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      “A Voice in the Bone” was always for Rosamund.

      The rest are for the readers who love side characters

      and want to see them in their own story.
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            What Has Come Before

          

        

      

    

    
      The land of Karneesia has lacked wild magic for centuries, locked away by human wizards for their own use.

      

      The Queen of Altesia and her Wizard vowed to free the wild magic of the land, the magic that faefolk and the magical creatures of the world need to survive.

      

      And now the land is starting to come awake…
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      When Imani stepped foot into Natimai Harbor, she saw the sea for the first time in nine years.

      The stiff breeze off the water made the sails and rigging of the ships at anchor snap, mingling with the sound of the gulls and sailors’ calls to each other as they worked loading or unloading their vessels. The salt air washed over her, bringing back buried memories so strong Imani swayed in place from the onslaught, her eyes fluttering closed.

      Berlet, the guard Eyl had insisted accompany her on the journey from Altesia, touched her arm with concern. “All right, my lady?”

      “Fine,” Imani said in a soft voice. She had given up on correcting Altesians when they addressed her as “lady.” She was close friends with the queen, so what else could she be? Never mind that Eyl cheerfully would’ve festooned her with titles and land and whatever else Imani desired, had she indicated to the queen that she wanted it. But that was the problem, Imani thought sardonically, opening her eyes to step forward again.

      I don’t know what I want.

      As they progressed along the wharf, searching for the Caritas, the ship that would be conveying her to her destination, Imani inwardly marveled at being almost wholly surrounded by people who looked like her, the different shades of brown skin and whose hairstyles were varied according to their tastes and types, very different from Altesians with their staid braids hanging down to their knees.

      Of course, Altesia had a significant dark-skinned population, just as Cadruissau had a light-skinned population—people felt the call of the mountains the same way they felt the call of the sea, strong enough to uproot themselves from the few square miles they had lived in all their lives and carve out a new destiny in a land that stirred their blood. But Imani had forgotten what it was like to look out on a sea of people and see yourself reflected in all of them, not just a few faces in the current.

      It was almost enough to distract her from the fact that she was about to board a ship for the first time in nine years. And she was so nervous her teeth were chattering.

      “There it is,” Berlet said, waving towards the tall ship ahead of them with the hand not burdened with Imani’s luggage. “The Caritas. What’s that on the front?” she mused, squinting at the figurehead.

      “One of the virtues,” Imani said. “Probably Charity, based on the way her hands are posed.” Cadruissi people decorated just about everything with a representation of one of the virtues. They appeared in the stained glass, the mosaics, and yes, the ship figureheads.

      Berlet flicked her blond braid over her shoulder, her pale skin flushed from the heat and humidity. “Are they always veiled so?”

      She nodded. “Some are faceless entirely.”

      Berlet wrinkled her nose but didn’t offer a further comment.

      People on the mainland tended to think of the Cadruissi people as a monolith, but it was so much more nuanced than that. There were the coastal dwellers who had different outlooks and traditions than the islanders, and then it varied from island to island what you ate, what you did, the fashions and stories and… oh, everything. The uniting factors of Cadruissi culture were water and faith. Tradition held that when people from distant shores had come to the islands—or maybe when their Cadruissi ancestors had journeyed to the islands, stories varied—that they brought their faith with them and the islanders embraced it wholeheartedly. But when those distant people had tried to invade their islands, a storm had come and driven them away, blowing them back to whence they had come. And so it was that Cadruissau had a reputation for repelling invading forces—Damaskmen, pirates, or other countries hungry for the islands’ defensive positions and trade routes. Sometimes they did it by might of arm and tactics. But often the waters rose and moved and gave them victory without rhyme or reason, and Cadruissau gave the glory to God.

      As they drew even with the Caritas, Berlet swung Imani’s trunk down and called, “Hello the ship!”

      A figure on the deck leaned over the rail. “Better to cry ‘ahoy’!” He grinned. “Who calls?”

      “The Lady Imani to come aboard.”

      His grin stretched into a smile as his brown face, a shade or two darker than Imani’s own, lit up. “Come aboard and welcome! I’ll fetch the captain!”

      Berlet stepped off the dock and onto the gangway with a confident stride that ate up the distance to the ship. Part of being a guard, Imani supposed. One got used to scary things.

      But she hadn’t used to fear the water.

      Taking a deep breath, she clenched the rope strung along the gangway tight and stepped out over the rippling deep blue water.

      It was only deep blue here along the mainland, her brain reminded her as she took inching steps forward. Further out to sea, around the Windswept Archipelago, it became the purest greenish-blue, and if you went out to swim on the white sand beaches, the water was so clear you could see fish swim past you in the waves. That was the reason some long-distant Cadruissi mapmaker had named it the Crystal Sea.

      But not so in the storms. In storms the water turned gray and harsh and cruel.

      Imani moved her feet bit by bit forward up the gangway’s incline, her heart beating rapidly in her chest, remembering the lash of waves over her head and the taste of salt in her mouth, the huge waves bearing down⁠—

      Then the rope ran out, and she grasped the ship’s rail, stepping onto the deck. She tried not to show how hard her knees were knocking under her gown.

      “Are you all right?” Berlet asked, her brow furrowing as she scanned Imani in concern.

      “Fine.” Imani dredged up a tremulous smile just as the captain arrived on deck.

      Captain Marc, a big and burly Cadruissi sailor, exchanged greetings with Berlet and Imani, and just like that, she was confirmed as passenger. Imani took her leave of Berlet with a sudden pang of anxiety but kept the smile on her face.

      “The captain will get you safely to the university,” Berlet said, as if that was what worried Imani.

      “I know,” Imani said, and thanked her for her escort with more gratitude than she had planned. With a last backward glance, Berlet descended the gangway, and Imani was alone on The Caritas.

      “Jehan, take the lady to her cabin and help her get settled below,” the captain ordered.

      Imani took a harder look at the sailor he motioned to and realized it was the cheerful young man who had hailed them. “Follow me, miss. Not many passengers this time of year, so you have the pick of the cabins!” Jehan set her trunk on his shoulder as if it weighed nothing and led the way below.

      The cabin was roomy enough for a ship’s berth. It had a bed with a built-in ledge to keep you from falling out in case of storms, a small porthole, and a little built-in desk and chair. The small fishing boats she was used to hadn’t had dedicated cabin space—it was only hammocks strung up and sailcloth for privacy in the hold, living nearly on top of everyone else.

      “Not many folks make the journey to Terrebiens this time of year,” Jehan said, setting her trunk down. “We just got done with the last loads of university students returning to the mainland.” He had bright black eyes that lit up his brown face, and his hair sprung up in short twists on top of his head before it faded down into shaved sides. He looked to be a few years older than her. “Not many folks get royal guard escorts, either.”

      Imani stiffened and looked over her shoulder at him.

      He smiled. “The captain’s my uncle. He told me we were expecting a special passenger.”

      Family was a huge staple of Cadruissi life. Everyone was someone’s cousin or sister-in-law or great auntie, and they gossiped like no tomorrow. Imani had forgotten.

      Well, she hadn’t forgotten. She just put the knowledge away, like folding up a sheet and putting it into a cupboard.

      “I hope you like mysteries, because I’m not going to explain,” Imani said shortly.

      He laughed. “I do! And do I detect some of the Serpent’s Tail in your voice?” He leaned against the doorframe in that boneless way young men all seemed to have about them. “I notice voices, especially ones as nice as yours.”

      “I grew up there,” she said slowly. “On Paetanga. We had a fishing boat.” Why was she telling him this? The memories rose to the surface relentlessly, though.

      “Going to see your family, then?”

      “My family’s dead.”

      Her words sucked all the air out of the small room.

      The smile slowly slid from his face. “I’m sorry,” Jehan said. “Waves grant them rest.”

      Her throat tightened. She hadn’t heard those words in so long. “Going back after so long is… a little overwhelming.”

      “Don’t blame you,” Jehan said. “Tell you what—whenever you want, you come and find me, and I’ll take you around the ship. Take your mind off it. I know a lot of good sailor’s yarns, too!” He pressed his hand to his heart. “We’ll be casting off in an hour or so. Come and find me!” With a last smile, he left the room.

      Imani sank down onto her bunk with a thump.

      It wasn’t precisely true, what she had told Jehan. But it felt true.

      When she was eight, her family’s fishing boat had gone down in a massive storm on the Cadruissi coast, and she had been the only survivor. Snatchers had found her on the shore, insensible and alone, and they had plucked her up and sold her. Free merchandise. She had spent several years as a wizard’s magical experiment, and then another few years in Altesia’s cold northern mountains after escaping with her fellow prisoners Eyl and Kai. It turned out that Eyl, who had always taken care of them, was the heir to the throne, and she became queen.

      As queen she still felt responsible for them, so she sent letters to and fro, hunting for their families. Kai’s was fairly easy—he knew they were alive and where they were, at least generally. But he felt he had a duty to remain with Eyl and Imani as they adjusted to freedom, and, in Eyl’s case, ruling a country, though she had Fee, her husband and the country’s new wizard, to help as well. That’s what he said, at least. Kai had always taken duty extremely seriously.

      But Imani had been a harder case. All her immediate family had been aboard their fishing ship. She had lost her parents, her siblings, an uncle, and her maternal grandmother. She remembered a few other relatives, but she had been young when the storm hit, and recalling full names and places of origin had been difficult. Eyl’s letters to Paetenga inquiring about her relations had not borne fruit.

      Imani hadn’t minded much. She loved Eyl like an older sister, and the mountains had a certain splendor to them. The people she was closest to were in Altesia—why would she want to leave? But after several years with Eyl and Fee, her husband, it became apparent that Imani had another problem.

      All of them had been experimented on with wild magic. Kai could summon snakes and lizards and insects when he spoke, and Eyl could turn into a falcon. Fee had discovered how to alter what had been done to them so that they could choose when they used their magic rather than have it happen all the time.

      But Imani had been the one on which the sorcerer’s magic had worked right. She could summon fire at will and control it.

      Until they had escaped from the sorcerer. She had done things…. Imani swallowed as a shudder twisted down her spine. Her magic had never worked right after that, and every year it had gotten worse.

      “I think it will be good for you,” Eyl had told her when they had discussed attending Orfalenor University, the only college of magic outside Damaslar. “It will help you get a handle on your magic. Plus, you’ve been here for five years.”

      “So, you’re sending me away?” Imani had said, staring at the letter in her hand.

      “No!” Eyl had exclaimed. She stood and wrapped her arms around Imani, reaching up because Imani had surpassed her in height years ago. “Of course not. But I think you need this.”

      “I don’t care about using my magic.”

      “Mountain’s bones, I’m muddling this.” Eyl dragged her hands over her face and took off her circlet. Imani could tell she wanted to bury her fingers in her hair, but she couldn’t, since it was in an intricately twisted braid atop her head. Some of her original dark color had returned, bleeding through the dandelion white strands, as if being home had nourished her in many ways. It gave her an oddly striped look, but very striking.

      “You were yanked out of your old life with no time to grieve, or say goodbye, or anything—none of us were. Maybe going back and seeing sights from that time will help put old ghosts to rest. Give you some closure. Take it from a friend,” she said quietly. “Sometimes to forge a new path, you’ve got to go back to where you started. But I promise you that you will always have a home with us.”

      Imani had finally given in and promised to give Orfalenor University a try, provided if it wasn’t a good fit she would return after a year. So, Eyl had written a slew of letters explaining their unique situation—Cadruissi citizens could attend the college free of charge, but it took some explaining to satisfy the college bureaucracy that Imani was truly from Cadruissau even though she had lived in Damaslar and Altesia for years.

      And as it happened, one of her letters had landed on the desk of Nupreem Mvala, one of the college administrators. Imani’s long lost paternal aunt.

      She had immediately written the longest epistle Imani had ever seen, begging Imani to come, that she could stay with her, that she had thought her dead along with the rest of the family for years and that was why she had completely uprooted her life and moved to Ambergris Isle.

      “What an amazing thing,” Eyl had said. “You find your aunt and she’s right where you needed her to be.”

      Imani had clutched the parchment as her throat worked silently. Aunt Nupreem. Her memories were hazy, indistinct. They were family, yes, but she didn’t know her. Not really. Blood family—being an Mvala, after so long being just Imani, alone—was uncharted waters.

      But what could she say, no, I don’t want to stay with you? I would rather not see you because I don’t know how to awaken that part of me?

      So she had written back and accepted. And in just a few short days, she would see the aunt she barely remembered.
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      Imani hadn’t planned on leaving her cabin, but when she felt the ship begin to move and the wind fill the sails, she couldn’t ignore the sensation. Imani tied a scarf over her tight curls and steeled her spine before venturing up on deck. She put her back to the broad mast and squinted at the horizon, so wide and blue ahead of them. The wind puffed into the fore-and-aft rigged sails, setting the Caritas forth into the wide Crystal Sea.

      A figure scurried from the ratlines to land on deck and beam at Imani. Jehan. “You came!”

      She nodded.

      He leaned on a line and gestured up at the sails. “We’ve got a good wind! Promising portents.” That selfsame wind tugged at her headscarf and the shawl around her shoulders as well as his salt-and-tar-streaked sailor’s togs.

      “Strong winds, stout hearts, safe seas,” Imani whispered.

      Jehan tilted his head curiously.

      “Something they used to say on Serpent’s Tail,” she said. “Or maybe it was just my family.” They used to speak the words to the wind like a prayer. Her heart clenched.

      “If you go to the rail, you’ll sometimes see porpoises,” Jehan said, pointing. “They often swim alongside the Caritas. We think they’re good luck.”

      Imani shook her head. “I—I’m all right here. How long have you served on the Caritas?”

      “Six years,” he said with an easy grin. “I begged my mother to let me start at twelve. Before that I worked at the port; I’d do anything asked of me to be near the water. I just love the sea.” He gestured at the blue water all around them rippling from the wind. “Too many generations of sailors produced me, I guess.”

      His enthusiasm produced a genuine smile from within her. Under her breath, she murmured, “I used to love it, too.” After another glance over the rail at the blue skies and sea, she asked, “Do you mainly sail between Ambergris and the mainland?”

      “We go wherever the cargo and the passengers want to go!” he exclaimed. “Between the islands, along the coast, back and forth, even father east to the unincorporated islands like Pirate’s Watch sometimes. Also, north to Achad Lloren and south along the coast to Udresh. I’ve been all over.”

      “Do you like it?”

      “Oh yes—except the runs up to Achad Lloren. Too cold for my blood. I like the heat.” He smiled charmingly, and Imani blinked.

      She suddenly realized that she was seventeen and away from all the people who—lovingly—treated her as a younger sister. She was unused to being seen as a young woman. She was suddenly thankful that he could not tell her cheeks were hot.

      Jehan tilted his head to the side. “May I ask you something?”

      Imani nodded.

      “Why are your eyes reddish-gold?”

      She stared at him. She had completely forgotten about her eyes.

      In Altesia—at least in the circles she moved in—everyone knew that she, Kai, and Queen Eyl had a type of wild magic. Her flame-colored eyes did not excite comment anymore, though she had had to field many odd looks and questions during her trip to the coast with Berlet. But seeing the sea again—getting on a ship again—had completely driven any worries about people’s reactions to her eyes out of her mind.

      And Jehan and the captain hadn’t blinked a hair.

      “I—I have wild magic,” Imani said, settling for the shortest explanation.

      “Ah! So that’s why you’re going to the university,” Jehan said in revelatory tones.

      “Partly,” Imani admitted. “You… don’t find it strange?”

      “Aye, a bit strange, which is why I asked. But we get all sorts aboard the Caritas. You’d come far short of the strangest travelers we’ve carried. Sorry if I was impertinent,” he added. “I tend to just ask what surfaces in my head. Drives my mother crazy.” He laughed.

      “I prefer the questions to recoils or the sign against evil, I guess,” Imani said wryly.

      Jehan straightened. His charming and easy manner slid away as his brows drew down over his face like a storm cloud. “People do that to you?” he demanded, sounding fierce. “No one’s done that on the Caritas, I hope!”

      “No, no,” she said, drawing her shawl around herself as the wind picked up. “I was surprised that no one had reacted at all!”

      His shoulders relaxed. “Good. I would’ve had to thrash someone. And I could do it, but we’re running with a low number of hands since this trip is so short, and I’d hate to shortchange us.”

      “That’s sweet of you, but please don’t make trouble on my account.”

      “Wouldn’t be trouble.” He smiled again, delighted. “Tell me more about how sweet I am.”

      Just then, the ship moved over a particularly determined wave, and the spray flew up in an arc, showering Jehan with sea water.

      “Did I say sweet?” Imani laughed as he gasped and shook himself. “I should’ve said salty.”
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      That night Imani stared up at the wooden-planked ceiling and listened to the creak of ship timbers as the ship slowly rolled through the water. It was a phantom sensation. Once it had been as familiar as breathing.

      Her family’s fishing boat had been much smaller than the Caritas, but it had housed everyone in the world she loved. The rest of the hold space was devoted to their catch—mackerel and red drum and tuna and snapper and anything else that swam into the nets cast over the sides of the ship. They sailed regularly between Serpent’s Tail—the long, skinny southernmost islands in the Cadruissi Archipelago—and the coast to sell their catch.

      Imani had been through countless storms in her life. Her first memories were being rocked in a hammock belowdecks while rain lashed overhead, and the wind howled. Wound through it all had been her mother’s tuneless soothing lullaby. But remembering all the storms she had weathered—and even worked on deck in—still was not enough to counter the memories of the horrible tempest that had come upon them close to the mainland.  She could still recall her father shouting through the gale, “Where is the lighthouse? Do you see it?! Where is it?!”

      The wind had torn their small ship apart and dashed it against rocks. When she closed her eyes, her nightmares always ended with her underwater, swallowing seawater, desperately trying to find the surface as her lungs screamed for air. To this day she wasn’t sure how she had survived. But she had woken freezing cold in the sands, washed ashore. Another piece of shipwreck flotsam.

      But she hadn’t had time to process that she was alive, or even to grieve. The people who pulled her free of the sand thrust her into a different kind of terror.

      To be honest, she had been battling different kinds of fear ever since.

      Imani rolled over in her bunk and pulled the quilt up around her ears, searching vainly for sleep.
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      They sailed for Ambergris Isle, where the town of Terrebiens supported the Orfalenor University. Through the night and into the next day, Imani found herself mouthing, “strong winds, stout hearts, safe seas,” when bad memories pressed in too close. But the voyage was smooth, the ocean bright and buoyant, and at the end of two days, they sailed into Terrebiens and docked at the quay without incident.

      Jehan helped Imani off the ship. He hauled her packed trunk onto his back with one hand and led the way off the ship, waiting for her at the bottom of the gangway.

      She couldn’t say how grateful she was for that. Getting off the ship was slightly easier than getting on, because she was headed towards solid ground, or at least a quay supported by solid pillars, but it still made her knees shake. But reaching the bottom Imani took a deep breath and inhaled the aroma of fish, spices, rope tar, and animals. A mixture unique to the islands. Imani draped her shawl over her head to keep the sun off, but also to provide a little barrier between her and a world she had not seen in years. Jehan shifted her trunk so that his right arm was free and offered his elbow, even though that was not strictly a Cadruissi mannerism. But she still took it. Gratefully.

      Together, they weaved their way through the crowds of sailors and laborers at the docks before reaching the end of the quay.

      “Imani? Imani Mvala?”

      Imani froze.

      The tall, stately older woman in front of her with greying braids twisted on top of her head stepped forward. The sight of her face ignited Imani’s memory. Hazy fragments connected in her mind.

      Her aunt’s face was almost an exact feminine replica of her father’s.

      Imani had to clear her throat twice before words would come. “Aunt Nupreem?”

      Then in a flurry of fabric and arms, Imani found herself caught up into a tight embrace. Her arms hung in the air, not sure what to do, even as her throat closed from a wave of emotion.

      “Imani,” her aunt whispered in her ear. “Ah, my God. You have indeed repaid the years the locusts have eaten.”

      Imani felt a prickle at the corner of her eye and hurriedly pulled back from her aunt, wiping frantically at her eyes. She cried tears of fire, and she couldn’t accidentally catch her aunt on fire. Not at their first meeting.

      A handkerchief appeared in front of her, and she seized it gratefully from Jehan’s hand and blew her nose.

      “It’s good to see you again,” Imani said, twisting the handkerchief in her hands.

      “You’re all grown up,” her aunt said a bit helplessly, something adults always said when they saw you after years, but in this case it was true. She had been a girl of eight when the storm took her family, and she couldn’t recall the last time she had seen her aunt before that.

      Imani blew her nose again and gestured to Jehan. “This is Jehan, from the Caritas… Jehan, my aunt Nupreem Mvala.”

      Jehan clasped his right hand over his heart and bowed, and Nupreem did the same. “I’d be pleased to carry Imani’s luggage to your home, Dame Mvala.”

      “Oh, that’s not necessary,” Aunt Nupreem said, not bothering to dab at the tears on her own face. What was a little salt when the sea was all around, after all? “I’ve engaged a gharry, but I’d be pleased if you could load it.”

      “Of course.” Jehan bowed again and followed them along the dock to the waiting horse and cart and loaded it in the luggage compartment.

      “It was a pleasure to meet you, Imani,” he said. “If you want company to surf with or go around the markets, come find me! I’m always around the Caritas’s berth.” He beamed.

      “Thank you,” she said, returning his smile gratefully. She would not be surfing, however.

      After he took his leave, there was nothing left but to get into the gharry with her long-lost aunt and go… not home, but to her aunt’s home.

      The gharry driver navigated the docks and then emerged into streets further inland. They passed by market squares, houses, and shops. Then they turned north along the broad thoroughfare with a good amount of the foot traffic until they reached the white stone buildings that rose above the other roofs. Imani had never seen the columned and porticoed buildings before, but she knew instinctively that this must be Orfalenor University.

      Aunt Nupreem kept up a steady stream of patter about Terrebiens and the university, pointing out landmarks along the way that were good to orient oneself when traversing the city, such as the university’s tall spire and the domed room of the council building, as well as the main roadways. But finally, the gharry pulled up in front of a small stone house with blue shutters and a window box full of flowers on a quiet street. Aunt Nupreem got out and paid the driver, who kindly carried Imani’s trunk to the door.

      Imani stepped into the small house and stared around at the sunny, open kitchen and living area, complete with cat napping on the table, completely unfazed by Nupreem’s exasperated clucking.

      “That is Berlioz; he is a shameless soul,” she told the gray cat, scratching him on the white patch under his chin. The cat stretched and kneaded his paws.

      Imani held out a hand to him delightedly. In Altesia, the large, furry forest cats were considered good luck, and they were a familiar feature of the landscape. Berlioz was more plump than furry, but he purred the same comforting hum.

      “I cleaned out the back bedroom for you,” Nupreem said. “With the windows open it gets the best sea breezes, which are always welcome at night. It’s just through here, and the garderobe is right here. We are lucky enough to have plumbing everywhere in Terrebiens.”

      “Thank you,” Imani said.

      “Oh Imani,” Nupreem said, her eyes filling with tears again. “I can hardly believe you’re really here.”

      “Me too,” Imani whispered. “Me, too.”
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      “Try it again, Imani.”

      Imani silently bit her tongue from snapping back at Magister Tourmaline and concentrated on the oil lamp’s flame again.

      Stepping onto the university campus had been strange. Very few students were on campus during the summer months. The shouts and loud sounds of living were still audible from the city, but muffled, as if the campus emanated a stillness and reverence that base outdoor means could not penetrate. The white-robed scholars usually used the summer to work on their own projects, to prepare for the fall term, and to spend time with family, unless they were mentoring students doing copious research projects.

      And Imani, who needed considerable help, and answers to her irregular magic.

      Magister Tourmaline had been engaged by the college administration to help tutor her, and she had been working with him for two weeks. The magister was a thin man of about forty who sounded as though he hailed from Toulême or one of the other northern isles, and his bronze skin confirmed her suspicions. He was as bald as an egg, and she had not seen him make any expression other than a frown.

      “I can put it out,” Imani offered, as she stared at the flame wavering in the breeze.

      “I know that you can put it out, Imani,” Magister Tourmaline said, not bothering to hide his irritation. “I have seen you do so many times. What I want you to do is make it larger. Now. Take a deep breath of four counts.”

      Imani did.

      “Now release for four counts.”

      She did that too.

      “Good. Two more times.”

      Imani practiced breathing as Magister Tourmaline advised her to search herself “for your center of your magic, then focus your will upon the flame. Gently coax it larger.”

      Get bigger, Imani willed the flame.

      It didn’t move aside from the breeze.

      Please get bigger?

      Nothing.

      Just GET BIGGER you stupid⁠—

      The flame shot up a foot and then engulfed the oil lamp’s reservoir of oil. With a whump, a ball of fire exploded into rolling flame—and then froze as Magister Tourmaline held it in place with hooked fingers spread wide, a vein in his forehead throbbing.

      Imani burst into tears, trickles of fire running down her face. “I’m so sorry, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “Imani. Breathe.” Magister Tourmaline spared her a glance over the ball of fire fighting his control. “First. Release your hold on the fire.”

      “I’m not holding it⁠—”

      “You are. Find that part of yourself and release so I may extinguish it. Or try to do so yourself, since you said you can extinguish fires easily.”

      Imani hiccupped and felt for the fire amidst her panic. She hiccupped again and exhaled, breaking the connection between herself and the fire.

      Magister Tourmaline closed his hands together, and the fire extinguished, leaving only a slightly singed empty oil lamp. Then he silently handed her a handkerchief, which she blotted her face
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