
[image: image]




[image: image]





DEDICATION

For all the girls who love other girls—

you are as strong, fierce, and beautiful as Denna

and Mare, even if you don’t know it yet.
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PROLOGUE
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WHEN MY MOTHER WAS ALIVE, I WAS A DIFFERENT PERSON. That little girl wore simple clothes and wildflowers in her hair and could sing any aria or tavern song known in the Northern Kingdoms. She believed in the Six Gods and trusted that they would protect her and her family.

That little girl was a fool.

Winter’s last rains and the spring’s early sun battled for dominance over our city the day I took my last ride with Mother. Dressed in my favorite breeches and a plain cloak, I met her in the gardens, eagerly keeping pace with her all the way to the stables.

“Are we performing today?” I asked her, keeping my voice soft.

“I think we are,” she said with a conspiratorial glint in her eye. “Neilla sent a message saying they’ve missed us at the Bell and Bridle.”

Anticipation made me bounce on my toes. Neilla, the owner of the alehouse, made rich, buttery cakes so delicious I could have sworn all Six Gods had blessed them. Mostly, though, I was glad that my mother felt well enough to leave the castle. Over the winter she’d become a thin shell of herself, her skin sallow, her face drawn. Even the flaming auburn of her hair seemed to have dimmed. Still, she was the queen, and everything I wanted to grow up to be.

“Is your stomach feeling better?” I asked. That was where her illness had started.

She took the reins of her horse, Lion, from a groom, and the big chestnut stallion nudged her shoulder fondly.

“I’m well enough,” she said. “Don’t you worry.”

My heart sank. She said that when she didn’t want me to know how much pain she was in. I may have been only ten summers old, but I was no fool. The gauntness of her face and the careful way she moved gave her away. More telling was that this was the first year since my little brother’s birth that she hadn’t taken on any horses to train herself. I whispered a prayer to the wind god, asking him to carry away her illness.

We mounted up and headed into the hills behind the castle. The air couldn’t seem to decide if it wanted to be still or in motion, and every few minutes a cool gust blew raindrops off the trees into our hair. I sat tall in the saddle, still so proud to have my first horse after years of riding naughty ponies. Cinnamon wasn’t a warhorse and I hadn’t trained him myself, but he was a beautiful roan palfrey with floating gaits. Nothing gave me more satisfaction than being able to look down on my little brother and his pony from these new heights, or telling him to back off because Cinnamon had the temperament of an angry drunk when it came to other horses.

We rode under the budding trees down a barely visible trail to a secret gate. Mother had told me my father and brother had secrets too, but I couldn’t imagine theirs were nearly as exciting. Did they leave the castle? Had they tasted the summer corn at Cataphract Square, blackened and coated in cheese and spices? Had they earned a hundred coins as musicians or played quat with friendly strangers in the pubs? Did they know where Mother and I went, or that we went at all?

The hidden gate opened onto a narrow cobbled lane that Mother and I followed into the city. Drops of water clung to every spring leaf and every tight bud, the sun making them glitter like a thousand tiny mirrors. Deep in the merchants’ district, we rode into a small, quiet courtyard hidden from the bustling streets and busy shops. Planters bursting with greenery surrounded us on all sides, giving it the feeling of a garden in spite of the bricks under our feet and the buildings on all sides. We tied our horses in the simple run-in stalls, loosening their girths and tossing some hay into their shared manger.

“Let’s go.” My mother beckoned me into a servants’ tunnel and through a secret door. Inside, we changed our clothes—me into a plain peasant dress with flowers stitched untidily along the hem, and my mother into short breeches and a tunic with sleeves gathered to the elbows. She brushed my hair with soot and tucked it into a snood to hide the coppery waves, then put on a vest and topped her ensemble with a flat cap that sported a large purple feather.

“How do I look?” she asked.

I giggled. The outfit made her look almost like a boy. “Like the most handsome musician in all of Lyrra.”

She laughed. “Then I will need the most beautiful singer to accompany me.” She produced a small sprig of cherry blossoms from behind her back. As she wove them into my snood with expert fingers, I closed my eyes and basked in her love.

When we emerged from the servants’ tunnel into the back of the Bell & Bridle, we were no longer Queen Mirianna and Princess Amaranthine of Mynaria. We were Miri and Mara.

I loved being Mara. Mara didn’t have to go to history lessons or balance books on her head or make polite conversation with boring courtiers. Mara walked with her mother through the city without a second glance from anyone. She sang to earn pennies and always got to keep a few to buy something from a vendor at the market. Mara was free.

Neilla stepped out from behind the bar and gave my mother a rocking hug that would have sent the noblewomen at court into vapors. A lively crowd had already gathered for the afternoon, filling the pub with a warm hum of conversation. While my mother spoke to Neilla, I opened the closet adjacent to the bar and pulled out a hide case. I laid it carefully on the floor and unclasped the fittings to reveal the instrument my mother had been forbidden to play since becoming queen. The burnished wood of the cello inside gleamed even in the dim tavern, the curves holding a promise of the beautiful music to come. “It’s indecent!” the courtiers had whispered behind her back. “Spreading her legs to play a cello is far too crass for her station,” my etiquette instructor had explained. Those dumpling-brained numbskulls had clearly never seen the raw joy on Mother’s face when music came to life in her hands.

“Thank you, Mara.” Mother picked up the cello. She tuned it while I set the case out to receive coins and Neilla cranked open the pub windows, letting in a bracing early-spring breeze. My mother adjusted her stool one last time and, with a deep breath and a nod to me, set her bow to the strings.

The first notes resonated through the room, silencing all conversation. Mother’s weakness vanished as she leaned into the music. Each phrase rang clearly as an orator’s sentences, reaching inside those watching as if the gods themselves spoke through her. The music swept me away along with them, my heart so full I thought it might beat out of my chest.

But now was not the time for me to lose myself. I had to sing.

My soprano carried over the low notes of the cello, weaving its own spell on the audience. It was so easy to sway to the music, to feel each word as acutely as if I had written the lyrics myself. I’d already let go of being Princess Amaranthine, but now I shed the disguise of Mara, too, instead becoming the lonely spirit of a little girl who got lost in the forest after her mother sent her to fetch water. The song was at turns playful and mournful, carrying the audience through a tapestry of emotion that culminated in deep loss. When we finished, the room burst into applause. Tears glistened in the eyes of our listeners. I curtsied, then looked to my mother, whose gaze shone with pride. She sketched the symbol of the wind god before her, then blew me a kiss. Happiness burst in me like a crescendo. Perhaps the wind god had heard my prayer. How could my mother be dying when she played with such passion and life?

We played and sang on as people flowed into the pub, drawn by the music. They tossed coins into my mother’s cello case and laughed, cried, and applauded for us until the afternoon waned. Little did I know that those were the last songs I’d sing with her. In less than a moon, she was gone. The gods had betrayed me.

After she died, I prayed and lit my vigil candles every evening, demanding that the Six bring her back to me. I sobbed myself to sleep every night until Father thundered down the hall and smacked me into silence for keeping him awake.

The only place I had to turn was the barn, and so the horses supported me through my grief. Between the amount of time I spent there and the surly personality I donned like a suit of armor, everyone started calling me Mare. As the years went on, I forgot the little girl who sang and danced and wanted nothing more than to be a good queen like her mother. That girl had been naive. She was gone, and Mare became the only version of myself I cared to be.

But some things require a person to be more than a name.

A kingdom in need of a fighter.

The threat of a war that could destroy everything.

Or a girl holding fire in her hands.





ONE
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WHEN I LEFT MY KINGDOM FOR THE FIRST TIME, IT WAS on a mission to serve the crown I’d never given half a damn about pleasing. My horse, Flicker, carried us at a brisk walk that quickly left the wide stone bridge and border guards behind. The red road we’d already been on for days stretched out ahead, flanked by evergreen trees identical to the thousands we’d already passed, and the chilly wind that had chased us out of Mynaria continued to gust relentlessly.

“I expected Zumorda to look different from home,” I said to the girl riding behind me.

“Why?” Denna asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “People talk about this place like it’s some kind of mysterious death trap.” I thought the landscape would reflect that somehow—or at least justify the uneasiness that knotted my shoulders. After all, I was a girl without magic who had entered a kingdom where nearly everyone else had it. Coming here willingly made me about as sharp as a bag of wet barn mice.

“People like to exaggerate,” Denna said. “This is a trade road, and the horse merchants cross here all the time.”

“It seems too quiet.” My saddle creaked with the rhythm of my horse’s strides as the wind whispered through the pines. All else was silent.

“After that fuss at the bridge, anywhere would seem quiet,” Denna said.

“You’re right.” Perhaps the frustrating half-day struggle with the border guards to let us cross the bridge had made me forget the hush of the open road. Perhaps it was that we’d so recently left behind the steady rush of the river dividing my homeland from this place—a kingdom I’d grown up hearing was full of magic-using heretics. Or perhaps I was just waiting for something bad to happen.

The frigid late-autumn wind pushed us forward, sending a bone-deep chill through me. I urged Flicker to extend his walk, hoping to leave my anxieties behind. I focused on the press of Denna’s body against mine, a reminder that I wasn’t alone. Without question, she was the only thing that had made the long, cold ride to Zumorda tolerable. The way her eyes danced when she smiled lit me up like nothing else in the world. I loved her fierceness and her intelligence and her ability to find her way out of almost any situation with her wits.

I didn’t love that everyone believed she was dead, or that her presence with me made both of us traitors.

“I’m starting to think going on a quest in winter wasn’t my brightest idea,” I said with a shiver.

“We should have run away moons ago and gone to Trindor and the sea,” Denna replied.

I smiled at the thought, knowing it never would have happened. Denna had been much too concerned with doing her duty for both our kingdoms, and if I was being honest, I’d never especially wanted to leave Mynaria. “If I’d been the heir to the throne instead of my brother, we wouldn’t have had to run away at all.”

“True,” she said. “But you would have hated that role.”

“Also true,” I said. Minding my manners and paying attention to my studies had never been my best skills, and expertise with horses would only take a princess so far, even in Mynaria, where horsemanship was a strong measure of rank. Still, I felt a little stab of guilt about the choices Denna and I had made that had ended her betrothal. In the past year my brother and I had lost our father and uncle, but at least I still had Denna. All Thandi had was a crown and the aftermath of a foreign coup to contend with.

“Either way, I’m sorry this is what it came to,” she said.

“Don’t apologize. It’s not your fault I’m not used to the cold. Besides, I’m the chowderhead who got my brother to send me to Zumorda to open a dialogue with them. I should have said I was going to join the Sisters of the Holy Wineskin or some other made-up nonsense. If I’d told him I was off to run barefoot through the woods and become a vintner surrounded by other wild women, he’d probably have believed it with no questions asked.” The thought amused me in spite of the accompanying twinge of guilt at the idea of lying to my brother. We’d rarely gotten along, but we’d mostly been honest with each other—usually to the point of brutality.

Denna laughed. “I’m glad you’re with me instead.” She tightened her arms.

“Me too,” I said, lifting a gloved hand to squeeze her arm in return. Strangely enough, I was even a little bit glad to be doing something important for my kingdom. After years of being pushed to the sidelines by my father, who had only expected me to marry and run an estate somewhere, I’d managed to convince my brother to send me, the least diplomatic person in our kingdom, to lay the groundwork for an alliance. If we couldn’t get Zumorda to work with us, war breaking out with Sonnenborne on our southern borders was all but inevitable.

Somehow I had to convince the Zumordan queen that Sonnenborne posed a threat to both our kingdoms. They’d assassinated my father and uncle, using magical means to throw suspicion on Zumorda. If I could just open a dialogue with the queen, then Thandi could send in the real ambassadors and I’d be free to focus on helping Denna find someone to educate her about how to use the magic she’d been hiding all her life. Getting it under control was our only hope of being able to have a normal life together, especially if we wanted to live in Mynaria, where those with magic were often punished or exiled. Even if my brother’s reign helped make magic use more acceptable, attitudes would be slow to change.

Still, I questioned whether I was up to the task of engaging foreign queens and nobles. My rank as princess made me worthy of the assignment, but my background wasn’t exactly in diplomacy—it was in training horses, sneaking out of the castle to spy in the city, and drinking cheap ale in seedy pubs. Moreover, Mynarians hardly ever went to Zumorda. The kingdom was full of magic users with the very powers we’d condemned—Affinities for fire, air, earth, water, and gods knew what else.

“We should be getting close to Duvey now,” Denna said. “The trees are thinning, and the border guards seemed to think we’d reach it by sundown.”

“The trees aren’t just thinning—they look like they’re mostly dead,” I observed. Skeletons of evergreens stood everywhere amidst the live trees. They creaked against each other in the wind, and their bleached bones littered the forest floor.

“It does seem awfully dry here, which doesn’t make much sense, given that there aren’t any geological reasons for the climate to be different on this side of the border,” Denna mused.

“I’ll take your word for it.” I’d studied the maps well enough to know which way to point my horse, but my knowledge ended there. “All I know is, when we get to Duvey I want five tankards of ale and to sleep past sunrise for once.” We needed a refreshing stop to fortify ourselves for the rest of our journey. Traveling all the way to northeastern Zumorda, to the crown city of Corovja, wouldn’t be easy with winter weather on the way.

“I could go for something with more kick than ale,” Denna said. “I wonder if Zumordans have a Midwinter festival with liquor. In Havemont we have a competition for the distillers. Mother would never let me or my sister taste any spirits besides the winners, but the people-watching was always good.” She spoke of home with a regretful fondness, a feeling I had a hard time understanding.

Home for me had never been somewhere I felt entirely comfortable. Not in the castle, anyway. In disguise out in the city? Somewhat. The barn? Definitely. But my tendency to escape my maids and royal duties to do barn chores or play cards with liegemen meant I had fit in with the other nobles about as well as a jar of horse farts at a parfumerie.

“Well, I hope that by the time we visit Havemont, your sister is the one in charge of the festival. I doubt Ali will stop us from tasting all the spirits we want,” I said, already picturing sitting in front of a roaring fire with Denna on a cold winter’s night, both of us a little light-headed from good liquor and laughing too much. The thought of tasting sweet brandy on her lips instantly counteracted the chill of the crisp autumn wind.

“She’d encourage us for sure,” Denna said, and I could hear the smile in her voice. “She’s always had a mischievous streak. Did I tell you about the time she wrapped me up in furs and tried to convince a tradesman at a party that I was a cat he should purchase?”

I snorted. “That sounds like something I would’ve tried to do to Thandi. Although mostly I just threw him in the manure pile anytime he made me angry.”

“If only his subjects knew he’d once been King of the Dung Heap.” Denna laughed.

“More than a dozen times over.” I smirked, but a twinge of unfamiliar regret needled me. My relationship with my brother had always been antagonistic, but maybe it hadn’t needed to be. If we had tried harder to overcome our differences of opinion instead of taking opposite sides of every argument, would the rest of our family still be dead? It was pointless to think about, but the question still rose up in the back of my mind to taunt me.

The twilight shadows deepened as we rode over gently rolling hills past fallow fields carved out of the forest. All the houses we saw were closed and dark, their windows shuttered. There were no lanterns hung outside front doors, no other travelers on the road. It felt empty in a way it shouldn’t have. Even Flicker seemed ill at ease, his head up and ears swiveling back and forth worriedly.

“The keep should be over the next rise. Where are the people?” Denna asked.

“Something definitely doesn’t seem right,” I said. “Let’s get off and approach on foot through those trees over there.” I pointed to a copse of evergreens at the top of the next hill. “We need to make sure it’s safe.”

When we reached the trees, I drew Flicker gently to a halt and braced my arm for Denna to use as an assist to dismount. We left Flicker tied to a tree and crept into the woods. On the other side of the copse we had a clear view down into Duvey Keep, a stone fortress inside a high wall.

“There are riders in there,” Denna said, puzzled.

I squinted, trying to see enough in the fading daylight to make sense of the scene below. Several people on horseback were inside the walls of the keep. At first I thought they were doing skirmish drills, until one of the riders veered closer and I got a better look at his horse. It had the distinctive convex profile and high neck set typical of a Sonnenborne desert-bred. In one smooth motion the rider nocked an arrow and stood in the stirrups, preparing to let it fly. Fear twisted around my spine. It wasn’t a drill—the keep was under attack.

My stomach heaved and I grabbed Denna by the sleeve, tugging her behind a thick tangle of bushes.

“What’s going on?” she whispered, looking equally shaken.

“Sonnenbornes are attacking. Their horses look just like the ones Kriantz had with him in Mynaria. That snake had bigger plans all along.” Grief rose to choke me. Speaking Kriantz’s name consumed me with memories of the night my best friend Nils had died—the night I’d been abducted from the castle and Denna had chosen to forfeit her crown to come after me. In some ways, that night had broken us both forever. In others, it had made us both whole for the first time.

“His people must be more united than we thought,” Denna said.

“But why in the Sixth Hell are they here?” It was true he’d given the impression that several tribes had only recently joined together beneath his banner—that they wouldn’t do anything without his signal. But for the Sonnenbornes to be here now spoke of a plan far more complex and organized than he’d made it seem.

“They could be trying to take an outpost at the Mynarian border,” Denna said, her voice grim. “The keep would make a perfect settlement to fortify for attack.”

“Six Hells,” I said.

“Perhaps they plan to retaliate for Lord Kriantz’s death,” Denna continued, fear making her voice rise. The Sonnenbornes didn’t know who had killed their leader—only that it had happened on Mynarian soil. Denna had dealt him a swift and fiery death by calling down the stars with her magic. Though she’d saved my life, I knew that night still haunted her.

“Hey,” I said, taking her hand. “You did what you had to. You saved me.” I leaned over and softly kissed her cheek. The fear in her eyes eased a little bit, so I pressed my lips to hers just long enough to feel familiar warmth blossom in the pit of my stomach. The truth was that the terrifying memories haunted me, too. Sometimes the smoke of the campfires along our journey had reminded me of that night, the scent of forest and flesh burning, the way the earth had shaken as flaming stones rained down from above.

“Or what if their plans are more elaborate than we thought, and they’re trying to cut off one of Mynaria’s most lucrative trade routes?” she said, always ten steps ahead.

“You’re right,” I said. “They’d be positioned to do either of those things. We need to get out of here.” Keeping Denna safe was the only thing that mattered to me, but I also doubted my brother would approve of his sister—or his envoy—getting murdered by Sonnenborne raiders. That would start the very war we’d set out to prevent.

Denna’s brow furrowed. “If the Sonnenbornes are already this far into Zumorda, there are two things we have to do: tell Thandi, and get you to the queen as soon as possible.” She spoke with the kind of authority I’d heard her use back when she’d still been my brother’s intended consort.

“I like it when you talk queenly to me,” I said with a flirtatious wink.

A brief smile broke through her distressed expression. “Truly, though. The queen will be on your side if they’ve attacked her people.”

“Let’s ride north,” I said, already walking back toward Flicker. “I doubt they’ll send scouts until they’ve secured the keep.”

“We need to make sure the Zumordans win this battle first.” She grabbed my hand to stop me. “I can use my magic to help them.”

I looked at her like she’d lost her mind. “Walking into this fight could get us killed.”

“What better way to win allies than to help the Zumordans?” she asked.

Fear flickered in my chest. “We can’t. What if something goes wrong?” As much as I loved her, I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that her magic sometimes scared me. Ever since she’d summoned the stars to save me from Lord Kriantz, her powers had become less predictable, and they’d only been steady as a green-broke colt in the first place. Less than a week ago we’d gone hungry one rainy night because Denna couldn’t start a fire and it was too wet for the sparks from my flint and steel to catch. A few days later, she had a nightmare, and before I could wake her up she’d set her bedroll ablaze, charring it past salvation.

Frustratingly, Denna ignored my objection and carried on. “We could climb that tree by the wall. That first building looks like it might be the stables.” She gestured toward a stone building just inside the keep. Half doors lined the side, and a second-story window stood wide open as though no one had gotten there to close up the barn for the night. “There should be a good view from the hayloft.”

“Hay is flammable,” I said. “Your Affinity is for fire.”

“Then we’ll make that useful,” she said, and before I could stop her, she was on her feet, sprinting toward the stables.

I cursed and took off after her.

If I had an Affinity, it would definitely be for trouble.





TWO
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IN SPITE OF MARE’S OBJECTIONS, SHE FOLLOWED ME. She would never let me run into a dangerous situation alone. I just wished she trusted my Affinity half as much as I trusted her.

Even if getting involved in this fight was a terrible idea, part of me longed to try to use my magic again. While my powers had been erratic and hard to access for much of our journey, over the past few days I’d felt magic building. I worried that if I didn’t let some of it out, it was going to spiral out of control like it used to in Mynaria. Now that I knew the scope of the destruction I could cause, the thought of losing control frightened me that much more. I didn’t want to hurt anyone—especially Mare.

I hoisted myself clumsily into the tree next to the keep wall, and Mare followed with more grace. The distance between the tree and the wall was farther than I expected, and I had to swallow my fear as I scrambled from a flimsy branch onto the stone. The greenway between the wall and the barn seemed to be clear, so I wasted no time sliding awkwardly to the ground. Mare leaped down a few seconds later, hitting the ground in a controlled roll I envied and couldn’t imitate.

Before we could move toward the building, an older man and a blond boy who looked about my age sprinted into the greenway with a rider at their heels. I stood frozen in horror as the horseman raised a thin metal javelin and plunged it through the man’s neck from behind. He fell forward onto the protruding javelin, sliding down the weapon to leave a streak of gore on the bright metal.

“Father, no!” the boy screamed, whirling to face the Sonnenborne rider. He held up his hands, and flames lit in his palms.

My breath caught. I’d never seen anyone wield magic like mine before, and it dispelled my secret fear that I was alone in the world.

The rider leaned down and blew a handful of powder into the boy’s face. The flames sizzled out, and the boy collapsed to the ground. I couldn’t help the anguished sound that escaped my lips.

Then the rider spotted me. Fear shot through me like lightning as he drew a thin, curved sword from a scabbard on his back and dug his heels into his mount to urge it forward.

“No!” Mare shouted.

I raised my hands and reached inside myself for my magic. The patches of numbness on my arms that had been there since I saved Mare stung with pins and needles, as though they were trying to come back to life. I gritted my teeth against the pain, grateful for the way it purged my fear. Blue flames engulfed my palms, and I tried to push the magic forward to form a wall. Instead, a fireball burst from my hands and swallowed the rider. His horse sat back and stopped hard, rearing up in fear and confusion. I dodged to the side with my heart in my throat, frightened for my life and for what I’d just unwittingly done. The horse whirled around and galloped back the way it had come, the burning rider flopping on its back until the horse dislodged him in front of the stables.

“Denna!” Mare ran toward me.

“I’m fine,” I said, trying to keep my voice from shaking. This had been my foolish idea, and I had to see it through. “Inside. Now.”

Grabbing Mare’s hand and tugging her toward the back of the stables, I cast a worried glance at the boy we were leaving behind. My boots crunched over broken glass where a lantern had shattered inside the back door. Hoofbeats sounded nearby and shouts echoed from outside. We needed to find a hiding place. Mare darted past me up a hayloft ladder. I followed her, scrambling up the splintery wood. We ducked to avoid the ceiling beams, making our way past stacks of hay and alfalfa that still smelled sweet as summer.

A wide window on the wall over the barn’s main entrance gave us a clear view of most of the keep. We crouched beneath the hay forks hung on either side of it, cautiously peering out at the battle below. Guilt consumed me when I saw another Sonnenborne riding up to the boy whose father had been killed in front of us. She dismounted, slung him onto her mare’s back, and then used a tree stump to vault back into the saddle.

“Are they taking prisoners?” Mare whispered.

“It looks that way,” I said. “I wish we’d done more to help him.” The thought of the boy waking surrounded by strangers, knowing his father was gone—it cracked me in half.

The Sonnenborne urged her mount into a canter, guiding the mare around a much larger band of her people engaged in battle with keep soldiers. The riders intermittently darted past heavily armored soldiers who were trying to fend them off on foot, but the fight was far from ordinary.

I clung to the edge of the window, terrified by everything I was seeing. An enormous hunting dog with a sleek brown coat pulled a Sonnenborne from his horse and tore out his throat. Farther away, a mountain lion leaped out of the underbrush and sank its teeth into a horse’s jugular, instantly dropping the animal to the ground. The horse’s rider flew off and was impaled with a keep soldier’s spear before he could even try to stand up. The animals fought with the same precision as any mercenary.

“Why are the animals acting so strange?” Mare whispered, her frightened eyes meeting mine.

“Maybe they’re controlling them with magic?” I speculated. The thought sent a little spark of wonder through me, even as my sorrow and revulsion over the bloodshed grew. I forced myself to look back outside. If I wanted to help stop this, I couldn’t retreat into my own fear.

Another Sonnenborne rider charged for the soldier who had killed his comrade, but a blue glow engulfed the rider and he was liquefied like he was made of water. His horse bolted, scrambling over fallen bodies in its haste to escape. Seconds later, another of the Sonnenbornes was stopped in her tracks by some unseen force that made her clutch at her throat in a panic until she collapsed to the ground.

The Zumordans were definitely using magic. Energy crackled over the battlefield, creating an answering hum in my own body. Warning tingles sparked down my arms as though I’d stuck my hands in a patch of nettles. Power felt like it would burst out of my control if I didn’t use it. As terrified as I was, part of me felt exhilarated—and that sickened me. I clutched handfuls of my cloak in an attempt to steady my shaking hands, trying to channel my fear into confidence. Surely it couldn’t be that difficult to run off these people. All we needed were a few fires to create chaos and give the keep guards an advantage.

The only question was whether I could get my Affinity to cooperate.

“I’m going to try something,” I said, cupping my palms and releasing just enough of my magic to make a small flame dance in my hands. It flickered erratically.

“Are you sure you can control it?” Mare watched me with wide eyes.

I tried to tamp down my worry that she was afraid of what I could do. Instead I turned my focus to a wooden cart that had overturned near the battle. My powers boiled up with the force of a geyser. The rush of magic pushed aside my fear, and I welcomed the pain that accompanied it. I shoved the energy toward the wagon, and the magic flooded out of me in a rush that made me dizzy.

Flames burst from the wagon with a roar. The Sonnenborne horses shied away from the fire with their eyes rolling in fear. One of the riders fell off, finding himself on the receiving end of a spear to the gut. My vision darkened at the edges as I struggled to rein the magic back in. I needed to calculate my next move even if the powers were telling me all I had to do was set them free.

I glanced over at Mare to see she’d pulled out her bow and nocked an arrow. Her first shot struck one of the Sonnenborne riders in the arm, disarming him enough for one of the keep soldiers to knock him out of the saddle. Shouts echoed from the courtyard as the foot soldiers did their best to take advantage of the opening they’d been given.

“They’re in here!” a voice said in the Sonnenborne tongue.

They’d found us.

“I’ll check out back,” someone else replied. “If they’re magic users, take them alive.”

I whirled around, clamping down on my magic as hard as I could and sidestepping away from the window into the shadows.

The hayloft ladder creaked as someone ascended. I held my breath, terrified we were about to be discovered by the enemy. Footsteps drew closer until a Sonnenborne warrior appeared, the blade of her short sword glinting in the dim light. I shot a quick glance to Mare, who was frozen in place, eyes wide, her back against the wall next to the window. With our adversary’s next step, Mare would be in the woman’s line of sight. Mare’s bow was useless against a sword at close range, and she knew it.

With a yell, the woman charged at Mare.

Mare screamed. There was no time to use my magic. I snatched a hay fork from the wall and thrust the handle into the swordswoman’s path. She tripped over the tool, wrenching it from my hands as she pitched face-first out the window and landed with a sickening crunch on the flagstones below.

“By the Six, Denna . . .” Mare stepped toward me, and an arrow whizzed past, barely a handbreadth from her face. She shrank back.

Rage coursed through me, white hot with magic. I wouldn’t let anyone hurt her. The last of my fear evaporated. I didn’t care who saw me. I didn’t care what I did. The direction of the wind shifted as I drew on more magic, reaching so deep inside myself I might as well have been hollowing out my own bones. I set flames on the wind and power spiraled out of me, twisting out of control. A gale rose, sweeping through the barn and jerking at my hair and cloak, loose pieces of hay providing fuel for the fire.

A wave of flaming debris undulated in front of the stables, waiting for my direction. The Sonnenbornes fell back, shouting and pointing at the fire seething overhead. Yes, that was what I wanted: to push them away. And they were giving me the perfect opportunity. I released some of the swirling gale toward the Sonnenbornes, trying to guide it above the keep soldiers so that no one on the defensive side would be harmed.

I might as well have tried to fence in a charging bull with embroidery string.

The swath of burning debris knocked down two keep soldiers and set them ablaze before slamming into the Sonnenbornes and surging higher. Horses bolted before the flames could reach them. I felt strangely detached from my emotions as riders fell and burned. Their bodies provided more fuel for my fires, which crept across the dead grass in search of more victims. Screams echoed through the keep grounds—not screams of bloodlust or battle, but of terror and death. The only thing holding back my horror was the overwhelming magic coursing through me. It drained me and it fed me at the same time, making me feel more full and alive than ever before. The bright blazes grew until a wall of flame arched across the courtyard, feeding on anything that might burn. Dimly, I became aware that Mare was screaming.

“Denna!” Her voice sounded as though it were coming from leagues away. “Stop!”

My whole body shook with the exertion of trying to keep my own powers from swallowing me. Tears leaked from my eyes with the effort, and with the knowledge that I had hurt and even killed people. It didn’t matter which side of the fight those people had been on—that wasn’t who I wanted to be. The magic had torn away my sense of self as it raced through me, making me do things too dreadful to comprehend. But the magic was as much a part of me as my beating heart, and that meant I had to shoulder the blame for the deaths. I tried to stop the flood pouring through me, tried to pull the magic back.

It wouldn’t return.

My throat tightened with terror as the wind kicked up further, fanning the flames of my fire until it spread to the outer wall of the keep. The screams faded away until I couldn’t hear anything but the frantic gallop of my pulse in my ears.

I tried to think of the earth, of something that could make me feel rooted to the ground. But instead I felt the stone of the wall inside my mind, like I had become part of the flames, like I was crawling over them and heating them with my own body. I saw nothing but fire.

The sound of rocks shattering split the air as the keep wall burst in an enormous explosion.

Then my world went dark.





THREE
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I FLEW TO DENNA’S SIDE THE MOMENT SHE COLLAPSED and the firestorm stopped. Outside, the clash of weapons turned into moans of pain and calls for help. I touched Denna’s forehead with trembling hands. Her skin felt cold and clammy to my touch, but her chest still rose and fell with even breaths. She was the most precious person to me in all the Northern Kingdoms, and I was closer to her than I’d been to anyone, but when she’d stood in that window commanding a wave of fire large enough to destroy a small army, I’d felt like I barely knew her at all. I shivered in the cold and held back the tears that threatened.

“Denna?” I gently shook her shoulder. I didn’t know whether to be more afraid of what she’d done to the Sonnenbornes or of what she might do to me by accident if she were startled awake. I tried not to think about how many people she might have injured or killed. Surely she hadn’t done it on purpose—that wasn’t like her. The magic had to be taking over her mind as well as her body.

“Who’s there?” someone shouted in Zumordan from the barn aisle.

I peered over the edge of the hayloft to see four soldiers, all of them dirty and battered with the marks of battle. The moment they caught sight of me, they started shouting in Zumordan spoken too rapidly for me to follow.

“I need help.” I spoke in Tradespeech, my voice nearly breaking. There was no way I could get Denna down from the loft myself. I had no choice but to trust them, and to hope they could heal her. Maybe they would even know how to keep her magic contained.

“Surrender your weapons!” the leader shouted, now speaking Tradespeech as well.

“We don’t want to hurt you.” I held up my hands. “I only have a bow.”

“Who are you?” the soldier demanded.

For once I was grateful for my rank. “I’m Princess Amaranthine of Mynaria, sent as an ambassador by King Thandilimon. And this is my maid, Lia, who seeks asylum and training for her magical gift.” The lie about Denna’s identity had become familiar on our journey, though never comfortable.

I couldn’t see the soldier’s expression in the shadows, but his stance shifted from aggressive to cautious.

“Princess, you said?” the soldier asked, his voice dubious.

“Yes, and I need help. Lia fell unconscious after the explosion.” I was proud of myself for sounding authoritative even though fear had my hands shaking.

“That explosion almost killed half our fighters!” the soldier said.

“It also drove back the Sonnenbornes and saved your life,” I snapped back. “We were trying to help. Now, can someone please get her a medic?”

The soldiers murmured among themselves for a moment.

“We’ll see if we can spare a medic,” the leader finally said to me. “There were a lot of injuries in the battle.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’d hoped I would make it here in time to prevent anything like this from happening. King Thandilimon sent me to warn you of a threat from Sonnenborne.”

The soldier seemed to relax a little bit at this overt display of allyship. “Let’s get you both down from there and take a look at her,” he said.

Denna’s small frame made it easy for them to carry her down the ladder and settle her atop some clean horse blankets in the barn aisle.

“Her breathing is strong,” one of the soldiers noted. “She probably overspent her gift.” He shook his head. “Someone of her age and strength should know better.”

I bristled. “She’s untrained.”

“What?” The soldier turned to me with a shocked expression.

“Magic users aren’t welcome in Mynaria. She’s had to hide her gift her whole life,” I said. The facts somehow felt bigger than they had before, maybe because I now knew just how powerful her gifts were. My stomach turned, and I swallowed hard. She would never hurt anyone on purpose unless she had to. She wasn’t that kind of person—at least not when her magic was under control.

“Tavi, please go see if the medics can make arrangements for this girl,” the head soldier said. “We’ll meet you at the main gate.”

One of the soldiers gave him a sharp nod, then stepped back from the group. Her limbs curled in on themselves as she dropped to her hands and knees. A slender red fox stood where she’d been just a few heartbeats before. A chill crept down my spine as she turned to trot out of the stables. Magic that would get someone condemned in my homeland was performed so casually here.

“Let’s get your maid to the keep,” the lead soldier said. At his instruction, a muscular soldier picked up Denna, and the group of us trudged out of the stables. The body of the Sonnenborne woman Denna had tripped through the hayloft window lay splayed on the stone path just outside the front door. Her left leg jutted out from underneath her at an impossible angle that made my stomach heave. Denna had saved my life at the cost of another, and that death hadn’t even been caused by magic. I didn’t know how to feel about that but couldn’t stop the wave of discomfort that crested within me at the thought. We stepped around the corpse, and I took deep breaths of the smoky night air to keep from gagging.

Closer to the keep, people carried injured soldiers past on litters while others directed foot traffic. Tavi, the fox woman, reappeared in human form a few moments later.

“We can’t spare a medic,” she said. “But they’ve sent for the herb witch, and a private room is being arranged.”

“Why not put her in the medical ward with the others?” I asked. I wanted Denna where she could get the best care, not in a private room because the Zumordans were trying to respect me or honor what Denna had done for them.

“The herb witch will better be able to treat her,” the lead soldier said, but a shifty look in his eyes betrayed him.

I looked around, noticing that our conversation had suddenly cleared out the area. What had been a hub of activity a few minutes before was quickly dissipating. Then I understood. They didn’t want her in the medical ward with the other soldiers because they didn’t trust her not to hurt anyone again. Besides, people she’d injured by mistake would likely be there under the care of the medics. Getting a room of her own was a defensive move, not an honor for the girl who’d saved their hides.

“Of course,” I said. What choice did I have but to agree?

Inside the keep, the soldiers escorted us to a small room with rugged stone walls and a fire already blazing in the hearth. They laid Denna down on a cot with her head pillowed on a folded blanket.

“We’ll leave you for now,” the lead soldier said. “A guard will be posted outside your door. For safety.”

I doubted Denna’s safety or mine was what truly concerned them, but I couldn’t blame them for not putting much faith in us. Our mistrust was mutual.

After the door closed behind them, I sat on the floor next to Denna’s cot and took her hand in mine. Fears rushed in to consume me. What had she done to herself? What if she never woke up? She’d lost consciousness when she’d saved me from Kriantz, too. Surely this couldn’t always be the cost of using her magic. Not for the first time, I wished she could somehow give her magic away and be free of it. That would make our lives so much less complicated. Guilt weighed on me for even thinking it. I knew her Affinity was part of her and that she’d be hurt if she knew I’d ever wished it away, but I didn’t know how else to keep her—or us—safe.

A loud knock sounded at the door, startling me back to my feet. I hadn’t expected the herb witch to arrive so quickly. But the person waiting for me on the other side was no herbalist—he was a tall, bearded soldier still covered in the filth of battle.

“Lord Wymund, guardian of Duvey Keep, at your service,” he said, extending a hand in greeting. His Tradespeech was barely accented, no doubt thanks to living in a border town.

“Thank you for your hospitality, my lord,” I said, inviting him in.

“It isn’t often we have a princess in our midst.” He looked over my shoulder at Denna, who lay very still on the cot. “And we’re grateful for your help turning back the attackers.”

“You’re welcome,” I said. “Please just call me Mare.”

“Like a horse?” He seemed amused.

“It’s odd, I know—”

“Soldiers go by all kinds of names.” He shrugged. “One fellow who used to fight for me went by Carmella Meatball. He was awfully handy with an ax.”

I blinked.

“Anyway, we’ve been expecting you—we received a message for you from King Thandilimon yesterday. Glad you made it in one piece.”

“What message?” I asked, startled. I hadn’t expected to hear from my brother. It was almost impossible to get messages from Mynaria to Zumorda or vice versa, given how little fondness there was between our two kingdoms. It had been my expectation that I wouldn’t be able to reach him from Zumorda at all—at least not until I’d managed to curry some favor with the queen and things were looking promising for an alliance. The only other option to reach him was to somehow communicate using magic. Even if I’d known who to ask about that, I had a lot of misgivings.

“A bird delivered this yesterday, along with a note asking me to hold it for you.” Wymund handed me a small envelope. The message showed no signs of tampering—my brother’s blue seal was still stamped in place.

“Thank you, my lord,” I said, itching to open the note, but also worried about what I’d find inside. It couldn’t be anything good.

“I must attend to my soldiers now,” Wymund said. “Funeral rites will be held in the morning. After the dead have been properly honored, we’ll have a victory feast in the evening. I hope you’ll consider joining us.”

“Thank you for the invitation. It would be an honor.” It was the diplomatic thing to do, although the thought of leaving Denna for even a few sunlengths made fear prickle down my spine. Hopefully she’d be awake and well enough to attend with me.

I sat down at Denna’s bedside, checking to make sure she was still breathing. Her stillness frightened me so much. I couldn’t decide whether that or watching her use her powers was more terrifying. Both made me feel like I could lose her at any moment, and that was the scariest thought of all. As soon as I was assured her status hadn’t changed, I turned my attention to Thandi’s letter. I slipped my finger underneath the seal and opened the flap of the envelope. The date on the letter was only a few days past, making me wonder again how he’d gotten it to me so quickly. A bird wouldn’t have been able to fly from Lyrra all the way over the Zumordan border in such a short time. Seeing my brother’s swooping script on the page brought an unexpected swell of emotion. Given how contentious our relationship had always been, it surprised me to find that I missed him—at least until I began to read.

Dear Amaranthine,

Hopefully this letter will find you safe in Zumorda. Unfortunately, I have bad news. The riots between the fundamentalists and the Recusants on the Trindor Canal paved the way for an attack. The canal city of Zephyr Landing was overtaken by Sonnenbornes a few days ago. Many of our people were killed.

We’ve sent cavalry, but in the meantime, the Sonnenbornes have completely cut off inland trade and taken over canal trade from Port Jirae. The handoff was so smooth, they must have been planning it long before the riots began. As you can guess, this changes everything. I need you to do more than open a dialogue with the Zumordans—I need you to ask for their help reclaiming Zephyr Landing. I’m prepared to send another regiment of cavalry to Zumorda to help defend their cities in exchange—I’ll station them just across the border for easy summons. Havemont has continued to be a supportive ally—Princess Alisendi has been a great help as my liaison while we attempt to renegotiate our alliance in light of Dennaleia’s death.

This message was delivered with the help of the Recusants; surely you understand how dire things are for me to be working with them. I know your taking on a full ambassadorial role wasn’t the plan, but from this point forward, you are my eyes, my ears, and my voice in Zumorda. Please consider yourself an official ambassador of the Mynarian crown, with all the power bestowed by the office.

Your kingdom and your brother are counting on you.

Yours,

King Thandilimon of Mynaria

I muttered a string of profanity colorful enough to get my title stripped. How could Thandi do this to me? An unfamiliar wash of guilt followed the typical rage. How couldn’t he do this to me? People had died, and more battles were yet to come if what we’d found here in Duvey was any indication. He’d already been desperate enough to work with the Recusants, a group of magic users he hated and mistrusted.

The only contact he had in Zumorda with any power to help was me.





FOUR
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THE SOUND OF SCREAMING STABBED THROUGH MY skull like a knife. I opened my eyes, but shadows lingered in my vision, slowly giving way to blinding light. Once they dissipated, the source of the brightness became clear: flames surged on all sides of me. I was on fire—and the screams were coming from my own throat.

Fear gripped me like a vise. Neither my magic nor my body was under my control.

Icy water cascaded over my head as an unfamiliar woman upended a bucket over me, cutting off my screams. She immediately followed the water with a wool blanket that snuffed the remaining flames. My teeth chattered from the sudden change in temperature as the room slowly came together—beamed ceiling overhead, stone walls to either side, wet cot beneath. Near the hearth, the unfamiliar brown-eyed woman stared at me curiously, waiting for me to respond. Her wild gray hair was barely contained in a knot at her neck, and a colorful cloak made of scrap cloth hung from her shoulders, the stitches tidy as a surgeon’s.

“Mare?” My voice came out as barely more than a croak. Where was she?

“Mare is at supper with Lord Wymund.” The woman spoke Tradespeech quite fluently. “I’m Sarika. Now tell me, how do you feel?”

“Head hurts,” I mumbled. I sat up and my vision swam. Physically, I felt almost as terrible as I had after saving Mare from Kriantz. “What happened?”

“Apparently, you don’t react kindly to smelling salts,” Sarika said wryly. “Do you remember the battle?”

I nodded. Of course I did. Everything had been fine until I lost control. After that attacker had rushed at Mare, I’d let everything get out of hand. My stomach heaved as I remembered the look of surprise in the woman’s eyes when she’d pitched out the open loft window and fallen to her death. I hadn’t really meant to kill her, but there hadn’t been time to think. After that, my memories were blurry. Still, I knew I’d hurt people—and it hadn’t just been our enemies.

“That wave of flame was hard to miss,” Sarika added, tucking an unruly spiral of gray hair behind her ear.

I cast my eyes to the floor, ashamed that I’d made such a dramatic scene and frightened to think that people were injured or dead because of me—again.

“How many on our side were burned?” I needed to know, even though fear rose in me at the thought.

“Five were injured,” Sarika said. “I was supplying the medics with herbs to make burn compresses when they came to tell me about you.”

She sounded so calm, but I couldn’t even begin to conjure the same stoicism. My throat tightened and I blinked back tears. I set out to help people with my magic but always seemed to end up harming them instead. I didn’t want this to keep happening. I’d come here to get training, to educate myself, and the first thing I’d done was hurt people. Even the Sonnenbornes hadn’t deserved what I’d unleashed on them.

“Try not to fret. The fighters will heal in time,” Sarika told me. “I may not be a master healer, but I have enough of the gift to help them start to mend. Besides, if you hadn’t nearly blown this place to bits, they might have found themselves on the wrong end of a Sonnenborne spear. Because of you, they’ll live to see the next battle.”

“It doesn’t make what I did right,” I said. She couldn’t possibly mean for me to think they might be grateful for what I’d done. If I hadn’t felt so weak and unsteady, I would have gathered my things, found Mare, and fled as fast as my feet could carry me. The thought of facing people whose friends I’d hurt or killed was too much to bear. I already didn’t know how I was going to live with myself.

“At least you kept them from taking any more prisoners.” Sarika shook her head. “The parents who lost children are harder to help than the burn victims.”

“The Sonnenbornes took children?” I asked, my heart dropping as I remembered the blond boy we’d failed to save.

“Not the smallest of them, but yes. Most of those who are missing seem to be between ten and twenty winters of age.”

“But why?” I felt sick. How could that figure into the Sonnenbornes’ master plan? Hostages meant more mouths to feed, so there would have to be a compelling reason to take them.

Sarika shrugged. “We don’t know. Maybe the soldiers Wymund sent after them will come back with answers. Hopefully they’ll at least come back with the children.”

I wrapped my arms around myself and shivered.

“Let’s get you into some dry clothes,” Sarika said. She gestured in the direction of our packs. “May I?”

I nodded. Unless Sarika wanted to steal dirty clothes, she wasn’t going to find much in there. Mare would have her coin purse on her. Sarika brought me the chamber pot and helped me change out of my soaked garments, then settled me near the hearth. The familiarity of having someone dress me was soothing. It gave me a pang of nostalgia for my life as a princess, a time when I’d known my purpose. Things had been so much less complicated then.

I stared into the flames. The worry and dread in the pit of my stomach kept me feeling cold in spite of the fire’s heat. I wanted Mare to come back so I’d feel a little less unmoored, and so we could talk about where we were going next and how quickly we could leave.

“How long have I been here?” I asked.

“You slept all night and most of today,” Sarika said, using a long hook to hang a kettle in the hearth. “I could have woken you sooner, but your body needed the time to heal. I’m brewing some tea that will help keep your magic under control. Do you think you can hold anything down right now?”

“I don’t know,” I said. My head felt fuzzy and my limbs held down by invisible weights. As I got warmer, the spots on my arms that had hurt so much when I first called on my magic danced with pins and needles that wouldn’t ease. I wished the feeling would stop. The last thing I wanted was another physical reminder of my magic. Sometimes my gift made me feel possessed by an evil spirit. That was one of the Mynarian theories about magic—one I’d tried not to believe in too much. But maybe there was something to it if I could hurt people without meaning to.

I tried to push the dark thoughts away while Sarika prepared my tea. She moved with purposeful confidence that reminded me of Ryka, the captain of the guard back home in Mynaria.

Home.

Was that how I thought of Mynaria now? I shouldn’t let myself think of it that way, given that thanks to my Affinity, I might never be able to return. All I’d ever wanted, or thought I’d wanted, was to become queen of Mynaria, just like I’d been trained to. I thought I’d marry the prince and ascend the throne and use my power as a monarch to help the people of both our kingdoms. But that dream had gone up in smoke the day Thandi found out I was “dead.” Or, if I was being honest with myself, the day I finally understood that my feelings for Mare ran far deeper than friendship.

Somehow, I had to find new dreams, but I had no idea where to start.

Sarika held out a steaming mug of tea.

“What is it?” I took the mug.

“Willow bark and peaceroot,” she said. “Have you had peaceroot before?”

“No.” I shook my head, feeling sick all over again. Karov, a Zumordan I’d met in Mynaria, had told me about peaceroot—an herb used to quell Affinities. He’d told me the side effects of long-term use were awful: blinding headaches, and numbness in the hands and feet that would eventually make flesh necrotic.

“I see you know what it is,” she said, deftly reading my expression. “You don’t have to drink it, but it’s the safest way to temporarily stop you from losing control of your gift. And it will keep you from being so easy to detect.”

“Easy to detect?” I asked, confused.

“You haven’t been shielding yourself, so every time you use your magic, it’s like shooting off a beacon that most people with Affinities can feel from a hundred leagues away. Someone needs to teach you to rein in your powers—for your safety and everyone else’s.”

I swallowed hard. “What happens if no one does?”

“You could cause a catastrophic accident. Or lose control to the point where the magic consumes you from the inside out. And if the wrong people get their hands on you . . . they’ll twist you into whatever shape they choose and use you as a weapon.”

Dread sank deep into my bones. Sarika’s tone was so matter-of-fact, as if she weren’t talking about my life. Like I was a thing and not a person—a dangerous thing. Who might use me? How would they do it? How many people existed who might be powerful enough to do that, and how could I defend myself against them? It made my head spin trying to see around all the corners ahead.

I raised the mug to my nose. Coils of steam rose from it, astringent and herbal.

Sarika raised an eyebrow. “So you’ve decided?”

“I don’t see how I have any choice,” I said bitterly. “I set my own cot on fire without even realizing it. I hurt people on the good side of a battle, and I killed people without meaning to. How can anyone feel safe around me if this magic isn’t under control?” There wasn’t any point in indulging my fears about the peaceroot or wondering what would happen if I needed my magic and couldn’t call on it. The possibility of hurting Mare felt like a greater risk every day, and if that happened, I would never be able to forgive myself.

I took a sip. The bitter tea wasn’t pleasant going down, but I was thirsty enough that it wasn’t so bad.

“This is the safest way for now,” Sarika said, her voice more gentle. “I’ll leave you a supply of peaceroot that should last a week or two. I don’t recommend you take it longer than that.”

“Can you teach me how to shield?” I asked Sarika. The sooner I learned the basics, the safer it would be for everyone—especially Mare.

She hesitated before answering, her sharp gaze falling away for a moment. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why?” My heart dropped even further.

“Your Affinity is not like mine,” she said. “Someone much more powerful is going to have to train you, preferably someone with a fire Affinity like yours.”

“But if shielding is a basic skill—” I started.

“No.” Sarika’s tone was firm, and I knew it would be futile to argue. “My magic is not nearly strong enough to hold yours back if something went wrong.”

Her rejection stung, even if her reasons were sound. All I wanted was to learn, and no one had ever deprived me of that in my old life. After finishing my tea, I lay down on the cushions in front of the fire and closed my eyes. Numbness
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