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				Praise for 

				THE FINAL STRIFE

			
			
				“Saara El-Arifi deftly facets every layer of her debut. Epic in scope, its world building as intricate as filigree, The Final Strife sings of rebellion, love, and the courage it takes to stand up to tyranny, following three women whose journeys will keep you gripped to the last.”

				—Samantha Shannon, Sunday Times bestselling author of The Priory of the Orange Tree

				“Epic, gripping, and searing, The Final Strife weaves a fascinating tale of destiny, magic, and love set in a richly imagined yet brutally divided world. Its unexpected, gritty heroine is one you cannot help but root for, and the story will stay with you long after the last page.”

				—Sue Lynn Tan, author of Daughter of the Moon Goddess

				“El-Arifi is a game-changing new voice in epic fantasy, and The Final Strife is a triumph of book, full of rage, charm, and a cast of misfits you can’t help but root for. There are no Chosen Ones here—only bad choices and blood.”

				—Tasha Suri, author of The Jasmine Throne

				“With a heroine with bite, a supporting cast of flawed but deeply human characters, and world building that is raw, unforgiving, and richly textured, The Final Strife is the real deal: epic fantasy turned on its head in the most compelling way imaginable. El-Arifi is a bold new voice in epic fantasy, and I cannot wait to read more of her work.”

				—Kalynn Bayron, bestselling author of Cinderella Is Dead and This Poison Heart

				“El-Arifi tells a tale as fierce as its characters, plunging you into a sandy, stratified world until you can feel the grit between your teeth. Heart-wrenching and heart-pounding, The Final Strife is an unmissable debut.”

				—Andrea Stewart, author of The Bone Shard Daughter

				“The Final Strife has a rich world with a complicated story about what happens when the hero—or their heroic actions—may not be who or what you thought they would be. The interweaving of the three women’s stories kept me turning the pages.”

				—C. L. Clark, author of The Unbroken

				“An expertly layered world that is equal parts beautifully rendered and brutal in its depiction; a protagonist who is as likely to save the day as she is to ruin it; delicious tension—I loved every page.”

				—Ciannon Smart, author of Witches Steeped in Gold

				“The Final Strife is everything you could ever hope to experience in fantasy—magnificent world building, unpredictable plotting, entertaining twists and turns, gorgeous slow-burn romance, and characters you’re rooting for from the start.”

				—London Shah, author of the Light the Abyss series

				“A slow burn that sizzles on each page…El-Arifi’s original world-building and fine prose make for an immersive reading experience. Though there’s much suffering and pain shown, this is a novel with a big heart.”

				—T. L. Huchu, author of The Library of the Dead

				“A rip-roaring read!”

				—Taran Matharu, New York Times bestselling author of the Summoner and Contender series

				“A compelling, charming, sexy fantasy debut whose controlled fury sets it apart.”

				—Daily Mail

				“Timely themes and a gripping narrative draw the reader in and keep them there.”

				—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

				“The undercurrents of friendship, betrayal, and sapphic love, and the twists and turns of the competitive trials and political intrigue, come together to kick off a magnetic and appealing new series.”

				—Booklist

				“El-Arifi debuts and launches the Ending Fire series with a fast-paced epic fantasy inspired by Ghanian and Arabian folklore…. El-Arifi keeps the pages flying even while building an intricate secondary world, allowing readers to learn its rules through action rather than exposition. This sets a high bar for the series to come.”

				—Publishers Weekly

				“For an epic adult fantasy full of rebellion, a sapphic friends-to-lovers storyline, rideable desert lizards, blood magic, a tournament, and lots more epic fantasy type things. Seriously, the world El-Arifi has built is so thoroughly fleshed out and brought to life. The characters are intriguing (like a “chosen one” protagonist who misses her calling), and the issues it addresses current.”

				—BookRiot

				“The Final Strife is a book designed to be savoured…. This was such a stunning book…. El-Arifi has set the standard for what promises to be an excellent fantasy series…. The Final Strife is a thunderstorm of a book…a fully fleshed-out, epic fantasy that will capture your mind.”

				—A Short Book Lover
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				To those who dream in color

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
					A Duster is built for labor. Their submissive nature, which I believe to be an element of their blue blood, means they are best suited for the plantation fields. Ghostings, stripped as they are of communication, make the best servants, their translucent blood a clear indicator of adaptability, although a Duster may be substituted if needs must, given the rarity of Ghostings. Embers continue to be the superior race, proving without a doubt that those with red blood are born to lead.

					—Extract from On Race and Color by Hamad Al-Olar,
Warden of Knowledge, year 378 of the Wardens’ Empire

					Stolen, sharpened, the hidden key,

					We’ll destroy the empire and set you free,

					Churned up from the shadows to tear it apart,

					A dancer’s grace, a killer’s instinct, an Ember’s blood, a Duster’s heart.

					—The plantation chant of the Stolen
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				The tidewind came every night.

				It billowed in from the Marion Sea between the clock strikes of twelve and two, moving from one wave to another, from the sea to the sand dunes of the Farsai Desert. Salt air and blue sand collided within its swirling midst, weaponizing each grain into something deadly.

				It blew through the Wardens’ Empire and the thirteen cities within, destroying everything in its path not strong enough to withstand it.

				To the south, it swirled through the capital city, Nar-Ruta, running along the invisible seams that separated the citadel into four quarters. It weaved up toward the Keep, the smallest and most affluent quarter, where the four wardens, the leaders of the empire, slept soundly behind the iron walls of their fortress. Nothing entered the Keep without the wardens’ knowledge.

				In the Ember Quarter wreckage rolled through the cobbled streets, soiling the pristine courtyards of the nobility. The tidewind pounded on their lavish doors, but the metal shutters were steadfast.

				The tidewind moved on to more fruitful ground, across the Ruta River, which separated rich from poor, red blood from blue and clear. It battered the wooden doors of the Duster Quarter and thrust its tendrils through poorly repaired windows. Brooms stood ready for the morning’s cleaning. The residents, worn down from the plantation fields, were used to backbreaking work.

				The wind moved east toward the final district of Nar-Ruta, the Dredge: the impoverished ruins and rubble home to Ghostings and Dusters. It moved toward the maiden houses where the fake cries of the nightworkers’ pleasure drowned out the tidewind’s wails. It swept through the shadows of the joba seed drug dens where the small red seed was consumed under the cover of the Dredge’s crumbling structures. There it lingered, ready to shred the skin of any who had the misfortune of finding themselves outside as the tidewind blew. Then gone would be their dark skin and blood. The tidewind took it all, leaving nothing but bones and the tattered remains of who they once were.

				And the wind had been getting stronger in recent weeks. Hungrier.

				The residents of the Dredge not to be found in the maiden houses or joba seed dens could be found in the Maroon, the largest tavern north of the Ember Quarter. Set into the tunnels beneath the city, the tavern was protected from the tidewind’s havoc.

				Inside the Maroon, a drumbeat shook the blue particles of sand that had slipped through cracks and under shutters, until the sand danced like the plantation workers within.

				They were all Dusters. The workers swayed, their brown faces smoothed by the fleeting freedom of the dance. Heels pounded the floor, turning outward left and right with a flick of their wrists. Backs arched, not in pain now but in defiance, their faces snapping to the rafters of the tavern. They stamped their scythes on the ground, adding to the cacophony of the drums. The blades were sharp enough to cut bark but blunt enough to make their Ember overseers feel safe. And if their limbs were covered with welts from the whip and their backs stooped from carrying heavy loads, the Maroon’s shadows hid all that.

				And if it didn’t, the firerum would.

				Griot Zibenwe took to the small wooden stage and signaled for the band to stop. He held a small djambe drum and wore a shawl patterned in bright reds and greens, well made if a little threadbare. His graying locs, which fell down to his waist, shimmied back and forth as he beat a new rhythm on his drum.

				Griots were storytellers, Dusters who had taken it upon themselves to preserve their heritage in poetry, prose, and rhythm. Many of them worked in the plantations during the day, but at night they came alive with their stories.

				There was a collective inhale as the energy from the dance shifted into anticipation of a new tale.

				The drumbeat reached a crescendo and then abruptly stopped.

				The audience stood on their heels, waiting with readiness for the griot’s words. The silence pulled taut, the tension building, and just when the crowd thought they couldn’t take it anymore the griot pounded the djambe three times.

				Thump. Thump. Thump.

				Then he spoke:

				“Listen well. Sit close. This story will be told once, and only once. So listen well. Sit close.”

				Thump.

				“Too close!”

				Those sitting closest flinched, then laughed as a wicked grin spread across the griot’s face.

				He continued, “Let me take you to a time not too long ago, but not yesterday. A moment when the space between the peoples of the empire fractured a little more. Eighteen years ago. Not long ago at all.”

				Thump-ba-da-thump.

				“There is one thing in life that weaves us all together. No matter your blood color, no matter your quarter—we are all birthed into this world as babes, naked under Anyme’s sky.”

				“Absolve me of my sins, Anyme.” The prayer was an instinctual reflex from the crowd.

				“But when the babe cries the weave holding us together unravels. The colored threads of the empire pull apart, pull away. But there are those who resist the patterns laid down for them. And so, to the story I promised you today.”

				Thump-ba-da-thump.

				“You may have heard of the Night of the Stolen, though the wardens tried to strangle the whispers on the wind. But for one night I will pry the wardens’ grip from our necks and let the story free. It is a story about thieves in the night; about a rebellion brewing; about our wardens’ home breached.”

				Thump.

				“Duty.”

				The audience grumbled.

				Thump.

				“Truth.”

				The audience booed.

				Thump.

				“Strength.”

				Fists were raised in the air.

				Thump.

				“Knowledge.”

				The audience screamed their dissent to the beat of the drum.

				Thump-ba-da-thump.

				The griot stopped and leveled his gaze at a newcomer. “My stories may fill your mind, but they don’t fill my coffer. Latecomers, pay up, stories aren’t free. One slab apiece.”

				The griot paused until he heard the sound of a coin hitting his trinket box.

				“Now, back we go. To the Wardens’ Keep, where the court resides and the patrons sleep. Here we find three unwelcome shadows: a mother with her child, and the leader of their crimes, sneaking through the gates.”

				The griot’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Do you know who they were? The couple who crept in? Fleet of foot and quieter than a breath?”

				“The Sandstorm!” a young Duster cried. Instead of a toy, she clutched her scythe.

				“Eyoh! You have it right. Indeed, you have it right. The Sandstorm,” Griot Zibenwe whispered the word and winked. “Just in case the officers hear your cheers.

				“The Sandstorm had a plan that night. They crept into Ember houses and the Keep and cut down anyone in their path. And so, the three shadows moved through the Keep, death in their wake. Blue was their blood, but that night the Keep ran red.”

				Thump-ba-da-thump.

				“Up and up the stairs they went. Toward the chambers where the nobility slept. Toward the chambers, where the babies were kept.”

				The griot lifted his hands from the drum and sliced them through the air. “The leader slashed his scythe through the nursemaid’s neck. Blue blood stained the wall.”

				“He killed a Duster?” the young girl in the front cried.

				The griot nodded sadly. “Yes, my friends, he killed one of his own. But I tell you this: love may give you strength, but retribution gives you purpose.”

				Thump.

				“There in the center of the bedchamber, another baby lay. A babe whose blood ran red, unlike the blue-blooded child the mother held. Two years the Sandstorm had planned for this moment. The mother placed her Duster babe next to the other. Red and blue threads in the Sandstorm’s plan. The Duster a decoy for the other, a life sacrificed to allow them to escape.

				“The leader lifted the other baby. The child whose blood ran red. This new child, swapped, was the key to bringing down the empire. Neither looked back at the Duster child they left behind as they ran from the warden’s home.”

				Thump.

				“If you looked outside that night you might have seen other couples in flight. For the Sandstorm knew their craft. The craft of people wronged. Twelve children they stole and disappeared into the beyond.”

				The griot’s voice softened, grew weaker, like he spoke his musings to himself.

				“And that is where their story is silenced. A tale with no ending. What happened to the children they stole? Their doom impending.”

				He raised his head, his eyes shimmering.

				“Dead is what the wardens say, destroyed like every rebellion. But sometimes I wonder, what was the Sandstorm’s plan? And that of the stolen?”

				The griot stood, the moroseness that had burdened him vanquished with a mischievous grin. “Remember, my friends: love gives you strength, but retribution gives you purpose.”

				Thump-ba-da-thump.

				The audience cheered and stamped their scythes as the tale came to an end. The griot stood and reached for his trinket box, now brimming with slabs. He looped the strap of the djambe over his other hand and made his way through the crowd who congratulated him on his tale.

				As he ascended the steps to the street above he listened for two things. First, to check whether the tidewind’s wrath had quietened for the night, and secondly to hear the distinctive thud of an officer’s boots. It was easy to know if an officer was nearby, as few people in the Dredge owned shoes.

				When he heard neither, the griot pushed open the door to the Maroon and slipped out into the blackness of the night.
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				Each of the thirteen cities of the Wardens’ Empire specializes in different exports, creating a sustainable cycle of resources within a single market. Every city must meet its trade quota each mooncycle, often resulting in a higher death toll among those who labor in the fields. Sacrifices must be made in order to ensure economic stability within the empire; blood will always flow when an empire thrives.

				—Extract from Economic Independence by Sibul Abundo
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				I have been searching for any trace of the Sandstorm to complete my tale. Though the wardens claim to have killed them some years ago, I have no confirmation of where or when. It may be my aging eyesight, but I can’t see the end of the story. The rumors are thin, wisps of smoke that I can’t grasp. I will continue to search. I will continue to hope.

				—Note found in Griot Zibenwe’s villa

			

			Bang-dera-bang-dera-bang.

			The drumbeat still thrummed through Sylah’s veins as she weaved her way back home.

			The raw pink of dawn promised a blistering heat, and Sylah tilted her head and basked in the sun’s rays. The trinkets in her braids chimed.

			She ran her tongue over the joba seed tucked in the gap between her front teeth. The warmth induced by the seed was dissipating, leaving her cold. Hugging her arms to her chest, she noticed for the first time she held an empty bottle of firerum. She threw it at the wall of a derelict villa, which was filmed with blue sand. It had been a strong wind last night. At times its pounding had even eclipsed the drums.

			But not the drumbeat in her memory.

			Bang-dera-bang-dera-bang.

			The sound came again and with it an unmistakable tremor of fear that woke people from their beds. Now Sylah listened and realized she knew the cadence of the rhythm, and it wasn’t from the song in her mind. It was the pounding of the Starting Drum, indicating the beginning of a trial.

			It was the sound of death.

			Bang-dera-bang-dera-bang.

			Dredge-dwellers began to seep out of their decrepit homes and stream toward Dredge Square. Sylah found herself being carried along in the current.

			The square was full of Dusters and Ghostings, blurry-eyed from a night of drugs, sex, or alcohol. Or in Sylah’s case, all three. A dozen officers of the warden army stood to attention in front of the rack, the wooden device used for executions. Like ripe bruises, the army’s purple uniform was enough to instill fear in anyone north of the Ruta River—anyone without red blood.

			Sylah spotted Hassa in the crowd and pushed her way toward her.

			“How’s it hurting?” Sylah greeted the Ghosting girl.

			Like the beetle she had been named after, Hassa was small with dark eyes. The color was unusual for a Ghosting, as light-colored eyes were often a feature of their translucent blood. But it didn’t matter if you were a Ghosting or a Duster, everyone who lived in the Dredge had the same hollowed-out look. It was a mandatory uniform, an expression of squalor and poverty enforced by malnutrition and childhood labor.

			You look like shit. Have you even slept? Hassa signed.

			Sylah ignored Hassa’s observation and pointed toward the officers. “Have you seen this guy’s talent?”

			Hassa followed Sylah’s gaze to the officer with the Starting Drum strapped to his chest. He was beating the rhythm with absolute dedication, his muscles clenching and releasing with military precision.

			He was born to play the drums, Hassa agreed.

			Sylah snorted. “Bet he wanted to join the playhouse, but his mother made him enlist in the army. Poor little Ember.”

			Hassa smiled, revealing the spongy flesh of her severed tongue. Her tongue, like her severed hands, had been taken from her at two mooncycles, like they were for every Ghosting in the empire. Their limbs and tongues were cut off and sent to the wardens to tally against the number of Ghosting births as a penance for a rebellion four hundred years old. As a result, Ghostings had developed a complex language that used all elements of their body. It was a subtle language, one invented in defiance of the rulers that still condemned them.

			The drum stopped, though the vibrations of dread rippled out for moments afterward. The captain, identified by his striped green kente epaulettes, stepped forward.

			“In the name of the four wardens, blessed by Anyme, our God in the Sky, we bring forth the accused.”

			A prisoner in shackles was brought forward between the officers’ ranks. Sylah inhaled sharply between her teeth. “A griot.”

			They raided his villa a few strikes ago, no warning, Hassa signed. He told his final story last night.

			Sylah vaguely remembered a griot entering the Maroon, but she had been preoccupied with chewing a record number of joba seeds.

			“What did they get him for?”

			Writing letters.

			“Bastards.”

			Bastards, Hassa agreed, using her left wrist against her shoulder in a slashing motion.

			Sylah scowled up at the podium where the officers stood. How she hated them and everything they represented: fear, oppression, pain. She rubbed her neck as the captain continued.

			“The accused deliberately and maliciously plotted and engineered acts of rebellion against the Wardens’ Empire through the written word. A crime punishable by death. May Anyme be our guide. May Anyme absolve you of your sins.”

			The griot’s head hung low, his gray locs trailing the dirt in front of him.

			“We pronounce you guilty of treason.”

			Sylah muttered, “They’re always guilty.”

			Hassa nodded sadly. The trials always ended the same way.

			A hush fell over the crowd as a ripper was spotted.

			Rippers were Dusters, forced to turn on their own kind. It was their job to turn the lever that separated the two jaws of the rack. Their uniform was deep blue. Less washing that way.

			Sylah shivered and ran her tongue over her teeth, probing for any residual joba seed juice, but the husk was dry. She spat the remains onto the ground.

			“Ach.” Hassa bared her teeth at the globule on the ground.

			It’s turning your teeth Ember.

			“Ember?”

			Hassa signed the word again. Sylah had been learning to understand the Ghosting language since she’d met Hassa six years ago, but she still stumbled now and then. “Ah, red.” The two words were differentiated by an additional turn of the elbow. “Well, I don’t care.”

			You should. The drug is very bad for you, it could kill you. The sign for “kill” was a wrist across the throat. For some reason the gesture made Sylah smile.

			It’s not funny.

			Sylah met Hassa’s stare and reached into the satchel at her waist. She pulled out her final seed and, with precision, squished it into the gap between her front teeth. The bitter juice took effect immediately, and she closed her eyes for a blissful moment.

			The euphoria vibrated through her veins faster than the tidewind. The feeling was so loud, so all-encompassing, that she was carried away from the scene before her.

			But she’d seen enough rippings to know what happened next.

			The prisoner would be chained to the rack’s wooden bed with four manacles separating their limbs wide. Then the ripper would turn the lever and with each turn spread the wooden bed—and with it, the prisoner’s limbs—even wider. First you would hear the prisoner’s joints popping, then the cartilage tearing. Eventually, the skin would rupture, blue blood dripping. Sometimes a larger chain was wrapped around their midriff, so that their limbs were left intact, but their vital organs cleaved apart with each click, click, click of the lever.

			Embers were never subjected to the horror of a ripping; their trials involved courtrooms and juries, although occasionally Embers would cross the Ruta River to watch those who had been condemned for doing something particularly nasty. The rack was tilted toward the audience for this very purpose. Nothing better than a family outing to watch a rapist get ripped to shreds.

			If Sylah were in charge, the rippings would be the first thing to go, the racks broken, the splinters scattered like confetti.

			Sylah opened her eyes, her blissful contentment at odds with the horror: fourteen turns of the rack and the griot was still alive.

			Sylah whistled softly. “This griot’s got some real stomach.” A laugh burst out of her. “Well, no, I guess he hasn’t.” She gestured to the entrails on the ground.

			People around her murmured sounds of dissent.

			“Oh, fuck off, it’s not like you haven’t seen it before. They do it once a mooncycle.”

			Sylah. Hassa tugged on Sylah’s arm. Be quiet, you’re going to draw the officers’ attention.

			But the joba seed saturated Sylah with confidence.

			“Why should I be quiet? What’s the point when it could be any of us next?”

			Hassa turned to Sylah and pushed her backward through the crowd. Though Sylah stood two handspans taller than Hassa, the joba seed robbed her of her stability, and Sylah drifted backward like a feather.

			Sylah, get up. Hassa was standing over her.

			“When did you get up there?” The warmth of the joba seed enveloped her, and as exhaustion settled within her bones she lay backward, her plaits fanning out.

			They were braided with trinkets, fragments of a family she no longer had and that carried with them the frayed threads of memories and so were cherished above all else. Some she wove lovingly in her hair each mooncycle. Others, a leaf, a melon rind, had simply appeared uninvited and masqueraded as valued tokens.

			Two sheer pebbles of glass, dangling from her fringe. The mottled remains of a woven scarf that had been absently stroked to tatters. Strands of a bow string and a quill knotted side by side at the end of two braids. The shell of a sand snail behind her ear. When she tilted her head, her hair clacked like aching bones knocking together.

			The skeleton of all the pieces of her.

			No lice, though. Sylah was proud of that.

			The braids were shorter, the hair coarser, angrier, where they frizzed around the scar that ran ear to ear across the back of her neck. A puckered smile from the officers who had cut her.

			That had cut them all down in the end.

			She rubbed the keloid skin absently. Six years, and still the scar refused to fade.

			Hassa kicked Sylah in the shin.

			“Ow, go away. Can’t you see I’m sleeping?”

			Sylah, you can’t sleep here.

			“Why not?”

			Because you’re in the middle of the street.

			Sylah turned her head left and right, and saw, through the molasses of her daze, that she was indeed in the middle of the street. The crowds from the ripping had already begun to disperse, some stepping over Sylah without a qualm.

			Sylah, get up. Hassa offered her wrist, and Sylah took it reluctantly.

			As much as she wanted to sleep, the officers were still on patrol, and despite her earlier outburst, Sylah didn’t want to be their next victim. Though sleeping on the streets wasn’t an offense, she was sure the officers wouldn’t simply step over her. And their boots were heavy.

			Come on, let’s get you home.

			Hassa began to lead the way through the Dredge toward the Duster Quarter, Sylah resting her elbow on Hassa’s shoulder.

			Are you going to go to the Descent later? Hassa asked.

			Sylah growled low in her throat. For a moment she had forgotten it was the Day of Descent. But now she looked around and spotted the signs of the holiday sprouting like weeds in the streets. Limp kente cloth flags and dirty rope streamers were strung from roof to roof. The breeze carried the smell of candied plantains, boiled in sugar that had been hoarded just for the occasion.

			But no matter how hard the bakers tried, the aroma couldn’t mask the Dredge’s pungent smell of unwashed bodies and filth. Even if you were lucky and the wind blew the other way, you’d get the acrid smell of raw latex from the rubber plantation fields outside the city’s walls. Depended if you preferred spoiled cheese or shit, really. Sylah barely noticed either scent anymore.

			“The Descent? Ha! No. I’m not going to watch four people walk down some stairs and call it a festival.”

			It’s not just four people walking down some stairs, it’s the changing of the government. The disciples taking their holy seats as wardens. Hassa’s eyebrows pulled her shaven scalp toward her ears as she frowned.

			“Blah blah blah.”

			It only happens every ten years. I don’t remember the last Descent Day.

			“ ’Course you don’t, you were only seven.”

			You were only ten, Hassa shot back, mischief alight in her dark eyes.

			“Exactly, so I don’t need to go again. I remember it all.” In fact, she’d tried to forget it many times.

			Sylah ran her tongue over her teeth. “Hassa, I’ve run out of joba seeds.”

			I’m glad.

			“I need to buy more.”

			Sylah, I’m not trading with you anymore. You’re taking too much.

			“It’s not for me, it’s for my friends.”

			You don’t have any friends.

			Hassa’s eyes were hollow. Sylah reached for them, and Hassa batted her away with her wrist.

			Promise me, promise me you won’t take any more this week.

			“I promise.”

			Hassa was visibly torn. Do you have any slabs?

			Slabs were the currency of the empire. They were made of whitestone and stamped with the faces of previous wardens, just in case the citizens forgot who was in charge.

			Sylah did not have any slabs. She’d lost another apprenticeship the night before, and she’d been drinking and chewing away her troubles all night.

			“Trade?” Sylah offered.

			Trading was the Ghosting way, more so than their roles as servants, because they chose to trade. Servitude to Embers was thrust upon them. Most Ghostings traded and smuggled goods. Drugs, firerum, materials, kitchen utensils—if you needed it, a Ghosting could get it, and Hassa was one of the best.

			Fine. What have you got to trade? Hassa turned to access her stash from her bag, the opening large enough for both of her forearms to rummage in. Sylah stumbled as soon as Hassa let her go. The joba seed juice would thrum through her blood for some time yet.

			“I have this.” Sylah pulled out the runelamp from her satchel. Blown from the azure sand of the Farsai Desert, the lamp was a circular glass shell. It was no better than a fufu bowl without the bloodwerk that marked it: dark blood crafted into runes. Once activated, the runelamp created a deep red glow that was used instead of fire torches.

			Bloodwerk was what really set Embers apart from the rest of the citizens. Red blood, when written into specific strokes and dashes, had the power to manipulate and move objects. It was the true power that placed Embers above the rest of them.

			Sylah, that’s broken.

			“Shit, I must have smudged the runes in my bag.” She hadn’t; she’d found it that way. The chain of crimson runes were damaged, rendering the lamp useless. Sylah copied them down anyway; maybe one day she’d figure out how to bloodwerk. She could then sell runelamps by the dozen, making her a lot of slabs.

			And more slabs meant more joba seeds.

			“Will you still trade it?”

			No, I can’t sell this, Sylah. If you want to get the bloodwerk fixed, I will trade for it. Not until then. I hear a new master of blood has moved into the Duster Quarter. Doing penance, I’m sure.

			“Oh, come on, Hassa, you know every master of blood charges Dusters double.”

			He charges Ghostings triple.

			Sylah swore.

			Find me something I can trade.

			A couple of Ghostings emerged from their ramshackle villa and waved at Hassa. If the beige of their servant uniforms didn’t set them apart, then the gray-brown pallor of their skin did. Ghostings had always seemed like beautiful dolls to Sylah. Dolls whose hands and tongues the empire had severed and then discarded at the bottom of their toy chest.

			Hassa signed back to them, then turned to Sylah. I have to go. If I don’t see you at the Descent, I’ll see you at the Maroon later?

			Sylah scowled, frustrated that her friend wouldn’t trade with her for joba seeds. She’d have to find another dealer.
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				It is my fervent belief that severing the hands and tongues of Ghostings benefits their well-being. Those whose wounds fester are weeded out young, their frail countenance discarded before they become a nuisance to their masters. Those who survive understand the power of pain and the importance of subservience.

				—Journal entry by Aveed, Disciple of Duty

			

			The Day of Descent and Ascent were two of the few holidays Dusters and Ghostings were given. The Dredge would be emptying soon; everyone making their way up to the Keep to watch the four wardens abdicate to their disciples, their seconds-in-command. Sylah didn’t care for it. One Ember was the same as the next, no matter who ruled. The ceremony would bring the wardens’ decade-long reign to an end and start the reign of the new wardens. The other holiday was the Day of Ascent, in six mooncycles, once the new disciples were determined through a set of trials. At least on that holiday Sylah could make some money betting on who’d win.

			She hawked, her phlegm carrying the husk of the seed she had been chewing. Her last one. The ecstasy from the joba seed now slid into a feeling of deep emptiness that was like stepping backward from a fire: you could see and smell the flames, but their warmth was a mere memory cooling on your skin.

			Sylah needed to find something to trade, and quick. Not having any seeds in reserve put her nerves on edge. Hassa was wrong. She wasn’t having too much.

			There was only one place in Nar-Ruta for Sylah to find something to barter: the empty villas that lined the outer streets of the Dredge. The villas had once been full of Ghosting families, but they now stood empty as a disease known as the sleeping sickness decimated the Ghostings’ numbers. The illness seemed only to affect those with translucent blood, stopping their hearts in their sleep. Dusters, not to forgo an opportunity—you had to take them where you could in the Wardens’ Empire—had begun to occupy the Ghosting villas they left behind.

			And so the district that had once been known as the Ghosting Quarter became the Dredge: an amalgamation of the two blood colors and yet somehow less than both. It was rare to find a business there that didn’t trade in sex, alcohol, or drugs.

			The houses in the Dredge were made of limestone, cheaper and less robust than whitestone, which was the only substance used in the Wardens’ Keep and the Ember Quarter south of the Ruta River. The tidewind had sanded most of the unoccupied villas down to the bare bones of their foundations. Their skeletal remains lined the street as if it were a Ghosting graveyard.

			But Sylah knew it for what it really was, a treasure trove.

			Sylah entered the first villa on her right, stepping lightly over a crumbling doorframe into a common room thick with blue sand from the Farsai Desert and the night’s tidewind. Pushing around the rubble, wood, and debris, all she could find was a rusty old spoon. She pocketed it just in case.

			The next villa was painted with the black cross of the sleeping sickness. Sylah reached out and touched it, her finger coming away black.

			“Still wet.” Whoever had lived there had died of the disease that morning, and now no one could enter. The disease was said to be so contagious that their bodies had to be burned within moments of them dying, even though it was a holiday. Sylah looked at the horizon where smoke curled up to the sky beyond the city’s walls—a pyre.

			Sylah sighed and swirled her tongue around her mouth. The seed’s bitter juice had waned completely, leaving her with an aching gap between her teeth. The effect was fading faster and faster these days.

			She took extra care searching the next villa, which, with more than three rooms, was bigger than most. It was once the home of a rich Ghosting, though a rich Ghosting was still poor compared to a Duster and utterly deprived by Ember standards.

			“Ah!” In the third room, a picture frame nestled in the corner. Blue sand had burrowed into its furrows, but when she turned it over the painting was still intact.

			A young family looked back at her. They were Ghostings, their gray-brown complexions captured in paint. But something was…different.

			“One, two, three sets of hands…even the baby.” That meant the painting had been made before the Siege of the Silent. The picture was nearly four hundred years old, before the Ghostings started paying penance for an uprising against the wardens. They had lain siege to the Keep for two mooncycles, rebelling against the wardens’ rule. It took time, but in the end the wardens recruited a squadron of ten thousand soldiers, forming the first warden army, led by the Warden of Strength.

			Though the rebellion had happened centuries ago, the Ghostings still suffered for the deeds of their ancestors.

			Sylah’s fingertips ran up and over the strokes of paint until they found the corner of the canvas, and then she slipped her finger under the painting’s lip and pulled down, ripping it from the frame. Sylah surveyed her prize. The frame looked like oak, a tree that was hard to cultivate in the harsh weather of the empire. If it was, it would be worth a lot.

			Sylah smiled. Today was a good day.

			As she got up to leave, Sylah stooped to pick up an aged piece of parchment next to her that had slipped out from behind the frame.

			The parchment was old, but sturdy, the wording archaic and decorative. Her heart soared at the thought of more treasure but sunk just as quickly when she saw the words “Marion Sea.” It was just a map of the empire.

			Sylah splayed her hand across the illustration of the Wardens’ Empire. There it was, in the palm of her hand: the whole world. The capital city of Nar-Ruta lay to the south, its four quarters divided by the blue line of the Ruta River. A spiderweb of trade routes spread northward from the capital to the other twelve cities. Sylah traced her finger northward past the coal mines of Jin-Kutan and the salt flats of Ood-Lopah. Up, up her dirty fingernail went, to the northwest of the continent to the village of Ood-Zaynib, where she grew up.

			“The Sanctuary,” she whispered. The Sanctuary was where she was raised.

			Though the map didn’t show it, she could see the Sanctuary’s whitestone building ringed with sand dunes and fields of rubber trees.

			The Marion Sea surrounded the empire. The sea was a death trap, and the map captured its dangers with jagged blue and black waves churning around the island. But Sylah had to laugh when she saw the gray drawing of the Tannin; the mythical sea creature was the subject of many children’s nightmares but few grown-ups believed in it.

			And then her fingers ran along the jagged edge of one side. Half of the map had been torn away.

			But there in the top right corner, was that the swirl of another letter? The smudge of another land?

			No, it couldn’t be, there was no more land beyond the empire. The island was all that was left. Everything else had been consumed by the Ending Fire.

			Sylah snorted. So not only was the map torn, it was inaccurate too. She rolled it up and added it to her satchel. Maybe she could paint over the corner and trade it.

			By the time Sylah had finished scavenging, the usual joba seed dens were empty, the customers dispersed to the Keep to watch the Descent.

			“Clockmaster, what’s the time?”

			The clockmaster slumped on his stoop at the streetcorner, a bottle of firerum dripping amber liquid from his limp hand. There was only one clock in Nar-Ruta, and few had even seen it. It stood in the cloisters of the Keep, and as the bell rang at each strike, the first clockmaster would call out the time to the next clockmaster in the chain. Sluggishly, with no urgency, the cry would travel through the Ember Quarter, across the Ruta River, and over to the Duster Quarter, eventually making its way to the Dredge.

			So don’t ever expect a Dredge-dweller to be on time.

			There was one other place she could try: Maiden Turin’s. She didn’t like dealing with the maiden, but she had an aching hunger between her teeth that couldn’t wait until she next saw Hassa. She bit down on the familiar scars of her cheek, pulling in her already gaunt face. Blood flooded her mouth.

			

			—

			Maiden Turin’s villa was the largest in the Dredge. Years ago she had settled her business within walking distance of every tavern and seed dealer in the Dredge.

			As soon as Sylah’s knuckles rasped against the wooden door, a Ghosting answered with a smile as manufactured as a rubber sole. Their forearm was looped through the wide handle, the door designed to swing back and forward on oiled hinges for a Ghosting’s ease of use. Sylah recognized them as one of the people who had helped raise Hassa, though she couldn’t remember their name. They were a musawa, neither man nor woman, like the God Anyme. Sylah recollected this Ghosting preferred the pronoun “they,” though some musawa went by “she” or “he.”

			They stepped back from the door, letting Sylah enter the maiden house.

			From the moment a Ghosting’s hands and tongue were severed, they were assigned a noble household where they would cook, clean, or do whatever else the Embers wanted. But some Ghostings were rejected by their Ember masters, for being lazy or for spying or some other ridiculous accusation, and simply thrown out on the streets to die.

			So maiden houses like Turin’s sprang up, welcoming discarded Ghostings with open arms. Embers turned a blind eye—in fact, they were some of Turin’s most devoted clientele. Sylah had often seen their shrouded carriages waiting outside the maiden houses, and she and Hassa frequently made a game of throwing rotting fish through the windows.

			“Sylah? Be that you?” Turin wrapped a silk overall across her bare body, her movements as calculated as a desert fox’s. Her braids, woven tightly and precisely, fell to her waist, and her features were as bold as they were round. She jutted her chin at the Ghosting who had answered the door. “Go put on some coffee beans.”

			“I’m just w-wondering,” Sylah stammered. Her body began to quiver, a symptom that often followed a night of particularly heavy joba use. There was only one remedy. More joba seeds.

			“You’re either in or out, Sylah, no loitering on my doorstep.” Turin had already disappeared into the bowels of her home.

			Sylah scratched the scar at the back of her neck and followed.

			The living room hadn’t been cleared of the night’s revelry, and the heavy musk of sex still clung to the shadows.

			“I assume you’re here about a job? Heard you lost your apprenticeship at the glasskeep?” Turin tossed her braids backward, her silk overall slipping from her shoulder.

			“No,” Sylah answered quickly. “I’m sorry, I mean, no thank you.” Working at the glasskeep had been a disaster, which Sylah only endured in order to learn as many bloodwerk runes as possible from the runelamps she had to wash. And even though she was in need of work, she’d rather toil in the fields than work for Turin.

			The maiden leaned back in her chair and surveyed Sylah. Her gaze was like a claw dragging along her skin, and Sylah winced.

			“We’re closed for the Descent, but I can make an exception for you. You’ve made me enough money in the Ring. What will it be? Tall, small, old, bald?”

			The Ghosting came in with the coffee. She used her foot to remove the leather harness from the table and plonked down the tray.

			“I’m not here for a…”

			“Nightworker?” Turin offered. “Didn’t think this was your type of establishment; you should try Maiden Sefar down riverside.” She pulled out a radish leaf cigar, lit it, and took a drag. “Less…particular, some might say.”

			Sylah’s shaking fingers spun in knots on her lap. “Might you have any joba seeds to sell?”

			“My, my.” Turin’s eyebrows lifted through the smoke.

			“I could trade you this frame.” Her offering looked pitiful next to the silver coffee set.

			“That frame’s worth about half a slab.” Turin took a drag, her eyes shriveling to half-moons. “It’s cheap rubber wood.” She exhaled a cloud. “Besides, trading’s not really my thing. I leave that to the rabble.” She gave a pointed look to the Ghosting who was pouring the coffee.

			Sylah looked at the map in her bag. Maybe Turin would be interested in that? But then Sylah looked around at the lavish oil paintings that covered the walls. Probably not.

			“When are you next fighting in the Ring?”

			Sylah hadn’t realized how long the silence had stretched until Turin sliced it with the knife of her words. Sylah closed her satchel and replied, “Next week.”

			“Marigold,” Turin barked.

			Marigold, that was their name…Sylah recalled.

			With no voice and no hands, it was impossible for Ghostings to name themselves something convenient for Dusters and Embers to say. So Dusters and Embers chose names for them, often after animals or flowers, things that the Ghosting servant reminded them of.

			Marigold appeared. Their chin was dusted with the shadow of a beard beneath their counterfeit smile.

			“Marigold, go and get my stash of joba seeds. The one for customers.”

			Turin turned back to Sylah.

			“Marigold’s one of my best, you know. They like the whip.” Turin winked, and Sylah dipped her eyes toward her coffee cup. She doubted very much that Marigold liked the whip.

			“I’m glad I’ve still got Marigold. I’ve been losing nightworkers to the sleeping sickness for the last two years.”

			“Oh, yeah?” Sylah hated small talk.

			“Indeed. It’s strange how the sleeping sickness only kills off the weakest of the empire.”

			Sylah had nothing to say to that. While it was true that no Duster or Ember seemed to get the sleeping sickness, Turin’s attitude was all too common—that Ghostings were lesser than everyone.

			They sat in silence until Marigold returned to the room holding a small packet. Too small a packet, in Sylah’s opinion.

			Turin held the packet out to her, and Sylah snatched the joba seeds and put them into her satchel.

			“How much is it?”

			“Thirty slabs.”

			Sylah swallowed her shock with a gulp.

			“I don’t—”

			Turin smiled. “You have until the tidewind to pay me back.”

			Midnight? Surely Turin knew that would be impossible. The feeling of safety the seeds had given her was fading already like the smoke from Turin’s cigar.

			“I c…can’t do that.” Sylah handed them back.

			Turin closed Sylah’s hand over the packet of seeds.

			“Why don’t you fight in the Ring tonight? Surely you could make some money that way?”

			Sylah understood now. Turin always placed her bets on Sylah. But she wasn’t due to fight for another week. She’d have to go see Loot…

			She nodded weakly.

			“Thirty slabs, Sylah, before midnight. Don’t want to get caught in the tidewind now, do you?”

			Sylah shook her head and slipped a joba seed out of the packet. She didn’t want to think about what would happen if she didn’t pay the maiden back. The tidewind was the perfect cover-up for any murders committed in the Dredge. But that was a worry for another time that the anticipation of her next joba seed smothered.

			“May Anyme protect you.” The maiden of the house waved her away with a blessing, the cigar smoke, like an extended talon, following her out.

			Now creaking floorboards and the patter of bare feet were the only sounds in the maiden house. Ghostings crossed Sylah’s path in diaphanous fabrics. Bandages, like flags of conquered armies, littered their skin—tokens of the type of clientele Turin catered to.

			Coffee and bile and anger raged in Sylah’s throat. That’s the thing with having transparent blood.

			No one could see you bleed.
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				Warden of Truth—To preach and incite justice.

				Warden of Duty—To nourish and maintain the land.

				Warden of Knowledge—To teach and discover all.

				Warden of Strength—To protect and enforce the law.

				Warden of Crime—To resist and sow chaos.

				—The Wardens’ Vows

			

			Sylah lingered outside the maiden house, a joba seed between her finger and thumb. Her hand lurched toward her mouth, but she held off biting down, savoring the rawness of reality for the briefest of moments.

			The maiden house faced away from the Ruta River, toward the plantation fields outside of the city walls, where, on a clear morning, you’d be able to see the lines of rubber trees and the specks of Dusters toiling in the sun. Some of the field workers were as young as ten, the age at which a Duster’s schooling was complete and they were deemed old enough to go to work.

			Ghostings didn’t go to school at all. Instead, they were forced into service as soon as they could walk. Sylah had seen Ghosting children wandering around in beige uniforms too big for their bodies, their maimed arms hauling coal or sweeping courtyards with brooms adjusted with horizontal handles for their forearms to grasp.

			Most cleaning tools had been adapted for Ghostings’ use. It wasn’t out of kindness; simply put, the Embers wanted the job done well. Occasionally a Ghosting would come across a tool that wasn’t adapted for them. It was why every Ghosting kept a pair of soft leather straps on their person, as tying the tool to their forearm was sometimes the only way to complete the task.

			It wasn’t an uncommon sight to see a Ghosting child’s forearms strapped into a dustpan and broom, the implements bigger than their heads.

			At least Dusters had ten years of childhood before they were assessed and categorized under one of the four guilds of the empire: strength, knowledge, truth, or duty.

			If the empire needed more foot soldiers, you were assigned strength, even if you were crippled by malnutrition. If they needed teachers, you were assigned knowledge, despite having only a handful of years of schooling. If they needed Rippers, you were assigned to truth to tear down the flesh of your people while an officer watched. If they needed more field workers, you were assigned to duty, where your skin was routinely torn open by an overseer’s whip. It was where most Dusters ended up, laboring for cotton, rubber, or sugarcane.

			Once your role was appointed, the guild mark was then branded onto your skin. A reminder of your worth.

			Sylah scratched the grooves on the underside of her wrist. A memory roiled through her: of charred flesh, hot metal, and salty blood.

			Papa had offered her the iron. She remembered how her hand had shook with the weight of it, the brand glowing red. She didn’t cry as she pressed the brand against her wrist, though she wanted to.

			Papa hated tears.

			“We need you to be able to blend in with Dusters when the time comes,” he said over the sound of her sizzling skin.

			She was six years old.

			Sylah bit down on the joba seed. The release of the drug washed away the smell of burning flesh from her memory.

			She closed her eyes to the world around her, reveling in the euphoria. The atrocities of the empire were not the reality she wanted to see. Once, long ago, she’d been promised more. But no longer. Better to blunt the sharp edges of the realm with drugs.

			This was all that mattered now.

			

			—

			The festive spirit of the Day of Descent permeated Sylah’s high as she weaved her way through the Dredge. She waved to a few children flapping kente flags, though one of them ran away in tears screaming that Sylah’s “mouth was full of blood.”

			Once the peak of the drug had lessened, Sylah made her way to Loot’s in the center of the Dredge. She needed to pay back her debt to Turin, and this was the only way to do it.

			“How’s it hurting, Fayl?” Sylah greeted Fayl, the watcher at the door.

			“Easing up now you’re here, Sylah.” Fayl handed her a flask of firerum. His muscular arms were scored with intricate blue bloodink. Dusters weren’t allowed to write, but bloodink tattoos had become a small type of rebellion. The swirls, if you squinted really hard, almost looked like words. “You?”

			“Flaming rough. I’ve seen piles of shit that I liked better than this day,” she grunted. The rum burned her throat, bringing her out of the joba seed numbness. “You not going like the rest?” She took another swig.

			“Eyoh no, seen four Descents in my time. Saw Kalad make the Descent two decades ago. Made sure I had a prime viewing spot for him…” He raised his eyebrows. “If you get what I’m saying.”

			“I always get what you’re saying, Fayl.”

			“Aho, don’t judge me. At the end of the day Dusters, Ghostings, Embers, they all look the same as any nightworker in a maiden’s house once you get them nekkid. Two arms, two legs, no hands for the Ghostings, I guess, but they all have the same—”

			“Fayl.” Sylah grimaced.

			Fayl’s face went slack in innocence. “What? I was just going to say they all have the same bananas under their clothes. Some are bigger than others, some are plantain, if you—”

			“Get what you’re saying? Yes, Fayl.” Sylah rubbed her brows.

			“Well, my thoughts is this, I don’t give one fuck what blood pumps in their veins. Who cares if the Embers can bloodwerk? Why do they get to rule? I say us Nowerks should have a shot at the top.”

			Sylah winced at the name Nowerk. It was an insult used by Embers toward Ghostings and Dusters, but Loot’s guild members, the Gummers, had begun to reclaim it, manipulating it into a term of camaraderie.

			Sylah sucked her teeth. “That’s dangerous talk, Fayl. Can’t be saying things against the wardens.”

			He shrugged, his hair frizzing around him in soft waves.

			“There’s only one warden I’ve pledged to follow. And it ain’t those shits sitting in their fortress and the four guilds they lead. He might not be elected through the trials, or have a seat in the court, but he’s the one we chose. The one us Gummers follow: ‘To resist and sow chaos.’ ” He chanted out the Warden of Crime’s mantra.

			Sylah heard other Gummers echoing Fayl’s vow down the tunnels behind him. The words had the lilt of a prayer.

			But Loot wasn’t just Fayl’s watcher. He was Fayl’s husband.

			Sylah spat out a joba seed.

			Fayl looked at it and frowned. “Sylah—”

			“Strong tidewind last night.” She cut him off. Sylah liked Fayl, as he was a good watcher. His bulk scared away the rabble. But behind his size he was a kind-hearted man who was always willing to share his firerum with those he liked. Still, Sylah didn’t need another lecture. After all, she had Hassa for that.

			“They’ve been getting stronger for a while. You heard it killed another person? They were coming out of a joba den last night.” Fayl looked at the sky. “Never known it to kill this many, in all my years, Sylah, I tell you. Three in the Dredge this week alone. Nasty way to die, tearing skin from flesh, think I’d prefer the rack.”

			Sylah thought of the griot and wasn’t sure she agreed with Fayl.

			“How’s Lio?” Fayl asked.

			Sylah soured at the mention of her mother. “Fine.” She’d have to tell Lio that she’d lost another apprenticeship. “Is Loot in? Putting my name down.”

			“Yeah, he’s in, head on down.” Fayl moved out of the way to let Sylah past to the stairway beyond. “Oh, and Sylah, watch out, he’s in a terrible mood.”

			“Perfect.”

			“My bet’s on you, Sylah.”

			Sylah wondered if it was true, if Loot even let him bet.

			“Thanks.”

			The damp stairway led Sylah to the maze of tunnels under the Dredge affectionately known as the Intestines, probably because of all the shit that went down them. There were many pathways under the city, but no one truly knew where they all led. Countless Dusters had gone missing over the years, led astray by the myth that one of the tunnels led to the warden treasury under the river. If they ever got there, though, they never got out again.

			Sylah was careful to follow the pattern she had memorized. Left, left, right, middle. Loot said if you weren’t smart enough to memorize the sequence, then you weren’t worth Loot’s time. He valued wit above all else.

			The tunnels led to Loot’s headquarters, which he called the Belly. There the soft orange glow of the runelamps was like the rays of a permanent sunset, and the room was claggy with a soft haze of incense. Books, dozens, hundreds, ran from floor to ceiling, with not one speck of dust mottling their crisp pages.

			And in the middle of it all, the self-proclaimed Warden of Crime sat on a three-legged stool. Word on the tidewind was that he had stolen it from the Warden of Strength’s privy room. Sylah once checked. The initials Y. E. were stamped into the underside. It was a statement, proof his network could get anywhere, even into the Keep.

			Of course, it was just as likely it was a story he’d crafted, that the wooden stool was nothing but a piece of junk and he’d carved the initials himself. He loved theatrics.

			“Loot.” Sylah nodded.

			He closed the book he was reading with a snap.

			“Here she is, my glorious fighter. What a surprise.” Loot had the slightest lisp that somehow made him even more august. He was smiling widely. Not a good sign.

			Loot was dressed like one of the wardens themselves in a rich mustard suit, and his brown eyes sparkled as she walked into the light. A spider brooch was pinned to his left breast, the glittering black diamond eyes twinkling in the runelamp light. At forty-five he was young to have founded a dynasty. But it would be a mistake to assume that made him inexperienced.

			“By the blood, you look like a pile of eru dung.”

			“Steaming on a cold winter’s morning,” Sylah added, brushing a braid from her eyes, the glass beads clicking together.

			“Ha!” Loot snorted. “Always the poet.” Loot pushed his gold spectacles up his nose with a manicured finger. That was the thing with Loot: everything about him was elegant. From the well-groomed beard to the tips of his eru leather shoes. His obsidian skin was a flawless black mirror.

			The crime guild token dangled by Loot’s waist. It was a cross engraved in a coin of metal—the only letter Dusters were allowed to use, and even then, it was mostly used to sign death certificates. The emblem was a mockery of the guild tokens given to Embers when they chose their guild at twenty years old.

			Choice? Sylah didn’t know what that felt like.

			A Ghosting servant, their brown uniform tied at the waist with a yellow band, brought out an opulent teapot. Like the wardens themselves, Loot had Ghosting servants, and he branded them as his own with a yellow sash. Sylah wondered which Ember official he bribed to get them assigned to him and not a noble Ember.

			The servant’s wrist was threaded through the large handle of the steaming, gilded teapot while they supported the base with their other limb. It was rumored that the teapot was the vessel Loot had used to poison the former crime lords of Nar-Ruta. It clinked as it touched the marble table in front of Loot.

			“Tea?” It wasn’t really a question. You didn’t say no when Loot asked you if you wanted tea.

			Sylah nodded, and he waved at a nearby chair and she sank into it. She twirled the braid with the scarf woven in until it pulled painfully at the root.

			Whistling, Loot tipped a small sachet of powder into the tea. It was poison, though Sylah didn’t know what type. He filled two flowery teacups to the brim and spooned three lumps of sugar into his. Sylah reached for hers, and Loot’s brown eyes watched her above the rim of the teacup as she sipped.

			Once she’d swallowed the poisoned tea, Loot continued. “So I’m guessing you’re not here just for my famous tea.”

			“No.” She tipped her head, her plaits falling around her face like curtains. “I want in on the Ring.”

			“You’re not due up until next week.”

			“Bring me forward.”

			“I’d have to bump Ows. You know he doesn’t like that.”

			“I…I need the money.” Her fingers itched to fondle the remaining joba seeds in her satchel.

			“Aho, did you burn down the glasskeep too?”

			Sylah scowled, “I never burned down anything.”

			“That’s not the story Abod the baker is telling.”

			“Just a bit of bread, that’s all.”

			“So you didn’t burn down the bakery, or steal the silk from the tailors, or misplace all the vegetables from Kala’s mart? They just couldn’t keep on such a bright young woman through no fault of her own.”

			“Exactly.” Sylah drank more of the nectar tea. It was always sickly sweet. It had to be to mask the bitterness of Loot’s sordid games.

			“You know the rules, though.”

			Sylah nodded, keeping her black eyes on her teacup.

			“Can’t have you winning again, so this time, win one, lose two. I’ve got One-ear Lazo up tonight. It’ll be a good match. He might even beat you.”

			They both guffawed.

			“Be at the Ring at seventh strike. We’ll settle after.” Loot downed his tea and picked up his book, waving at the servant to clear the table. Sylah clutched her teacup in her hand, refusing to part with it when the servant reached for it with their limbs.

			“Before,” Sylah said. She didn’t want to be in debt to Maiden Turin longer than she had to.

			“Pardon?” He didn’t look up from his book.

			“We’ll settle before, or I won’t lose. I’ll win them all and leave with the prize money.”

			Loot was faster than she expected. If she hadn’t had the joba seeds and firerum, she might have been quicker. But as it was, he grasped a fistful of hair, sending her beloved trinkets clattering around her on the stone floor.

			She twisted to meet him face-to-face, careful not to pull on her hair. He was holding a dagger up to her face, and two Gummers had stepped out of the shadows. The dagger wouldn’t do much damage. She’d fought off worse without a weapon.

			“Now, I have no doubt you can get out of this. I’ve seen you tackle three men to the ground with little more than your fists.” His smile was wide, the whites of his teeth like stars in the night sky of his skin. “But the thing is, in about two strikes you’ll start to feel a smidge queasy. Then you’ll get a headache, right here, that’ll make your brain feel like it’s being carved in two.” He ran the blunt side of his blade down her forehead, his smile roguish. “Then blood will start running out of your nose and ears. You’ll start vomiting, incessantly.” The word ran together with his lisp, but Sylah didn’t laugh. “Until your vomit runs blue from the blood of your guts disintegrating within you. Then, finally, after two more strikes of the purest form of agony, you’ll die.”

			He stared deep into her eyes, shifting back and forth between them. Looking for something; she wasn’t sure what.

			She forced a smile, and he grimaced. “Your teeth are going red. I thought you were better than that.” He shoved her away, knocking her dainty teacup over.

			She pulled in a ragged breath, “I don’t know why people say, ‘better than that,’—who’s ‘that’ and why should I listen to them?”

			Loot scrutinized her, then burst into laughter. “You really have got fire in your blood.”

			She nodded; if only he knew.

			“Bring it to the Ring. Then we’ll talk money.” Sylah didn’t remember seeing his Gummers melt back into the shadows.

			He pulled out the antidote seemingly from thin air. The small glass vile held droplets of a liquid that could just as well be water. She downed it straightaway. Better to be safe than dead.

			“See you later, Loot.”

			He had already turned back to his book.
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				Submit to my leadership or perish. In numbers we thrive.

				To resist and sow chaos.

				
					Yours,

					Loot, your new Warden of Crime

				

				—Letter sent to every crime lord in the empire, year 403

			

			The Ring wouldn’t open until the moon rose, so Sylah had some time to waste. She couldn’t wait it out at home. Her mother would be the only one in their neighborhood guaranteed not to have gone to watch the Descent. She’d have to report her unemployment to the duty office, but Sylah was more fearful of reporting it to her mother.

			Sylah consumed another joba seed and let her limbs drift her along with the last few Dusters and Ghostings still heading toward the Keep.

			The army’s presence increased the farther away she got from Loot’s headquarters. They speckled the landscape purple, like a disease that could kill you at any moment. There were generally fewer patrols in the Dredge than in the Duster Quarter. Some assumed it was because of the smell, but Sylah had her own speculations. In the six years she’d lived in the city, not once had she seen a Gummer on the rack. Loot must have made a deal with the wardens, she was sure of it.

			An officer caught Sylah’s eye as she made her way into the Duster Quarter, and Sylah stuck her tongue out at her.

			“You!” She had a runegun, a weapon powered by bloodwerk runes on the shaft, and unwound her hand from it to point at Sylah.

			“Fuck,” Sylah swore under her breath.

			The other people on the street hunkered down into their shoulders and quickened their pace.

			“I said, you! You stinking Nowerk. Get over here.” Her gloved finger jabbed at the air like a miniature knife.

			“Officer?” Sylah felt herself tilting to the side, and she leaned forward on the officer’s shoulder.

			“Don’t touch me, you filthy Duster.” She brushed off Sylah’s touch like she was the disease. “Empty your bag.”

			Sylah jammed her hands into her satchel, expecting the bag to be empty, but then she felt the parchment. The map. Her heart stopped. If they found her with written words, they might assume she wrote them. Why had she kept that blood-forsaken map?

			She fished around in the dusty crumbs at the bottom of the bag, buying herself some time.

			Sylah looked around, but there were too many of them. And they had runeguns. So Sylah withdrew the only other thing in her satchel. The one thing that might stop them looking further.

			“Knew it, could see your red stains from a league away.” The officer grinned, revealing too big teeth for her mouth, and then unbuttoned her breast pocket, where she put the packet among the other seeds she had confiscated.

			Sylah’s anger burned, kindled by the drug. How fucking dare they?

			The next words slipped out of Sylah’s mouth before she could contain them.

			“What do you do with them? The drugs you take from us? Do you trade them? So eventually they make their way back to my hand, but you’re all the richer?”

			The cold butt of the runegun struck Sylah’s midriff, sending her reeling.

			“Next time you talk back to an Ember, you’ll be on the rack. Now scatter, you Nowerk scum. The wardens have begun their Descent, and you owe them your respect.”

			Sylah was bent double, her breath coming out in uneven puffs. She didn’t feel the pain; she rarely did when chewing joba seeds.

			Sylah righted herself and let herself be herded toward the river.

			The Ruta River was a swirling mass of cobalt quicksand that bisected the city, with the Keep and Ember district on one side and the Duster Quarter and the Dredge on the other. And suspended five hundred handspans above the Ruta was the black iron bridge called the Tongue.

			The trotro, the bloodwerk-powered trolley used to freight goods, clattered through the dust and debris left from the tidewind on one side of the Tongue. Its crates, normally full of goods going to the Ember market, were empty as every merchant made their way to the Keep.

			Sylah fingered the three joba seeds left in her satchel. She’d coaxed them from the packet before handing over the rest to the officer. Her eyes darted to the next squadron of officers up ahead. They lined the Ember side of the Tongue as she neared. Their stance was different here, still alert, still ready to trigger their runeguns, but somehow more at ease on their own ground.

			“Keep up the pace, Nowerks, stick to the main street,” an officer barked.

			Sylah complied for the moment, following the throng of Dusters and Ghostings until she found an opportunity to slip away.

			“Get out of the way! Move!” The driver’s shout was unnecessary. Everyone could hear the carriage thundering down the middle of the bridge, pulled by a jade-colored eru.

			Fifty handspans long and at least ten handspans wide, the large lizards were the main mode of transport in the empire. The more experienced riders could saddle the big animals and ride them, but Sylah was not one of those. She hated traveling by eru, as she’d never mastered the skill to manipulate the large beast with reins or words. Most Embers, like this out-of-towner, preferred the comfort of drawn carriages strapped to the lizard’s hindquarters.

			The jade eru’s tail hooked under the carriage as it scurried through the street, black claws tapping on the metal floor of the Tongue.

			Sylah watched it amble off the bridge, the carriage bouncing on the cobblestones. Silver filigree wrapped around the roof of the carriage in ostentatious swirls. Sylah spotted a kente flag of green and yellow weave, flapping maniacally from a pole on the driver’s platform. She recognized the pattern of the imir of Jin-Sukar. Imirs were the Ember leaders that governed the twelve districts north of the capital. Despite some of the areas being many weeks’ ride away, the imir’s puppet strings were long, the warden’s rule absolute.

			As the carriage drew level with the platoon of officers, she took the opportunity to slip away into a side street.

			Pristine white villas sprawled along the road, the domed roofs sending shadows across immaculate courtyards. Sylah breathed in and scowled at the clean air. When she looked back, she couldn’t even see the plantation fields.

			How nice it is to be so blinded by your own riches that you can’t see whose back your home is built upon, she thought.

			Every villa had a joba tree growing in a small fenced patch of sand. The large trees were thought to be a conduit to the God Anyme, tall and high in the sky as they were. The taller the tree, the higher the family’s status—the age of the tree being an indicator of generational wealth. Of course, the wardens were the first to settle in the Keep, so their tree was the largest and grandest. In the Duster Quarter you’d be happy with a six-handspans bush. Sylah’s mother had managed to coax theirs to seven handspans.

			Sylah clasped her trembling hands behind her and looked up past the white bark and wide, spindly arms to the canopy, looking for the red fruit the trees produced during the sixth mooncycle, knowing that there wouldn’t be any, but hoping anyway.

			The fences that surrounded each of the joba trees varied in size and opulence. Some were even locked to prevent thieves from stealing the decoration that dangled from the branches. Some Dredge-dwellers placed sad little sticks in front of their doors in poor replicas, like wealth would come to them if they manifested it through imitation.

			As she weaved through the cobbled lanes, her palms began to sweat. If she had to watch the Descent, she’d do it from familiar ground, not within the walls of the enemy, but it had been a long time since she’d been to the water tower.

			It was haunted for her by the ghouls of her past.

			Her feet knew the way even though it had been years since she’d last been there. Scouting the street one last time, she ducked behind one of the larger villas and found her way to the bottom of the steps.

			The tower was the only ugly thing in the Ember Quarter. It had been abandoned after the Warden of Duty implemented a new irrigation system. Sylah spat out a joba seed. Dusters and Ghostings still had to haul their water from wells. She was surprised they hadn’t torn it down: Embers hated unsightly things. It was why Dusters and Ghostings lived across the river.

			She looked up from the bottom of the steps, worn smooth from exposure to the tidewind. A chant from her childhood limped out of her mouth.

			
				“Stolen, sharpened, the hidden key,

				We’ll destroy the empire and set you free,

				Churned up from the shadows to tear it apart,

				A dancer’s grace, a killer’s instinct, an Ember’s blood, a Duster’s heart.”

			

			For a moment she saw Jond’s smiling face.

			
				“Come on, no one will know we took a break.”

				“But Papa, he told us to go right back. We should saddle Huda and go meet him.”

				“She’s right, Jond. We’ve got the books he asked us to get.” Fareen was frowning, the expression so rare on her usually carefree face.

				“Eeyah, Fareen, stop copying everything Sylah does. Here, grab my hand, I’ll help you up. The view will be worth it, I promise.”

				Jond held out his hand, and Sylah clasped it. Firm and warm, it was calloused like hers. He winked at her as he held hers for a second longer than was really required.

				Fareen followed not far behind.

			

			She sniffed and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. They were both dead. Just Lio and her left, and even then Sylah often wondered if her mother really wanted her. She probably wished another child had survived.

			She popped a joba seed in her mouth and bit down. Two left.

			The drug floated her up the dusty steps to her memory of the view above. When she reached the top, she steadied herself on the stone wall. The joba seed turned the cheers of the crowd into a liquid frenzy in her veins.

			Thousands of Dusters and Ghostings had gathered in the courtyard. It was one of the few times Dusters were allowed to enter the Keep, usually barred from everyone but Ghosting servants and Embers. Today, the army kept them in check in a segregated section away from the Ember nobility who sat on seats at the front.

			The four wardens stood at the top of the five hundred steps that led to the great veranda. Truth, duty, strength, and knowledge: the four pillars of the empire. They were stoic figures dressed in fine silk suits. Most wore heeled boots. Not the Warden of Strength, though. At sixty-eight she was always prepared for combat. Her boots were well worn, stained blue with the blood of many a rebellion.

			As was customary for Embers, each warden had one obscenely bejeweled bracelet on their forearm. Bloodwerk required easy access to their blood. So although elaborately decorated, the cuffs, known as inkwells, were also functional with a space for a stylus to be inserted to pierce the wearer’s vein and draw blood to the tip. The bracelets were bespoke to the wearer’s writing arm. Sylah had once tried to make an inkwell with a sharp knife and a brass cuff she’d stolen from the market. It did not go to plan.

			The four disciples had already begun their ascent from the courtyard below. Disciples trained under their warden’s guild for ten years before taking over as warden themselves. They were second-in-command but also a ready replacement for any warden who met an untimely demise. It was rare, but it happened. Not often enough, in Sylah’s opinion.

			The Disciple of Strength was leading the way up the five hundred steps. Sylah could just make out the sneer that painted the Warden of Strength’s face as her disciple, her daughter, ran toward her. Yona had first won the title of disciple forty years ago and had reigned as warden twice since then. Uka, her daughter, had won her Aktibar trials at fifteen—the youngest disciple to enter the court. The Elsari family was a force of nature stronger than the tidewind. Sylah wondered if Uka’s daughter would be entering the Aktibar this year.

			“The Aktibar.” The words sent sparks flying in Sylah’s mind. “The Aktibar.” She repeated. “The Aktibar, the Aktibar, the Aktibar.” The words merged together into a low drone.

			“The Aktibar is the reason you exist,” Papa Azim had once said to her. And she knew the words to be as true then as they were now.

			It was why she chose this semi-existence. She had lost the one purpose in her life.

			Sylah’s gaze fixed on the four wardens until her eyes stung, their expensive silks blurring together.

			What tests would they set for the competitors this Aktibar? It was always the same skills, but the trials varied each decade. The trials for the guild of strength started with aerofield, where competitors had to showcase their skill in ranged combat. The tactics trial would be next, where competitors had to showcase their military maneuvers. Stealth was the third skill tested, and the trial always involved a covert mission. The mind trial challenged the competitor’s mental stamina, and the bloodwerk trial their ability to use runes.

			The final trial was the combat trial. First to blood.

			Six mooncycles. Six trials.

			“And only one Disciple of Strength!” Sylah added her cheers to those below. It dripped with sarcasm and self-loathing.

			It was meant to be Sylah. It could still be Sylah.

			The Day of Descent marked the opening of the Aktibar. Any Ember over the age of fifteen could enter. Sylah ran her hands through her braids and thought of them, her family. Guilt clouded her mind, and she let her braids go, dragging her eyes back to the courtyard.

			Uka Elsari, disciple turned warden, was halfway up the steps, showing no indication of slowing down. The woman was built like an eru, all muscle and bone. She even zigzagged up the steps with the same grace as the large lizards. She didn’t have the scaled skin or the long tail, though. Sylah checked.

			Uka’s suit was gray, like the roots of her afro. The slits of her trousers were crisscrossed with string to keep them out of her way as she ran.

			Sylah spat over the edge of the water tower and cried out when her joba seed went with it.

			“Monkey’s hairy bollocks.” She leaned over the edge as if peering at it would somehow will it back between her teeth. It had at least half a strike of juice left in it.

			“Not quite sure what monkey’s hairy bollocks have to do with anything,” a voice commented behind her. A voice she knew like the thunder of her heartbeat. She turned around.

			Her eyes couldn’t be telling the truth. She’d been the only survivor to make it out of the massacre alive. It must be the drug. She looked at her hands. They were shaking, the joba-seed high receding. And she could smell him, fresh basil and jasmine. Could she touch him? She reached out a quivering finger and poked him hard.

			“Ouch,” he grumbled. How could she hear him when he was dead? He poked back harder. It hurt in all the places she’d hidden away.

			It hurt like a smile breaking chapped lips.

			“Jond?”
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				If the Wardens’ Empire were an orchard, the Embers would be the fruit at the top. Red and ripe, most revered, the four wardens crowning at height.

				The Dusters, we’d be the fallen apples, bruised blue, the color of our blood. Weavers, field workers, laborers, and griots too.

				The Ghostings, like their translucent blood, they cannot be seen, they are down below, the roots of the tree. Deep under the earth, but essential to the empire, here to serve in their beige attire.

				And so is the way of the orchard of all.

				But don’t forget. Keep in mind.

				The apples at the top have the farthest to fall.

				—The Orchard of All as spoken by Griot Sheth on the third Moonday of the year

			

			Sylah’s fist flew through the air before she knew what she was doing—partly to test her theory that Jond wasn’t an apparition, but mostly to cause him pain. A fraction of what she’d felt when she’d lost him.

			He let her punch connect with his face with a thud. She struck him just above his sharp jawline now dusted with the shadow of a beard. He was smiling, despite the blossoming of a bruise marring his face. Her hand went slack and fell to her side.

			They looked at each other for a heartbeat. Like Sylah, Jond had always been muscular, but in their years apart his body had broadened. If it wasn’t for the lopsided grin, he’d look dangerous. As it was, his good looks were near fatal instead.

			His dark eyes bored into hers, and she let him assess her, enjoying the feel of his gaze lingering on hers. Then they were skidding into each other’s arms, the sand beneath them lifting in a gust of wind and engulfing them in a blue tornado. Jond held fistfuls of Sylah’s tunic as they held each other.

			He held her at arm’s length, and she let him take her in. “How’s it hurting?”

			Sylah dipped her head and pressed her ear against his chest.

			“What are you doing?”

			“It works. It really works.” Her hair brushed his beard as she stood, the tight curls entwining with one of her braids.

			“What?”

			“Your heart, it’s actually beating. You’re alive. Jond, you’re really alive.”

			“I hope so.”

			“I don’t understand.” The impact of the ground meeting her ass knocked her teeth together. The truth was too heavy to stay standing.

			Jond crouched in the dust next to her. He was smiling. Jond was smiling, and it wasn’t a dream.

			“Yes, I’m alive.”

			“Hello, alive-Jond.” She gave him a watery smile and wiped her nose on the edge of her tunic.

			Jond squeezed her hand.

			“You didn’t die?”

			“No, Sylah. I didn’t.”

			“Does Mama know?”

			“No, but I’ll go see Lio later.”

			“Who else survived?” Joy blossomed and spread its tentacles through her body, rushing between the hairs on her skin.

			His neck twitched, his eyes downcast. It was all she needed to know. “Just me.”

			The joy was snuffed out by grief, as fresh as the day her family had died six years ago.

			Jond reached for Sylah with sadness in his eyes and pulled her up from the ground. She looked down at their intertwined hands. Neither one of them had lost the thick calluses from their years of training.

			Sylah pulled in a ragged breath, and her chest caved in, pulling in her tall stature. She didn’t want Jond to see what she had become, how she had failed everyone who meant anything to her. Her hair fell forward, the braids jangling with the memories of the people she had lost.

			“Jond,” Sylah rasped. “How did you survive?”

			A knot appeared between his brow but was smoothed out by the beginnings of a smile. “We survived, Sylah, we survived.”

			“I saw the runebullets strike you. I thought I saw your last breath.”

			Jond sat back on his haunches and lifted up his shirt. The bullet holes had healed into three perfect silver spheres. Sylah reached out to touch them, her fingers running over the grooves of muscle toward the scars. He shivered at her touch, and she pulled away. He gave her a shy smile before continuing, “I was close to death. So close I could hear Anyme calling my name. But it was someone else who came to my aid.” He held the hand Sylah had placed on his chest. “Papa Azim’s body had fallen on me, hiding me from the officers. His blue blood protected me.”

			There was applause in the courtyard followed by the chant, “To protect and enforce law.” The crowd screamed the Warden of Strength’s vow as Uka Elsari reached the top of the five hundred steps—the first one to do so.

			Sylah loosened her lips to spit.

			Jond continued. “Do you remember Amud? The farmer that Papa traded with? He came to the Sanctuary that evening.” The crinkles around his eyes softened. “He had a box of two dozen eggs he wanted to trade for fresh latex. Instead he found me, strapped me to the back of Anka, and took me back to his farm.”

			The image of Jond on the back of Anka the goat should have been funny, but Sylah didn’t laugh.

			He continued, “After two mooncycles I woke from my coma. After three more I could stand. It took me a year to cough without drawing blood.”

			Sylah stiffened. “He knew?”

			“Of course, but he protected me, hid me from prying eyes. Told anyone who came by that I was his nephew. He was alone on the farm.”

			“Why didn’t you come find me?”

			“I thought you were dead, Sylah. Amud, he told me the army had killed you all and taken your bodies away.”

			“Mama—” Sylah stumbled over the shape of her memory. She swallowed, started again. “I thought only Mama and I escaped…Did you go back? To the Sanctuary?”

			“No.” His voice cracked.

			Sylah’s eyes flickered to the scene in the courtyard beyond, anything to tear her eyes away from the grief, raw and bleeding, reflected on Jond’s face.

			Jond continued, “One day I woke and Amud’s house was empty. I went outside and found him. His mind had been going for some time, he was losing his balance more often, forgetting who I was, where he was.” Jond swallowed. “He had fallen and hit his head. I wasn’t sure if he had passed before or during the tidewind.”

			“It’s been getting worse.”

			Jond nodded. “I set a pyre for him and continued to run the farm alone.”

			They looked at each other, the unspoken words just within grasp, if only one of them would reach for them.

			More cries rang out, and they both turned their eyes to the scene below.

			All four disciples had now reached the top of the steps, and the crowd had erupted into cries of joy. The wardens shook hands with their disciples, ending their ten-year reign. Sylah’s hands clenched by her waist.

			The former wardens began their descent into the bowels of the crowd. Even the Dusters and Ghostings were cheering, caught in the infectious patriotism of the event and the reverence they felt for their leaders.

			Sylah didn’t hear cheers. She heard the cries of newborn Ghostings having their hands and tongues severed, she heard the creaking of the rack as Dusters were torn limb from limb, she heard the snap of the whip from the plantation overseers.

			“Are you okay?” Jond’s hand touched her wrist.

			Will I ever be?

			Sylah nodded.

			Yona Elsari, the now former Warden of Strength, led the way down the steps. Sylah couldn’t drag her eyes away from her lithe run. Sixty-eight never looked so good.

			“The Sandstorm are still fighting, Sylah,” he said the words quietly, but they screamed in her ears.

			“What?” Her head snapped toward him, braids clacking with the symbols of their childhood. “The Sandstorm are gone. Dead and gone.” Her hand reached into her satchel pocket and rolled the two joba seeds left there.

			“They came to the farm. They found me.”

			“Who found you?” Sylah didn’t understand. They were dead. All dead.

			“The Sandstorm.”

			She shook her head, harder and harder, shaking the confusion from her mind. The Sandstorm were dead. The Sandstorm were dead. She hadn’t realized the words had come out of her mouth until Jond replied.

			“Our faction died, yes, but the ideology lives on, Sylah.” Jond took a deep breath. “As babes we were taken from our families and set on a path to tear down the foundations of the empire. The Sandstorm crafted us into leaders with one purpose: to destroy the empire from within. We are the Stolen, born to Ember parents but made by Dusters. And we cannot be unmade. Just because you turned your back on who you are doesn’t mean the fight has stopped.” That’s the thing with unspoken words: sometimes they reach for you.

			Shame stung Sylah’s eyes, but he saw it. The guilt she had nursed over the last six years was hard to miss; it shone as bright as the red stains on her teeth.

			“There was nothing to turn my back on,” she shot back. “Where are they, this so-called Sandstorm?” The scorn screwed up her features.

			“They’re here in the city. We’re going to infiltrate the court, win the Aktibar, just like Papa Azim planned. There might not be twelve Stolen anymore, but there’s us, and that’s enough to change the world.”

			Sylah smiled bitterly. “I thought about it, once or twice.” Her thoughts turned to the griot who had been ripped earlier that day, “But then I opened my eyes to reality. Nothing gets past the wardens. They crush every rebellion. No, they rip them apart without a thought. Change the world? No, Jond. This will end in death like it did for the Sandstorm, like it does for every Duster and Ghosting held in the jaws of the rack. Papa’s plan will never work, just as it didn’t before.” Sylah’s eyes drifted to the courtyard of murderers below.

			Jond cleared his throat. “It wasn’t just his plan, Sylah. There were many players. He was just a small part.”

			Sylah looked at him. It was the same Jond, yet this fire was new. But there was no way he could pull this off without Papa Azim, without their family.

			“Once you’re warden, what then? There’s still the Ember courts that we’d have to influence.” Then she said the words she had come to terms with a long time ago. “The Sandstorm is nothing without Papa to lead. The Sandstorm is dead.”

			Jond flinched. “We’re fulfilling what I was born and trained to do. What we were trained to do, Sylah.” He splayed his hands toward the Descent below. All four former wardens were now at the foot of the five hundred steps. They were no longer wardens, just regular folk. Regular red-blooded Embers. The crowd parted to let them through as they walked up to the largest joba tree in all of Nar-Ruta.

			It had been eighteen years since Sylah had been stolen from her crib by the Sandstorm. From the moment she was taken at two years old she was fated to battle for the title of Disciple of Strength. Trained, crafted, and honed into the perfect competitor for the Aktibar. It had been the Sandstorm’s plan all along, to raise twelve Embers to do what Dusters couldn’t, weren’t permitted to: lead. To stand where those in the courtyard below now stood. But that was before the Sandstorm died. Before they were cut down, the rebellion slaughtered.

			Twelve children, three chances to win each Aktibar.

			Now just two left.

			An Abosom priest, dressed all in white, chanted out a prayer. Sylah couldn’t hear the words, but she recited them from memory anyway.

			Jond whispered them beneath his breath. Like Sylah, he had been taught the prayer, hoping that one day it would be them up there—ending their reign with a better world.

			“And to the earth the blood shall flow, and to the sky I returneth. Anyme, we thank thee for what you give us, we praise thee for where you lead us. Anyme, we serve thee for how you punish us. The blood, the power, the life.” The citizens chanted alongside the Abosom, the collective worship making its way through the crowd. It haunted Sylah into a memory.

			
				The view was worth it. They could see more of the Wardens’ Keep than they had ever seen before.

				“One day that’ll be our home,” Sylah said in the silence.

				Jond’s grin was toothy. “It’ll be your home, you mean.”

				“Any one of us could win,” Sylah protested.

				“But you’re the best.” Jond rested his hand on her leg.

				She had nothing to say to that. It was the truth, and Papa told them not to lie.

				“Will you come and live with me?”

				“Of course, you can have the whole right side, and Fareen can have the left side,” said Jond.

				“And where are you going to live?”

				“In the joba tree, of course! I’ll make a tree house bigger and better than your chambers.”

			

			“Remember when I said I was going to live in the joba tree?” It had been six years, but Jond still had the uncanny ability to know what she was thinking.

			Sylah tried to laugh, but instead her lips drooped in a poor replica of a smile. She didn’t want to talk about the Sandstorm anymore. There was no changing this world. It had taken the Sandstorm’s deaths for her to realize it. She was better off chasing oblivion. She was good at it too.

			Her hands shook as she balled them into fists. Damn, she needed another joba seed.

			Her eyes darted to Jond’s. He scrutinized her until she looked back to the scene below.

			Submissions for the Aktibar had opened as they always did after the ceremony. A line of Embers began to snake its way around the courtyard as they queued to enter their name into one of the four trials: strength, duty, knowledge, and truth. Submissions would end on the morrow.

			Jond put a hand on her shoulder as he followed her gaze down the line. “Enter the Aktibar with me.”

			She had been waiting for those words. Hoping for them, maybe?

			“Sylah, we trained for years for this, it’s in our blood. It’s what Papa Azim wanted us to do.” She could hear the smile in the tone of his voice.

			Sylah hawked and spat over the edge, pressing her shaking hands into the stone wall. “I gave up that dream, Jond. When I realized I was just the tool and had no idea how to wield it.” She couldn’t take it anymore. She was taking a joba seed.

			Jond watched her as she crunched the seed and tucked it between the gap in her front teeth. That was better. That was much better. It was easier not to think, easier just to feel. A slow moan escaped her as the ecstasy was released into her bloodstream.

			Only one left.

			Sylah’s head lolled forward, her lips going slack as she vibrated with the blissful energy the joba seeds gave her. This was what she was born for.

			She laughed.

			“What’s funny?” Jond asked, but she had already forgotten. He was still watching her.

			“Are you crying?” Sylah had never seen Jond cry, but there he was crying. Tears dripping down his cheeks like pearls. She wondered if she could string them together and gift them to him. Her fingers reached for them, and he let her touch the wetness on his rough cheeks. “You are, you’re crying.” With each drip she collected, the euphoria lessened.

			“I’m sorry, Sylah.”

			“What for?” She cocked her head at him.

			Jond cleared his throat, but his voice still came out husky. “For not coming sooner.”

			Sylah took a step back, but she was unsteady on her feet. The drug-induced dizziness would last for a little while longer. Jond reached for her, but she backed up to the crumbling wall of the water tower. Sylah fought the fogginess in her mind for a moment of clarity.

			“How long have you known I was alive?” The question crept in between the folds of silence.

			“I had to prepare—”

			“How long, Jond?”

			He looked at her, his response quiet. “Two years.”

			“Two years?” She clenched and released her fist by her side.

			“I wasn’t here, Sylah, I was training, you don’t understand, let me explain.”

			“Two fucking years you knew I was alive.”

			“I only came to Nar-Ruta yesterday, to sign up for the Aktibar. They wouldn’t let me—”

			The blow gave him a matching bruise on the other side of his jaw. They grappled in the sand that had, moments before, danced in their embrace. Sylah clutched Jond’s shirt in her fist and felt it tear.

			“Peace, Sylah, peace.”

			She hissed through her teeth at him, and he peered forward to get a closer look.

			“What has happened to you, Sylah?” He had seen the red stains.

			“Nothing, not a damn thing.” She forced a smile, and it was as raw as the two sides of an open wound. “It’s been six years of bliss.”

			She launched herself off the water tower, stumbled across to the barn roof and over to the street beyond. She felt the ghost of her memories laughing at her.

			The two of them used to do that jump together.

			

			—

			Sylah consumed her last joba seed and moved on to firerum, which flowed thick and fast in the Maroon. But it didn’t quite fill the gap between her teeth. The patriotic spirit had followed the revelers back from the Keep, and the energy in the tavern buzzed around Sylah as she hunched over her drink by the bar.

			We cannot be unmade.

			Jond’s words infiltrated her thoughts, and she scowled. How dare he raise his sorry ass back up from the dead? Even if it was a very fine ass. And now he wanted to act like nothing had changed, that they were right back to the plan that had been set for them.

			But Sylah had long veered off course, and she was content with the life she led. Besides, she had other things to concentrate on, like making her money back for Maiden Turin.

			Three strikes had passed since sundown, and she was going to be late for the Ring. But she couldn’t leave yet; she had just stolen half a bottle of firerum and no one had noticed.

			“It is curious how they forget the wardens’ tyranny.” The voice was as deep and as cavernous as the coal mines of Jin-Hidal. “In the light of the new day it’ll strike them harder than the overseer’s whip. You and I cannot begrudge them their happiness. Brief as it is.”

			Sylah looked at the speaker. Beads hung around his neck and down from his ears, and patterned silks swept back his braids, which were dusted gray. He was as decorated as a joba tree in the Ember Quarter.

			“Hello, Griot.” Sylah leaned forward and clinked her stolen treasure against his glass. She didn’t notice the mess her unsteady hand made. “Aren’t you paid to be happy?”

			“Today, I mourn.” He growled into his glass, his thick lips a straight line of pain.

			“Oh yes, the griot who died in the square.”

			He nodded. “When a griot dies, so do his stories.”

			“Not really,” Sylah countered. “Not if he told them right. People remember.”

			“Do they?” Sylah noticed his teeth were perfectly straight, like dice lined up. “Or is that my job? To remember for them?” His eyebrows quivered upward, pulling his wrinkles into the start of a smile.

			“How do you become a griot, anyway?” She eyed the trinket box by his hip. Maybe being a griot paid more than the Ring.

			“Those who know tell. Those who tell are griots.”

			“But where do you get your stories from? You just make them all up?”

			“A curious Duster you are.”

			“No, I’m not—” She nearly corrected him. But the Maroon wasn’t the place to announce her identity. Not ever. Not unless she wanted the warden army knocking on her door, and a one-way trip to the rack for being one of the Sandstorm.

			When it was clear she wasn’t finishing her sentence, he continued, “Griots tell no lies, child. A griot looks at the truth and pulls it tight.” He twisted his arthritic hands in front of his face. “So tight it oozes with adventure, weeps with romance, and bleeds with horror.”

			Sylah picked between her teeth with her finger, hoping to find the shell of a joba seed she’d missed. “Nice words. You should be a griot.”

			He snorted, his smile spreading.

			“You know,”—Sylah flicked back her hair and nearly fell off her stool—“I thought I was going to rule them all and make things better. Because I have a Duster’s heart, a dancer’s grace, and one more thing…”

			“Indeed?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Seventh strike!” The clockmaster called out into the Dredge.

			“Seventh strike…”

			“Seventh strike…”

			The murmur moved through the crowd with a practiced chant, ensuring everyone knew the time.

			“What time is it?” Sylah asked suddenly, struck by the panic that she needed to be somewhere.

			“Seventh strike, girl.” The griot’s voice churned like gravel.

			She weaved through the Maroon muttering to herself, “Nice chat, got to go.”

			The Ring was in the northernmost tip of the Dredge, where Loot’s Gummers reigned.
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