this gate—the other sides were guarded even more heavily by the sea and a steep cliff wall.

“We’re not telling her anything,” the other guard sneered, stepping forward in an attempt to menace me away since words hadn’t worked.

I was familiar with his type and didn’t move. Or speak. There was no arguing with a bully.

Malakai’s words over the last few weeks came back to me. Every time we discussed something new, he’d say, You’re Khaanevaade. You can do things a normal human can’t.

That gave me an idea. I turned on my heel and ran. 

“That’s right, turn tail,” the guards shouted after me, jeering.

I flung up a crude gesture but didn’t stop or even look back.

I had a cliff wall to climb.

***
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WHEN I REACHED THE top, my muscles burned, but I felt wildly alive. I hadn’t done a free climb like that since, well, since I’d met Malakai in dragon form.

I didn’t have time to ponder it. When my head popped over a balcony, a guard spotted me. He yelled to others, and half a dozen raced along the battlement toward me.

I flung myself across the balcony, through a door into an empty bedchamber, and on into another room, followed by a hall, down some stairs, yelling at the top of my lungs the entire way. As I raced ahead of the guards on my heels, I repeated the phrase Malakai had told me to. “On behalf of Prince Malakai, I need to see the queen!”

When guards appeared at the other end of a hall, I pulled a knife from my boot and leapt across a decorative pool to get away, racing down another long hall, screaming, “I need to see the queen!”

A door opened ahead of me.

I raced toward it, hoping it wasn’t a guard. This castle wasn’t that large. How long would it take to track down this queen? Maybe I’d passed her.

“On behalf of Prince Malakai,” I panted, reaching the door just as a young woman peered out. “I need to see the queen!”

“I’m here,” the young woman said as I ducked around and behind her, nearly bowling her over. 

I expected the guards to rip me away, but when she held up a hand, they stopped.

“Your Majesty,” the guards called, surrounding her protectively and forcing me back. “Be careful! She’s dangerous.”

I snorted at their foolishness but was secretly flattered. Your Majesty. Their words sunk in. This was the queen I’d been looking for? I blinked, confused. She was so young. Pretty. With lines of sadness around her eyes.

She glanced at me. “It seems if she wished me harm, she would’ve done so already.” 

My thoughts exactly. Out of respect for the young queen, I kept my opinion to myself.

The guards bowed with red faces, glaring at me, unconvinced. 

“Queen Arie,” I murmured, bowing belatedly when she turned to me. 

She was beautiful in a fragile sort of way. Her deep ebony black hair reminded me of Malakai. A pained look that twisted her full lips in worry.

“My name is Nesrin, and I’m here on behalf of Prince Malakai of the Jinn,” I said in a rush. Now that I was here, I didn’t want to lose the opportunity. “We found a portal into Jinn—a daleth, he calls it.” I glanced behind me and jerked back, almost bumping into the queen’s guards when I found over a dozen Jinni eyes on me. I swallowed, hard. They didn’t seem friendly. “There’s some kind of spell keeping him from returning. He sent me to summon you so he could take you to the portal.”

“Summon us?” a Jinni said.

“Why should we trust you?” another asked.

“Malakai—Prince Malakai,”—he’d been very strict that I say his words exactly—“said he told you of his time as a dragon, when he was cursed by his own mother.”

That silenced them all right.

This next part felt awkward, but Malakai had said it’d be crucial for the Jinn to believe me. “I’m the one who broke the curse.”

Unlike my people, who would have been in an uproar, these Jinn stood like statues, taking in my words. 

“Come,” I urged them, my own words this time, since Malakai’s hadn’t left as much of an impression as he’d thought they would. “We don’t have much time. Follow me, and I’ll bring you to him.”
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Rena

BOSH CAME RUNNING THROUGH the tall grass toward the sandy beach. “Rena! Arie needs to talk to you!”

I stood in the shallows, conferring with Yuliya and the other Mere, discussing how long we should keep up the barrier. “I’ll be right back.”

Bosh splashed into the water before I reached the sand. Stopping just a breath away from me, he said, “Hi.”

“Hi.” I grinned, even knowing Yuliya and the other Mere looked on. I didn’t care. “Hold the barrier until I get back,” I called over my shoulder. “I won’t be long.”

Without waiting for an answer, I lurched into a run with Bosh across the sandy hills that led to the castle. “Is Gideon okay?”

“He’s fine,” he puffed between words, “but the prince came back—”

“He’s here?” I tripped and nearly fell flat on my face. He caught my arm, taking my hand and pulling me along the upward path. Grateful, I let his momentum drag me forward. “Is the plan back on?”

“I’m not sure.” Bosh’s fingers were warm against mine.  

I tripped a second time before the ground thankfully leveled out, and we ran through the side gate into town. “I’m glad you’re okay. In case I didn’t say so.”

With a grin, he half hugged, half pulled me along. “You’re telling me. I was getting ready to come find you myself.”

“You would’ve needed fins and gills for that to work,” I teased. That was a nice image actually. I’d think on it again later when my lungs weren’t burning. This stitch in my side was demanding to be heard right now, and romantic conversations were difficult to have when out of breath. 

When we reached the inner wall and paused for the guards to open the door, I caught my breath enough to ask, “What does Arie want?”

“I have no idea,” Bosh replied unhelpfully. It was so good to be annoyed by him. I’d missed this.

Outside the castle door, he paused. “I really don’t know what I would’ve done if you hadn’t come back...” He trailed off, serious for once.

Placing my hand on his arm, I grew serious too. “I was always coming back. I hope you know that.”

He gave me a wide smile. “Of course.” A blush spread up his neck to his face. “You had to because you still haven’t told me you like me, and it’s not like you to leave something unsaid.”

I laughed, catching his hands when he held them out. “If I don’t say it out loud, does that mean I have to stick around forever?”

Pressing his forehead to mine, his eyes twinkled. “I think it does.” 

Neither of us said anything for a moment, then he took a deep breath and turned to knock on the door. “Better not keep Arie waiting.”

***
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ARIE’S LADIES-IN-WAITING were struggling to fit shiny armor over her riding clothes. The unscuffed armor, made when she’d begun training with the Jinn, fit her perfectly—though it’d clearly never seen an actual battle.

When she caught my reflection in the mirror, she waved the servants away. “Give us a moment, could you?” She took a step forward, then stopped to clasp her hands together. “Rena, how can I possibly thank you?”

Twisting the fabric of my sleeve, I shrugged. “It was the right thing to do. I know you would have done it for me. Well, if you could swim for more than a few minutes—”

“No,” Arie interrupted. “It’s not just the right thing. You saved thousands of lives. And it’s more than that. It’s also the last few months...” Her voice grew soft. “I know it probably didn’t seem like I heard you. But I always did. I needed you more than you knew.”

I didn’t know what to say. My cheeks grew warm. We didn’t spend much time on gratitude in Mere. “It was the right—you would have—you’re welcome.” I cleared my throat. “Let me see this armor. It’s buckled so loosely, it’ll fall off at the first big wave. Uh... wind.”

She let me redo the work. The leather was tougher than woven seaweed, and the armor breastplate reflected light like the ocean’s surface.

Arie took my hands in hers, drawing my attention back to her face. “I called you here because I have something to ask you.” She cleared her throat, letting go to face the mirror. “As usual, we’re short on time, so this is more informal than I’d like.”

Frowning, I stared at myself in the mirror. I still wore the same green dress I’d had on days ago. The bottom was shredded into rags. Next to Arie, in her gleaming armor, blue tunic, and fancy leather buckles, I looked ridiculous. What could she possibly need from me?

“I’d like to know if you might be interested in being an ambassador between the sea and the land.”

I forgot her fancy boots with their own armor, meeting her smiling brown eyes with a grin. This was exactly what I’d hoped for. “Are there nice clothes in this deal?”

Arie laughed a little. “There can be. Absolutely. And a room here that’s yours whenever you need it.”

“I think that could work.” This was the deal I’d told my parents was already struck, but she didn’t need to know that.

“If you’re willing, maybe you could start today?” she continued, taking leather sleeves and buckling them to her forearms. “You’d just have to work with Captain Navabi until I get back.”

When she struggled with the ties, I stepped forward to help again. Resisting the urge to complain about how Captain Navabi treated me like a child, since an official ambassador probably didn’t go around doing things like that, I just said, “Whatever you need.”

As I tied the last knot, frowning at it, she added, “I could ask someone else to assume control while I’m gone, if you’d rather come with us?”

“To Jinn?” I asked, then shivered. “Absolutely not. There’s no way I’d break the treaty first. My parents would kill me, right after the Jinn did.”

Satisfied, Arie tugged at the buckles again; they were all tied tight. “Good. Because someone needs to look after Gideon and make sure he continues to heal. We also need to talk about what you’ll do if I don’t return—”

“You’ll come back.”

“But if I don’t, Captain Navabi will be instrumental in finding a successor, and he could use your help—”

“You’ll come back,” I interrupted, grinning at her. “You haven’t given up yet, and even if you tried, I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t let you.” I nodded toward the reflection of Kadin in the mirror, where he’d stepped quietly into the room. 

Arie spun around to face him. “Is it time?” 

He nodded. 

As she turned to go, Arie faced me one more time. “Thank you, again. I mean it.” She held my gaze until I nodded before spinning toward the door. “Try to keep the kingdom safe while I’m gone!” 

I grinned at the new notes of cheer in her voice. “No promises, but I’ll see what I can do.” 

They left, and I stood in the empty room, gathering my courage to go back into the hall and face Bosh. I couldn’t decide which job was scarier, taking over a kingdom or telling a boy how I felt, but both of them were exhilarating. And I didn’t want to wait any longer.
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Arie

THOUGH WE’D MOVED GIDEON to a comfortable bed and his wounds were wrapped, Kadin still had to pull me away. “I don’t want to leave him like this,” I whispered. “What if he doesn’t make it? What if I never see him again?”

“You will,” he reassured me. “Try to relax.” 

He didn’t need to remind me that I was sharing my panic with everyone. I closed my eyes and breathed deeply. 

“We’ll be back to check on him before you know it,” Kadin said, squeezing my hand.

“I don’t know if I can do this,” I said softly so no one else would hear.

He pulled me close, pressing his lips to my forehead. “That’s what I’m here for. We’ll do this together.” Turning to the Jinn, he stepped in as he had with the kingdom over the last few months and began calling out orders. “Travel together. Watch for any rogue Jinn once outside the boundary. Follow the road toward Keshdi that Nesrin described.” Just minutes later, he’d paired each of the humans and the few Jinn unable to travel with a Jinni partner who could. “I assume that outside this library Rena’s boundary will force you out, so I suggest aiming for a good distance outside of Hodafez.”

We flashed out of the castle. 

The first two times we appeared on the road, Nesrin just shook her head and said, “Farther.” My stomach twisted uneasily, and I found myself thankful I hadn’t eaten any breakfast.

Respect for the Mere rose in my mind as I glanced back over my shoulder and found my home a distant miniature on the mountain.

When we landed the third time, we’d gone too far. Nesrin pulled away from the Jinni, running back toward the castle and rounding the bend. 

We followed. Sure enough, there was Prince Malakai pacing in the road. He didn’t notice Nesrin until she flung herself onto his back, laughing. I couldn’t tell what they said to each other, but he swung her around and then turned to face us. 

We drew up quietly as Nesrin filled him in on Gideon’s injury and the few Jinn who remained. 

Before I could speak, the prince addressed us as formally as if we stood in a great hall instead of in the woods. “I owe you all a sincere apology.” He gazed at each face in turn. “I thought I could face my mother alone, but I was a fool. I couldn’t even get home.” Drawing in a breath, he continued. “No one can succeed on their own. We all need help. I need your help,” he amended, gazing at the tall girl under his arm. “Nesrin taught me that.” 

I turned to look at the girl more closely, along with the rest of the convoy. She blushed. Her nearly black eyes never left the prince. 

“It’s because of her that we still have one last chance to stop my mother from ruling for another fifty years,” Prince Malakai said. “But I won’t force you to fight for me, like my mother does. Whether or not you choose to go with us, I will respect your choice.”

The Jinn glanced between one another, and Uziah stepped forward to speak for them. “We’ve already made the decision, my prince—my king.”

When Malakai’s gaze turned to me, I cleared my throat. “The humans are on your side as well.” I glanced up at Kadin, the only other human in the entire party besides Nesrin. His shoulder brushed mine as he nodded back in silent agreement.

The prince, who’d echoed Gideon’s formal manners until this point, broke into a grin. “Well then, it’s settled. If we succeed, all of you will have a place in the new reign.” To all the Jinn with the Traveling Gift, he added, “Follow my trail. I’ll lead you to the daleth.” 

They nodded.

Softly, he added, “Let’s hope we can get home in time.”

“No pressure, hmm?” Nesrin mumbled, wrapping an arm around his side as his arm settled over her shoulder again. Her olive skin and dark eyes contrasted his light skin and pale eyes; they complemented each other. 

Sighing, I copied her with Uziah, preparing to be travel-sick again. “We’re ready when you are.”

I instinctively glanced back for Kadin, but he’d already flashed away. Another breath, and we followed, leaving the warmth of the woods behind in the blink of an eye.

Our feet touched dirt and grass, and I let go, stumbling a bit. Traveling made me dizzy. 

“We’re here.” Nesrin whispered at the head of the group. “Keep your voices down—we don’t want to catch a dragon’s attention.” 

We stood in a clearing. All around us were enormous trees, larger than I’d ever seen before.

Malakai didn’t even pause. Stepping up to a tree with a gaping hole at its base, he leaned down to squeeze inside. 

He disappeared.

There one second, gone the next.

I gasped as the Jinn cheered. 

Nesrin shushed them. “Dragons,” she hissed, pointing at the nearby cliffs. “Hurry.”

They ducked through one at a time, as quickly as possible, as a roar sounded in the distance. Another joined it.

Kadin cleared his throat behind me, and I ducked through the dark hole with him on my heels.

The world rippled as I stepped into the hollow of the tree, and where I should’ve run into rotted bark, I stepped into a wide-open space filled with soft morning light. We stood in a forest of pink trees with pale white bark, vivid green grass beneath our feet, and a sun that had doubled in size.

I pointed to where it had begun to climb up into the sky. “I hope we’re close because we’re running out of time.”
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Kadin

I KEPT TO THE edges of the small group. Only sixteen of us remained, and the Jinn who hadn’t gone rogue grinned and spoke in excited whispers, showing more emotion in the last few moments than they had the entire last month.

This had been our end goal all along. We were finally in Jinn. My skin prickled.

On the surface, Jinn appeared harmless: rolling hills, vibrant green grass, lush forests with strangely colorful trees, pure-white clouds floating through the cheerful blue sky. The only notable difference was the sun as it rose above the horizon, larger than normal. It cast a pale golden light over everyone.

Arie glanced at me frequently as she and the prince spoke. 

I smiled back, reassuring. I’d keep my reservations to myself, but I wasn’t naïve. This entire quest was a disaster waiting to happen. 

Malakai raised his voice for all of us to hear. “It’s decided. We’ll travel once more and arrive in full force at the palace gates. That will be the most public and therefore the most impossible to ignore.” He held out a hand for Arie and Nesrin. All three of them disappeared.

Unconsciously, I took a step forward as if I could follow on my own. Frustration warred with embarrassment. 

“Here.” Uziah held out a hand. 

I took it. My whole body tensed as we flashed into yet another unknown space.

Unlike previous traveling, where we landed effortlessly, this time we slammed face-first into something solid. 

I fell back with a ringing in my ears. An explosion of pain crossed the side of my body where I’d hit. 

Hit what?

Groaning, I opened my eyes.

We’d landed in a field of giant flowers. The stalks were as tall as corn. Each one had a blue flower on top as large as my head. No matter which way I turned, there were only blue flowers worshipping the sky. 

Our landing had created a small crater. Dragging myself up, I stood stiffly. 

The huge stalks rippled in the wind, creating the illusion of standing in a strange sea.

Another pair of Jinn fell backward out of thin air above us.

I scrambled out of the way.

They fell next to our crater, making a new one.  

Someone moaned. Peering through the thick stalks, I spied Arie, Malakai, and Nesrin and pushed through the stalks toward them, touching Arie’s arm lightly to reassure myself as I asked the prince, “What happened?”

Lips set in a grim line, he stood, dusting himself off. “It seems the queen has placed extra protection spells around Resh, our capital.” Malakai exhaled heavily. “We can’t travel there.”

“How close are we?” I pushed past him through the tall stalks, some of which were thick as my arm, hoping to find the edge of the field. Leaves hit me in the face. 

Abruptly, I stopped short. 

Just one more step, and the land dropped clean away.

Fluffy white clouds drifted far below.

Malakai snatched the back of my shirt, pulling me away before I fell face-first.

I offered him a silent nod of thanks, trying to catch my breath. 

“That’s the edge of the island,” Malakai said, as if it were the most normal thing in the world. “Resh is one island over. That’s what I was trying to tell you.”

Island. My brows rose. I turned for a closer look at the drop-off before me.

“Is there a way between these islands on foot?” Arie asked. 

If it was a true island, I feared the answer.

As the clouds shifted, other islands appeared and disappeared, floating in the distance. Some were close enough to make out whole cities, rivers, and roads. Others were mere specks in the sky that I would’ve mistaken for a bird if I hadn’t known better. 

Each one was widest in the middle. Their dangling roots mirrored the shape of the earth above, making them look like rough diamonds. 

“There are bridges,” Malakai said with a layer of meaning to the Jinn gathering around us. Some of them shook their heads ruefully while others grew still. 

Squinting, I could just make out a thin line dipping between one island and the other, and another, much closer. “Bridges?” I said dryly. “Does anyone actually use them?”

“They do,” the prince said slowly. “But each bridge has a small contingent of the Jinni Guard stationed at each end.”

“Any chance we can somehow walk right past them?” Nesrin asked, crossing her arms.

The prince took in all of us waiting for his answer and finally said, “We’ve come this far, so I suppose there’s a chance.”

I grinned. Trying to sneak onto an island in such an obvious way reminded me of my years of robbing castles. As we followed Malakai through the field of flowers, my years of planning heists kicked in. “What’s the Jinni Guard trained for?”

“All manner of Gifts, as well as physical combat,” another Jinni whose name I couldn’t remember replied. 

“Mmm,” I murmured. “Is that all?” 

Malakai frowned at me over his shoulder. “Should they know more?”

I waved him off. “Never mind.” I considered the Gifts of the Jinn around me—or rather, the Gifts I knew of.

“You.” I pointed to the shortest Jinni, trying to remember his name. I should’ve spent more time with them. There were sixteen of us total, yet the only Jinni I knew well besides the prince was Uziah. 

“Zacheus,” he offered.

“Zacheus,” I repeated, committing it to memory. “You can imitate any music. Can you also imitate animal noises?”

“I suppose... though it would be quite degrading—”

“Good,” I interrupted. To Malakai, I added, “Are there any predators in Jinn that would cause your kind to worry?”

“A dragon?” a Jinni with knives strapped to her tall boots suggested. “Tamar,” she said, offering her name at my blank look. 

Malakai held a hand to his lips, slowing to a stop as we neared the edge of the field.

I shook my head and whispered back, “That’d make them hide. I’m looking for something that’d cause them to go on the offensive.”

“Maybe a Lacklore?” Uziah suggested as we all carefully peered out through the stalks toward the bridge. Just as Malakai had described, a small guard shack stood in front of it.

I lifted my brows, waiting for an explanation.

“Sort of a bearlike creature with an ox head,” Malakai murmured, and Nesrin shivered where she stood beside him, touching three long scars on her arm. 

We peered out at the one visible guard, and Malakai’s brow wrinkled. “If Zacheus made a Lacklore call, it’d lead them straight to us.”

“That’s why you two will travel to the other side of this field, make a racket, and come back.”

“They’d track us too quickly,” Uziah said.

But Malakai slowly grinned. “Not if we traveled a few dozen times first. We could leave a maze of trails that overlap and make it ten times more difficult.”

“We could lead them on a wild chase while everyone else crosses,” Uziah finished, nodding to himself. “It could work.”

I studied our surroundings, thinking. The flowers cut off in a clean line, making a small clearing of short too-bright grass. Without the stalks to impede our view, the steep drop-off was sharper than a knife. The bridge was larger up close, though still thin enough that if two people met in the middle, one or the other would have to turn back. It glowed a soft unearthly silver, and the rope handrails looked about as sturdy as thread. 

“This is a smaller bridge,” Malakai whispered to us over his shoulder. “But it’ll still be equipped with at least four guards.”

At least three more inside then. Or out and about? Hopefully it wouldn’t matter once we began. Once we’d discussed every angle, Malakai clapped a hand on my shoulder. “We’re as ready as we can be.” 

Hesitating, I nodded. We didn’t have time for an elaborate heist. Right now, all that mattered was getting the prince to Resh in time to stop the ceremony. We’d just have to hope for the best.

The three of them flashed away.

After a few moments, an awful gurgling howl arose from the flowers on the far side of the field, soft in the distance. 

The guard out front flinched. Another Jinni slammed through the door of the shack at the racket. Three more came through the door behind him, so that made five total.

The leader called out commands, and they scattered. Three took off toward the noise, while the other two stayed by the bridge. 

I frowned. It wasn’t as effective as I’d hoped, but two would be easier to take down than five. 

Waving silently for everyone to wait, I whispered, “I wonder if we can draw those last two out as well.”

As they discussed other Gifts that might work, Arie crept up to my side. She glanced at the others, then leaned closer to my ear and drew a breath to speak. But words didn’t come. Instead, the same hideous screeching of the Lacklore spewed out.

Up close, it nearly made my ears bleed. I winced and jumped back.

Her eyes flew wide. She clapped her hands over her mouth, cutting off the terrible sound. But it was too late. The two remaining Jinni guards turned in our direction. 

The surprise factor was gone. 

I grabbed Arie’s hand, pulling her in the opposite direction from the bridge, and we ran. Although I wanted to blame Zacheus or another Jinni, I knew what I’d seen.

Crashing to one side of us ended suddenly in a thump. Then another ahead, and another behind. Yells and thrashing struggles followed. 

In the corner of my eye, flames lit a patch of flowers on fire. Whether they were from the Jinni Guard or our own, it was impossible to know for sure. 

I pulled Arie along faster. 

She squeezed my hand back, keeping up with me, holding tight.

Our only hope was to lose them. 

We zigged and zagged like rabbits, and as the distance grew, the sounds of fighting softened. 

“Here,” I whispered to Arie as I tugged her down to the flat ground. Surrounded by stalks, it was as good as any place to stop. We knelt, trying to quiet our breathing. Arie didn’t ask questions; she understood. The waving stalks would give away our path faster than anything. 

A pair of flower-blue eyes appeared in front of me through the stalks, staring directly at our hiding place, as if the Jinni guard had somehow seen us right through the whole field. 

I pulled Arie up by the hand, turning on my heel. “Run!”

Too late. 

The breath was knocked out of me as if I’d been tackled. My muscles locked up, and I fell to the ground, hard. 
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Arie

I DODGED THE JINNI who reached toward me with hands that glowed luminescent white. 

She caught Kadin instead.

Under her touch, he dropped as if he’d had a heart attack. 

“No! Kadin!” I tried to catch him. Instead, his deadweight knocked me onto the ground, and he fell on top of me. The impact knocked the air out of my lungs.

“Get up,” I choked out, pushing him. He was heavy and unresponsive. “We have to run! Wake up!” 

When he didn’t respond, I panicked. Gasping, I turned to find his eyes wide-open, blinking furiously—he was still alive, paralyzed somehow by her Gift.

The female guard knelt beside us, staring down at me with a bored expression as she let the glow of her hands flicker out, returning to their normal pale color. 

I’d effectively captured myself. 

With a shrug, she rolled Kadin off me.

When I tried to land a punch, she snatched my fists out of the air and tied me up with ease. Placing one hand on my shoulder and the other on Kadin’s, where he lay still and unmoving, she traveled with us to the guard shack and dropped us on the cold stone floor within.

The small shack was one big room with bars and a cell door blocking off the side that we were in. On the opposite side, narrow bunks were built into the wall, along with shelves full of supplies, and a small table with chairs took up space in the center.

A guard sat at that table, making notes in a ledger as the rest of us were brought in, humming to himself as if he recognized some of the Jinn. 

With my hands and feet tied, I awkwardly rolled up to a sitting position and leaned against the wall. 

Kadin, still paralyzed, was on the stone floor beside me. Rolling him over, I checked his pulse and his breathing, both normal. I placed my bound hands on his shoulder in comfort, wishing I could help him up. While he still couldn’t move or speak, his breathing calmed a bit.

A fierce white handprint glowed on his arm where the Jinni had touched him. Glancing around the cell at the handful of our group who’d been captured, I noticed more glowing handprints on the necks, arms, and even faces, while other Jinn were merely tied up.

They must have recognized one of ours from when they’d banished her the first time. She was gagged and had gloves placed over her hands, which were tied behind her back. How wild are her Gifts if she can scare the Guard?

Stuck here, thinking of Gifts, my mind turned to what had gotten us in this predicament. Kadin hadn’t said it out loud, but I knew: me.

I counted. Ten of us captured so far. Malakai was among those still fighting back. Explosions shook the little shack.

This small cell had four narrow slabs of wood built into the wall for sleeping. Clearly, it wasn’t designed to hold all sixteen of us. When the guards flashed in with new prisoners, they knocked into each other, shoving tied-up prisoners aside to find an open place on the floor to set them. They carried tall crystal weapons the length of a spear with a sharp point at the end.

The Severed part of me whispered to just give up. What did any of it even matter? Another part, the little seedling of hope that I’d been nurturing over the last month, fought against the idea. It’s not over yet. I willed myself to believe it. It’s not over yet. Malakai is still out there.

A guard flashed in holding a thrashing Nesrin, who, despite her hands and feet being tied, managed to land a solid punch in his gut. He winced, though he didn’t double over. Throwing her roughly into the room, he let her land on two of the paralyzed Jinn inside. 

“Sorry,” she said as she rolled off them and glared at the guard.

That just left Malakai.

But the Guard had more training. More preparation. More everything.

And they were thorough. 

It’d taken less than a quarter hour for them to track down and capture every single one of us. 

“Silence!” the leader snapped when we tried to murmur to one another. I attempted to communicate hope through a glance instead, meeting their gazes one by one. 

Until Malakai was captured too. 

Paralyzed and tied up, they dangled him before us, or at least before those whose heads weren’t angled away, unable to see. “I think this is the one the queen told us to watch out for,” the tallest Jinni said to the female guard who’d captured Kadin and me. They still hadn’t addressed any of us directly. “I wonder what’s so dangerous about him.”

“We’ll find out after the ceremony,” a Jinni with bushy eyebrows and silver-gray hair said. I’d never seen a Jinni as old as him before. He was thin, even a little gaunt, though his skin didn’t sag like a humans, and his eyes were still sharp as they crossed over mine. I made myself blink and shrink back as if scared. It wasn’t hard to do. I was scared. Thankfully, it seemed to work; he didn’t look at me again.

It’s not over yet, I told myself for the thousandth time. My eyes betrayed me, veering away from Kadin to Malakai’s still form in the opposite corner. Nesrin had crawled over the others to get to him, but there was nothing she could do while they were watching us so closely.

Leaning my head back against the wall, I resisted the urge to close my eyes and focused on Kadin instead. If his paralysis wore off, he could untie me, and we could break free. 

Of course, the guards were a step ahead.

The silver-haired Jinni finished going through the shelves and pounded herbs together, dropping them into what looked like wine. He brought it to the cell door, which another guard opened for him, and knelt next to the nearest prisoner, tipping the full wine glass to her lips. “Drink.” 

With almost half our group paralyzed by those glowing handprints, it was quick work. He moved around the room, giving each Jinni a small sip. Some tried to fight, but the guard simply shut their mouth with one hand and plugged their nose with the other until they swallowed the concoction. 

He passed over us three humans. 

Whatever was in that glass, he didn’t think we were enough of a threat to need it.

He didn’t stop until every single captured Jinni drank.

“What about the humans?” the tall guard asked. 

“No need,” Silver-hair replied. “There’s not a drop of Jinni magic in any of them; we don’t bother blocking Gifts that don’t exist. Just put them to sleep.”

The other guard stepped forward, waving a hand across Nesrin’s face. Though she set her jaw stubbornly, as if she would fight him every inch of the way, it only took three seconds for her eyes to roll back in her head and close. She collapsed against the wall, head tilting at a strange angle. 

The guard moved to Kadin next. Another three seconds of holding a hand over his eyes, and Kadin’s eyelids drooped, body sagging as his tense muscles relaxed. Clearly asleep.

When he got to me, my heartbeat doubled. He put his hand in front of my face.

I felt nothing. 

One second. Two. Three.

After the slightest hesitation, I hurried to close my eyes and slumped over, pretending to fall asleep too. 

How did it not work on me? Did he notice? 

My heart beat so loud and fast in my ears, I was certain he could hear it too. 

But his footsteps shuffled off. 

First I have one Gift, then another? And now I’m immune. Was my previous immunity from Rena’s protection spells, or was that my own doing all along? 

A soft conversation that I couldn’t make out followed, and then the door slammed open and shut. 

I cracked an eye open. 

We weren’t alone. 

The silver-haired Jinni had stayed behind to watch us, though he was busy writing and didn’t bother to look up. Why should he when his charges were all neutralized?

I kept my lids lowered, just in case. 

Naomi, a female Jinni with thick black hair to her waist who I’d sparred with once or twice back home, sidled up to the bars, pulling herself closer with bound hands. “Abner,” she crooned, leaning into them. “Remember me? I could make it worth your while if you let us go. You don’t want Queen Jezebel to reign for another fifty years, do you?”

He ignored her.

“Let Prince Malakai challenge her rule. He’s the rightful heir,” she murmured.

The guard frowned down at the table, almost imperceptibly, growing still at the mention of the prince. Was he remembering? And if he did, would it matter if his loyalty was to the queen?

“You can’t just wait it out like the others,” Naomi continued. “After all, you likely won’t be alive by the time her reign ends.”

His mouth twisted in disgust, and he returned to writing and ignoring us. Whatever progress she’d made was lost.

Malakai gurgled something unintelligible, trying to join her in her plea, but his paralysis hadn’t fully worn off yet. Around his neck were two glowing handprints, and there was another on his arm. Still, it seemed that the Gift was slowly wearing off. The handprints on some of the others were slowly fading, and as they did, they began to twitch.

Uziah rolled his head from side to side, struggling to move the rest of his body. His Gift put people to sleep too, though he’d never put his hand out like that guard. Maybe it wasn’t necessary for him. 

Kadin’s voice in the library came back to me. I think you’re doing this. I’d thought I had Jonah’s Gift. And then Kadin’s eyes flying wide when that noise had come from my mouth—when I’d somehow used Zacheus’s Gift. Even if I didn’t understand how, there was no denying it had happened. 

A memory of injured Gideon falling asleep when I’d told him to fluttered to the surface unbidden. Had I also accidentally used Uziah’s Sleeping Gift without even realizing it?

Soft scratches of a pen on paper came from the guard. 

Let’s see if I really used the Sleeping Gift. 

I pinned him with a hard stare. 

Nothing happened. 

It’d taken months to figure out my old Gift. If I was right that something new was forming—and that was a big if—then we didn’t have that kind of time.

I bit the inside of my cheek, narrowing my gaze and focusing. 

Still nothing. 

What’d made it work the last time? You’re insane. You don’t have a new Gift. That doesn’t happen. I argued with myself. Another part argued back, Who really knows what happens? Gideon had made it clear no one had survived a Severance long enough to find out. Not because someone had killed them, like I’d originally believed all those months ago, but because of the broken pieces it left behind, something I understood all too well now.

I closed my eyes, playing the painful scene in my head. Gideon had lain there gasping, covered in his blue blood. I’d told him to rest, then asked Uziah for help... I’d told him. 

I tried to swallow, but my mouth was dry. If this didn’t work and the guard heard me...

“Sleep,” I whispered to him. 

It wasn’t quick like the other guard’s Gift had been. Abner blinked sleepily. Slowly, he sank back against his chair. Though he fought it, his head eventually dropped into his hands, his eyes closed, and he began snoring.

Then, and only then, did I stand.

The Jinni closest to me flinched and yelped, startling the rest of them. 

I froze, eyes on the old guard I’d put to sleep.

He didn’t wake.

A flurry of whispers followed from the Jinn who were only tied up. “How are you awake?” 

“What did you do?” 

“Get us out of here!”

I swallowed, holding up my bound hands, and asked my own question. “Why didn’t the Sleeping Gift work on me? Are Rena’s spells still in effect?”

Rena had said her spells would give us a tingling effect whenever a Gift was used, but I’d never felt that—had I blocked the Gifts of other Jinn in a different way all along? If... if I was truly a mirror of other Jinni’s Gifts, then perhaps I reflected their own Gifts back? I couldn’t think of another explanation; I tucked the thought away to ask Kadin when he woke.

Malakai’s hands were bound behind his back, and the gag was still over his mouth. I made my way across the room to pull it out, attempting to untie him next. 

The Jinn around the room hushed one another, eying the sleeping guard warily. 

Malakai’s paralysis was still wearing off, causing him to fumble as he tried to rub his sore wrists. He lisped slightly as he answered, “You did this?” He gestured toward the guard. 

“I’m... not sure,” I whispered, hesitating. “But I think so.”

He shook his head. “Incredible. I don’t understand it...”

My cheeks grew hot. Moving back to sit beside Kadin, I placed my hands on his side to make sure he was still breathing. I wished there was something I could do.

“Who else would it be?” Uziah spoke up from the other side of the cell. His words were slurred too, though the handprint on the back of his neck was almost completely gone. “The other humans are sleeping, and they forced every single one of us to drink Teshuvah. Our Gifts are completely blocked.”

I frowned at the unfamiliar word and looked to Malakai. 

“The elixir the guard made us drink,” he explained. “It buries our Gifts out of reach, like a wall built up between us and our abilities.”

A wall. Buried. I took a slow breath and let it out. A thought had come to me, but I was almost too afraid to voice it. “Is that... is there any chance that’s how... how a Severance works?”

Malakai’s brows rose, and the Jinn around the room murmured in speculation, but no one had an answer. Gideon had always described a Severance like losing a limb, but what if the loss was temporary? What if my Jinni side had never truly been removed, only blocked?

Uziah was the one who finally answered. “Unless one of the guards is secretly helping us, which I highly doubt, you are quite literally the only one capable, my queen, so I suppose it must be so.”

I had trouble swallowing and blinked away unexpected tears. Hearing someone else say what I’d been thinking confirmed it. I’m not without Gifts after all. 

Pretending confidence, I cleared my throat and asked Uziah, “How exactly does your Gift work?” I tilted my head toward the sleeping guard. “Will he wake up if we startle him, or is he fast asleep?”

“What does it matter?” Naomi grumbled from the corner. “We’re stuck here.” 

“He shouldn’t wake for quite some time,” Uziah answered respectfully, ignoring her. “It would take a stampede to wake him.”

“It still doesn’t matter,” Naomi muttered again.

“I disagree,” Malakai replied with a grin. “It matters very much. If what everyone has told me is true, and Queen Arie can imitate all our Gifts, then I believe she could free us.”

For once, the Jinn were struck speechless. 

I swallowed hard. “Tell me what to do.”

“No,” someone said. “Too dangerous.”

Others disagreed. “How else are we going to get out of here? It’s either her letting us out or Queen Jezebel. I vote her!”

As they argued, I moved back to check on Kadin. Still asleep. What if I could wake him? 

While they continued debating in hushed whispers, I put my bound hands on Kadin’s arm and murmured, “Wake.” 

Nothing happened.

“Stop sleeping.”

Still nothing.

To Uziah, I dared to ask, “How does your Gift work when you’re reversing sleep?”

His brows drew together sympathetically as he shook his head. “My Gift only works one way. Once they’re asleep...” 

“Maybe the other guard’s Gift would wake him?” I suggested.

That still didn’t help me with the actual steps, however. We were quiet for a moment. Malakai cleared his throat. “If you’re mirroring Gifts, it’s hard to say if you need proximity, recent exposure, or other knowledge that comes from practice and careful training.”

“Let’s give her some training then,” Naomi said with a wicked grin. “Try to remove those ropes.”

Holding up my hands, I studied the knots around my wrists. “How?” 

“Trust me.” Naomi winked. “If you can truly mirror or mimic me, or whatever it is you do, you won’t have a problem.”  

“I don’t know how to do ‘what I do’,” I muttered, then squinted at the rope and knot anyway. 

Nothing.

The Jinn offered suggestions. No result. “I don’t even know what you can do!” I snapped after a few minutes. “How can I imitate a Gift or duplicate it or whatever it is that I can do, if I don’t know what the Gift even is?”

That led to a lengthy explanation of how her Gift made every impossibility possible. 

It didn’t help me at all.

Frustrated, I threw up my still-bound hands and said to the closest Jinni, “We don’t have time for this. Just take this off for me. I have another idea.” 
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Arie

THE JINNI UNTIED MY ropes, dropping them to the floor. 

I drew a deep breath and blew it out. There was no promise that this would work when the attempt to remove the rope with a Gift had been such a complete failure. 

A little voice in my head whispered that I couldn’t control this. It would only ever happen by accident. 

Another breath. Another exhale. 

I refuse to believe that. 

Instead, I imagined Gideon, who’d taught me to control my former Gift. It seemed like years had passed since that moment instead of a few short months. He’d shown me just how powerful it was to believe you could do something. To study how you did it, and do it better the second time. Though it’d still taken me a long time to master it, it’d been possible. 

So was this. 

The most common Gift, which over half of them had and which I’d seen in action more than any other, was the Traveling Gift—crossing enormous distances in a heartbeat. Simple. My traitorous heart skipped a beat.

I tensed my body and willed it to move.

Nothing. 

Pressing my lips together, I focused on the small ring of brass keys where they hung on the opposite wall. Where I wanted to be.

Malakai followed my gaze, putting two and two together. “Just picture yourself already there,” he whispered.

I closed my eyes and did. 

A slightly unsettling feeling passed through me.

When I opened my eyes, I stood in front of the key. “I did it!” I yelled, then clapped a hand over my mouth, darting a glance at the guard.

He still slept soundly.

The Jinn in the cell gave a muted cheer in return, silently clapping for my success. 

“Get us out of here!” one hissed.

Another said, “Open the door!”

“Get the key!”

“All right, settle down!” I waved a hand in the air for them to be silent. 

Surprisingly, they obeyed.

Snatching the key ring off the wall, the metal clinked together softly in victory. 

I darted across the small room and slid the keys into the lock, looking for the right one. 

The bolt clicked out of place, and the door opened.

Another subdued cheer rose from our little group as they crowded one another, all trying to leave the cell at once. 

“Someone get Kadin and Nesrin,” I hissed. Malakai was already untying Nesrin’s hands before he lifted her. Another Jinni went back for Kadin, lifting his sleeping form with ease. 

At the jostling, Nesrin cracked an eye open. “She’s waking up!” Malakai cradled her as she slowly blinked at our surroundings and then focused on his face. 

I spun to face Kadin, but he hadn’t moved, and his slow breathing didn’t change. Why is she waking up when he’s not? “Don’t let anything happen to him,” I ordered, trying to keep the worry out of my voice.

“Yes, my queen,” the Jinni replied solemnly, bowing his head slightly as he carried Kadin out of the cell. Again with the title. 

Packing into the small front room, shoulder to shoulder, they kept a careful distance from the sleeping guard and took turns peering out the small window in the door. 

Malakai set an unsteady Nesrin on her feet, and she leaned on him as she woke up. “Wait,” he called as one of the Jinn put a hand on the doorknob. “If the guards see us, we’ll just land right back here. We need a way to overpower or get past them.”

A Jinni stepped forward.

“Lyra.” He acknowledged her with a nod. She was the one that the guards had bound extra carefully earlier. A party of tattoos played across her skin, and she’d shaved half of her stick-straight black hair, but when I tried to place her and her Gifts, I had almost no memory of her in the library. She’d been one of the Jinn who’d stuck to physical combat and avoided training with Gifts. 

Her tattoos changed colors, and she pulled off the gloves that the guard had put on her hands as she said, “I can help with that. I’m a Puppeteer.” She wiggled her fingers as if to demonstrate. “My Gift requires touching them, but once I do they cooperate.” 

Jinn within an arm’s reach of her stepped back. 

A slow smirk spread across her face.

“That could work.” I lifted my chin to project a confidence I didn’t feel. “There are only four other... guards.” I stumbled, almost calling them men, though of course the Jinn were not truly men at all. “If we face them one at a time, we could walk them right into that cell and turn the lock.”

Malakai nodded. “I agree. Except on one point. It cannot be ‘we.’ With the drugs from the Teshuvah in our system, none of us can use our Gifts.”

My stomach clenched. “How long will that last? You can’t expect me to do this on my own!”

“You can, and you must.” He held my gaze. “They didn’t give us careful doses, so I can only guess at maybe tonight or tomorrow. Of course, they would dose us again long before that, to be safe. If we wait for either of those two instances, it’ll be too late.” He bent to peer through the small window in the door. “Judging by the sun, the Crowning Ceremony is in just a few short hours.”

That explained why I was starving. We’d wasted half the day already. I hid my hands in my skirts so no one would see them shaking. “I can’t do it. I couldn’t imitate Naomi’s Gift, and I won’t be able to do Lyra’s either because none of you can show me what to do.”

“Just try. Try it on me,” Lyra offered, blinking rapidly but holding my gaze. “Make me go back into the cell.” She took my hand and placed it on her arm. 

I sighed. 

With a glance at the door, I nodded. “Someone keep watch. This’ll take a while.”

“That’s all right,” Malakai reassured me, turning to give commands, sending Jinn to watch the door and to check for more of those crystal spears or other weapons. Five Jinn carefully tied up the sleeping Guard and force-fed him Teshuvah without waking him. To me, Malakai added, “Take your time. Make sure you understand it fully.”

Though he appeared calm, I could only imagine the approaching ceremony weighed on him. Throwing back my shoulders, I lifted my chin and faced Lyra. “Explain it to me. In detail. Don’t leave anything out.”

It took a few dozen attempts. My head ached by the time I figured it out. What surprised me was how easily it came once I stopped trying so hard and let the Gift work on its own. 

Lyra took one methodical step after the other until she was inside the cell. 

The moment I let go of her arm, she whirled around and raced back out, eyes wide. “That felt terrible. Well done.”

High praise from a Jinni.

The others had pretended not to watch, as if that were possible in such a cramped space, and now those nearby clapped me on the back and grinned.

I strode toward the door before I could lose my nerve. 

Malakai stepped in front of me as my fingers grasped the handle. “Wait. Next try to puppeteer someone and travel.”

I hadn’t thought of that. I nodded.

Every Jinni within an arm’s reach stepped back. “Fine!” Lyra threw up her hands. “I’ll do it.”

“Seems only fair,” someone mumbled. I was too busy stepping forward to take her arm to see who.

First, I took control. It was slippery, but I managed to make her take a step. 

“Now, keep your hold on her and travel at the same time,” Malakai encouraged, glancing at the door as if he couldn’t help himself.

A small part of me was thankful I’d grown up with an audience; still, the pressure of everyone watching was almost unbearable.

“Does Lyra have the ability to travel?” I asked when nothing happened. 

“I don’t think so,” one of the twins said. 

“I’ll have to copy someone else then,” I said to myself, turning all my focus to imitating Malakai. 

A second later, we stood in the cell, but Lyra’s gaze was no longer vacant, and she pulled away with ease. When I put my hand on her shoulder to travel again, she pulled out of my grip before I could. 

“Seems you can only mimic one Jinni’s Gift at a time,” Lyra called over her shoulder as she hoofed it out of the cell, like she couldn’t stand to be in it a second longer. From outside the bars, she stood, breathing hard, and added, “That could be a problem.”

“Someone’s coming,” the Jinni watching the door hissed.

“Everyone back in the cell, now!” Malakai commanded in a voice that wouldn’t brook disobedience. “Arie, behind the door. You must catch him by surprise before he sees that the cell door is not truly shut.”

I nodded, stepping around the flow of Jinn to the small nook behind the door. On the way, I caught Lyra’s arm. “I need you with me.” Just in case. I didn’t know how close I needed to be to imitate someone else. 

She followed, breathing a sigh of relief.

There wasn’t time to plan anything further. This had to work. I peeked through the small window, ducking back quickly. They were close. They. “There’s more than one!” I hissed. To Lyra, I whispered, “Can your Gift handle two at once?”

She nodded that she could, but the worried wrinkle between her brows told me she wasn’t so sure what I could do. Grabbing a small metal pan off the hook on the wall, she said on a breath, “We’ll take care of them. One way or another.”

The doorknob turned.

Hard shoes hit stone, and the door began to swing shut. The guard closing it opened his mouth, eyes flying open at the sight of us, but my hand was already on his arm. His panic softened into obedience. He was mine.

The other guard was quick to spy the guard we’d tied up in the cell. He turned with a yell, swinging, but the guard under my control was already there, obeying my instincts. I made him take a solid swing at his friend, who ducked. Fortunately, in my direction. The second I got my hand around his wrist, he froze, then straightened into a calm standing position. 

Both were under my control. 

It took all my focus to walk them into the cell. As soon as Malakai understood, he waved all the Jinn out in a stampede.

“Don’t let go,” he called as I got the two guards inside the cell. “Don’t let go!” 

Liquid pouring into a cup sounded behind me. “More,” Malakai said to someone. “Add this.” Footsteps crossed the stone, and Malakai appeared in front of me with the same wine glass and familiar deep red drink. “Make them drink the Teshuvah.”

When the guards were fully bound, blocked, and on the floor of the cell, I let go. They immediately began to struggle. Pulling my lower lip into my mouth, I met Uziah’s gaze across the room. He nodded. As I imagined taking on his Gifts, Lyra’s abilities floated away from me like a cloud, suddenly out of reach.  I took a deep breath and whispered over the guards, “Sleep.” They sagged back, wide eyes drifting shut, and I let out a breath in relief that at least one Gift came easily. 

As they slept, my gaze veered toward Kadin for the thousandth time, where they’d laid him on one of the bunks.

Stepping out of the cell, I moved to his side.

Still asleep.

His pulse beat strong and sure.

I sighed, lowering myself to the ground next to him.

The only sounds in the room were soft breaths and shuffling feet.

Without looking up, I asked, “Now what? Do I go out and lure the last two Jinn into the cell by myself?” 

“I have a better idea,” one of the twins said. “How about you stay here. Let them come to us.”

“Another ambush?” Malakai rubbed his jaw, considering the idea. “I like it.”

So did I. I hadn’t been entirely sure I’d make it back to the guard shack if I left. But I didn’t say that. I only asked, “Do we have time before the ceremony begins?”

Malakai judged the time by the sun and hesitated before he nodded to himself. “I expect they’ll return shortly when their comrades don’t reappear.” When he waved everyone back to their original positions, the Jinn reluctantly returned to the cell, though they left the door open and one of them stayed to keep watch at the door. 

Malakai pulled out a chair for Nesrin to sit at the small table, taking one himself and gesturing for me to join him. “While we wait, we must make a new plan for the ceremony. First, we must describe our Gifts to Arie in great detail and discover how her own works. Second, we must devise a way for her to steal the crown.”

I started shaking my head as a couple of the Jinn inhaled sharply. “That wasn’t the plan. Why would we steal it?”

He steepled his fingers, meeting our gazes. “I think it has become necessary. At this point, we are all unable to travel until the Teshuvah wears off, which means we’re forced to take the walking paths and may even arrive after the ceremony has already begun. We may not get a chance to present our case to the people until it’s too late. And if I don’t get there in time to challenge the crown, the only other candidate is my mother. No one will even contest it. Arie is the only one who can get there in time.”
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Arie

THE LAST TWO GUARDS took us by surprise, coming around the corner from our blind spot. “Get down! They’re here!” 

Flustered, I searched for Lyra as the Jinn swarmed into position in the cell, trying to switch from Uziah’s Gifts to hers, but the door swung open before I’d found her. 

There. 

Locking eyes on her, I struggled to access her puppeteering ability as the door closed and I came face-to-face with both guards. 

I caught the first guard’s arm, but the other dodged out of reach. It was the one with the Paralyzing Gift, and her hands glowed as she leapt toward me in a surprise attack. 

With one hand still on the other guard, I could only duck behind him. 

She overshot me, but just barely, paralyzing the guard under my grip instead. 

He fell to the floor. 

As she leapt over him with arms stretched out, I panicked, losing my grip on Lyra’s Gift completely. 

My back hit the wall. 

The guard’s glowing hands were about to touch my skin when a huge clay pot crashed into her head from behind. It shattered, flooding the room with white flour that had been inside. 

She dropped like a stone beside the first guard. 

Behind her, as the flour settled, Kadin’s determined face appeared, clutching the remaining clay pieces. He swayed a little, groggy. 

I jumped over the guard and hugged him. “You’re awake!”

“That was close,” Malakai said from beside us, where the rest of the Jinn had flooded out of the cell to help, just a few seconds too late. “Now, can you run?” 

Kadin leaned heavily on me as we left the guards behind, tied up and drugged in their cell, and ran toward the shining white bridge suspended over the clouds. Kadin lurched forward, stumbling frequently as he wrestled with the drowsiness. Uziah ducked under his other arm to help carry some of his weight.

“Remember,” Malakai called out from the front of the group as we reached the bridge and stopped. “Even without the guards to call on the magic of the bridge, it still has defenses of its own. If anyone is on it too long, they’ll trip the alarms as well. Once your feet touch the surface, never stop moving.”

I tensed. 

Taking a deep breath, I nodded with the rest of them. There was no time for uncertainty.

The first Jinni began to cross, then the next, and the next. Uziah pulled Kadin onto his back, and Kadin was too tired to complain as he began to run. 

Toes flying across the slats of the bridge, hands not bothering to touch the rails, each of them tore across, ignoring the way the bridge dipped and swayed. 

I swallowed hard, the last to go besides Malakai. He held out a hand to help me onto it. “Go! I’ll be right behind you.”

I ran.

Out of breath, we tumbled onto the bright grass on the other side of the bridge. I dropped to the ground beside Kadin. The Jinni Guard could burst out of the shack on this side at any moment.

“Use my Gift this time,” the hulk of a Jinni who’d never deigned to speak to me before said as he knelt beside us with a thud. He cracked his knuckles, eyes on the guard shack.

“It would have to be very simple,” I said on a breath, glancing over my shoulder at the door. It was opening. “I don’t have time to learn!”

“Just imagine the wind,” he said, grinning, “and then shove it toward them!”

Swallowing, I tried not to overthink it. Wind. Obey me. A heavy gust rushed over us, knocking me slightly off-balance. More, I thought, trusting in the Gift a bit more as the squall grew wild. 

I lifted my hands and literally shoved them forward. Hit. 

A current of air lifted the guards pouring out of the shack up into the air before slamming them into the dirt with force. 

“Hold it,” the hulking Jinni encouraged me, waving to the others. “Go get them!”

As soon as they were fully disarmed and knocked unconscious, I let go of the Gift.

Glancing up at the sun, which continued a fast descent toward the horizon, Malakai turned a worried gaze to me. “We need to hurry.”

“I’ll help him from here,” Uziah said from Kadin’s other side.

“Why would I...” Kadin mumbled, eyelids drooping. He struggled to stand. “Where is she going? Why can’t I go?”

“I have to go on alone.” I knelt to face him, taking his hands. “I’m going to use Malakai’s Gifts to stop the ceremony, but I can’t travel with more than one. I have to take him for our plan to work.”

It was a terrible explanation, but Kadin squeezed my hand weakly. “Go.”

“I’ll see you again soon.” Tears made him a watery shape in front of me. 

“I’ll be here. Or”—he glanced toward Uziah as I blinked to clear my vision—“wherever it is we’re going.”

I nodded but didn’t get up. I’d never told him how I felt. This might be my last chance. “I think I’ve loved you since the day you rescued me in that market,” I whispered.

“I know.” He grinned, golden eyes growing more focused.

I hit him lightly on the arm.

He caught my hand. “And I’ve loved you longer than I even realized.” 

“We have to go,” Malakai broke in. “No time for heartfelt conversations just now. I swear if I’m crowned king you can talk for a century, but right now...” He motioned rapidly toward the castle looming in the distance in the middle of the large city. 

I took his hand and stood. “See you soon,” I said to Kadin, swallowing hard as he nodded. 

Squaring my shoulders, I recalled Malakai’s Traveling Gift, hoping the transition between Gifts would eventually feel smoother and less like stripping off an entire wardrobe for another. “Just tell me where to go.”

Holding on to me with one hand, he pointed with the other, describing each landing point as we went. “That place where the forest comes to a point by the small town.”

I didn’t quite make it that far, struggling with accuracy. Gideon had made this look easy.

“Good,” Malakai said. “Now a bit farther next time so you don’t tire too quickly. That building at the far edge of town with the steeple, do you see it? Aim for the very tip of the roof. There will be a ledge.”

We traveled again and again, crossing this new island in spurts. The castle quickly grew closer. Malakai was careful to choose locations where we wouldn’t be spotted. 

The others were far behind now. If they managed to run on unhindered, Malakai claimed they could make it to the castle around sunset, though there was a chance they’d miss the beginning of the ceremony. 

We flashed up to the main gates, hiding in a small alley. “What now?”

“Now you walk right through the gate.”
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Arie

A HUMAN INVADING THE land of Jinn. Foolishness at its finest.

The castle loomed in the distance. Its gleaming white stone walls and pointed light blue turrets were surrounded by an ocean of lavender flowers and a vast garden. 

“What do you mean I walk through the gate?” Terror rose as Malakai turned back to me. “You’re coming with me, aren’t you?”

“The castle is covered in protection spells.” He pressed his lips together, shaking his head. “They’ve been in place for centuries. I’m afraid the only way is through the gates, and the next Gift I’m going to teach you will only work on you. I can’t go past this point.”

“No. I can’t.” I took shallow breaths. “I can’t do this.”

He held my gaze. “You can.”  

I shook my head again. “No. I can’t. I can’t do anything. I can’t even lead my people. I shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t be their queen at all—”

“Arie, being a leader doesn’t mean the fear goes away.”

That caught my attention, enough to make the surroundings stop spinning for a minute. I focused on the different shades of pale blue and silver in his eyes. “You’re not afraid.”

“I am. All the time,” he said immediately. Hesitating, he added, “But I was arrogant. I thought I could lead on my own, do everything on my own, and didn’t need anyone—that this made me fit to rule.” 

He paused, staring out at those pale stone walls. “Knowing you need people keeps you humble,” he added, almost to himself. “It’s all right if we’re not enough because we’re not alone. No one should try to lead alone.” 

He turned back to me, standing taller. “It occurs to me now that I wanted to lead the way my mother does. Without any input or advice. But that’s what makes her unfit to rule. You, Arie, are nothing like her. You will be—and already are—a wise queen.”

The voices that followed me everywhere whispered, He’s wrong. You’re not good enough to be queen.  I took a deep breath.

His words repelled them. It’s true. I’m not good enough. But I’ll try. And that’s what matters.

I glanced over his shoulder at the gleaming light blue turrets, biting my lip. “What is this new Gift?”

“You have to swear you’ll keep it a secret,” he said instead, fixing me with a serious stare. “There are only three others in the world who know. Four, once I share with you.”

I hesitated. “I’m not a quick learner,” I reminded him. “I have to understand it, know what it looks like.” 

“In this case, it’ll be what it doesn’t look like.” Malakai smiled a little. “Swear to me you won’t tell anyone else?”

I hesitated. I didn’t want to keep things from Kadin anymore. If we both manage to leave here alive and see each other again... “I promise not to tell anyone who I got the Gift from,” I compromised.

“That’ll have to be enough,” he said, glancing at the castle yet again. He drew close enough to whisper in my ear. “Invisibility.”

Brows raised, I immediately understood why he wanted to keep it a secret. “No one else knows? Truly?”

He shook his head. “It’s what allowed me to attend meetings I shouldn’t have overheard, to stay aware of what was going on in my kingdom. If my mother hadn’t known, I may’ve even been able to stop her before she exiled me.”

Thinking through all the Gifts that had been described to me earlier, I whispered, “That might be the most valuable Gift of all.”

In the quiet alley, my words seemed loud.

Malakai nodded. “When I was young, my mother taught me to hide it. The way she hides many of her own Gifts.” He added the last part with a bitter twist to his mouth but continued before I could ask what he meant. “I’m going to teach you to use it. Start by closing your eyes and imagine that the blanket of invisibility is a literal blanket.”

I obeyed. 

“You let it fall over you,” he continued in a rhythmic cadence, “all the way to the ground. Good.”

I didn’t dare peek to see if it was working.

“Eventually, it will stay in place as if a second skin, but for now, if it helps, imagine clutching the blanket. Raise your hands and actually grip it, mentally.” A short pause. “Are your hands raised?”

I’d raised them immediately. It caught me by surprise that he didn’t know, so much so that my eyes flew open. 

Instead of my raised hands before my face, I stared at the white castle gate before me. Startled, I let go of the Gift. My hands materialized. 

“Again,” Malakai said. 

I envisioned a blanket again, draping it over my head and shoulders, down to my feet. 

When I opened my eyes, my hands had vanished once more. Glancing down, I found only the dark tar of the alley.

“You’re ready.” Malakai smiled at a spot slightly to my left. 

Letting go of the so-called “blanket” of invisibility again, I gave him a wavering smile. Some of my old fire simmered. “Ready enough.”

“Don’t forget the plan.” He’d described the castle in incredible detail earlier. “Find my mother. She’ll be getting ready in her rooms. The crown will be with her.” 

“Three floors up,” I repeated. “Follow the royal portraits to the largest doors at the end.” Another thought occurred to me, and I paused. “What do I do if she’s still wearing it?”

“Oh, she’ll undoubtedly be wearing it.”

“What?” My voice rose a bit too loud. We glanced around, but no one came running.

“The queen never removes her crown. At least, not to anyone’s knowledge. It hasn’t left her head in a century and a half.” 

“Why in the name of Jinn not?”

“Because of the enchantment.” There was that tone again, as if I should have been born with this knowledge. “It enhances all her Gifts. While wearing it, she’s invincible. Without it, she’s vulnerable.”
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Arie

“YOU KNOW WHAT? LET’S just get this over with,” I muttered, pulling the invisibility blanket over myself and stepping out into the street.

Malakai chuckled behind me. “You’re just like your mother.”

I would’ve questioned the familiarity, but I’d already begun walking.

The guards stood at the gate with long crystal spears, ready to stop anyone who tried to enter without permission. Their gazes roamed the crowd, searching for someone. The prince? Probably.

Clutching the air in front of me with both hands, picturing the invisibility like the thickest blanket I’d ever seen, I walked right past them.

I dodged other Jinn walking the wide path with me, running up the huge castle staircase and into the broad entrance hall. The ceiling rose a stunning four levels above me with a giant shimmering chandelier. I stuck close to the walls as I searched for the staircase that Malakai had described.

This castle was ten times larger than Hodafez and designed to confuse, with hallways splitting constantly in all directions, paintings that looked similar, and no other specific markers. 

My stomach clenched every time someone looked my way. Even though they looked right through me, it didn’t stop my heart from racing until they looked away.

If Malakai hadn’t told me to watch for the floor-to-ceiling paintings of deer frolicking in the woods and pay attention for one with a handle, I’d never have guessed it was a door. The fastest way to the royal rooms, he’d explained back in the guard shack after swearing all the other Jinn to secrecy.

When I reached for the handle, I fumbled at first, unable to see my own fingers grasping it. Opening it, I hurried to close it softly behind me before taking in my surroundings. A thin staircase stretched ahead, lit by softly glowing Jinni lights. 

I took a deep breath.

In and out. 

I could do this.

As I climbed the stairs, there was only the plush red carpet runner where my feet should’ve been.

By the time I reached the third floor, I was breathing hard. I slipped out of the hidden staircase, letting the tall painting click shut seamlessly behind me and paused to lean against it. 

Two guards in ceremonial armor decorated with velvet red draping turned the corner, surprising me. I leapt out of the way just before one of them crashed into me.

At the thump of my hitting the wall, one guard turned, frowning briefly. When the other guard didn’t stop, he gave the empty landing a final once-over before hurrying on.

It took a few more minutes to find the right hallway, following the portraits as Malakai had directed, but once I did, the queen’s door was impossible to miss. Outside of it, two more guards stood in the same ornamental armor. 

Their helmets covered their faces. All that was visible were their pale blue eyes.  

Creeping forward, I struggled with my instincts, which screamed at me to run. As I got closer, I moved even more carefully, one painfully slow step at a time.

In my pocket was the letter Malakai had pressed into my hand during a quiet moment at the guard shack. 

“Slip this under the door,” he’d said. The simple paper was sealed with uncolored wax from one of the guard’s candles. “Then be ready. When my mother calls for the guard, they’ll open the door in response. You must slip inside immediately. Do you understand?”

I’d nodded, but that hadn’t been good enough.

“There will be an extremely small window. She’ll ask who was at the door. The guards will be confused and say no one, and she’ll dismiss them. That’s all the time you’ll have. Do you understand?” 

“Yes,” I’d repeated.

“This is important, Arie.” He’d ignored my sigh. “Every detail matters. As soon as you take the crown from her head, you need to run, as if your life depends on it, to the nearest door or window. Do not stop. Do not allow them to see you under any circumstances. And most importantly...” He pulled out more of the same wax that he’d used to seal the letter. This time he’d shaped the wax into small molds. “When you reach the queen’s door, you must place these in your ears—tightly—and do not remove them under any circumstances until you’re far, far away. Do you understand?” 

The third time he repeated the words, they were no longer irritating; instead, they gave me chills. I accepted the wax molds. “Why?”

“Because one of her secret Gifts is something indescribable—somewhere between Charm and Persuasion but stronger than both. And she will have no qualms about using it.”

“I don’t think I can be influenced by Gifts anymore, remember?” I smiled, genuinely thankful for my Severance for the first time.

But Malakai didn’t smile back. “You managed to deflect one guard’s Sleeping Gift. That’s hardly proof. And as I already said, the crown enhances the queen’s Gifts. They’re a hundred times more powerful. Even if you have developed an immunity of some kind, it will not hold up under the weight of her Gifts.”

I hadn’t realized how much I’d come to depend on being untouchable. Safe.

Now that I stood before her door, I was brought back to the girl I’d been less than a year ago, terrified of King Amir and his power over me. The same quaking in my muscles that made them liquid. A shiver lifting goose bumps across my skin.

I stepped closer to the guards until I could’ve sneezed on them. Malakai hadn’t warned me how terrifying it’d be to stand within inches of them, knowing even one overly loud breath might mean my discovery.

I stepped past them into the deep doorway. Kneeling down, I pressed the thin letter to the crack beneath the door and pushed it through softly.

As I stood, I brought the wax molds to my ears and shoved them in. They muffled outside sounds and made my breathing ten times louder. My racing pulse joined in the noise. 

The hall had been so quiet. 

Could they hear me breathing?

I tried to draw air in through my nose as quietly as possible. With the wax in my ears, it was hard to tell if it helped or not.

My instincts urged me to watch the door. It was a struggle to obey Malakai’s instructions and face the guards instead. 

His voice came back to me. Whatever happens, do not let them touch you. When they turn to answer the queen, they’ll most likely open just one of the two double doors.

I’d asked why it mattered. I hadn’t been able to picture it. Now I understood. I was boxed in between the doors and the guards. If they opened just one door, I could dodge their reach and stand in front of the other. But if they opened both, it’d be nearly impossible to get out of the way in time. 

Plan for them to open the door on the right, and stand before the left. The guard will likely be right-handed. But be prepared to be wrong.

And don’t let them touch you, I had said before he could, though I’d wanted to roll my eyes. 

Standing there now, I touched the wax again. Would I even hear the queen call? I stared at the guards’ stiff backs. I’d chosen a place in front of the left door, muscles tensed and ready. 

Behind me, a voice finally called out, muffled by the wax. 

After that it was a blur. 

One of the guards swiveled around. 

Reaching out, his hand came directly toward me.

I ducked under his arm and leapt to the other side just before he would’ve grazed me. 

With the wax impeding my hearing, I could only hope the click of the door handle covered my hurried footsteps. 

The door swung inward. This made things more difficult—the guard stood in the opening, blocking most of it. Past him, I caught glimpses of ivory walls, a vase filled with flowers on an elegant table, and bright light filling the room. The guard’s back was so close I could’ve reached out to touch him. If I tried to squeeze through the opening, though, there was a strong chance I’d bump into him. Or at the very least, my skirts might brush his leg. 

Once again, Malakai’s instructions came back to me. She’ll ask them who was at the door. With the ear wax, her voice was muffled, but I assumed he was right. The guards will say no one, and she’ll dismiss them. And his repeated reminder. You’ll only have a small window. Do not hesitate.

The guard spoke. 

If Malakai was right, she was about to dismiss him. This was my last chance. I slid toward the opening, treading softly. 

Again, the queen’s muffled voice sounded, and the guard stepped back to close the door. 

I leapt through it, dodging his arm, and rolled into the room. 

One of the wax molds fell out of my ear.

Without it, every sound became magnified—my frantic breathing, the rustle of my skirts as I shifted, fingers feverishly searching for the wax. 

It’d been squished underneath me when I’d rolled. To make it fit my ear, I needed to reshape it.

I risked a quick glance over my shoulder as my shaking fingers lifted it and squeezed. 

Queen Jezebel sat at her dressing table in front of a large ornate mirror with an enormous jewelry box covering the entire table, filled with stunning necklaces, rings, bracelets, and even crowns. One white-gold ring with a ruby and a diamond rested in an oddly prominent position at the top. Her velvet-covered chair had a tall back, but as she leaned forward, her face became visible in the mirror. On her head was the crown. Woven white-gold metal encircled her thick dark hair. 

For a split second, I forgot to breathe. Her gaze pinned me to the wall. But when I dropped low again behind a chair, still struggling to press the mold back into shape, her eyes didn’t follow. It was the door she was watching with those kohl-lined eyes.

The wax mold was still a bit flat, but it would have to do; I lifted it to my ear in a panic.

“I recognize your handwriting, my son.”

I froze.

Her voice was gentle and soothing, like the sweet trickle of a waterfall. It made me want to stay and hear more. 

“A bit dramatic though, don’t you think?” she continued, laughing.

A gurgle of laughter rose in my throat too; I barely cut it off in time. I wasn’t even sure why I did. She was hardly a threat. Malakai had overexaggerated quite a bit. 

The queen held the letter up and read it out loud. “ ‘You betrayed me’?” She tsked, shaking her head. 

I shook mine too. He really was dramatic. 

“You betrayed yourself”—a harsher tone entered her voice as she stood, one that made me tense—“by being too weak for your people.”

The wax mold in my still-raised hand dropped to the floor accidentally. It didn’t bother me enough to pick it up; I didn’t need it.

Her sharp eyes narrowed on it. “Show yourself, darling. I dislike feeling like I’m talking to myself.”

This woman was not a threat, I decided. 

I let the invisible blanket fall and stood up from behind the chair.
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Arie

QUEEN JEZEBEL DIDN’T CALL her guards. 

She didn’t say a word.

Crossing over to me, she stopped to stare into my face with a strange intensity. “You’re not my son,” she said finally, not blinking.

My racing heart calmed under the soothing tones of her voice.

“You are the mirror image of your mother,” she said softly, gazing into my eyes.

“How did you know my mother?” I whispered back. I couldn’t help myself.

Instead of answering, she turned away. “This is an unexpected turn of events.” She ran a long, slim finger across the curves and ridges of a chair, all trimmed in gold. “When Jedekiah described the small rebellion forming, I expected my son to lead the revolutionaries himself.”

I’d pulled the second piece of wax out of my other ear to hear her better but frowned when she mentioned Jedekiah. “He shouldn’t have told you about us.” 

“Oh, of course he should have.” She turned back to me with a smile. “It was very loyal. And I reward loyalty.”

I smiled back. Loyalty was a good virtue, I had to agree. It would’ve been nice if Jedekiah’s loyalty had been to us... but I supposed it didn’t matter now. 

Queen Jezebel was strikingly beautiful, like a painting you couldn’t look away from. Her skin was flawless, the pale color a stark contrast to her deep ebony hair. There was a slight blush of rosy pink dusted on her cheeks, and her lips were a dark red. 

She waved me toward a set of gold-covered chairs by the window. “Come, sit with me. We have a bit of time before the ceremony begins. That’s why you’ve come, is it not?”

I sank onto the chair she offered. It wasn’t as soft as it looked. The gold pearls decorating the back poked me through my dress. “Yes,” I answered, uncomfortable about sharing our plan. Had Jedekiah already told her everything? I supposed he had. A worse thought struck me—I hoped she didn’t think that I disliked her. That had been before I knew her. “I’m sorry,” I offered when she seemed to be waiting for me to elaborate.

“Don’t trouble yourself over it, my dear.” She waved a generous hand and graced me with another smile. “It’s all in the past. In fact, I have a splendid idea.” She stood, and I did too, but she waved me back down. “How about you tell me where your friends are? I’ll have the Guard gather them up so they can watch the ceremony from the best possible view.” 

I bit the inside of my lip. They wouldn’t like it. But she was so kind to offer, I could hardly say no.

“And,” she added, clasping her hands together, “I have a special role in mind for you in the ceremony itself. It’s usually the priest’s responsibility, but I think you’d do it wonderfully, if you wouldn’t mind?”

Her thoughtfulness touched me. No one cared about me this much, not even Kadin. The thought of him caused me an odd moment of hesitation; he wouldn’t like this at all. But Kadin trusted me to make the necessary choices for my kingdom and for myself. I knew he would understand.

“I’d love to,” I agreed, returning her smile. 

“Wonderful.” Her smile grew, and she held out a hand. “Come. You can tell the guards where to find them, and then you and I can begin making plans. We have much to discuss and very little time.”

I followed her into the hall, where the guards I’d passed earlier appeared startled at the sight of me. The queen gave them a hard look but didn’t reprimand them. Instead, she nudged me forward to share everything they needed to know to find my friends. “Hurry now,” the queen told them once I finished. “And once the Guard has been told to capture... their attention and bring them to the ceremony, send a retinue to the princess’s old rooms to pick us up. We’ll meet you there.” She leaned forward to whisper something else to them before they saluted and turned to go.

The princess? A faint memory came back to me of Gideon standing in my rooms. What had he said? The queen’s daughter disappeared years ago. What had happened to her? I couldn’t remember if he’d said.

The queen held her arm out to me, and I took it eagerly. It was only two hallways over before we stopped in front of a dimmer set of doors, almost dusty. They creaked when the queen pulled them open. 

Inside, the furniture was covered in sheets, but the sun shone in brightly. It was less than an hour from setting now; the ceremony would begin soon.

The queen took the sheets off the nearby chairs and pulled the gold curtains back from the bed. Dust flew in the air. The ceilings were so tall that the room felt twice as big as it actually was. She stepped away to the tall windows, putting her back to me. “This was my daughter’s room.” 

There was a raw tone to her voice, as if her words were more real than anything else she’d said to me. 

I took it in with new eyes. The room had to have sat empty for years. But the furnishing was for a young lady, maybe even my age. Tasteful. Lots of gold, white, and silver blended together. The windows let in so much light we could have been standing outside, but they were locked tight. The queen didn’t try to open them, and I assumed from the way they appeared glued shut that she couldn’t.

“What happened to her?” I asked hesitantly. I didn’t want to upset her, but she’d brought me here for a reason. It almost seemed as if she wanted me to ask.

Queen Jezebel’s hand fell from the sheer white curtain. “She disobeyed me.” She sighed, still not turning to face me. “I only wanted her to spend a little time away from home, to see just how good she had it here. Then she developed feelings for that fool of a human king.”

I frowned at the description. What had this king done? He must have been terrible. 

The queen turned to face me, and the tears in her eyes made my own well up. “She wouldn’t come home. I’d lost her to the humans. And when she died a few years later, I was heartbroken.”

“I’m so sorry,” I said in a thick voice, tears clogging my throat. Memories of my father’s death sprung up unbidden. It was still so fresh and raw. I understood her pain.

“You look just like her, you know,” the queen whispered. “Like my sweet Hanna.”

My heart missed a beat.

That’s my mother’s name.

“Your Hanna?” I asked slowly, though the answer stared me in the face. 

The queen’s skin was much lighter, and her eyes a pure ice-water blue, but the rest of her face was so familiar it was like looking in a mirror. 

“Are you my... grandmother?” I asked on the heels of the first question. 

Queen Jezebel’s eyes tightened at the corners, and her lips pressed together briefly, but then she smiled. “I suppose I am, though I dislike that word. It makes me sound far too old.”

I just stared at her, taking in her features. My grandmother was the kindest, most beautiful woman who’d ever lived. “I wish I’d known you sooner.”

That made her take my arm and tuck it into hers with a smile, leading me back to the door we’d come in. “Oh, I always kept an eye on you, you know. From afar. In fact, when they brought back images from your coronation, it took my breath away how much you reminded me of her.”

“How come you never came to see me?” I hesitated. “I had no idea. My father never told me...”

She just patted my hand. “I doubt he knew. But I was planning a visit quite soon actually. You beat me to it.”

Warmth flooded through me. I had family again, and she’d wanted to see me. 

We stepped out into the hall where the guards waited for us, and the queen shut the door of her daughter’s—my mother’s—room carefully. 

“If you’d like,” she said to me conspiratorially as we began to walk down the hall, “you could stay here with me, in your mother’s rooms.” She brought my hand back under hers, and I leaned into her. My grandmother. “They’re quite comfortable,” she continued. “You’ll never want to leave. I know your mother didn’t.”

That contradicted what the queen had said earlier, but she didn’t give me a chance to ask about it. “I would like you to be the one to crown me as queen once again during today’s ceremony.”

My brows rose. “Why me?” I couldn’t believe the luck. To suddenly have a grandmother. For her to want me to play such a huge role in her coronation. 

“It will mean a great deal to my people to learn that Hanna’s daughter is the one placing the crown on my head,” the queen explained as we turned on the landing and began down the next set of stairs. “Family means a great deal to the Jinn. And on top of that,” she added, almost to herself, “it will silence the human sympathizers.” 

“Sympathizers,” I repeated, trying to understand. The politics in Jinn were so foreign to me.

“Some of my people think I’m not as considerate of the humans as I should be.” The queen didn’t look at me or at the guards who followed, keeping her gaze focused on the hallway ahead that I knew from Malakai’s description led to the throne room. “Isn’t that absolutely ridiculous?”

I laughed. “It is.”

“After all, here you are, my human granddaughter.” She did look at me then, appraisingly, noting the grass stains on my once-regal dress.

I wished I’d found a way to change before meeting her. To represent her in the ceremony like this would be an embarrassment. I opened my mouth to back out for her sake, but she’d turned to the guards. “Bring one of the former princess’s gowns.” She glanced at the hem of my dress again. “A full ensemble to replace what she’s wearing now.”

We stepped into a small side room, presumably near the stage, to wait for the crowds to gather. Queen Jezebel—my grandmother, I reminded myself, though it didn’t feel any truer now than it had the first time—didn’t speak to me. She was probably nervous. 

As she paced the length of the room, she stroked the woven metal of her crown absently. 

I sat on yet another gold couch to wait. 

At one point, a guard knocked. Once the queen spoke to him, she seemed to grow calmer, coming to sit across from me on a separate couch. “We’ve found your friends,” she told me. “Aren’t you glad you’ll get to see them at the ceremony?”

I nodded, smiling slightly. Yes, I was happy to hear they were okay, but I was also nervous about their reaction now that they’d been found out. Were they furious with me? I’d explain as soon as I could. 

“What exactly will I do in the ceremony?” I asked, hoping she wouldn’t mind my intrusion now that she was more relaxed.

“For most of it, you will sit to the side,” she said, brushing at unseen lint on her dress, admiring herself in the mirror. She’d barely looked at me since we’d arrived. “It is a lengthy ceremony. When it is time for me to remove my crown, I’ll signal for you to join me and take it. You’ll repeat a few words given to you and place it back on my brow.” Finally, she brought her eyes to mine, warmth infused in them, comforting me that she hadn’t forgotten me already. “Isn’t it simple? It will be over before you know it.”

“Are you sure I’m the right person for such an important role?” I asked once more. Something didn’t feel right about it. 

“My dear,” Jezebel said, standing to come sit beside me, taking my hand in hers. “You’re a queen in your own right. A queen in the human world and, perhaps,” she added, strangely unblinking, “a future queen of Jinn, hmm?”

All those times the Jinn had called me “my queen” came rushing back. They’d known I had royal Jinni blood all along? How was that possible?

I snapped my mouth shut when I realized it was gaping open and nodded quickly. I would be whatever she needed me to be. 

Something softened in the queen’s face, and that same vulnerable tone returned to her voice. “The way you lift your chin like that. So resolved. Just like her. Some days I wonder—” She cut off, shaking her head, and the moment was gone. She stood and returned to her own couch.

“Jedekiah has told me of your Severance, child.” Her tone was warm, but her eyes seemed cold, distant. “I know that you are Giftless as any human.” 

I opened my mouth to contradict her, but she wasn’t done.

“The cruelty of the humans never ceases to amaze me. I’m truly sorry to hear it.” Her hand drifted up to the crown once more, tracing the lines of it like a habit she was barely aware of anymore, eyes on mine. “Help me finish this Crowning Ceremony, and I will do everything in my power to bring back your old Giftings, even give you a dozen new Gifts besides.” 

Again, I opened my mouth to explain that she didn’t need to worry. 

But she held a hand up to stop me. “You’ll be the second-most powerful ruler to ever exist, second only to me. No one will ever be able to sever anything from you again. You will never again have to feel the way you do now.”

I hadn’t paid much attention to how I felt over the last few days. So much had been going on that, for once, I hadn’t curled into myself. 

The revelation distracted me from telling the queen about my new Gifts, and when I looked up, she was already standing, waving an impatient hand for me to follow. “Come,” she said, dropping her hand before I could take it and striding toward the guard who’d appeared at the door with the requested clothes. “Change quickly. It’s time.” 
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Kadin

WE WOKE IN YET another cell. This cell was much larger than the guard shack, with iron shackles, stone benches, and only a tiny shaft of sunlight streaming in through a small vent high above. We were underground. Our little group of sixteen—fifteen with Arie gone—hunched over in small groups throughout the room. 

I winced at the bump on my head where I’d landed on the hard ground outside the castle gate. The Jinni Guard had been waiting to ambush us in Malakai’s hiding place. We’d never had a chance.

I jumped up, frustrated at how powerless I was in this world to have been knocked unconscious twice in one day. Two guards stood on the other side of the bars. “You’re making a huge mistake!” I yelled at their backs. “This is your prince!”

“I’ve already tried that,” Malakai murmured from the ground. He leaned against the stone wall, head bowed, body still. “It’s as if they can’t even hear me.”

“Then we’ll make them hear,” I said, shaking the bars, yelling louder. “Your queen has you under an enchantment! Turn around and open your eyes—I guarantee you’ll recognize him.”

“Silence, human,” the guard growled. “Before I silence you myself.” The disgust in his voice made me step back just seconds before the heavy pommel of his crystal shoved through the door where my chest had been. “Filth,” he muttered, turning back around. 

I stepped up to the bars again, careful not to press too close. “I know you hate my kind.” I paused, blowing out a breath. “Honestly, I used to hate your kind on sight.” The Jinn inside the cell glanced up at my words. 

Nesrin nodded slightly from where she sat on the bench beside Malakai. “So did I,” she murmured.

“I finally understand we’re all the same,” I said, more to them than to the guards. “Evil runs in every race.” I shrugged. “So does good.”

I studied the uneven stone beneath my feet. What’d happened to my brother wasn’t their fault. It wasn’t Malakai’s fault, or Gideon’s, or any of the Jinn here. Not even the soldiers, who had stopped listening. “I don’t want to hate someone I’ve never met for what someone else did,” I murmured to myself. “It’s not worth it.” 

Crouching in front of Malakai, I leaned my elbows on my knees. “You’re going to become king,” I told him firmly. “I don’t know how, and I don’t know when, but I know the difference between rulers who lead out of trust versus fear.” His eyes lifted to mine. “Fear doesn’t last. A true ruler inspires trust. Like you. Queen Jezebel can’t keep the crown through fear alone, no matter how powerful it is. It’s just a matter of time.” 

“That’s it,” one of the guards snapped, whipping his keys out and unlocking the cell door. “I think the two of you need a lesson.”
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Arie

THE SETTING SUN CAST a golden light over the entire throne room and everyone present. It danced around the queen, giving her a soft halo. 

I played with the black lace sleeves of my new dress, which was a much slimmer fit than I was used to. Jinn fashion seemed dedicated to detail, and the stunning lacework covered my arms, overlaying a sleek bodice and skirt made of black satin.

Lifting my chin, the way Jezebel said my mother used to, I strode out after her down the long carpeted aisle.

The crowd of Jinn stood all around us, filling the main hall and overflowing past the pillars into the outer room on all sides.

When I moved to follow the queen up the shining white steps onto the high stage, guards took my arms and pulled me to the side, a bit more roughly than I liked. 

They deposited me at the base of the stage instead. Tall stone seats lined the wall. 

Remembering my grandmother’s words, that she would call me when she was ready, I settled onto the hard gray stone. They were roomy enough, but they were not designed for comfort. 

Jezebel continued up one set of stairs, then the next, the third, and the fourth, until she reached the throne at the top. I had to crane my neck to see her from this angle. She lowered herself onto the velvet cushions and lifted a hand for the ceremony to begin. 

As different Jinn took turns speaking at length about the queen’s reign from a small platform between me and the queen, I turned my gaze to the audience, searching the pale faces and dark hair for the “special seating” the queen had promised our group. 

It was difficult to see much when I was seated and the Jinn were standing. Past the first few rows, I could only glimpse a face here and there. It was tempting to stand, but I didn’t want to risk ruining the ceremony, so I stayed still. 

About a half hour into the ceremony, a Jinni approached in the corner of my eye. He had a familiar swagger. Bent to speak with the guard, I couldn’t see his face, but whatever he said made the guard wave him through. 

Jedekiah.

Fury made my entire body flush until my ears burned. How dare he show his face here?

He sauntered past me, dropping into the seat beside me, turning his face to the queen, who was in the midst of lighting candles. Each candle had a meaning, all of which I’d already forgotten.

I shifted in my seat, putting my back to the guard as much as possible, pretending to be engrossed in the ceremony, and hissed in Jedekiah’s ear, “What are you doing here?”

“Helping you, of course,” he murmured back, not taking his eyes off the queen.

“Helping?” I repeated, incredulous. “You betrayed us.”

“Betrayed is such a strong word.” He tilted his head just enough to wink at me. “I prefer to think of it as looking out for my own interests.”

It was a struggle to keep my voice low when I wanted to scream at him. “I’m sure you do.”

“Furthermore, just because I wanted the queen to clear my name and allow me to return home does not mean I want her to rule,” he continued, as if he hadn’t heard the venom in my voice. “When my kinsmen noticed you were caught in her thrall, I supposed I should help untangle you from the spider’s web.”

“Don’t you dare speak of my grandmother that way,” I snapped. 

He hummed to himself, shaking his head. Almost under his breath, he said, “It’s worse than I thought.” Then louder, to me, “I thought you’d be stronger, darling. You resisted me, after all. That’s no mean feat.”

He waited for validation, which I refused to give. 

I glared at him instead. He didn’t respect the queen like he should. I could see why she’d banished him. “You knew.”

A slight wrinkle appeared between his brows as he leaned toward me. “Knew what, darling?”

“That she’s my grandmother. When I said so, you didn’t even blink.”

“I did,” he agreed, readily enough. “Gideon told me the day we met.”

My feeble, patched-together heart ripped a brand-new tear. Gideon knew.

Thick tears clogged my throat, and I whispered, “How could he?”

“It was a promise to your mother,” Jedekiah said. His tone was soft for once, gentle. “I knew her too, though not as well as Gideon. He loved her. Dearly.”

Loved. My mother. Gideon. 

When I returned home, he and I would be having words. 

I caught myself shaking my head and stopped. “He told everyone,” I whispered slowly, remembering those few moments each time a new Jinni had arrived in the library, where Gideon had stepped forward and spoken into their mind. “Every. Single. One of you.” I tilted my chin higher, staring up at Jezebel where she was lighting the last of the candles, to keep the tears from spilling from my eyes. A tiny crack broke my voice as I added, “Everyone except me.”

Jedekiah’s mouth flattened into a thin line as if, for once, he didn’t have a comeback or satisfying remark. “That was his choice, darling. His, and your mother’s.”

“It should’ve been my choice.”

Some tension in Jedekiah’s shoulders eased as he slouched back to lean on his elbow, looking for all the world like he might fall asleep there. “I agree. As should what happens today. Which brings to me to why I’m here.”

The queen lit the last candle, and the attendant intoned the significance of it, which stood for the relationship between the Jinn and their ruler. I tuned him out. “I assume you’re here for some favor. If the queen wants to hear you out, she will.”

“Not at all, my queen,” Jedekiah replied. “I’m here to do you a favor. Personally, I think you should rule. Nothing against Malakai, of course. I just like you better. But unfortunately, that’d require you to view your grandmother a bit differently. Have you ever heard the story of the boy who believed two impossible things?” 

Taking a deep breath, I let it out in a lengthy sigh and shook my head.

“Well...” He paused, shifting in his seat. “It’s too long to tell now. Suffice it to say, he spends his life trying to obey both masters, but they never agree on anything. Instead of choosing, he merges them together in his mind and creates a monster that spins webs full of lies. In the end, he’s eaten by the monster.” He tapped my arm subtly. “Don’t let the monster eat you, darling.”

The corner of my mouth lifted in a smile. “I’m sorry if my change of heart doesn’t fit your plans, but I trust my own eyes. Truthfully, I should have known better than to believe rumors over a firsthand account. Perhaps it was your intention all along to set us against the queen, when you knew better.” This time I was the one who shifted enough to bump his arm with my own for emphasis. “Maybe you hoped all along to lead us astray so that you could steal the crown.”

He splayed a hand over his chest. “You wound me. And also compliment me at the same time. If only I’d come up with such a brilliant plan. But no.” For the first time since he’d sat down, he risked facing me fully, eyes growing more serious than I’d ever seen. “I doubt it’s possible in the time we have to force you to face the monster, so instead, I would ask of you just one thing.”

“Why should I do anything for you?”

“For your mother’s sake,” he replied, not breaking my gaze. “For Hanna. It is a very small thing. It won’t hurt anyone. I swear to you on my honor.”

Frowning, I tried to find the scheme beneath his words, but for once he seemed entirely genuine. “I’ll consider it.”

“When Queen Jezebel removes the crown and gives it to you so that you may place it on her head, do this one thing: don’t place it on her head immediately.”

“Why?” I drew out the word. “Are you trying to embarrass her by ruining the ceremony?”

“Not at all,” he replied easily, although that could mean anything. “Just hold on to it for as long as it takes to count the number of candles that have been lit. It will build the suspense. Trust me.”

“Trust you,” I said flatly. “You mean the way I trusted you not to harm anyone or tell the queen of our plans?”

“Exactly like that,” he said. “And if you do, I’ll tell you about your mother.”

I stilled. My father had rarely talked about Hanna. She’d died when I was born. I knew next to nothing about her. “My grandmother can tell me what I need to know.”

“Not these stories,” Jedekiah said, grinning. He leaned forward, preparing to stand. “Just think it over, darling. What could it hurt? A few precious seconds of dramatic flair for a lifetime of tales? I’ll be holding my breath to see what you choose.”

He slipped out of his seat without waiting for an answer, pausing once he reached the back of the room to bow low behind the backs of the assembled Jinn and disappear through the door.

I frowned at the space where he’d been until the guard beside me cleared his throat.

Quickly, I turned around to face the ceremony once more.

The queen sat on her throne as a Jinni far below on the floor with us spoke of her valor, her honor, and her goodness. The back of her throne stretched a full story high behind her, tipped with a sun emblem that danced in the fading sunlight as if alive. It was mesmerizing. Time passed slowly as I stared at it and tried to find elusive answers.

When the queen stood and waved to me, I’d grown so complacent that I didn’t immediately react. The guards stepped forward as if prepared to drag me up to the throne. 

I stood, waving them away. 

Taking the wide pale steps one at a time, I made my way up to the first platform, and the second, and by the time I reached the fourth and final level where the queen waited, I was thoroughly out of breath. 

She didn’t speak, so I didn’t either. 

Between us, a Jinni had set a short pillar with a red velvet pillow on top. 

Gravely, the queen took my hand and held it up, turning to her subjects. “This is my granddaughter, Queen Arie of Hodafez, daughter of Hanna, daughter of Jezebel.”

Unlike humans, the Jinn reacted with utter stillness, as if so trained in keeping their emotions to themselves that even this shock didn’t break the façade. The queen continued as if she’d expected this. “As a human, she has agreed to stand with me today, strengthening the unity between our kingdoms; and as family and a fellow Jinni, she has agreed to offer me the crown on your behalf.”

While she spoke, my eyes drifted across the stoic Jinni faces, searching for Kadin, or Malakai, or Nesrin. They were nowhere to be found. I frowned slightly before remembering where I was and wiping the emotion off my face. Where were they? 

The queen took my hands and flipped them over, palms up, before reaching toward the crown still on her brow. She picked it up with a soft intake of breath. There was a long pause as she stood staring at it before she placed it on the velvet pillow. 

Confused, I kept my open hands out beside the crown.

“Take it, child,” the queen urged me. Her voice was flatter now, a bit more crisp. Irritable even. She seemed smaller somehow. 

The crown warmed to my touch, heat soaking into my bones in a way that straightened my spine and lifted my chin, drawing confidence up from a well inside me I hadn’t known existed. The sheer power flooded through me. 

Jedekiah’s words came back to me. Just hold on to it for as long as it takes to count the number of candles that have been lit.

There were at least two dozen candles. 

One.

When I dragged my gaze away from the crown to count the first candle, my grandmother’s lips quirked in a kind smile. 

Slowly, as if she’d aged a bit in the moments since she’d removed the crown, she bent down, using the small pillar to balance until she knelt before me. 

Two. Three.

“Just place it on my head, dear,” she murmured, leaning forward a bit in anticipation, “and then you can go sit back down.”

Four. Five. Six. 

Her affection for me was still tangible, like one ocean wave after another, washing over me with pulsing regularity. 

Seven.

There was something... wrong with the waves though. 

I blinked to clear the confusion. Eight. Nine. Ten.

I lifted the crown slowly. Eleven. Twelve. Just a little bit of drama, Jedekiah had said. For stories of my mother. That seemed more than worth it.

Thirteen. Fourteen. Fifteen. 

A nagging thought tugged at my mind. Affection felt like the sun on a hot day, hugging your skin tightly. The queen’s warmth was like an imitation sun. All light, but no heat. No true feeling.

The crown was at eye level. My gaze dropped below it to hers, involuntarily. Sixteen.

“Don’t dawdle,” she said through her teeth, which were bared in a smile that no longer seemed so genuine. 

Seventeen.

What was it Malakai had told me about her Gifts? Something between charm and persuasion... powerful... the crown will enhance them...

She wasn’t wearing the crown now, however.

I forced myself to smile back at her, turning the crown in my hands as if in awe. Eighteen. Nineteen. Almost there. “Where are Malakai and the others?” I whispered to fill the remaining seconds. Twenty. Twenty-one. “You said they’d be here.”

Jezebel’s jaw clenched, but otherwise her loving smile didn’t slip. “Don’t worry about them now, dear. Remember how important it is for you to finish this task.”

The responsibility tugged at me with her words.

Twenty-two. Twenty-three.

It was like living through two experiences at once, happening over top of each other.

As I reached the last candle, instead of lowering the crown onto her head, I clutched it tighter.

I’d never thought I’d be thankful for my experience with King Amir, but it was the memory of him that stayed my hand. 

Twenty-four...

There was a lie here. 

I just didn’t quite know what it was.

“Is your son even here?” 

The audience below us couldn’t help but notice the drama unfolding now. It hit me as I said the words—her son was also my uncle. Does he know too? And never told me? The room spun slightly. The queen’s expression blurred. The unraveling of all the secrets threatened to overwhelm me. How could they not say anything? 

“How dare you question me,” the queen hissed back, forcing me back to the present. She still knelt, waiting for me to crown her, unable to do anything without ruining the atmosphere of her precious Crowning Ceremony now that she’d put the power in my hands. “You’re just a pathetic human. My choices are none of your concern. Place the crown on my head now.” 

The lingering effects of the crown had all but vanished. I barely even felt her Gift anymore as my own Gift—the one I’d refused to even acknowledge as a Gift before but recognized now—created a safe buffer around me.

My gaze drifted past the crowd of Jinn to the back of the room where I’d last seen Jedekiah, almost expecting to find him standing there, winking at me. Of course, he wasn’t. But his request had worked nonetheless.

I finally saw my grandmother for who she truly was: a hateful liar who’d manipulated me into—almost—giving her the throne.

A Gift of Manipulation.

Stronger than Jedekiah’s simple charm and far worse than King Amir’s persuasion, the queen’s manipulation had utterly replaced my desires with her own. 

Could her Gift be turned against her? “You don’t really want to be queen, do you?” My nerves turned it into a question instead of the statement I’d intended. 

Her face twitched in a snarl that she was trying to keep hidden. “How are you defying me?” she snapped, ignoring my question. “You shouldn’t have any Gifts. You were given a Severance to make sure of it.”

“What do you mean to make sure of it?” I took a small step back from her unconsciously. “You were behind that? Behind King Amir? And Enoch?” Another thread began to unravel, this one going all the way back to the choice that had led me to run away from home. “My Severance was because of you?”

For the first time since this entire ceremony had begun, a murmur rose from the audience. That last bit hadn’t been as hushed as I’d thought.

“You don’t want to be queen,” I said, soft and hurried in case it didn’t work. “You don’t want any of this. You want to give it to your son, the rightful heir.”

She didn’t seem the least bit swayed by my attempts to turn her Gift on her. “You’re a fool.” With a glance at the hundreds of watching eyes, she turned her glare back on me and ground out, “This is your last chance, girl. Put the crown. On my head.”

Her guards could easily climb the stairs and end this the moment she called. If I didn’t get a handle on her Gift soon, it’d be too late. 

How had she won me over earlier? With a smile and a bit of truth mixed in with the lies. I swallowed and stretched my mouth into the best imitation smile I could manage. After years of smiling through boring hearings with the Shahs back home, I hoped it would suffice. “You did love my mother, didn’t you?” I asked. 

Her face softened, almost imperceptibly. “Of course I did.”

I squeezed the crown, feeling the way it pulsed in my hands, and imagined pulling strength from it. Still smiling, I asked another question, hoping those below had quieted enough to listen. “Did you ever mean for my mother to rule?”

“No.”

The Jinn below were nearly invisible to the queen now. Her gaze was on mine. Their gasps hardly registered with either of us.

I should’ve focused on the crown, but there was another question I needed to know the answer to. I hesitated, then smiled at her again, holding her gaze, which seemed to help. “Did you truly want me to stay here?”

“No,” she replied. “I was going to lock you in Hanna’s old rooms.” Almost as an afterthought, as if she regretted it now, in the thralls of her own Gift being used against her, she added, “I wouldn’t do that anymore though. I can see now you’re much more than a useless human.”

I nodded along, trying not to feel the sting. The rejection shouldn’t have hurt. I’d only known her for a few hours.

“Let’s focus on the crown right now, shall we?” I gripped that same item as tightly as possible, afraid that if I let go I might lose my fragile control over her. If she would admit to his existence, it would change everything. Her people wouldn’t let her move forward if they knew he existed. “Do you also love your own son? Prince Malakai?” 

“Of course,” she said agreeably, shifting a bit as if kneeling was beginning to hurt. “He’s my baby boy. He’s just a bit misguided, that’s all. I’ll help him.”

I was tempted to ask how exactly she thought she would help him, and if it’d be anything like the previous help she’d offered. Instead, I simply asked, “Where is he now?”

“He’s here,” she said, waving to the other side of the stage where we’d entered. “I was going to bring him out for the feast.”

“Let’s bring him out now,” I said cheerfully, gritting my teeth to maintain the smile. To the guards below, I said, “On the queen’s orders. Please,” I added when they didn’t immediately move.

“I’d rather not,” she said. 

My grip on the crown tightened again. The edges of the smooth white-gold metal were surprisingly sharp. If I squeezed much harder, it might cut me.

“I’d like him beside me when I crown you,” I crooned, “so he can see his mother take on the throne for another fifty years. To...” I searched for another half-truth she would like. “To lead her people bravely into the future.”

“Yes, the future,” she murmured. “I have many plans for it.”

“Let’s bring him up here. I’m sure he can’t see a thing from wherever he is. Don’t you want him to see his mother’s finest moment?”

“I do,” she finally acquiesced, and to the guards, “Bring him to me.”

“And the others too,” I added, trying to keep my tone light.

“Oh, those humans and the Jinn who helped them? They’re already sentenced to beheadings in the morning. After all, I can hardly banish someone a second time. It would take all the meaning out of it.”

I tried to control the panic squeezing my lungs. “Th-then they should witness your true power more than anyone,” I stuttered, trying to find the right words to convince her. “I’m sure you want me to put this crown on your brow as soon as possible.” I laid it on thicker than ever, hoping my hold on her was strong enough that she wouldn’t simply seize the crown and finish this ceremony without my contribution. “The fastest way to get your wish is to bring them here.”

The queen sighed and finally gave in. “If it will speed up this process, I suppose.” She sent a second pair of guards to the dungeons to fetch them.
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Nesrin

THE BITE OF THE guard’s weapon had felt more like a bee sting than the wild, burning pain that Kadin and Malakai seemed to feel. I’d tried to help and had earned a nasty shock from those crystals, then a knee in the back when it didn’t affect me the same. 

I knelt by Malakai and held his hand through the discomfort.

Though he winced as he sat up, his eyes had a hopeful light again. May Kadin forever escape the dragons and grow rich! I could kiss him for that speech.

Currently, Malakai fiddled with a set of shackles on the wall that had been damaged. He was pulling one of the loose chain links out. 

Unexpectedly, he dropped to his knees before me, holding the little circlet of chain in his palm. “Nesrin, I don’t know how the humans do this,” he began. 

My mouth dropped open, and I started to shake my head. Not this again!

Ignoring my reaction, he cleared his throat and took my hand. “Nesrin Ahmadi, I’ve asked you to marry me before. Twice actually.” The Jinn around us chuckled, all eyes on us. “Once out of jealousy, once to offer an alliance, and now, this third—and I hope final—time.” 

My lips twitched into a small smile at the wry tone in his voice. 

He grew serious. “Those were never the real reasons. The truth is, I love you. Wholeheartedly. I have since you helped me regain consciousness in my dragon form. I love the way you’re fearless except when it comes to ridiculously simple things like talking through how you feel.”

My cheeks burned as hot as a flame. Smiling down at him, I just shook my head, overwhelmed. 

“I love how you aren’t afraid to tell me when I’m wrong.”

“I can definitely do that.” My voice shook slightly with nerves. This was the proposal I’d daydreamed of but had never believed would truly happen.

“I’d like to help you bridge the gap between our people, if you would let me—”

“Yes,” I interrupted.

He bounced up from where he knelt. “Yes you’ll bridge the gap or—”

“Yes.” I laughed. “And if we survive, I’ll consider marrying you. So maybe”—I added on a whim—“if you wanted to, you could kiss me now.” How was that for sharing how I felt? I wanted to add, even as my face caught fire. I was likely the same shade as a tomato, especially with an audience, but I didn’t care. 

He slowly leaned down, taking my face in his hands, and brushed his lips against mine, so softly. 

There was nothing else quite like it. 

Nothing even came close.

Not even finding a dragon’s egg.

I could definitely look forward to a future that held more of that.

“Okay,” I said, grinning against his lips, eyes still closed. “You’ve convinced me.”

He picked me up in excitement and swung me around until I yelled at him to put me down. Slowly, I became aware of cheering. The Jinn surrounded us, clapping us on the back, congratulating us. Somehow, it felt like the most natural thing in the world. 

Kneeling again on the broken stone floor, Malakai held that small chain-link ring out again, gently taking my hand.

I nodded, letting him put the slightly crooked piece of metal on my ring finger.

A pulse of energy threw me to the ground. Convulsing, I barely heard Malakai and the others shouting to the guards to get help. 

Between one blink and another, my world shifted. The gray stone ceiling above me came into sharp focus with all its cracks and crevices. A crystal clear drip of water, so small I shouldn’t have noticed it, dropped through the air toward me. It was a perfect teardrop shape with a dozen shades of blue.

Kadin and the Jinn jumped back, smelling of fear. Since when can I smell fear? Even Malakai drew up, eyes widening as he stared down at me. He smelled of a mix of concern and surprised excitement. Again, I frowned, wondering how I knew what that smelled like. 

In the growing silence, I picked up a conversation down the hall between guards coming to get us. They were running. Every word they spoke between pants was clear. “The queen said to get him. So we get him.”

“Did you hear that?” I jumped to my feet. Instead of standing, I flew into the air, nearly to the top of the high ceiling. Dropping back down on light toes, I felt the same awe that I smelled throughout the room. 

“Hear what?” Malakai asked hesitantly .

“The guards.” I gestured toward the door, frustrated. “They’re coming to get you. What’s going on?”

He swallowed loudly. “I think... I think we finished the covenant.”

“What?” I gasped, glancing around at the way the Jinn kept their distance, eyes glued to my face.

“It’s your eyes,” Kadin said. “They’re... like a cat? A snake?”

“A dragon,” Malakai whispered reverently. “Nesrin, I think you’ve become fully Khaanevaade.”

I didn’t know what to say. 

Something had certainly happened, and I wasn’t sure I liked it. Tilting my head, taking in the way every detail of the room was clear down to the pulse of the guards on the other side of the door, I decided I didn’t hate it either.

The guards I’d heard coming arrived, speaking quietly with the others. 

“They want to take you to the ceremony,” I whispered to Malakai. “Do you want me to fight? I think I could take them.”

He shook his head, still staring at me with wonder. “No. Not yet,” he amended. “Let’s find out what my mother wants. This is more than I could’ve expected.”

But they’d come for him alone. 

“Malakai!” I called, slamming into the cell door as they closed it. A few of the iron bars bent. On the other side, the remaining guards took a few steps back, pointing their weapons in my direction. 

I snarled at them.

Wrapping my fingers around the metal bars, I was about to try pulling them apart with my bare hands—might as well test my new strength—when another conversation reached my ears. “She wants all of them now. I don’t know why she’s listening to the human girl.”

“They’re coming for us,” I growled to the Jinn behind me, then caught myself at the waves of fear rolling off everyone. Straightening up, I added in a more normal tone, “Get ready.”

Thanks to my warning, we were lined up at the door when the guards arrived. It was time for me to meet this queen and give her a piece of my mind about how she treated her son.  
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Arie

MALAKAI APPEARED SHORTLY AT the base of the stairs with a guard on each side. They hauled him up toward us. His feet skimmed each step, barely touching down, and his forehead was sweaty, eyes bloodshot.

“What’s wrong with you?” I whispered as they set him on a step below and held tight. 

“They just gave me another dose of Teshuvah,” he mumbled, fighting to keep his eyes open as he swayed. “No Gifts.”

This wasn’t at all what I’d hoped for. 

Still. 

The alternative was my grandmother. 

At the back of the room, Kadin, Nesrin, and the Jinn in our small group shuffled in under guard. It solidified what I knew I had to do.

I lifted the crown again, high and regal. “Bow your head,” I told Jezebel. 

When she did, clearly thrilled that bringing Malakai onstage had made me finally obey, I turned to the quiet audience of Jinn. Their colorful eyes pinned me in place. 

Could I do this?

It’d have to be quick.

There was no telling how long this Gift would keep the queen in place.

“Before you is Prince Malakai,” I called out to them. “The son of Queen Jezebel, whom you’ve somehow forgotten. The rightful heir of Jinn.”

I’d taken two steps before the queen opened her mouth to yell for the guards. They faced outward with Malakai between them, one step lower, which suited my purposes perfectly since he was quite tall.

“Hold still,” I whispered in his ear.

I sucked in a breath, lifting the crown high, and brought it down to rest on his head.

As I let go, the power that flowed from the crown and tingled through my veins disappeared.

A bloodcurdling scream poured out of Jezebel as she tore at her scalp where the crown would have been. “What have you done?”

The effects on Malakai were just as instantaneous.

His pale skin warmed, eyes growing calmer, steadier, as the Teshuvah seemed to expel itself from his body through the sheer power of the crown. “Unhand me, if you want to live,” he said to the guards, tone quiet but not at all soft. 

They flung themselves back, bowing, eyes wide and frightened. “My king.” They dropped to their knees, then lowered farther until their faces were pressed to the ground. “Long may he live, long may he reign.”

Below us, a wave of Jinn lowered themselves as well, bowing first, then kneeling, then faces to the floor. “Long may he live,” they intoned as one. “Long may he reign.”

“Long may I be a good ruler,” he replied, as if that was part of the ceremony. And for all I knew, maybe it was. 

He stilled, staring at the floor, pausing long enough for everyone to hold their breath, before lifting his gaze to face the solemn Jinn before him. “Please rise.”

As they shuffled to their feet, somehow graceful even then, he began to descend the stairs. One level, two, three, until he stood on the marble floor among them. “Let them go,” he said to the guards arriving with Kadin, Nesrin, and the banished Jinn. Immediately, they obeyed. 

To the Jinni hovering in the background who projected his and the other speakers’ voices, Malakai spoke softly, though I heard him clearly. “Make sure this next part can be heard as far as your range will allow.”

The Jinni swallowed nervously, nodding her head and squaring her shoulders.

“There’s a spell I was researching before I disappeared,” Malakai began, moving among his people, making an effort to look each Jinni in the eye as he passed. “Before my own mother made me disappear,” he added, waving toward where she stood gaping behind me, shaking her head at him.

Malakai ignored her.

Though many Jinn still tried to hide their emotions, the difficulty was written all across their wide eyes and parting lips. 

“Some of you may recognize it by its name,” he continued as the Jinni projecting his voice and the guards who’d stepped forward to protect him hurried to follow him through the crowd.

Malakai paused, in both words and movement, for dramatic effect.  “The B’har.”

The stiffening shoulders and necks in an attempt to not glance around at one another said more than any whispers could. This spell scares them. 

When the prince spoke again, he was too quiet to hear from where I was, still high above on the stage. He had to turn to the wide-eyed Jinni girl and remind her to use her Gift. “I understand my mother forbade looking into the B’har,” he repeated softly. “But I believe that needs to change.”

He drew a breath, and even that was projected. The Jinni girl was focusing so intently that it sounded as if he stood beside me. “If you were born within the last century, you may not have even heard of this enchantment. But it was something the ancients crafted to allow the crown itself to choose who ruled the next fifty years. To choose someone worthy of the people. Someone the people wanted.”

The room was so quiet that a soft cough echoed.

Malakai was moving through the crowd again. “It took me years to dig up the full spell from where it’d been buried, likely by rulers before my mother, though I assume that when she learned of my findings that may have been part of why she sought to get rid of me.”

He was riveting.

All eyes followed him to the back of the room, where the least important stood. 

He joined them. 

Took the crown from his head. 

Soft inhales joined mine.

“My mother didn’t want you to have the freedom to choose,” he said softly, yet still as clear as if we were a hand’s breadth apart. “But I do.”

The Jinni girl who’d followed him with the guards tentatively spoke, projecting her own voice in a tinny, fearful way. “Even if it means we don’t choose you?”

Malakai nodded slowly, raising the crown above his head as I had just minutes prior. But he whispered words in a language I didn’t recognize, rehearsed, growing stronger and making the crown glow as he did.

With a shout, he finished the spell, and a crackle of energy filled the air, rushing through like a wind out the door with a heavy whoosh, then returning moments later in a violent gale that nearly knocked me off my feet. The gust circled the room, lifting the crown from Malakai’s hands and bringing it into the swirling chaos. 

One Jinni got cocky and leapt into the whirlwind, snatching the crown out of the air. He attempted to pull it down, but it didn’t budge. Dangling in the air, all eyes on him, he swore and dropped to the ground, disappearing in the crowd and leaving the crown behind.

Malakai spoke once more, staring up at the crown with the rest of us. “From now on, every fifty years, the crown will decide who rules. It will choose what the people want.”

A cheer rose from the stoic Jinn, breaking them out of their masks of indifference into a wild joy made all the more beautiful by the contrast.

“I choose Malakai!” someone yelled over the crowd. 

“As do I!” Other shouts rose up until the refrain blurred into hundreds of voices shouting the prince’s name. 

At first, the crown didn’t respond. It merely dangled in midair where it had seemingly landed, as if daring anyone else to try to take it.

Malakai only waited.

There were thousands of Jinn in this land. Who knew how many islands. How long would a spell like this take? 

Their patience was rewarded, and the cheers grew louder as the crown began to slowly sink from the high vaulted ceiling toward the floor. Toward nothing at first. An empty space. But as it lowered, it began to drift to the side.

Toward Malakai.

Until finally, once again, it rested on his head.

I didn’t know how much time had passed, only that my legs trembled and my lungs burned from how little I’d been breathing.

The sun had set by now, but Jinni magic lit the lamps more brightly than anything could back home, making the wild joy on their faces impossible to miss.

When Malakai turned, meeting my gaze across the room, his eyes were clear. “Thank you,” he called simply, voice breaking slightly. 

Before I could answer, his eyes moved behind me to where the queen still knelt. “Where is my mother?” 

I whirled. The white marble floor behind me was empty. There was nowhere to go, yet she was gone. Glancing down to the main floor, Kadin and the others were making their way through the crowd toward the stage. Nesrin wasn’t with them anymore.

“Find her!” Malakai yelled, running up the steps as every guard within earshot sprang into motion. “She cannot be allowed to escape!”

Panicking, I searched the entire stage: behind the throne, beneath the tablecloths, and every nook and cranny, coming up empty as he reached the top of the stairs. “What if she traveled outside the castle?”

“She can’t,” he replied, even as he gestured for the guards to block the exits to the throne room. “The Traveling Gift is blocked by a spell within these walls—it’s impossible. The only way to leave is through a door or a window.”

There were dozens of both.

Nesrin landed softly between us—she’d dropped down from the ceiling! I gasped at her eyes, instinctively stepping back at the eerie shape. Almost like a dragon...

“Don’t move,” she whispered to Malakai, eyes on his back, approaching in a crouch. “She’s still here. I can smell her.”

“Where?” Malakai hissed back.

Her nose twitched violently, and her hand darted to the back of his neck.

Standing next to Malakai, I heard his soft intake of breath as she lifted a tiny venomous Phidar as black as her eyes by  one of its dozen legs. It’d been poised to strike.

“Here she is,” Nesrin whispered. 

My mouth fell open. That’s the queen?

The insect bared sharp fangs and tried to sink them into Nesrin’s hand. 

She only stared down at the green venom as it dripped harmlessly down her fingers. Her skin remained unbroken. 

I blinked, trying to clear my eyes. I must be seeing things.

“Khaanevaade,” Malakai whispered to her in a reverent tone. 

What’s that? Is that a Gift? Now was not the time to ask, in front of hundreds of Jinni eyes, but Nesrin wasn’t the same girl we’d arrived with. She seemed more right somehow, like the girl I’d known before had been wearing a mask and this was her true face.

Reaching out to the table with the ceremonial wine, Nesrin dumped the red drink on the floor and flicked the tiny Phidar inside where it scrambled dizzily against the sides. She cupped her hand over the top quickly, suffocating the queen. Drawing it up to her ear, she listened, though for what I couldn’t say. Only once satisfied did she remove her hand. “Better get some more of that drink you all use before she comes to, or you’ll have a problem on your hands.”

“Bring the Teshuvah!” Malakai shouted, and someone delivered it within moments. “Figure out how to make her drink it. She can swim in it if necessary.” His voice, though still powerful, had grown flat. She was, after all, still his own mother. “And bring her to the dungeons immediately. The strongest cells. Make sure she has a fresh dose of Teshuvah every hour until I can determine what to do with her.” As they obeyed, Malakai’s gaze grew less hard and more lost.

A reverent whisper from someone in the crowd seemed loud in the silence. “Prince Malakai took down the queen!”

Someone began to clap. Every eye turned toward the sound. 

It was Jedekiah.

He clapped slowly as he ambled toward us. The crowd parted to let him through, though the guards in front of Malakai and me did not.

Stopping in front of them, acting as if they were a part of any normal conversation, Jedekiah grinned. “I wasn’t sure you could do it.”

Malakai’s gaze was cold, but there was an awe in his voice as he raised it for all to hear and turned to me. “I couldn’t have done it on my own. We took her down together.”

The Jinn cheered. It was a far cry from the stoic reactions they’d had when I first met them. If anything, they grew louder. 

Before Malakai could say anything further, I placed a hand on his arm in question. His gaze softened. Did he see his sister when he looked at me? He nodded permission to lead, and I turned to Jedekiah.

“We needed everyone’s help to change the course of this day,” I told him, knowing the Jinni girl was still projecting our voices, wanting oddly enough to save this obnoxious Jinni who’d somehow saved me. “Even yours.” 
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Arie

THREE WEEKS HAD PASSED since the Crowning Ceremony. Kadin found me in my mother’s old rooms, curled up on the big four-poster bed with its gold curtains. This time when he crawled onto it to lie beside me, I rolled over to face him with a smile.

His dark brown hair had grown past his brows again, and it contrasted with the soft white satin pillows. 

I reached out to brush it back, letting my hand linger. 

The sunlight danced in his eyes, highlighting one of my favorite features: the golden flecks in the brown-and-honey colors. He put his hand over mine and turned his head to kiss my palm. 

We lay there in happy silence. Another thing I loved about him—most days—was his quiet patience. And I did love him.

I knew that now. 

I didn’t want to break this spell. Didn’t want our time here to end. We’d gone back and forth between Jinn and Hodafez a few times since the Crowning Ceremony, but this time would be more permanent. I needed to face my kingdom, face the state I’d left it in, and—hopefully with Kadin’s help—build it into something even better than it’d been before. I pulled my bottom lip into my mouth. I hadn’t actually asked him that yet. 

He raised a brow at my worried expression. 

I wanted to ask him to come back to Hodafez with me. Well, more specifically, to stay in Hodafez with me once we returned. Instead, I asked simply, “Are they ready for our departure?” 

There was going to be a big send-off. Malakai had declared lots of fanfare was fitting for a member of the royal family.

In private, the prince, now king—and my uncle, though he looked hardly a decade older than me—had told me he meant to end the hatred between the Jinn and the humans. Publicly, his first act toward that goal was to pardon the banished Jinn who’d fought on our side to bring Malakai home, declaring them loyalists to the true king and friends to the humans all in the same honorable mention, linking the two together. “Honoring someone is more binding than dishonoring them,” he’d said casually, but the words had stuck with me, as much of his leadership did. Binding people together was the antidote to hatred. Love built up more common ground than anger ever could. I hoped to someday be even half the ruler he was already.

“They’re ready and waiting,” Kadin replied with a smile in his voice. He lifted his head as if to get up.

“Wait.” I tugged on his hand so he’d curl back up beside me. “A few more minutes couldn’t hurt.”

He relaxed back onto the pillow. “What’s on your mind?”

This was the perfect opening for my question. I opened my mouth but closed it again, rolling onto my back. “I’m going to miss Rena,” I hedged. 

He reached out to squeeze my hand in comfort. “She’ll only be gone a month. The time will go by before you know it.” When he didn’t let go, I wound my fingers between his, savoring the feeling. 

“If anything,” he continued as he held my hand, rubbing my thumb absently, “you might want to plan ahead for where she’ll stay when she comes back to Hodafez. I have a feeling she’ll be anxious to be near Bosh.”

“About that, I was thinking...” 

He turned to stare into my eyes until my cheeks grew warm and I looked away, feeling ridiculous. 

“Maybe with Rena as ambassador from the sea, and Gideon as ambassador from Jinn, once he’s fully recovered, we could cultivate Bosh to be an ambassador for the humans?” My blush grew hotter. I’d said it accidentally. We. Had he noticed?

Kadin’s lips twisted in a smile, but I couldn’t tell if it was from my phrasing or the idea. “He’d have his hands full between the two.” He laughed. 

I tried not to be disappointed that he hadn’t caught my slip. After all, I still hadn’t actually asked him anything. 

“I think it’d be a wise move though,” he continued. “If there’s anyone open to their cultures, it’d be him.”

“It’d be a lot to take on,” I agreed, grinning. For one thing, Gideon would be frustrated. To ask an ancient to speak to a sixteen-year-old about the fate of their countries would heavily stretch his boundaries of what was acceptable. 

I'd help him understand. He’d grown more flexible since I’d first met him, and in spite of his occasionally condescending manner, I could tell he’d grown to like Bosh. 

It seemed even the ancients could change. 

If he could, then so could I. 

Maybe when we got back I’d ask him to help me train with my new Gifts. Once I was certain he was fully recovered, of course. He shouldn’t push himself. He still had a lot of explaining to do about my mother, but one thing I could tell simply from the way he talked about her was she’d meant the world to him.

I wonder... A thought struck me, and not for the first time. Could others survive a Severance too? Is there a chance it’d transform someone else as much as it did me?

I explored the tendrils of the most recent Gift I’d borrowed, the one that let me see the colors that hung over a person. Kadin’s colors were the same amber gold as his eyes, all warmth and happiness. There was a tendril of yellow. Uneasiness? I wasn’t familiar enough with the new Gift to know for sure; it was possible that I was projecting my own feelings onto him. 

It was time to ask. 

No more beating around the bush.

He spoke before I could, still holding my hand and playing with my thumb as he stared up at the gold canopy. “The men tell me there’s a new job in the south near Jinyue.” He cleared his throat. 

I couldn’t breathe. He’s going to leave? 

“But I’d like to—”

“Stay!” I cut him off. 

“—stay,” he finished, slowly turning to meet my eyes. 

I swallowed. A warm white color that could only be labeled as joy filled the air above him. I assumed I had the same colors because I was nearly floating. I splayed my free hand against the soft bed covers just to double-check, but floating had been yesterday’s Gift. This was pure feeling.

I leaned forward until his lips were just inches from mine. 

He closed the distance. 

“Do you think,” I whispered against his lips a few moments later, unwilling to move away even for a second. “If it wasn’t too much of an imposition... that you might someday want to be a king?”

He grinned. “Only for one kingdom. Or maybe I should say, one queen.”

“Oh, good.” I laughed, feeling the string tying his heart to mine wrap tighter where I’d worried it would be cut. How silly I’d been to think it was fragile thread when it was clearly something stronger. Like I’d turned out to be. “That’s the queen I had in mind.” 

THE END.
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When I first started writing this story, I intended to touch on a really difficult topic which affects a lot of people, including myself: depression. 

Over the almost three years that it’s taken to finish Arie’s story, it has transformed into something unexpected. Something similar and related to depression, but not quite the same: grief.

While depression is built into grief like a foundation is part of a building, grief also encompasses other symptoms that are unique to loss.

Losing a loved one is not the same as losing an ability, but there is still an innate grieving process to losing anything that holds significance in your life. 

Loss can derail plans, hopes, dreams, even purpose. It is a defining moment, no matter how much we might wish it wasn’t. Grief is dark. The deepest night.

But when we write about darkness, I think it’s also extremely important to write about the light.

In this case, that light is hope.

Sometimes, hope in the midst of pain.

It’s the hope of knowing that this is not all there is, that the pain won’t last forever, that the gaping wounds will heal, even if they do leave scars.

“Surely he took up our pain and bore our suffering...  and by his wounds, we are healed.” (Isaiah 53:5)

Most people don’t understand suffering or loss until they’ve gone through it—I know I didn’t. But through such excruciating pain you can have someone who understands what you’re going through better than anyone, a comforter, a healer, a light in the darkness: Jesus.

For those of you who read this and feel like I’m talking directly to you—you are the ones I’m praying for as I write this. I’m sending you a hug and a reminder that you’ll get through this, and that you have access to the God of the universe who loves you. You are not alone.
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AS A SPECIAL THANK YOU for purchasing this box set edition, you have access to a webpage full of bonus goodness:

	A Q&A with the author

	Bonus short story from Gideon’s perspective

	The official spotify playlist for the series

	Character Art

	The Series Maps

	The Series Glossary

	And more! 


Click here to check it out:

https://www.bethanyatazadeh.com/collectorsedition
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One Year Ago

“GIDEON, A MOMENT,” THE queen of Jinn’s voice rang out like the largest bell in the castle tower. Everyone in the halls pretended not to hear, even as they sidled closer to eavesdrop.

I turned sharply on my heel and bowed in one smooth motion. “Yes, my queen.”

Queen Jezebel stopped before me. She waved a hand at my insistence on formality. “Up, up.” But her perfect red lips curved in a smile, as always. The power radiating from the crown she wore made her every feature brighter, younger. Though she was at least two centuries my senior, her long hair was still raven black and shining, her skin free of wrinkles, and her blue eyes sharp.

Her mind was guarded against mine. When my Gift brushed up against it, it was like running into a steel wall. Most Jinn kept a vigilant guard over their thoughts, whether they knew they were in the presence of a mind reader or not.

I stood stiff, staring at the pale crown on her brow instead of her eyes as she made me wait, studying my face. Thank the stars she didn’t have my Gift. With the crown to enhance her abilities, she’d know all my secrets. And like everyone in Jinn, I had plenty.

“Have you any word of my daughter?” she asked, after two members of the Jinni court reached the end of the long, white hall and were out of hearing.

The princess had disappeared two decades prior and no one had heard from her since. Not even I. Still, the queen asked for news occasionally; twenty years was hardly long enough to be declared dead for a Jinni.

The small wince of pain that I allowed to reach my face was real. “Sadly no, my queen. My latest journey to the human lands revealed no new information on that front. However, I wrote in my report of the enormous increase of the Gifted humans abusing their abilities, along with many of our own kind. They’re breaking the laws of Jinn with alarming regularity—”

“Yes, I read the report,” she murmured. “It’s unfortunate, but the human troubles seem insignificant in comparison to my daughter’s absence. I miss her so. Gideon, do you not miss anyone?”

It was a layered question.

Dangerous.

Did I miss anyone? Yes. Did I miss her daughter? Deeply, which I knew she suspected, though for now, it worked to her advantage, so she allowed it. Did I miss anyone else? That was possibly the true question, buried beneath the others. 

I’d spent the last few weeks questioning a missing piece—a place in the mind where a memory should’ve been. In the Jinni Guard we were trained to recognize spells and enchantments, and I knew enough to recognize that one haunted me now. Without meaning to, the queen had led me to wonder if the missing piece was actually a missing person. 

“My queen,” I began, running through my options in one breath. “I must admit that my work has kept me too busy to miss anyone.”

Her eyes flickered, and I thought I read satisfaction in the small twist of her lips, but also suspicion in her narrowed gaze. It was difficult to say if she believed me, but she nodded and turned to walk, leaving me to follow. “That’s probably for the best.”

“Yes, my queen,” I agreed easily. I would hide what I’d learned until I could make sense of it. Especially from her.

***
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visit bonus webpage for the full story download:

HTTPS://WWW.BETHANYATAZADEH.com/collectorsedition
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Aaran-Shah (AIR-rin-Shah) – Shah in Hodafez


Abner (AB-nur) – Jinni

Adel Heydari (Ah-dell Hey-dar-ee) – Dragon Watch initiate


Ahdamon (AH-da-MON) – Lady Eiena’s kingdom in the north


Ahmadi (Ah-MAH-dee) – Nesrin’s family surname


Amir (Ah-MEER) – King Amir of Sagh, a wealthy neighboring kingdom of Hodafez 


Ananias (Ann-nun-NIGH-us) – Jinni


Arie (ARE-ee) – princess of Hodafez (means Lion in Hebrew)

Arman ­(Are-MAHN) – owner of the Red Rose


Auger (Ah-gur) – a Mere spell

Avizun (Ah-VEE-sun) – the lead Dragon hunter 


Azadi-Shah (Ah-ZAHD-dee-Shah) – Shah in Aziz

Aziz (Ah-ZEES) – the kingdom where Arie and Kadin meet (loosely translated it means sweetheart)


B’har (Bah-har)  – a Jinni spell


Baba (BAH-buh) – persian word for father

Bache (Bah-chay) – persian word for children

Bafrin (BAF-frin) – kingdom to the East where Daichi and Ryo are from

Baradaan (Bar-rah-DON) – kingdom where Kadin and Naveed grew up

Barnabas (Bar-nah-bus) – the Jinni turned into a wolf 


Benaiah (Ben-NIGH-ah) – Jinni


Berange-Shah (Beh-RANGE-Shah) – Shah in Hodafez (berange is also the persian word for rice)


Bond-brother / bond-sister – a Jinni relationship that’s considered the same as a blood brother/sister, though not related by blood


Bosh (BAH-sh) – member of Kadin’s crew (persian word for yes)


Captain Navabi (Nah-VAH-bee) – Captain of the Guard in Hodafez


Captain Tehrani – Captain of the Guard in Aziz


Cerith – a Mere spell


Chimigi (CHEE-mee-gee) – language and home country of the woman who speaks with Prince Dev (loosely translated it means what do you mean)


Crowning Ceremony – an event that takes place in Jinn every fifty years


Daichi (DIE-chee) – member of Kadin’s crew 

Daleth – a Jinni portal into the human world (the Hebrew word for door)

Dev (Deh-v) – prince of Baradaan

Dina (Dee-nah) – Rena’s fourth older sister

Dmitri (Di-MEE-tree) – mereman

Dokhtari (Dukt-tar-ee) – a title of affection (persian word for daughter)

Doost (Dew-st) – name given to the dragon (persian word for friend)

Dusa (DOO-sah) – the name for Arie during the heist (persian word for sweetheart)

Egor (Ee-gore) - mereman

Eiana (EYE-nah) – the Lady Eiena 

Elam (EE-lahm) – creepy man in Aziz


Enoch (Ee-knock) – the violet-eyed Jinni who helps King Amir


Farideh (Fair-REE-duh) – Arie’s lady-in-waiting

Gaspar (Gas-SPAR) – king of Aziz 

Ghormey-Sabzi – a traditional persian dish (roughly translated it means green stew)

Gideon (GID-e-un) – a Jinni 

Haman (HEY-mun) – shopkeeper in Aziz

Hanna (HAH-nah) – Arie’s mother (means grace or favor in Hebrew)


Hashem (Hah-SHEM) – boy Nesrin dances with


Havah (HAH-vuh) – Arie’s lady-in-waiting (persian word for sky)

Heechi (Hee-chee) – town where Nesrin lives (persian word for nothing)

Hodafez (Ho-DAH-fes) – Arie’s kingdom (loosely translated in persian it means goodbye)


Hoishi (HOY-she) – Daichi and Ryo’s home

Horn Shell – a Mere spell


Illium (ILL-ee-um) – member of Kadin’s crew


Jedekiah (Jed-uh-KI-ah) - Jinni

Jezebel (JEZ-zuh-bell) – queen of the Jinn


Jinn/Jinni (Gin/GIN-nee) – Jinn is the name of the country and the race of Jinn as a whole (i.e. the Jinn, the land of Jinn); Jinni is the singular, used to refer to an individual Jinni and also as a possessive (i.e. a Jinni, a Jinni’s Gift)


Jinyue - a human kingdom

Jonah (JOE-nah) - Jinni


Joram (Jor-rum) – a Jinni hired by Nesrin’s father to help him

Kadin (KAY-din) – leader of the crew of thieves


Kathenoth – scattered pieces of a Jinni’s will and proof of existence (Hebrew word for protection)


Khaanevaade (Hah-nah-vah-DAY) –a fable even older than the Jinn, the supposed ancestors of dragons (persian word for family)

Kushta – an herb that helps healing occur faster and soothes the body, works differently depending on the form it’s in


Lacklore  – a beast in Jinn with an ox head and bear body


Lemuel (LEM-you-el) – another Jinni


Lightning Whelk  – a Mere spell

Lyra (LEER-rah) – Jinni


Maadar (Moh-DAR) – persian word for mother


Maadar Bozorgi (Moh-DAR Boh-ZOORG-ee) – an old woman in Heechi (persian word for grandmother)


Madani (Muh-DAWN-ee) – one of the families in Hodafez

Mahdi (MAH-dee) – king of Hodafez (persian word for guided one)


Malakai (MAL-uh-kye) – prince of Jinn


Marzban-Shah (MARS-bin-Shah) – Shah in Hodafez

Mem – the river that runs by the capital city in Jinn (Hebrew word for water)

Mere (Meer) – meremaids and mereman, also known as mere-folk

Meymun (May-MOON) – side character mentioned (persian word for monkey)

Misha (MEE-sha) – Rena’s second older sister

Nadia (NAH-dee-ah) – Rena’s third older sister


Naomi (Nay-OH-me) – Jinni


Naveed (Nah-VEED) – member of Kadin’s crew 


Nesrin (NEZ-rin) - girl from Heechi who broke Malakai’s curse

Phidar (FI-der) – a venomous insect


Piruz (Peer-ROOZ) – town Arie is originally aiming for

Red Rose – the inn and tavern in Baradaan

Rena (REE-nah) also known as the Grand Tsaretska Marena Yuryevna Mniszech (Zar-ret-ska Mar-reen-na Yer-yev-na Nez-zich) – youngest daughter of the Sea King and Queen 


Resh – capital city in Jinn (Hebrew word for head)


Reza (REH-zah) – Kadin’s youngest brother 

Roohstam (Roost-tom) – Nesrin’s older brother 

Rusalka (Roo-SULK-ah) – the underwater kingdom of the Mere

Ruslan (Roos-lan) – mereman

Ryo (RYE-oh) – member of Kadin’s crew 

Sagh (SAW-gh) – King Amir’s kingdom (persian word for dog)


Samson (SAM-sin) – Jinni

Sapphira (Sah-FIRE-rah) – Jinni


Sasha (SAH-sha) – Rena’s fifth older sister


Sea King and Queen – Rena’s parents


Severance – when a Jinni’s Gift is severed from its owner

Shadi (Shah-dee) – Nesrin’s older sister

Shah – interchangeable title for a governer of provinces within a kingdom or for a monarch (persian word for king)

Shah’s Council – a council of local Shahs from across the kingdoms that meets to decide common laws and rules 


Shark’s Eye  – a Mere spell


Shazada (Shah-ZA-dah) – title that means princess (Arie’s informal nickname is Arie-zada)

Shirvan-Shah (SURE-vin-Shah) – Shah in Hodafez

Sirjan-Shah – Shah from Arie’s courtship tour

Srosh ­– city near Heechi

Tahran-Shah – Shah from Arie’s courtship tour


Tamar (TAY-mar) – Jinni

Teshuvah – an elixir that blocks a Jinni’s Gifts for a period of time


Tohmans – name for a large amount of coin 


Urim (Yer-um) – an island in Jinn

Uziah (oo-ZI-uh) – Jinni in Jedekiah’s crew


Yazdan-Shah – Shah in Hodafez

Yik-Shah – Shah in Hodafez


Yuliya (YOU-lee-yuh) – Rena’s eldest sister

Zacheus (Zack-KEE-us) – Jinni


Zareen ­– Nesrin’s youngest sister

Zhubin (ZOO-bin) – king of Keshdi



Three Unbreakable Laws of Jinn:

1)     Never use a Gift to deceive

2)     Never use a Gift to steal

3)     Never use a Gift to harm another
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BETHANY ATAZADEH is best known for her young adult fantasy novels, The Stolen Kingdom Series, which won the Best YA Author 2020 Minnesota Author Project award. She is obsessed with stories, chocolate, and her corgi puppy, Penny.

Using her degree in English with a creative writing emphasis, Bethany enjoys helping other writers through her YouTube aka "AuthorTube" writing channel (below) and Patreon page (also below).

If you want to know more about when Bethany's next book will come out, visit her website below where you can sign up to receive monthly emails with exciting news, updates, and book releases.


CONNECT WITH BETHANY ON:


Website: www.bethanyatazadeh.com

Instagram: @authorbethanyatazadeh

YouTube: www.youtube.com/bethanyatazadeh

Patreon: www.patreon.com/bethanyatazadeh
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