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am not about to have a change of heart, even with him coldly

staring at me like that from across the tea room. If one knows

his reputation, and who in Qalia doesn't-a talented archer

and beastseer who can control the minds of falcons-one

would be forgiven imagining a young man with a keen gaze.

But Taha's eyes are troublingly placid, the washed-out green

of grasslands that have seen too much sun and not enough

rain.

Tea ceremony etiquette is to watch the person preparing

the Spice, but I wish he would deviate from tradition just

this once and stop tracking my every move. I untie the draw-

string on the silk pouch of rnisra and remove ribbons of

bark. They have been carefully stripped from the ancient

misra tree standing in Qalia's Sanctuary a few buildings over,

as it has done for a millennium. I have led tea ceremonies

enough times that I could do it with my eyes closed, but I

still marvel over what is in my hands. Magic.

The light of the overhead lanterns winks in the gold-

veined bark as I hold it to my nose and inhale deeply. Every

Shield in the room does the same. Perhaps they too hope to

decipher what scent the misra possesses. Once, I thought it
smelled like life itself. Another time, stars and dreams. This

morning, it is as bitter as the old ash of a fire long burned

down to dark. Of someone gone, but not forgotten. It
reminds me of Atheer.

It has been a year since I last saw my big brother and best

friend. I was kneeling like this, preparing the misra, but I was

at home and the Spice still smelled pleasant then. He joined

me, seeking con'ersation

desperation about him.

"There are things in

Imanir" he said-
*Like what?- I asked-

as dry as dying light refle

'Tiuth,'he said quier

thing; it is worth sacrific

it.'He waited then' for s

he did in those last few

wait for something- But

left home and did not rel

that truth. I didn't slant

My fingers tremble as

I clench my 6sts to steai

grind. The aroma floo&

and weaves through th<

back of my throat stinp

Sara, kneels in the fronr

tive drags. For her, the S

rain and her mama's iat

and words left unsaid-

commands the Order

different from Person to

the same reason differt

ties: magic is a mirror-

bitterness reflects abou

late.
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The tea must be taken in silence, allowing the drinker to

dwell on the Great Spirit's gift and prepare to receive the

magic. The two dozen Shields in the room are silent, but it is

my mind that chatters defiantly, and I am strangely afratd

they know it, as if my thoughts are leaking from my ears.

\7hile I scoop the Spice into the silver teapot, I think of

Atheer. \7hile the tea steeps and the others meditate, I imag-

ine the rough wilderness he mysteriously disappeared into.

N7hich of the elements did he succumb to in the end? The

unforgiving sun, the howling sandstorms, the freezing nights?

Or perhaps it is like some cruel people whisper, and it was

none of those, for he took his life before any could claim it.

Taha clears his throat. I open my eyes. Everyone is watch-

ing and waiting. My ears burn; heat swims under my leather

armor. I pour tea into the small cups lined on the tray and

take it around the circle before settling back in the center

with my own. It is customary to wait for the one leading the

ceremony, and everyone follows suit only when I put the cup

to my lips. Then we drink.

The hot tea goes down biting and belligerent. The magic

in it is an ancient gift from the Great Spirit of the Sahir,

granted to protect our people, on the promise that we will in
return protect the Sahir from monsters and outsiders. For a

time, misra allows its drinker to manipulate one affinity of
the land that the Great Spirit presides over. For some, it is the

affinity of sand, or wind. In my late brother's case, he was a

skin-changer, capable of transforming into a lion. For me, it
is the affinity of iron, specifically the dagger I keep on me
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"Silence is sacred to tea ritual," he says in a pitiless voice.

"Don't you know that basic tenet, girl? Shut the door and

wait outside like you were supposed to."
"Easy, Taha. There's no need to berate herr" I say, stand-

ing as well.

He turns and glares down his straight nose at me. "The

rules apply equally to everyone, including you and your

friends. Shocking, I know."

His squadmates trade smirks; the other Shields in the

room look as uncomfortable as I feel. It's strange, I used to

feel offended when Taha pretended I was invisible during

lessons, given we share unique things in common. At seven-

teen, I am the youngest Shield in recenr history, but at eight-

een he is the second-youngest, and we both have family

members on the Council of Al-Zahim that governs our

nation. His father presides over the Council, and my auntie

is Master of the Misra. Regardless of one's opinion on how

Taha's father became Grand Zahim,I thought a boy from a

modest clan, now the son of the most powerful man in the

Sahir, would want to socialize with others in similar posi-

tions, like me. The sting only worsened once our squads

began venturing out on missions. I would hear secondhand

stories of the many people he heroically saved and the terri-

fying monsters he vanquished against impossible odds, and

although I did the same, he never once acknowledged my

existence. Perhaps that was a blessing in disguise.

"Dalila, why are you here?" I ask, turning my back on

him. "You should be in school."

I

She shifts on her feet. *

but Amira . . . she's in trot

Not again I have lost c

has played truant this pz

moment her truancY leads

"Honestly, when are

remarks Feyrouz, one of :

squadmates.

Snickers chorus behind

faces for even a hint of shal

ing guilt amongst thieves 
-

position as the GrundZ,ahi

ble for mocking a Cor:nciL

cowed. She descends from

and there have been more I

ors among their ranks.

".Word of advice, Tahr

you: encouraging nasEint

your station." She snatch,

means to strike him wid

seems to have sprouted a

cheek, how sour he looks

up,Imani. You go.'

I salute her. "Thank

return to training as soor

"Don't worry about

this situation will be ke

to. "
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My pulse stutters. The other Shields frown, several

exchanging confused glances.

"What are you talking about?" Sara asks.

I cut Taha the most murderous look I can muster, hoping

he finds in it a promise to shut his mouth if he is not up to

the task.

He calmly stares back at me. "Oh, it's nothing. Right,

Imani?"

I can hardly believe it. The first substantial thing Taha has

said to me in two years, and he makes it about my brother.

After Atheer disappeared, it was discovered he had been steal-

ing misra from the Sanctuary, a telltale sign of magical obses-

sion. By a majority, the Council determined to keep the matter

secret to protect my clan's reputation. Judging by how chafed

Taha is about it,I doubt his father was pleased with the verdict.

But this is neither the time nor the place to address him.

"Yes, nothing," I mutter as I shepherd Dalila out and

close the door behind us. The lightness I should have felt

escaping his intimidating presence is swiftly substituted with

dread. "'What happened to Amira?" I ask.

Dalila breaks into a jog down the sandstone corridor.

"N7e were horse-riding outside the walls, and when we

stopped for a break, her horse-your brother's horse, I

mean-he snapped his tether and bolted."

My chest twinges at the second abrupt mention of Atheer

this morning. "You mean Raad, the black stallion?"

She nods. 'We descend the ceremon]- hall's main spiral

stairwell and cross the shadowy, lantern-lit vestibule,



(( ieslorl
,(u alors aLIS 'rarltrnl f,ue oB ot pesnJer I ua{u\a. elppps er{i

Jo tno aru 8ur,r.oqs atu pallrl tsorulu elruv 'o11 lrag 7a7,,

'elllu(I ot IlEq Suru.rnl 'ry, I ((iu,{\o req uo oB .raq ra1 no-(

oS,, 'asror{ du qcre; ot pueq elqels 8ur>1otus aqr pu8rs 1

'uorlesJeluol Jo :rdol dql;o.tt e lr 8ur

-uaap pue u.tao loq Jo qred pre,ude.,lt e uo sr EJnuy Surzrlea.r

aldoed sr poou 18urqr tspl eqf 'parp raaqrv rar;E uortelncads

InJlrnr{ Jo sr{tuoru sE./!\ tl 'splol{S ,^aolleJ dru 1o tuor1 ur rotsrs

.{u as.rn: I eroJeq an8uot ,(u atrq I ,.'plp eqs esrnof JO,,

(('ualsrl ot pesnJal aqs tnq 'aJaqt ur Surrrrl s8urql

Ir^a eqt Jo rar.l pouru.{\ 1 'oB rurq ral or roq ppl I '{aH,,

..isa$o6 uapptqrcl aq1,,'8nq seda,tyg

((-salsElXt uaPPIqJoC

eql ro1 palrets orl uoril1 lurq Suruel elppes aqt ur sel\

Ir^ep E Iulqt p,notr 'es1a Surqteruos se,tt .{epot rnq '.(1nrun

elurl e ueaq s,{e.ttle s(aH,, 'JrE peteeq.radns yo a3.rns e lsed.raq

ateBr.teu .(11n;a;eo 1 su sureldxa ,(lsselqreaJq EIrleC ,,'8urpr.r

oB alt JeAoueqAA a:e1d.rnod uo:; ,(e.tre rurq slpeus eJnuy,,

'pul,!\ ;o rsn8 rluol:d: e 8ur

-telndrueu luauoddo sF{ dq paraqlorus are saruEIJ Surgsn;uo

eqt tnq 'su1ed srq urorJ ary Jo IIpq E stooqs plarqg e 'sn

aroJeq dno.r8 a3.re1 aqr Jo alppnu aqt ur-sprol\s Jo 1a.r.renb

tueplrts aqi aprs8uole lE eqr sll5 rr8elag 'ef,r^pe 8ur1.req pue

uo Surqclel\ sJorlres pJf,Er-uJJls Jraql 'saleupenbs ?ur.r.reds

rrellt punore pednor8 splarqg qtr.^A IIE.^A-ol-llE.&\ sr aprstno

el8ue.rpenb Luuns er1f 's;retsdn Suruaddeq saruoruareJ Eal

eqt pue asualur Suru;nq Jo sluef,s Surqselc eLIt ur padols,tue

'a1nqt1se,r trl-uJatuEI 1i

p.rrds ureru s.lleg duou

(.tuorllBls Ilelq:
raar{ty Jo uonuatu rdruqr

s'Parlo(

1 'asroq s.JeqtoJq mo-i_

eA. uar.I,r pue .syp,ur eq

'JoPrJJOf, ouolsPuEs elP

ISEI*
qlI1K polntEsqns dp3ros sr

tlal e eq PFoqs 1 ssaurr[

pue lno EIIIEO preqdaqs
'ruII.I sseJPPe or JJEIi

'tf,rprel er.Ir WI { peszald se

peJer.p moq ,Q Bu6pnf -u
JeDEru aqr daa10t Psr.ruu:
-sesqo prFeru;o r6rs apr
-lPels uaeq PErl sr{ Peraroos
'Jar.ltorq .(ru rnoge tr so[Er

seq eqEJ Surqt p-rrurrsqns

'rqBIU 'Surqrou s,tl .{O.

ol dn tou sr ar.l Jr r{lnotu sr

Surdoq talsnru uer I {ool:
.s{sB BJES !

IEreAes 'urvlo.g splarqs ro


