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CHAPTER ONE

DYING SUNLIGHT GUIDED MY STEPS FROM THE CONVENT porch to the locked gate. I breathed in deeply, trying to trap the scent of forest pine in my nostrils. The stench of sickness hung about me as I passed the hospital tent.

The soldiers’ coughs rang dimly on the evening air. Though I gradually outdistanced the sound, I couldn’t shake the vivid image of blood on their handkerchiefs and pillow slips. I’d scrubbed them with lye soap until my fingertips peeled, but some stains wouldn’t fade.

An outbreak of consumption shouldn’t strike at the cusp of autumn. Rampant illness was a marker of winter. “A bad omen,” a superstitious soldier had whispered to another across his cot. “We’re going to lose both wars.”

A basket of rye bread, hard cheese, and apples bumped against my hip as I quickened my steps. Over the last four months, our rations from Torchev had increased to feed the regiment Anton left to protect us here. The extra food hadn’t gone unnoticed by the peasants from Ormina, however. They often congregated at the convent gate to beg. I gave them what I could each day, hoping to prevent another full-scale mob from forming. Sestra Mirna, Nadia, and I couldn’t defend ourselves with only a few soldiers well enough to aid us.

I pressed forward. My heart pounded as I scanned the road beyond the gate. On days the courier came, this was the time he rode in. I was foolish to hope for letters. The ones that arrived were always for our regiment’s lieutenant or Sestra Mirna. Never me.

I reached into the pocket of my blue dress and felt the tattered flaps of the small, waxed envelopes inside. They once contained seeds, one for roses, one for lilacs, and one for violets. I’d found them at different times among our ration supply. The only messages I’d received from Anton over the past four months had been slipped inside. They were brief notes, not addressed to me or signed by him—nothing to give away the secret guarded by those left behind at the convent: I was alive. In fact, every note, written in Anton’s bold and long-sweeping hand, was the same: For the Auraseers.

Flower seeds were a romantic gesture, I’d told myself, a sign Anton still loved me after all my betrayals. But nine long weeks had passed since any seeds had made their way into our shipments. Their absence made my doubts creep in. Auraseers, the notes had said, not Auraseer. Not even a simple S to hint at Sonya. Perhaps I was wrong, and it wasn’t Anton’s handwriting, after all.

Maybe he’d never forgive me.

The convent door shut behind me. I glanced back. “Do you still keep those little envelopes in your pocket?” Nadia smirked, throwing a shawl around her shoulders. Her burn scars shimmered in the last rays of sunlight and trailed down half her face and neck, along with her swirling tattoos.

I withdrew my hand from my pocket. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Really, Sonya?” Nadia took her time catching up to me. Sestra Mirna had insisted we walk together to the gate. Safety in numbers. “I don’t need any special power to interpret your lovelorn expressions. You wear your emotions like you’re at the front of a garish parade. How do you think I fooled you for so long?”

“I don’t know.” I tossed my dark blond braid behind my shoulder. “You’ll have to teach me the fine art of deception so I can think like a proper liar.” While we’d journeyed together over the summer, Nadia had pretended to have Auraseer abilities. The truth was she’d lost them during the trauma of the convent fire. A fire I had caused.

She swept nearer, her jade eyes leveling on me. “I can think of worse sins than lying.”

I knew full well she was baiting me. She laid these traps like clockwork, but I only saw them as opportunities to strike back. The two of us were like flint and steel, sparking whenever we came together. “Oh, yes? What?”

“Betrayal.” A strand of Nadia’s shoulder-length raven hair caught in the corner of her mouth, at the edge of her condescending smile. “Something we have in common. And you set the example, so you should stop acting so superior.”

“Betrayal?” I scoffed, though my gut needled. It was true I’d betrayed Anton. I’d overpowered his will and sided with Valko in a desperate attempt to halt the Shenglin invasion, but I’d been shot, proving my loyalty to the fledgling democracy. Was that enough to pay for my mistakes and earn back Anton’s love? “I was trying to save Riaznin. You were only grappling to become sovereign Auraseer.”

“At least I’ve never burned a convent to ashes.”

“That was an accident.”

“Everything is with you, isn’t it? Even slitting my mother’s throat.”

I flinched, recoiling from the slap of her words. Our brief conversations always ended at this breaking point—Nadia’s mother, Terezia Dyomin. The countess had been a supporter of Valko’s. When she’d threatened me, our argument escalated until my emotions bled into her and she killed herself. Not my intention, but my fault all the same. “That’s not how it happened,” I answered quietly, all the bite in my voice gone.

Nadia’s eyes glistened with a sheen of tears. She glanced away, setting her jaw with a little lift of her chin. “You know, I think you can handle a few peasants on your own today.” She spun back toward the convent. “It isn’t as if anything interesting happens around here, anyway.”

I sighed, letting her leave. Sestra Mirna didn’t need to know I went this once to the gate alone.

I walked the remaining thirty yards to where the gate stood near the edge of the forest. No one was here. Not even a single soldier stood guard. Even before many fell ill, they had been slacking off. Ormina was on the west coast of Riaznin, farther from the Shenglin invasion and the growing discord of the civil war. Perhaps our regiment thought we were safe here, despite the two wars. I could never feel safe. Not with Valko alive.

My stomach reflexively tightened where he’d shot me during the convent battle. The wound had healed, but I’d never forget the pain.

The wind keened through the branches, a wolf howled in the distance, the forest buried the last rays of sunlight deep within its clutches, and a rustle drew my gaze. A small noise. I expected to find a jackrabbit or a fox. Instead, a hooded figure stepped out from the shadows of the tree line, fifty yards away. A woman. The hem of her skirt caught the brambles, and she paused to tear it free. Then with a glance behind her, she advanced closer, taking care with her footing so she didn’t make another sound.

I adjusted the basket of food on my arm. She must be ravenous to take such pains to go unnoticed, though no other peasants were anywhere to be seen. Clearly she didn’t want to share.

“Open the gate,” she said when she was fifteen feet away. She spoke quietly, just loud enough for me to hear. Her words lilted with a light accent.

“I can’t,” I replied. I’d welcomed a starving madman inside the convent last winter, and the tragedy that followed had taught me to temper my compassion with prudence. “But please take this.” The basket wouldn’t fit between the bars of the gate, so I stooped to pass each piece of food through to the other side.

The woman crept nearer, but didn’t crouch to receive my gift. Her autumn-brown eyes were large as they focused upon me. “Sovereign Auraseer?” she asked.

My heart stopped. None of the peasants knew who I was—who I’d been. If Feliks or Valko found out I was here . . . if they knew I was alive . . . I swallowed hard. Feliks and Anton used to be revolutionary allies, but once the democracy had been established, the two men had vastly different ideas of how it should operate. Feliks had taken control of the Duma ruling council and tried to blackmail me into using my power to prevent further uprisings. I’d ultimately refused. I’d also committed enough crimes to merit my own death sentence. Still, Valko was the greater threat. For all he knew, he’d already succeeded in killing me. He wouldn’t hesitate to do so again.

“Who are you?” I stood, retreating a step. I could see her face now in the twilight. She appeared to be a little older than my age of eighteen, and her haunted, deep-set eyes and fair complexion were vaguely familiar.

Her mouth twitched into a frown just as she was on the verge of smiling. She tilted her head, perplexed. “Où est ton aura?”

The nape of my neck prickled when she said aura. I had the unsettling sense she knew even more about me than I wished.

A dull sound rose above our voices. The shuffle of a tired horse. My gaze snapped to the road, anticipation zinging through my palms.

The girl gasped. The whites of her eyes rimmed her irises. “Laisse-moi entrer!” She grabbed the gate bars and shook them.

I didn’t understand. “It’s only the courier.” I pointed in the distance, watching for the rider to clear the bend. But before he could, another person emerged from the forest, following the girl’s path. The shadowy contours of his body loomed large and intimidating.

The girl reached through and seized my arm. “Aidez-moi!” Her fingers felt ice cold, though the evening was warm. “S’il te plaît, Sovereign Auraseer!”

Esten. She was speaking Esten. I recognized the nasally tone of her vowels and rolling Rs.

Her hood fell back, revealing her auburn hair. Its distinct shade, along with her nationality, finally jogged my memory. She was the Auraseer that the Esten emissary, Floquart de Bonpré, had claimed ownership of, the unfortunate girl he’d abused. I’d met her in the palace during the ball on Morva’s Eve. Somehow she’d escaped him.

I pulled the gate key from around my neck and ran to the lock. The girl raced beside me on the other side. Who was pursuing her? I couldn’t imagine a high-ranking nobleman like Floquart prowling about this forest for a girl. I stole a glance down the road, my doubts now heavy about the rider. Was he really the courier? His horse had turned the bend, but the rider wasn’t near enough to identify.

I turned the key in the lock. The shackle popped. I loosened the chains wrapped around the gate bars. The girl assisted me, hands fumbling.

“Arrêtez!” The man from the forest shouted. He was less than a dozen yards away. His hair hung in greasy blond locks. His matted beard didn’t grow along a scar cleaving his chin.

The girl whimpered, tugging on the chains. “Do not stop!” she rasped. “He will not kill me. He wants me alive.”

My stomach gave a sickening drop. Suddenly I understood. “Bounty hunter?”

“Oui.”

Fear and revulsion flooded my bloodstream. I’d had my own dealings with bounty hunters. Every encounter was as brutal and horrifying as the last. They were known to be merciless. Taking someone alive might just as well have meant taking them broken.

The bounty hunter sized me up with a quick, sweeping glance. I wasn’t fierce-looking like Nadia, and I didn’t have the build of a fighter. Unintimidated, he grinned.

“Help!” I cried at the top of my lungs, because what more could I do? I had no weapon, and he was bound to have several. “Help!” I shouted again, rattling the gate to pry it open from the chains. I’d failed this same Esten Auraseer before. I wouldn’t do it again. After Floquart had called off the hopeful alliance between Estengarde and Riaznin, he and his entourage left the palace in haste. I’d missed my chance to free the girl he’d treated like a slave.

Hooves pounded down the road as the horse and rider broke into a gallop. “Sonya? Is that you?” My frenzied mind couldn’t place the man’s voice. He couldn’t be the courier, who didn’t know my name. “What’s happening?” he asked, unable to see the bounty hunter with the forest blocking his view.

The Esten Auraseer squeezed one shoulder through the gap of the gate.

A horrible clang sounded.

She jumped back as a dagger bounced off the bars and thudded to the ground. The sharp blade had been a breath away from striking her—from striking me.

Panic lit my veins. “Kill him!” I shouted to the rider.

“Kill who?”

“Just—kill—him!”

The rider must have advanced far enough to spy the bounty hunter, for his horse whinnied, hooves skidding as it came to a stop. “You, there! What are you doing? Lower your weapon. Let’s—let’s talk this through, all right?”

Talk? I peered around the wedged girl to see who thought talking would help our situation.

Once I saw his elongated features, my mouth went slack. Tosya.

Tosya, my oldest friend. Tosya the pacifist. I hadn’t seen him since the night of the convent battle. He’d left with Anton, fast on Valko’s trail. I made a quick study of his lanky frame. I doubted he even had a whittling knife on him. He couldn’t save us. And I couldn’t protect him.

“Tosya, he’s a bounty hunter!”

Tosya froze in his saddle. He had suffered an arrow to the leg the last time he’d met a bounty hunter. “I have money,” he said frantically, bargaining with what this man must have valued most.

The Esten man broke into a deep chuckle, surveying Tosya’s patched clothing. Poets weren’t paid by the revolutionary governments they inspired. “Tu es un pauvre imbécile.”

Tosya swallowed and turned beseeching eyes on me. Why aren’t you doing something about him? the sharp look he gave me said. I didn’t have time to explain. The bounty hunter advanced toward the girl. She cried out as she desperately fought to push through the iron bars.

Shouts and coughing radiated behind me. Soldiers. At least two of them. I prayed their muskets were loaded and they wouldn’t collapse before they reached us.

The Esten Auraseer fully squeezed through the gate.

Rage lined every edge of the bounty hunter’s face. He barked a string of Esten words. The girl flinched, quaking beside me. With one hand, the bounty hunter cocked his arm back to fling his knife. With the other, he beckoned her forward.

“She belongs to Feya now,” I yelled at him, stalling for time. “She has sanctuary at this convent.” I wasn’t sure if he cared about the holy grounds of the Riaznian-worshipped goddess of Auraseers, or if he even understood a word I was saying.

Thirty yards behind me, the soldiers sprinted nearer. The bounty hunter was quickly losing his opportunity to seize the girl. He could throw his dagger, but unless his aim was perfect, his blade would ricochet against the bars again.

Running out of strategies, he turned on Tosya and raised his knife.

I sucked in a sharp breath. “No!”

The bounty hunter’s jaw went hard and inflexible. Again, he motioned for the Esten Auraseer, but his eyes were trained on me. He wanted me to give her up in exchange for Tosya’s life.

I gripped the girl’s arm, my instinct to protect her wavering. I scarcely knew her, but Tosya was like a brother to me.

She met my gaze, eyes wide. I didn’t try to hide my guilt. She couldn’t know what I was thinking.

She most certainly couldn’t know what I was feeling.

I didn’t soften my grip, but I couldn’t make myself drag her forward. I wouldn’t give the bounty hunter anyone, especially an Auraseer.

A crack of gunfire shuddered the air. One of the soldiers had fired. The lead ball managed to clear the gate, but it missed its target. Still, the bounty hunter hastened back and sheathed his knife.

“Voyante misérable!” he shouted at the girl. “Nous n’avons pas finis.”

He whistled with two fingers, a horse call. A few seconds later, his stallion galloped out of the forest. The bounty hunter deftly mounted him, then raced away into the cover of trees.

My tension released like the cork off a bottle of wine. The Esten girl burst into sobs of relief. I cast away the last of the gate’s chains. Tosya rode onto the grounds. He leapt off his horse just in time to catch me in his arms. I squeezed his torso with all my strength, my body shaking, my head pressed tightly against his chest.

He gave a jittery laugh and patted me on the back. “Never a dull moment at the convent, is there?” he said, a total contradiction of Nadia’s earlier claim.

As if the thought of Nadia called her forward, I heard her cry, “Tosya!”

She raced across the convent grounds to meet us, quickly assessing the guards locking the gate and the quivering girl in our midst. She panted to catch her breath, her gaze anchoring back on Tosya. “Are you all right?”

His jaw muscle flexed, and he gave a stiff nod. Tosya and Nadia had developed feelings for each other over the summer while the three of us journeyed together. But if he still held any sentiment for her, he didn’t show it. He’d saved her life during the battle at the convent, but that was before he learned she’d betrayed me to Valko. Directing his attention to me, Tosya asked, “Would you care to introduce me to your friend?” He regained enough composure to offer a kind smile to the Esten Auraseer.

“Of course.” I turned and found her staring at Nadia as if she’d seen a ghost. “I’m sorry,” I said, tucking a loose strand of hair back into my braid. “I don’t know your name.” I’d never learned it during her fleeting time at the palace.

She forced her hunched shoulders back, but her posture remained stooped. “Genevie.”

“Genevie, these are my friends, Tosya and Nadia.” Friend was a generous word for Nadia.

Genevie fidgeted and gave them a small nod of greeting.

Nadia didn’t seem to notice her unease. Instead, she bit the corner of her lip and took a step toward Tosya. “Let me help you stable your horse.”

He flinched away and grabbed his stallion’s bridle. “I’ve got it. See you in a little while, Sonya. Nice to meet you, Genevie.”

Nadia’s crestfallen face almost made me pity her. I touched Genevie’s arm. “Come on. Let’s get you inside.”

We ambled back to the convent, walking in silence. Nadia eventually fell into step behind us. I couldn’t think of anything to say. Genevie unnerved me too much. She kept staring at me, then back at Nadia, her brow twisted in confusion. My cheeks burned hot. I knew what she felt when she gazed into my hazel eyes. Nothingness. A pitch-dark void.

She wrapped her arms tightly across her stomach. “What has happened to both of you?” she finally asked. “Your auras . . . elles ont disparu. They are gone.”

I shut my eyes. Stopped short. Her words shouldn’t have hurt so much. She only spoke the truth. But it was the first time since I’d lost my ability that I’d been in the presence of anyone who could actually sense aura.

It made me feel dead inside.

I spun around to Nadia. “Sestra Mirna needs my help in the hospital tent,” I blurted. “Could you help Genevie get settled?”

Before she could answer, I rushed away.





CHAPTER TWO

“HOLD HIM STILL, SONYA!”

“I’m trying!” I pinned one of the soldier’s flailing arms beneath my knee on his cot. Sestra Mirna held his other arm while I braced his head as he convulsed. Sitting on his legs to quell his kicking, the sestra brought a cup of warm water seeped with garlic, salt, and cloves to his mouth. It tasted terrible. I knew, not because I sensed the bitterness on the tongues of the other sick men, but because I’d sampled it for myself in the convent kitchen. At least in that small way I understood some of what they were suffering. I felt nothing from their auras. Or anyone else’s. I hadn’t since Valko had shot me.

I pried the soldier’s jaw open. Sestra Mirna tipped in the drink. He coughed and gagged, but we didn’t relent. The herb water dribbled down his chin. He hadn’t swallowed anything.

“Pinch his nose and hold his mouth shut,” the sestra commanded.

I turned exasperated eyes on her. How many hands did she think I had? Nevertheless, I managed to stretch my fingers to clasp the bulb of the soldier’s nose while wrapping my other hand beneath his jaw and across his wet lips. His convulsing worsened. My muscles cramped as I struggled to restrain him.

He was so dehydrated that his body had fallen into a severe state of shock and confusion. He mumbled of giant spiders crawling on the canvas walls of the hospital tent and called Sestra Mirna and me demons with red eyes and clawed hands.

“Swallow!” Sestra Mirna shouted, her wrinkles cutting deeper into harsh lines. The soldier’s gaunt face flushed a muted red, all the color his deathly pallor could muster. Unable to breathe, he finally gulped down the drink.

“One more sip,” I said, leaning to his ear and speaking quiet and low. “You need every last drop.”

He gagged down the rest. A few moments later, the last of his seizing stopped.

I fell back on my knees and inhaled a shaky breath. Around us, the coherent soldiers among the sick helplessly watched their comrade. Eleven men were in here. They stared with wide and feeble eyes. Perhaps they felt grief for their comrade or shock at his seizure or fear that death might also be coming for them. Whatever their emotions, I could only guess. Had I felt them, I would have been able to help each of them better. Know what they needed. Bridge a connection to their auras and give them hope. I would be able to do something—something more than feel utterly useless and incapable.

I swallowed a sting of threatening tears. My power will return. It has to.

That was my mantra. I’d physically recovered from the trauma of being shot, so it could only be a matter of time before my gift for sensing aura would recover, too.

“Let’s get him a new blanket,” Sestra Mirna said, her voice rattling on a thin breath. She seemed to have aged another year in the last hour. Exhaustion was taking its toll on all of us.

I took another moment to compose myself, then stood and pulled off the sheet draped over the soldier. Blood spotted the cloth from his coughing. I threw it in the basket with the dirty linens, and Sestra Mirna helped me spread another blanket over him. When we finished, she smoothed a lock of gray hair off her brow. “You should leave now. You’ve been in here all last night and most of today.”

“As have you. I’ll rest after you do.”

She shook her head. “The soldiers are stable for the time being. I’ll lie down on a spare cot. Go wash up and put something in your belly. Make sure Nadia hasn’t scared off the new girl while you’re at it.”

I shifted on my feet. While I wanted to see Tosya, I wasn’t anxious to face Genevie again. Or to feel even more hollow inside. “Are you sure?”

She nodded, rubbing the base of her throat with one hand and making a shooing motion with the other.

She must be thirsty. I poured a cup of water and handed it to her. “What are we going to do about the bounty hunter?”

“I’ll speak to the lieutenant.” The sestra took a sip and glanced across the tent to the middle-aged man with a salt-and-pepper mustache. He lay fitfully sleeping. When he’d taken ill, the soldiers who were well—only eight men—had slacked off even more. Although Anton had left over fifty soldiers to guard the convent, Feliks, who had become the major general of Free Riaznin since the onset of the civil war, ordered thirty back to Torchev two months ago. “We’ll make sure guards stand watch at the gate at all times and keep a patrol around the grounds. The bounty hunter should stay away, but if he doesn’t, Genevie will be able to warn us.”

How I wished I could have, too. I had no ability to protect anyone here.

I walked to a basin of fresh water and scrubbed my hands with tallow soap. Its mutton fat lathered without any burning from the slaughtered sheep’s lingering aura. My hands felt numb without that sting of death.

A cot creaked as Sestra Mirna sat down. A hanging lantern shone over her. Even under its warmth, her skin looked pale. I couldn’t tell whether from weariness or concern. I hoped she’d rest like she said she would. “Did the courier ever come by?” she asked. “We should have received another letter by now. How long has it been since—?”

“Nineteen days.” A tremor ran through the length of my fingers.

After a spell of hesitation, Sestra Mirna said, “Sonya?”

“Yes?” I noted the protective way she folded her arms across her waist. Even though the courier never brought letters from Anton, she knew I clung to my foolish hope. It was just as futile as our attempts to locate Dasha. Who knew where Valko had taken his little sister and what things he was manipulating her to do with her power?

“Be careful with your heart, child.” Sestra Mirna’s eyes tightened gently, the way they did when her scolding softened to an affectionate reprimanding. It was a look she’d often given to Dasha and Kira, back when the little girls lived here and were safe. “This civil war could last for years. Driving out the Shenglin could take longer. Anton is governor of the largest city in Riaznin. Don’t expect what he can’t give.”





CHAPTER THREE

THE MOON CAST THE CONVENT’S WHITEWASHED WALLS IN wolf gray. I quickened my steps away from the hospital tent, glancing over my shoulder at every small noise. The bounty hunter could be near, and I’d have no warning. I reached the door, wiped my shoes on a bristled mat, and hurried inside.

Nadia’s and Genevie’s voices wafted down the stone corridors, along with the clang of pots and clink of dishes. They must be preparing a late dinner in the kitchen. I moved in that direction when a shadow stirred on my left. I startled, instinctively feeling out for an aura, only to be met by my frustrating inability.

My eyes adjusted to the dim light of one candle and focused on a pair of long legs in patched-up trousers near the bottom of the narrow staircase. “Tosya?” I came nearer, touching the banister.

He sat on the lower steps, his sleeves rolled up, his elbows on his knees as he picked dirt from his fingernails. “Oh, hello,” he said. The wood beneath him creaked as he looked up at me.

“What are you doing over there?”

“Just waiting for my best friend.” He winked, though his smile was delayed.

“Anton is your best friend.”

“That’s debatable. He’s not as pretty.”

I couldn’t laugh, not with the thought of Anton pinching my breath. I sat down beside Tosya. “Have you seen him?” I asked, twisting my fingers in my lap.

“We parted ways a few weeks ago so I could join the Romska Greater Council.” The nomadic tribes convened annually, and this year’s meeting place was near Ormina. “Motshan sent me with herbs to help you treat the consumption.”

“He knew we had an outbreak?”

“He keeps a closer eye on you than you think.”

Warmth flooded my limbs at the thought of the Romska chief and my distant blood tie to the tribes. “I didn’t know Motshan kept any kind of watch on me,” I confessed. The idea of nomads lurking about the woods wasn’t bothersome—being remembered felt nice—I was only disappointed I hadn’t sensed their presence myself. “What did the elders decide during the Council?” I asked. “Will they allow a tribesman to represent them on the Duma?”

Tosya preened, straightening his vest. “You’re looking at the first Romska governor.”

“They elected you?” My mouth stretched into a wide smile. “Tosya, that’s wonderful!”

“It’s not official yet. Anton still needs to gain the approval of the Duma.”

“I’m sure he will.” Anton had been pressing the issue with the other governors on the ruling council of Riaznin since last spring. “So is Anton in Torchev?”

“Last I heard, yes.”

My stomach fluttered. “He . . . didn’t give you a letter for me, did he?”

“You know he can’t write you any letters.” Tosya bumped my knee with his.

“I know.” My shoulders wilted.

“Letters can be intercepted, and if the emperor found out you were alive—”

“Former emperor,” I corrected. I’d never call Valko my sovereign again. The brief thought of him surfaced the dregs of his aura, though they were only memory. His hatred, sorrow, obsession, and fear—echoes of what I’d felt in the moment he’d shot me—still rattled inside the drum of my chest. I hated to think of Dasha with Valko now, exposed to his poisonous emotions.

“Doesn’t feel so former anymore,” Tosya muttered.

At his resentful tone, my insides folded. I never felt this distraught around my oldest friend. Tosya was my escape from the harshness of the world. He made me smile and relax and forget my worries. But I could no longer feel his easing energy, and, for the first time, that made Tosya seem like a stranger. “I miss your aura,” I murmured, my throat aching, my words more for myself than for him. I didn’t realize my slip until he drew back to study my eyes. Could he see how empty I was inside?

“What do you mean?” he asked, the long planes of his face stretching as he lifted his brows.

I shook my head and stood to leave, but he caught my hand. Reluctantly, I turned to him, but I couldn’t make myself admit to my lost gift.

“She’s like me now,” Nadia interjected. We spun around to find her a few feet away, at the entrance of the corridor leading to the kitchen. She lifted her chin.

Shame burned my cheeks and stung my eyes. Accept your fate, Nadia had told me just yesterday. You’re broken, just like you broke me.

“You’ve lost your power?” Tosya asked, breathless. I fidgeted under the pressure of his unblinking gaze, desperate to escape the weight of what I couldn’t feel from him, whether it was overwhelming pity or staggering repulsion.

I couldn’t answer. I felt like a moth caught in a jar under Tosya’s scrutiny, his emotions out of reach on the other side of the glass.

“Is dinner ready?” I asked Nadia abruptly. When she nodded, I managed a smile that opposed Tosya’s downturned mouth. “Wonderful. Shall we?”

“But—? Are you—?” He made vague gestures at me. “Will you be—?”

“All right?” I supplied. “Of course. My gift will return soon enough.”

“Yes, just like mine has.” Nadia snapped her fingers. “Poof! So simple.” Tosya narrowed his eyes at her, and her smirk fell.

“I’ll wait for you in the kitchen, Sonya,” he said, brushing past Nadia as he advanced down the corridor.

She lowered her head and rubbed a stain on her apron. “He hasn’t forgiven me,” she said once he was out of earshot. “He’s been hiding in this foyer for over an hour, no doubt waiting for you. Genevie sensed him enter.”

Without knowing if Nadia was hurt or jealous or confused, I was at a loss for how to comfort her, or even if I would have done so despite the constant barbs between us. “Apologies go a long way,” I said, walking past her. “Maybe you could start by telling him you’re sorry.”

“You should teach me how,” she murmured. I paused to look at her face, dim in the corridor. Her expression was unreadable. “You’ve had to beg forgiveness for so many things.”

Her voice came quietly, only cutting with a dull knife rather than her usual sharp steel. I couldn’t tell whether she was mocking me or sincerely pleading for my help, so I walked on.

In the kitchen, I found Tosya sitting at the table. He awkwardly sipped at his soup while Genevie stood in the farthest corner, wiping already clean bowls with a dish towel.

I crossed the kitchen, and she shrank back, pressing herself against the slab. When I halted, she released a shaky exhale. “Pardonne-moi,” she said. “I cannot feel your aura—yours or the other girl’s. I am still taken by surprise.”

“That’s all right.” I offered a smile, trying not to feel like the aberration I was, and started stacking the bowls she’d pretended to dry. “Have you eaten yet?”

She reached for a tumbler of water with trembling hands. “I am only thirsty.”

It took me a moment to understand why. “You sense the sick soldiers?” When she nodded, jealousy scalded the lining of my stomach. Ridiculous, but I couldn’t rationalize it away. I would have taken upon myself the infirmities of those scores of men just to feel any aura again.

“They need so much water.” Genevie rubbed her throat. “Nothing satiates them.”

“I know.” But not like she does. “They’ll be sick for weeks. You should eat. All I found in your knapsack was a few berries.”

She nodded, but her gaze drifted to Tosya.

“He won’t do you any harm. We grew up together. I trust him with my life.”

Genevie swallowed and slowly unhitched herself from the wooden slab where she’d been working. We ladled soup from the pot hanging over the hearth, and then sat at the table across from Tosya. He passed Genevie the black bread with a nonchalant smile and minimal eye contact, which seemed just the right balance between kindness and disinterest. Her shoulders relaxed. I gave Tosya’s foot a little nudge of thanks, and the side of his mouth lifted.

As I took my first taste of soup, I didn’t cringe from the ham hock flavoring the broth. The auras from slaughtered animals no longer plagued me. Still, my throat constricted, and I offered a silent prayer to Morva, acknowledging the beast’s death. “How did you escape Floquart de Bonpré?” I asked Genevie, searching for something to talk about.

She blanched and gave a small laugh. “How did you escape Emperor Valko?” she countered.

Fair enough. If I was going to bring up her past abuser in our first real conversation together, she had every right to bring up mine. “I convinced him to relinquish his throne and left Torchev before he declared it was his again.”

Tosya snorted, choking on his drink. “It wasn’t that simple, but I do like your version, Sonya.”

Genevie glanced between us, and though we didn’t elaborate, she must have sensed the marrow of my history with Valko. She couldn’t feel my shame for briefly being infatuated with the emperor before he turned vicious, my hatred because he’d killed my friend Pia and later shot me, my regret for never defeating him—at least not in any sustainable way—and my infuriation because, without my power, I couldn’t. But Tosya knew me and my story well; his emotions would at least echo a dim recollection of what I’d endured.

Genevie swallowed a small bite of bread. “I was never bound to Floquart with chains,” she explained, finally answering my question. “But he owned me, according to Esten law. He had bought me when I was fifteen. He made me feel worse than his property. I felt . . . épouvantable.” Her eyes roamed the kitchen as she searched for a word we’d understand. “Tarnished. Worthless. I never dared to leave him, not until after we visited the palace in Torchev. On the night of the ball, I felt your pain, Sonya, when the emperor hurt you. It was so like my own each time Floquart . . .”

Her lips quivered. She mashed them together and picked at the end of her fraying sleeve. Even without sensing her aura, I understood a small part of what she’d suffered. Still, I’d only been Valko’s servant for four months, not four years, if I’d guessed Genevie’s age correctly.

“I finally gained the courage to run away,” she continued. “I planned my escape for months after I returned to Estengarde. Until the bounty hunter found me, I believed I was free.”

“We’ll do everything we can to keep you safe here,” I promised, though my stomach twisted at the thought of the bounty hunter looming in the woods. Floquart must have offered him a generous reward if he had tracked Genevie across the border. I doubted he would give up his quest so easily.

The room grew quiet, save for the popping embers in the fireplace. Nadia entered the kitchen and dished herself a bowl of soup, her gaze deftly assessing our somber expressions. She was quicker at picking up emotional cues than I was; she’d dealt with the loss of her abilities longer.

She sat beside Tosya, giving him a berth of two feet on their bench seat. He shifted another inch away. Face composed, masking any hurt she may have been feeling, she asked Genevie, “Have you told them of the Auraseers in Alaise?” Alaise was on the other side of the Bayac Mountains, the capital city of Estengarde, where the king lived.

I turned curious eyes on Genevie. “What about them?” My knowledge of Esten Auraseers was limited, but I did know they held no respect among their countrymen. Some were sold as slaves, like Genevie, and others were cast out of society to scrape a living for themselves, unable to marry or receive wages by any legal means. Many ended up living on the streets as prostitutes. Under the empire, Riaznian Auraseers had been given no liberties to speak of, either, but at least we’d been fed, sheltered, and tutored in the convent.

Genevie sat up taller. Some of the fragility she’d shown seemed to break away, hinting at the strength of a coal-pressed diamond beneath. “I am not the only person who will need sanctuary in this convent.”

“Some Auraseers are banding together to escape their masters,” Nadia added. “Genevie didn’t act alone.”

“Four others escaped with me. Two of them should arrive any day. When Floquart’s bounty hunter caught our trail in the mountains, I snuck away in the night and raced ahead to keep my friends out of danger.”

“What about the other two Auraseers?” I asked.

Genevie’s lips paled. “Sandrine and Zophie never made it out of Alaise. They were caught and arrested. I fear they have been executed by now.”

“I hope you and the others didn’t travel all this way to suffer a similar fate,” Tosya said in his frank but gentle way. “Riaznin is at war; the convent may not be a safe place for much longer.”

Genevie’s brows twitched when he addressed her, but then she exhaled and composed herself. “If Shengli overtakes Riaznin, your Auraseers will be protected. The Shenglin revere the gifted. And if your democracy falls in the civil war, Auraseers will be trained once again to become guardians to the emperor. Que será, será. No matter what fate befalls your nation or whatever war you may lose, my friends are safer here than in Estengarde.”

“The convent doors are open to any Auraseers.” I touched her arm. “Your friends may take their chances for refuge here. I’m sure Sestra Mirna will welcome them.” To the sestra, all Auraseers were born blessed by the goddess Feya, to whom this convent was dedicated.

Genevie’s gaze dropped to her spoon. She stirred her soup in a slow circle. Was she feeling shy or nervous? “I didn’t expect to find you here, Sovereign Auraseer.” Her autumn-brown eyes warmed as she looked up at me. “We have stories of Auraseers like you in Estengarde—les grandes voyantes, we call them—but until I met you, I thought they were myth.”

The nape of my neck prickled. How could she know about the power I once possessed to alter other people’s emotions? It was a carefully guarded secret, known to only a few, so I wouldn’t be exploited for my abilities.

When I said nothing, only stared at her with parted lips, she explained, “On the night of the ball, I felt more than your pain when the emperor hurt you. I felt you change inside and grow stronger. I felt you change him—his aura—so he stopped hurting you. Later, I learned how Emperor Valko gave up his throne to offer freedom to his people. That went against all his attributes. So I believed—I hoped—you played a role in overthrowing him.” Her mouth curved a little, the first time I’d seen her smile. It transformed her countenance and brought life to her eyes. “You inspired me. You have inspired so many Auraseers in Alaise.”

Tosya grinned and jostled my leg under the table, but I felt numb, even to my own emotions. “You told them about me?” I asked Genevie. Already two Auraseers had been executed, likely because of my so-called inspiration.

“You have helped us see we deserve better,” she replied. “We will not find freedom in Estengarde, but we can escape and wish for it here. Nous essayons.” She shrugged. “At least that is what several of us are trying to do.”

I held my breath. “How many Auraseers are you talking about?”

Her eyes drifted over the table as she mentally calculated. “Close to twelve. But maybe they will encourage more. Your story is powerful.”

“But I’m not.” My heart thudded painfully in my chest, my numbness shattering. “Not anymore.” Genevie knew what I was now. She felt it, the void in me, the wall I couldn’t break down around myself. Auraseers in Estengarde were endangering themselves because a grande voyante—I—gave them hope. I felt responsible to protect them, just like I was desperate to protect Dasha from Valko, and Kira from the dangers in Torchev. But how could I?

“Nadia says you were shot and almost killed.” Genevie bit her lip, rubbing the splintering stem of her wood spoon. “Tu pourrais toujours guérir. Maybe . . . you will heal.”

Her voice was gentle, but it struck with the force of gunpowder. For months, no one but myself had expressed any faith that I would recover. Now, hearing someone else say the words, I realized how false and empty they were, how unalterably wounded I was. I stood, feeling a sudden urge to escape her expectant gaze. “Would you please excuse me? I promised Tosya I would take him on a walk to see the convent grounds.” I’d done no such thing, but I didn’t want to be alone with my thoughts. Tosya was safe company.

He blinked, his spoon frozen on its journey to his mouth. “In the dark?” Clearly, he hadn’t forgotten the bounty hunter.

“The moon is bright, and the guards are out. Sestra Mirna has seen to that. Shall we?”

“Um . . . all right.”


Tosya strolled beside me, his hands in his pockets. His toes kicked the occasional pebble as I guided him along the path encircling the convent. The moon was almost full and gave us the
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