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PROLOGUE

[image: Image Missing]ost of my childhood is torn into pieces, memories I’ve scraped together, guessing at the whole. But I remember waking up that afternoon, ten years old, on the stone table in Madiya’s cave. I don’t know why she never took the memory from me. Maybe, in the chaos, it was an accident. An omission.

I remember the taste of opium lingering bitter on my tongue. How cold my feet were. How the high, dark ceiling seemed like it could swallow me up. I couldn’t remember what I’d had for breakfast. I couldn’t remember coming down into the cave, or lying on the table. I couldn’t remember waking up the first time, in my own bed, that morning. It was gone, all of it. The way it was almost every day. My memories ripped from my head by Madiya, sacrificed to make me the ideal sorcerer. It’s the patterns of your minds, she told my brother Rayka and me. If I can just rearrange them, I can make you the greatest sorcerers in the world. As great as Mantius of old.

Tears burned my eyes. This once, I should have remembered. I should have resisted her. I should have spat up the laudanum—that bitter tincture of opium and alcohol Madiya fed us every day. But I hadn’t, again. And again, no one had come to rescue me.

Cool fingers pressed my arm. I startled. Madiya leaned over me, a long trail of golden hair swinging over her shoulder. She smiled, gently, though it never reached her eyes. “There you are, Jahan. Let’s try transforming again. I’m sure you can do it this time. Try just your arm.” She leaned closer and said softly, “Think feathers. Think of Mantius.”

Mantius. A tear ran, scalding, down my cheek. How did she know so well how to hurt me? Mantius was my comfort. My ancestor, the greatest sorcerer of his age, who had worn a cloak of black feathers. He had been able to transform himself into a raven. I would imagine him coming for me. Rescuing me. Materializing out of the past and sweeping down into the cave, gathering me up in his cloak, and carrying me far away from here, and my brothers, too. When my mother screamed at my father, saying he had no right to subject her children to Madiya’s experiments, I imagined I was wrapped up in Mantius’s black cloak, the feathers muffling my ears. I was warm there. Safe.

“Jahan,” Madiya said, a hint of impatience coloring her voice. But when I looked at her, she smiled.

If I didn’t do it, she’d drug me with more laudanum and tinker again with the patterns in my mind, and I’d wake up more muddled than ever. But if I cooperated, maybe she’d stop. And if I could get my arm to transform even slightly, she’d take me back to the house and tell my father how well I’d done. He’d puff up his chest and pontificate about how our family used to be sorcerers, back before our islands were conquered by the Paladisans, and how we’d destroy the witch hunters and reclaim our fortune. And later, I knew, I’d find my mother weeping. Saying Madiya was changing me. Saying she couldn’t bear it.

Still, I was here now, with Madiya. I had no choice, even though I shrank from it. I sat up. I reached for the power from the earth, from the waterfall that surged through the cave. I thought feathers. I thought hollow bones and flight and the delights of eating worms. I was only ten and every day I forgot half of what I’d learned the day before. I didn’t know much about birds. I thought Mantius.

But nothing happened. My arm stayed flesh and hair, wrist and bone and knuckles. Madiya was watching me, her mouth growing smaller and smaller. Shame dug through me. And even though I hated her with every fiber of my being, for some reason I still wanted her to like me. I tried to grin at her. “I guess I’m just bird-brained now!”

“You tried so hard,” she said in a soothing voice, and I relaxed even though I knew I shouldn’t. Madiya’s kindnesses always preceded her greatest cruelties.

She walked away toward the shelves lining the cave wall and stopped before a row of shining bells. Not the bells! They were horrible, an endless ringing that left my ears aching and my mind twisted up on itself, even though she claimed they were necessary to protect me from the witch hunters. I scrambled down from the table. I had to think of something, fast, to distract her. “Let me try again to be a bird! Or maybe a badger! I know I can do it.”

“Oh, Jahan.” She ran her fingertips over one of the bells, her voice dispassionate now. “It’s not your fault your mother made me damage you. Your brothers will always be better than you. But at least we can make you immune to the witch hunters’ bells, so they don’t send you mad before they kill you.”

I felt myself shrink inward. Mother had interrupted one of Madiya’s first experiments, when I was just a baby. Madiya had done something wrong; she claimed it had stunted me. And though she always said it wasn’t my fault, it never seemed like she really meant it.

Her head came up. She tilted her chin as if she heard something—or felt it. She went still, and then she said in a hard, commanding voice I’d never heard before, “Jahan, stay here.”

She ran for the stone steps. I hesitated. If something was scary enough to frighten Madiya, then it must be terrifying indeed. But something that frightened Madiya might also be enough to redeem my world. I raced after her, up the steps into the blinding sunlight.

I paused at the top, my eyes watering. Somewhere, a bell rang—a bright, shivery sound. A shudder ran through me. I didn’t see how there could be a bell, because Madiya couldn’t endure the sound outside the safety of her cave—but if there was, then it meant my brothers might be in danger, and I needed to save them. The air smelled of orange blossoms and, squinting, I saw Madiya running through the trees toward her neat white cottage. I pounded after her.

At the cottage wall, she stopped dead. I slowed, and then I saw them, just beyond Madiya. My mother and a strange man, walking down the path. I almost didn’t recognize my mother; she hadn’t been out of the house in weeks. She was dressed in a real gown today, and had put up her hair. She kept touching the man’s arm, in a way she never did with my father. And the man …

I couldn’t breathe. Everything flared white inside me.

He was facing my mother, his black hat tilted toward her. But even with his back to me, I recognized his blue uniform, strapped with a bandolier covered in clear stones. Even from a distance, even though Madiya insisted she had rendered us immune to their noise, I heard their hum. I knew what the man must be. A witch hunter, here. In Pira. At Madiya’s cottage.

And he had my mother.

“Jahan!” It was my father, standing at the garden gate behind the cottage, my baby brother clutched squirming in his arms. He beckoned me toward him. I hesitated, swinging back to Madiya, who stood frozen, watching Mother and the witch hunter. But then the baby let out a wail and Father snapped, “Jahan!”

I ran to him. He shoved the baby into my arms and yanked my other brother, Rayka, out from behind the hedge. “Go! Take care of them, hide! Go!”

On the other side of the cottage, the bell rang again. Fear split through me, liquid and hot. I ran—just the wind in the branches—back toward the cave. Lathiel cried. Rayka bounded past me down the stairs. I spared a last backward glance for the witch hunter, but I couldn’t see him beyond the trees.

We stumbled down into the cave. Lathiel hiccuped with sobs. I rocked and whispered to him while Rayka fumbled for candles and muttered at them to light themselves, even though Madiya already had two tapers burning. I tried not to be jealous at the ease with which my younger brother lit them. It cost him so little—just a flicker of deeper chill in the already cold cave. If I weren’t damaged, it could have been me.

“Is it really witch hunters?” Rayka whispered. The candlelight flickered madly over his face. “What are they going to do?”

“You know what they’re going to do,” I said. My teeth kept chattering, but I knew it would be much colder than this in the Ochuroma—the great big prison where they kept sorcerers, the prison where Madiya had been chained for five long years, where they had leached away her magic and tried to send her mad, leaving her with only the stuff that could manipulate our minds, until finally she escaped and found refuge with Father. The witch hunters would take us to that prison, drain our magic and send us mad—and then kill us. Lathiel must have sensed my fear, because although he’d stopped screaming he kept crawling over my shoulder, as if he was trying to get away.

I had to be the big brother. I had to be strong for Lathiel and Rayka—and for my mother, too. I would never let the witch hunters take them.

“It’ll be all right.” I forced a smile at Rayka. “We’re missing half our memories. We’re halfway to madness already!”

He didn’t smile back, and the sick, aching feeling in my stomach didn’t go away. Madiya had always promised she would never let the witch hunters find us. She’d said she would die before she let them touch us—her handiwork, the boys whom she was perfecting to exact her revenge. To be the greatest sorcerers the world had ever seen, and destroy the people who’d tried to destroy her.

But the witch hunters were here, and we were alone in the cave. Hiding. And Mother was in danger. I stood up, my legs wobbling. My brothers would be safe here, I told myself. I handed Lathiel to Rayka and collected my courage. I might be damaged, but I was strong enough. Madiya claimed she’d made us immune to the witch hunters. So I would go back up there and save Mother.

I started toward the steps, bravery pumping hot through me. I didn’t hear the footsteps at first. Didn’t see the shadow of someone descending into the cave.

I looked up and my fear pulsed away into sudden warmth. Relief. I felt relief.

And then, nothing.

A BLANKNESS, LIKE nighttime, dulled by opium.

I woke in my own bed in our family villa, evening light purple on the coverlet and a scraping in my throat, like I’d screamed. I’d been dreaming of Mantius in his feathered cloak. I flailed upright. The witch hunter. But I was entirely alone. Not even servants made noise in the hall.

A pressure throbbed behind my right ear. I reached up a tentative hand and gasped. Pain caught me in the chest. I couldn’t get my breath. I grasped at the shreds of my memory, thought I glimpsed a face, thought I saw crimson droplets on a knife. Then it was gone.

I was alone with a bandage encircling my head. I dug my fingers under it, and they came away covered with crimson grit. Dried blood. Four gentle lumps sewed up my skin—stitches.

I swallowed hard, sick with a nameless terror. Had someone attacked me? Madiya must have stolen my memories, again. Which meant she wasn’t imprisoned or dead. If someone had assaulted me, why couldn’t they have done better and gotten her instead?

Unless she attacked me. Unless this was her punishment for something I’d done, that I didn’t remember.

Something thumped in the room below me—my mother’s rooms. Terror plastered me to the bed, but Mother needed me. She had no one else to help her.

I picked myself up and tiptoed through the fabric of the wall itself into Rayka’s room. The particles of plaster buzzed in my skin, then I stopped with a gasp. My brother lay fast asleep in his bed. A bandage swathed his chest, white against his olive skin. So someone had attacked him, too. The witch hunter? Had Rayka attacked him? Was that why Madiya was still alive? Had he—had he killed him?

Or had I?

I stared down at my hands. They trembled. Even the fingernails were clean, but that meant nothing. I might have done anything in the last hours, and not remember it.

I bolted for the stairs, as if, this one time, my mother could save me, though she never had before.

She woke as I flung myself into her room. I scrambled onto her bed and burrowed down beside her, pressing my face into the coverlet. Her fingernails caught in my hair. A gentle gesture—a tentative one.

“Who’s this?” she said.

I lifted my head, ready to grin. I thought she was teasing.

Then I saw her face. The line between her eyebrows, the vagueness of her eyes. How her hand reached toward me but stopped, as if she was unsure whether to touch me or not.

“Mama?” Dread pulsed through me, so ferocious I called her by the name I hadn’t used in several years. “What happened?”

She looked surprised, as if she hadn’t expected to be called anyone’s mother. Her hands brushed at her cheeks. She stared doubtfully around the room. “Where’s Cyra?”

I blinked. She meant her sister. Aunt Cyra had never come to the Britemnos Isles; I’d never met her. My father burned all the letters my mother wrote to her, because each one revealed that her children were being experimented upon by a cruel sorceress.

I was shaking, but somewhere in myself I found a grin. “Did you invite her to visit?”

My mother stared at me, her lips parted, as if each word I spoke were foreign. Then she brushed her hands through her hair. “I’m … I’m tired. I was having a little dream. I can’t remember what your papa and I called you … darling. Isn’t that silly?”

Darling. My mother never called me darling. She called me by my name.

“Mama!” I tried to find a laugh inside me, but I couldn’t. My throat kept trying to close.

She just stared at me, utterly blank.

“I’m Jahan,” I whispered. I could hardly speak. “Papa wanted to name me Mantius, for our ancestor, the great sorcerer. The one he admires so much. But you talked him into naming me Jahan, after Grandpapa. Remember?”

She just stared at me, uncomprehending. And I began to cry.

Footsteps stirred behind me. I whirled, my heart lurching so hard I thought I’d throw up. Madiya stood there, silhouetted by the window. I didn’t know how long she’d been watching us.

Her face was cold. And I knew, then, that she’d done it. This wasn’t one of my mother’s episodes. Madiya had taken away her memories—not just the ones of breakfast or what she’d done that morning. Years of memories.

I was supposed to save her, and I’d failed. Failed so completely I couldn’t even comprehend it.

Madiya strode over to the bed. I backed away, falling off onto the tiles and smacking against the wall. I didn’t have any weapons to defend myself, and my magic was a failure. Madiya had taught me everything I knew. I couldn’t fool her. This time, she would take away my entire mind, just like she’d taken my mother’s.

Maybe she had stabbed me. Maybe this time, she hadn’t been careful when she rummaged around in our brains. Or in Rayka’s case, in our hearts. Or maybe this was what she’d been doing to us all along, after she drugged us with the opium. Maybe there were other scars I’d never found. She’d taught us, after all, how to heal ourselves.

She put her hand on Mother’s forehead. My mother gave her a placid, lamblike smile and fell instantly asleep.

A shiver ran up my body. This was all wrong. Mother would never let Madiya touch her.

“It’s a mercy for her, forgetting,” Madiya said. “She’s suffered a great deal.”

“N-no!” I stammered. “I know what you did! You stole her—you took her—”

“Jahan,” she snapped, and I fell silent, shaking. “She summoned the witch hunter. She put us all in danger.”

I stopped. That couldn’t be right. Mother wouldn’t have summoned a witch hunter to capture Madiya, because capturing her meant capturing us.

“It’s safe now,” Madiya said, impatient. “The witch hunter’s gone. We got rid of him. Go back to bed.”

We. I looked down at my clean hands. I tried to stare into the empty hole in my memory, but there was nothing. Nothing but a kind of ache. A nameless grief.

Madiya was ignoring me now. She collected her book from the night table and tucked it under her arm. Then, without a backward glance, she walked from the room.

I huddled there for a long time, between the bed and the wall. Waiting for her to come back and force the laudanum down my throat. To scar me again. To take all my memories, even the ones of my mother.

But she didn’t come back.

And I didn’t forget.


CHAPTER ONE

[image: Image Missing] still hear her voice. Even in Eren, an entire sea away, Madiya’s whisper flickers into my mind. Jahan. My own name, digging like a hook into my head, insisting that I follow its lead. Demanding an answer. Demanding that I return to her.

Doesn’t the woman have anything better to do? I ran away from home when I was fifteen. It’s been six years since my mother died. Since I fled. Yet even as I try to brush her away, even as I tell myself I’m hundreds of miles from her, that I’m safe, her whisper comes again, more demanding. Jahan! Maybe I should answer. She’s still got Lathiel—something might have happened to him. If it has, I’ll never forgive myself.

Jahan—

“Jahan?”

Not Madiya’s voice. Elanna’s.

El’s hand on my wrist, her fingers warm and slightly damp. I see her, now—bundled in a coat, her chestnut-brown hair curling loose from its knot beneath her black felt hat—as I didn’t see her before. Cold terror pulses through me. How long was I oblivious to anything but Madiya’s voice? I shouldn’t succumb so completely. I’ve grown practiced at pushing Madiya away—or so I thought. After she finally let Rayka come to me, two years ago, her whispers quieted. I thought perhaps she was loosening her grip. That maybe, if I bided my time, I could pressure her into freeing Lathiel, too. I thought …

“Jahan.” El’s eyes widen meaningfully. “Are you all right?”

Oh, damn the gods. We’re standing outside a coach on the edge of a winter field. A group of townspeople and farmers have tramped out to meet us, a cluster of brown coats and worried looks. They’re warmly dressed, even though it’s late in the month of Noumion and that ought to translate to spring in southern Eren. But the winter has been cruel—crueler, the people claim, than in other years. El says the land is trying to regain its rhythm after being woken, but some Ereni claim that the Caveadear, rather than bringing the land to life, has irrevocably distorted its natural rhythm. They’ve been taught to distrust magic for centuries, after all.

So El and I came out here at the crack of dawn, all the way to the border with Tinan, to prove that the Caveadear’s magic can and will help them. We’re supposed to be reassuring them that they won’t starve; that the Tinani won’t cross the river behind us and destroy them.

Instead we’ve stopped dead, and I’ve been staring into space like a lunatic. Reassuring, indeed.

El shakes my wrist, eyebrows lifted, her eyes widening further. She’s getting nervous, though surely her heart isn’t ricocheting quite as madly as mine. She doesn’t hear Madiya. She casts a pointed look at the coach boy, who’s coming around to see what’s the matter.

“Isn’t this marvelous!” I say brightly, ignoring the fact that my shirt is soaked with rapidly cooling sweat. I’ll finally catch my death in this abysmal Ereni winter, even though I’m already bundled in twice as many clothes as the locals. “Look at the view!”

Elanna stares from the farm fields, a flat and unrelieved white, to the charcoal smear of trees on the ridge above our coach. The sky lies gray and flat. Nearby, the wide river Ard mutters over rocks. Her eyes narrow. “Indeed.”

She doesn’t believe me—and she’s irritated that I’m lying to her—but she’s not going to berate me in front of these strangers. She releases me and strides away toward the gathered farmers.

I flex my hands and swing my arms. If I freeze to death, or fail to hear Tinani charging over the river, it’ll be Madiya’s damned fault. Jahan, she whispers, and I shiver all over. All the same, I manage a grin at the coach driver. “Sorry you volunteered to leave so early, eh?”

The boy, bright-eyed and eager to impress, visibly stiffens. “No, sir. I’m honored to serve the Caveadear.”

I stifle a sigh. Once again, I’ve said the wrong thing—and these Ereni take themselves too damned seriously. Those who aren’t grumbling about the crown changing hands follow El with a fervor bordering on worship.

No, I reflect as I tramp after Elanna through knee-high snow, it’s me no one particularly cares for. When I first arrived with Finn, the people here seemed to think me a kind of exotic legend come to life. I kept my role in the rebellion largely secret, not wanting to advertise my sorcery and put my brothers in danger. And now, on the brink of war with the empire of Paladis, I’m the resident Paladisan. I’m the face of the enemy. It doesn’t seem to matter that Elanna and the new queen, Sophy, trust me. I can always see the moment these people register my accent, my foreign manners. I can see them wondering what I’m doing here. What I want. Whether, and when, I’m going to betray them.

Maybe they’re right. Maybe I don’t belong here. But I fought for their freedom. My friend Finn gave his life for their cause. If I belong anywhere, it should be in Eren.

And yet … What good am I doing here? Thanks to the stone circles, my power comes with astonishing ease here—nothing like the effort it takes in Paladis—but my magics are still small. I advise Sophy on relations with the empire—much good though it’s done. I welcome the small stream of refugees to Eren, translating misunderstandings, trying to put the haunted-eyed Idaean and Baedoni and Tinani sorcerers at ease. But the emperor is still poised to declare war. The Tinani are still attacking our eastern border. The refugees would survive without my help.

And my brothers aren’t here. From here, I can’t get my lawyers to pry Lathiel out of Father’s and Madiya’s clutches. And even though Rayka’s safe at his military academy, every day I’m apart from him I worry that Madiya has found him again. That he’s succumbed to her.

Ahead of me, Elanna’s gesturing enthusiastically at the farmers. Her voice drifts across the snow, bright with the power of the land. “… and I will bring you the wheat you need!”

No, Elanna Valtai doesn’t really need my help. She tells me she loves me—and the tenderness that swamps me when I look at her must be love, too. But love isn’t the same as need.

Jahan. Madiya’s voice whispers again into my mind.

I almost want to laugh, even though my palms are sweating again and my heart beats faster. Of course Madiya thinks she needs me—to use the sorcery she gave me to carry out her plan to destroy the witch hunters. Even though she spent my entire childhood telling me how inadequate I was.

But if I don’t respond, does it put Lathiel in danger? Something could have happened. She could have gone too far in an experiment. She could have overdosed him with opium.

I tell myself I’m making things up. But her voice follows me, insidious, as I come up behind Elanna and the farmers. And the ache in my chest doesn’t go away.

El stands apart from the group, her hands outstretched. The locals mutter among themselves. A murmur drifts toward me: “… can she?” one of the farmers is saying.

I look at them, gathered together in their somber coats. Except for a few daring glances, they all ignore me. Many faces are gaunt from the long winter’s privations. A girl child leans against her mother’s leg, shivering in a too-thin coat. Guilt stings me. How can I complain about the cold when these people struggle to stay alive? If I need another coat, I merely have to commission it. That’s not a luxury they have.

The little girl sees me watching her. Her gaze flickers from me to Elanna to her mother, who seems oblivious to our interaction. I crouch, gesturing the girl closer. She approaches on hesitant legs. I unwrap one of my three scarves and whisper a little magic into the thick wool. Keep her warm. The power floods through my fingers, buoyant and eager, with an immediacy that still surprises me. It’s as if the magic in Eren is yearning to be used, as if the land has so much to give it’s overflowing.

The girl, casting an uncertain look back at her mother, takes the scarf from me. She frowns a little; it feels like ordinary wool. I gesture for her to wrap it around her neck. She does, and her eyes widen. Its warmth will be heating her now—but no one else, not even her mother, will feel it.

I put a finger to my lips and wink at her. She gulps and darts back to the safety of the adults.

The wind shifts through the stalks of dead wheat, mingling with people’s whispers. Elanna still stands there, her legs braced. She looks small, unremarkable, under their eyes, dwarfed by the greatcoat she always wears. Unease shifts through me. This is taking too long. In the first few days and weeks after she woke the land, she hardly had to snap her fingers and a plant would spring to life. But now, two months on, the power that made forests walk and rivers change course is less quick to come. The mountain people tell her she’s simply exhausting herself—and the earth. But the need to provide her people with food, and protect them from the war dogging our borders, has required El to use her power again and again. She’s wearing thin, and if she continues in this way I’m afraid she’ll deplete herself entirely.

And the locals have noticed. I see their glances. This is the steward of the land? they ask each other, unspoken. This girl, hardly twenty, who looks so slight in her too-large coat? This isn’t the magnificent personage the stories promised them. This is a human girl, and she’s tired.

Come on, El, I think. But nothing happens.

Just as I’m wondering whether I’ll have to try some magic of my own, however, the whispering wind grows louder. The dead wheat stalks flush a brilliant green, shocking against the whiteness of the snow. They begin to grow, climbing higher and higher, verdant in the winter field.

I let out a breath. It’s working. The green ripples out through the fields, until the land is a brilliant carpet. The snow begins to melt as the ground warms.

The locals exclaim. One actually laughs in amazement. A man rushes past me, past Elanna, out into the sprouting wheat.

El glances over her shoulder and catches my eye. I can feel her worry even from here. Maybe the magic worked this time, but what about the next town, the next farm field, the next battle with Tinan? If El can’t make an entire field of wheat grow from frozen ground, will the people think she’s failed, when all she really needs is rest? What will come of the whispers against her, those who say the Eyrlais should never have been toppled by the Caerisians with their savage magic?

I shake my head slightly, trying to tell her she can’t let the worry overcome her, not now. These people need to see a confident Caveadear. We can worry about the future later.

I waggle my hands, trying to make her smile. “I can hardly feel my fingertips!”

She rolls her eyes. But when one of the farmers approaches to clasp her hand, she manages to smile at him. I wait while she talks to everyone who demands her attention, the slush growing softer under my feet. At last the farmers scatter, tramping back along the road toward the village. I offer El my arm, though she scrambles through the slush more nimbly than me. “Where to next, milady?”

“Gourdon, I think. I can do the same thing there.”

But there’s a weariness in her voice. I look down at her. She’s frowning into the distance. As gently as I can, I say, “You don’t have to make every wheat field sprout green, you know. Besides, it’s not terribly exciting. Watching wheat grow …”

“But if I do one, I have to do them all,” she says, with an edge of panic. “I can’t just leave one village to starve because I’m—I’m tired.”

All of Eren and Caeris will starve if she exhausts herself and the land, I think, and then we’ll be even more vulnerable. “It doesn’t have to be today, though. It must be, what, ten miles to Gourdon? We can make the journey last a bit longer, find somewhere to stay the night … I know ways to entertain you.”

She sighs. “The ride there will be time enough.”

I raise an eyebrow. “I’m not sure the coach boy is that obtuse.”

She blinks, and a laugh gurgles out of her as she realizes my meaning. I grin. El grabs the lapel of my coat and pulls herself up to whisper in my ear. “Jahan Korakides, when we have a chance, I’m going to show you a thing or two!”

“Well,” I say, smiling into her eyes, “I shall look forward to that very much ind—”

An explosion of noise interrupts me. Gunfire. It blasts through the trees, down from the cliff above the coach. Sparks flare. I shove Elanna behind me, protecting her with my own body. Who the hell is firing at us? I scrabble for the guns with my mind, reaching for the stocks—

The coach boy runs out, waving an old musket. The shots catch him. His body jerks. The old musket flies up into the air. No, damn it, no! I’m running toward him like an idiot. A shot wings toward me. I let it dissolve through my chest and out the other side, leaving the sour taste of burning on the back of my tongue. I pump my arms, but the poor, brave fool is already lying there, his eyes wide, blood gurgling through his lips. Above us, the shots have ceased. Smoke hangs on the air.

I crouch beside the boy. The soul’s gone; his eyes are empty and open. He shouldn’t be dead—not now, not like this.

I look up. Movement rustles through the trees above me. Whoever’s there must be reloading their guns. I reach up to break them, glancing back at the same moment for Elanna. She’s unscathed, thank the gods. But she’s frowning—not up at the ridge, but toward the left, where the forest trails down into the farm field. Someone’s coming through the trees. I catch the glimpse of a sky-blue coat.

A bell tings.

I freeze. The first bell is joined by another, and another—a cacophony rising over the fields, buzzing into the earth. Burrowing into Elanna’s mind. Sliding around mine.

Witch hunters.

I knew it wasn’t safe to come so close to the border—

A voice barks an order. A Paladisan voice. It’s my people on the ridge, firing at us—and my people in the woods. Shots ring out above us, again. I scramble for their guns, clenching my fists, reaching for power. It floods up through the earth into my feet, washing through my body. Slower, perhaps, than when El first woke the land, when healing myself took scarcely minutes. My heartbeat races in my ears, then slows. My veins flush cold as I pour out magic, but at the same time Eren’s power hums through me, vibrant and alive and eager to be used. I catch as many shots as I can with my mind. They stutter and go out, falling to the earth, nothing more than dust.

Behind me, the ground trembles—Elanna’s doing. She’s standing there, arms outstretched, her face pale with strain. One of the shots must have caught her. Blood trickles down her cheek.

But the trees don’t fling their roots from the earth and walk. The witch hunters are sliding out through them, a contingent of three walking toward us in formation, their bells ringing. Elanna grunts. The bastards are stopping her magic. Toying with her mind.

I reach for the clappers on the bells, but my power slides off, as if I’ve pushed a finger against glass. The witch hunters continue to advance. I try persuasion. Go, I think at them, you’re not wanted here. We’re not who you’re looking for. But again, nothing. My legs prickle, and I swallow hard against the fear rooting me to the ground. I’ve never attempted magic on a witch hunter—not that I remember, at any rate—and now I know why. It doesn’t work.

And if I can’t work magic on them …

They’re advancing. El’s fallen to her knees, her eyes scrunched with the effort of pushing her sorcery back against the witch stones and bells. There’s a rustle in the trees—more soldiers sweeping in behind the witch hunters. The ones on the ridge must still be there. By now they’ll again be reloading their weapons.

Maybe Elanna and I can’t fight the witch hunters with magic, but the fools are proceeding toward us, unarmed, across the field.

I reach for the muskets up on the ridge and command them with all the power in my body. Come.

Startled cries rise from the ridge. The muskets come sailing overhead. One backfires in midair, sparks flying over the empty field. So does a second. But I catch two in my hands. I toss one to El, who catches it. Without hesitation, she trains it on the approaching witch hunters. So do I.

All three men stop. Funny how that works.

“Go back to Paladis!” I shout at them in Idaean. “Scram!”

They mutter among themselves. Their hands are up, the bells no longer ringing. The word Korakos carries over the field. My nickname, for the raven crest of my family. I’ve been recognized. They don’t know, of course, that the name really belongs to the great sorcerer I’m descended from.

My palms are sweating. It’s strange to be looking at my own people down the length of a musket. Even if they are witch hunters.

One takes a hesitant step forward. “Stop,” I shout, “or we’ll shoot!”

He halts. The other two are looking at Elanna—of course it’s her they’re here for. They’ve crossed the border to capture her, to drag her back to Paladis with a sack over her head, so they can send her mad in the Ochuroma and execute her before the entire empire. Because that is what my people, the guardians of civilization, do.

Well, not this time. I’m not letting them take El any more than I let them take my brothers when I was a boy. No matter the consequences.

“You’re on the wrong side of this war, Korakos!” the witch hunter calls.

I studiously aim the musket at him. The damned thing is growing heavy in my arms, and I don’t know if I can actually shoot a fellow Paladisan, even a witch hunter. I’d certainly never be welcome back in Ida again if I did. But he shuts his mouth.

The earth trembles. Maybe it’s the silenced bells, but Elanna is working around the witch hunters somehow. Within the forest, a tree stretches. It pulls one root, then another, ponderously from the ground. A man cries out, high-pitched. Another tree is moving, and another. The witch hunters swing around to stare. One rings his bell frantically.

Elanna fires at him. The shot goes wide, but my ears whine and the witch hunter throws down the bell as if it’s burned him. I feel myself grin. The trees are advancing now, their roots kneading the earth. In the forest, the soldiers have already dissolved into chaos. You’re terrified, I tell them, insisting with all my might. You’ve never seen anything so frightening. Run! Splashes echo as they scramble down the slope to the river.

One witch hunter, the one who threw down his bell, turns and races into the forest. The other two hesitate.

I sigh. It’s so damned tempting to fire at them. So I do.

I aim wide but magnify the sound. The witch hunters turn tail and run. The trees sway after them, menacing.

Elanna glances at me. The trickle of blood has reached her jaw, and my body starts instinctually toward her to see if she’s all right. But I force myself to wait, listening to the distant sounds of men crashing through the river, their shouts barely audible now. Elanna’s staring at the corpse of our coach boy, crumpled on the grass a little distance from us.

“Jahan,” she says quietly. Her nostrils are flared. “How are we going to stop them?”

I crack a grin, though performing so much sorcery leaves me feeling hollowed out. Thin. “We’ll make the emperor legalize sorcery and recognize you as steward of the land.”

Of course she doesn’t return the smile, and I wonder if I’ve said the wrong thing. But the truth is that the emperor won’t stop sending the witch hunters until El’s dead, or he is. She knows this as well as I do. The Paladisan emperors built their empire on the subjugation of sorcerers; they’re not going to stop just because we’ve asked nicely. Soon they’ll send the black ships to bully us into surrendering. Even with Elanna’s magic, even with mine, I don’t know how we’ll defeat a navy that’s famously invincible.

Unless … The idea hits me squarely in the chest and I have to catch my breath. “El,” I begin, but she’s walking in tight strides to the coach boy, kneeling beside him to whisper the Caerisian benediction to the dead. Her hand trembles as she pushes his eyelids shut.

I follow. A whisper worms into my mind—Madiya’s voice. Jahan.

Not now.

I shove her aside and kneel beside Elanna, touching her jaw lightly so she faces me. Unshed tears gather, luminous, in her eyes. Tugging out my handkerchief, I blot away the blood that stains her cheek. There doesn’t seem to be a larger wound—one of the shots must have just grazed her.

“We won,” she’s saying, her voice a furious whisper. “We defeated the Eyrlais. We claimed Eren and Caeris. But our people are still dying.”

I swallow hard. My own eyes itch. It’s impossible not to think of Finn, dead on the floor of that bakery. The prince, my friend, who brought me here in the first place. The one who was supposed to be king, even though he never wanted it. The revolution was his way of proving himself to his father, his way of saying, I am the son you want me to be. I came along for the magic, for the whispers about the legendary Caveadear, the steward of the land. I wanted such a person to exist. I wanted her to do what I couldn’t: wield such an unimaginable magic that it would render an entire land untouchable by the witch hunters who believe sorcery to be anathema.

But even though I found her, even though she kneels beside me, even though she woke the land, the witch hunters are still coming for us. Eren isn’t untouchable. It’s vulnerable, and isolated. We defeated the Eyrlais, but now we’re open to a far more dangerous foe: the empire of Paladis itself. Not to mention all of Eren’s neighbors, especially Baedon and Tinan, which have already descended on us like eager dogs.

And now another boy lies dead on the ground. For nothing.

Elanna rubs her cheeks. She shifts closer, and her forehead bumps my jaw. I look down at her, her face shadowed between our bodies. She looks both angry and soft, with her hair curling out from beneath her cap, her chin set, the stain of blood lingering on her cheek. The privations of this winter have created hollows in her cheeks I want to fill, and tension in her strong, slender frame that I can’t loosen. Her love is such an uncomplicated thing—a fact that she holds up as irrefutable, that she’s unafraid to show. While I cringe when people see us touching; while I hide our relationship from the world. Because if anyone sees how much Elanna matters to me, she will be taken from me, just as my mother was. I know this in my bones, even though it jars against all logic.

But I won’t let Emperor Alakaseus take her. It’s that simple. And I know what I need to do. Even if she doesn’t like it.

She’s leaning back, wiping her eyes. “We should go find the coach. See where the horses went …”

“I have—” I begin.

But El’s head snaps up, her gaze moving behind me. “Someone’s coming!”

“—an idea,” I finish, unheard. She’s already on her feet. I suppose it’ll wait—and I’m not ready for her disappointment. Not yet.

I won’t leave her until I have to.

I scramble to my feet to see who’s come to find us.
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