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      If she could have chosen her own death, Saya Duskbane would have chosen to die on the battlefield with her older brothers and father. But fate had spared her, and so she had returned home victorious, in name if not in heart, with only her youngest brother, Ashbourne, for company.

      That bittersweet victory felt like a dream now, with her brow wet with sweat, her throat thick with a fiery ache, her heart pounding a terrible rhythm in her temples.

      She was dying.

      And she wondered why.

      Why spare her throughout decades of war, only to take her in a sick bed soon after?

      She and Ashbourne had only been home for five months. Long enough to watch winter thaw into spring and spring ripen into summer.

      Then Ashbourne fell ill.

      In her fever, flashes of him in those final months, weeks, days, swam to the surface of her mind.

      Ashbourne on his horse riding across the abandoned training fields.

      Ashbourne feeding the hounds from a gentle hand.

      Ashbourne as he had looked with his dark curls falling into his eyes, just last week, as they had lain on the roof of the keep together, looking at the stars. They’d been passing a bottle of delicious mapleberry wine between them, swapping stories about their father, brothers, and the juiciest bits of the war with each turn.

      They had laughed together.

      So hard at times they had to wipe tears from their cheeks. After the wine was gone, they’d settled into a comfortable silence on their backs, looking up at the sky. She thought he’d fallen asleep and she was going to have to carry him down the narrow stone steps herself.

      That was until he spoke.

      I could study them, you know. He gestured toward the sky. I could become the greatest astronomer of this age. There’s so much we don’t know.

      You should, she’d agreed. You have a thousand times the patience I do. And your eyesight is more than good enough.

      There was a reason they’d called him Skyrender, after the great, colorful birds that flew through the fields at dusk. He had excelled at long-range combat, hurling his magic great distances most mages couldn’t dream of.

      You should do it, brother.

      At her encouragement, his smile had folded at the edges in the moonlight, half his face smudged out by the shadows, before he’d rolled onto his side, turning away from the sky.

      From her.

      I’m too old, Saya. They’d never let me into Mulberry now. I’d be at least fifteen, hell, twenty years older than the oldest student. I’m old enough to teach them.

      Don’t be ridiculous. Mulberry would be honored to have you.

      There’d be no point. I’d only be making a fool of myself. Our time has passed, sister. But it was fun while it lasted, wasn’t it?

      He’d begun coughing then, a disturbing rattle in his chest. Saya had blamed the night air and the wine and had insisted they go inside and sit by the fire.

      Then the next morning he didn’t rise. His fever was already raging, his body trembling as if cold. They rang for the doctor, who came only long enough to tell her that nothing could be done.

      The illness is a magical one, Lady Duskbane. His power has turned against him, and I don’t have enough magic to overpower his own, the doctor had pleaded. I doubt you can find anyone in the country with more power than a Duskbane.

      A Duskbane.

      She was a Duskbane. The only Duskbane left. But Duskbanes were skilled at war, not healing.

      From the moment her father had brought her to this fortress, had introduced her to her brothers as the next great mage of House Duskbane, she’d done only what was expected of her.

      Our house was forged for one purpose and one alone. You will train hard. You will excel without question. Anything less will dishonor your name, your station, and your gifts.

      She had trained. She had excelled.

      In battle she had used all her strength, her wit, her power to protect what she loved. She was no stranger to adversity. And yet, as she stood over her brother’s sick bed, pressed a cool hand to his damp, burning face, she felt utterly useless.

      Ash, she’d begged. Please don’t do this.

      To me.

      His ragged breath was the only reply.

      By the time evening had fallen on the great house, Saya had her own fever.

      The servants had begged her to sleep, to rest before she became truly ill, but she hadn’t wanted to leave him.

      Yet now, as her own fever burned, she didn’t think she was in his room, in the fireside chair anymore. The light was wrong. The position of the window had changed. Her own form had become supine.

      Soft voices rustled past her. Hot hands moved her, adjusted her.

      One voice broke through her fragmented, feverish memories.

      “M’lady.”

      Saya tried to swim toward consciousness but couldn’t find her footing. There was no solid ledge to pull herself up on. She felt like she was back on the warships, the decks rolling beneath her, thrown by the tremendous waves the terravores created.

      Cold hands grabbed her face. “M’lady. Please.”

      Her eyes fluttered open. Sweat stung them, and the room was little more than a glowing haze. One face surfaced, and she knew it.

      Mirabel. Her sweet maid.

      Her hair, streaked with gray, was pulled back from her face. Her brown eyes round with fear, lips dry. The shadows below her eyes seemed so dark, or were the candle flames that unforgiving?

      “Good. Stay with me,” the maid said.

      The heaviness of sleep reached out and wrapped its arms around Saya again.

      “Stay, damn you!”

      A sharp pain shot through her arm, causing her eyes to roll open to see the source of the attack.

      It was Mirabel, pinching her.

      “I need you to hear me and hear me well,” Mirabel said. “You must fight this, Saya. You must use your magic.”

      “I’m not—I can’t⁠—”

      “You are. You can,” Mirabel insisted. “You have everything you need inside you to turn this. Do you understand?”

      She didn’t. But she had no idea if she had said so.

      “If you decide that you will stay, you will stay.”

      Stay?

      For what?

      Her family was gone. Her purpose fulfilled. With the war over, with her father and brothers gone and now Ashbourne, too—yes, she knew in her heart that he had left her.

      There was no one.

      She had only an empty fortress with no one for the servants to attend. Empty training fields with no soldiers to use them. Armories dusty and forgotten. Stables full of horses that wouldn’t be ridden and kennels full of hounds, but no battlefields for them to charge.

      She was the sole mistress of this place.

      She was alone.

      “There’s nothing left for me here.”

      The words sent another stab of pain through Saya’s chest.

      The maid was shouting at her, but she could catch only scraps of the words being hurled at her like curses.

      “—summers in the cottage⁠—”

      “—your little hound⁠—”

      “—books by the fireplace and hot cups of tea⁠—”

      “—sunrises over the sea⁠—”

      “—stars. For the love of the goddess, the stars!”

      It was like a strange incantation, accompanied by the frantic press of a cold cloth to her face. And she had no idea how the spell ended, for at the mention of the stars, that was all she could see, that great, expansive sky, and how her brother had looked beneath it as he had smiled up at the heavens, his eyes full of dreams.
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      Someone was singing. The song entered her memory as a faint melody. One moment she had been in battle, the heat of the sun burning the back of her neck, her body thrumming with magic as she called it up from deep inside her. She could feel the cool sea spray against her skin as a bright orange terravore rushed toward her, the ship cutting waves through the water with its approach. She’d been on the verge of launching a battle curse like a blade when the song cut through.

      Her magic turned and twisted within her as if responding to a call.

      It took her a moment to realize what was happening. Her magic was harmonizing with the tune.

      Remembering it.

      Like an old friend. The connection was so powerful that the dream fell away.

      The battle and beasts gone.

      She followed the song into the glowing sunlight.

      Her eyes opened and fixed first on Mirabel.

      The maid was in one of the chairs normally kept by the fire. Red velvet and high-backed, it had been dragged to the bedside, allowing Mirabel to sit within arm’s reach of Saya.

      She was dipping a cloth into a basin and touching it to Saya’s exposed feet, legs.

      When she turned toward the basin again, their eyes locked.

      “Why, hello there. Decided to come back, did you?”

      “I heard you singing.” Saya attempted to speak, but her throat was so dry that the words cracked and blistered on her tongue.

      “What a compliment. You decided to live because of my little song? And Mr. Barnes had the audacity to say I sounded like a strangled crow whenever I dare put two notes together.”

      Saya tried to sit up but her body resisted. She was exhausted beyond measure and her muscles ached as if she’d taken a direct hit from a terravore’s tail.

      “I feel like death.”

      “You look like it too. And you smell like a regiment of men fresh from the fields. I’ll run the bath, but first, drink this.”

      It took a lot of effort to get her to sitting, and Mirabel couldn’t move her into position alone, so two of the servants came in to help. Once they knew she was awake, the house burst into action.

      It seemed a dozen people were in her room at once, and they asked so many questions.

      “Are you hungry, m’lady?”

      “Do you want us to open the windows, m’lady?”

      “What clothes would you like for me to put out for you, m’lady?”

      “Shall I call for tea, m’lady?”

      “Let her breathe!” Mirabel cried. “I’ll get her into the bath, and you can lay out whatever is soft and clean, nothing heavy. She needs to eat but nothing too rich. A bowl of soup and some fresh bread, I’d say. And of course she needs a cup of tea. Use the herbs I brought back last time. I already measured out two satchels. Use the one with the yellow tag.”

      Saya was grateful that Mirabel fielded the questions on her behalf and then sent everyone away.

      It took so much out of her just to get into the bath, she hadn’t the strength to wash herself without aid. Her limbs shook with the effort.

      “Your strength will come back,” Mirabel promised, helping her with her hair, her back.

      “Some of it might,” Saya conceded. Because her hands had trembled even before the illness, a souvenir of war. Her tendons and muscles remembered every time she’d struck a target with a mace and all the magic she had channeled from her heart and mind, down her arms and out into the world through her fingertips.

      And it hadn’t forgiven her for it.

      The nerve damage would likely only worsen as she got older.

      If she got any older, that was.

      By the time she had bathed, dressed in fresh clothes, and eaten her fill of warm soup, she had fallen back to sleep again.

      It went on like this for days.

      Her dreams punctuated by meals and tea and baths.

      They opened the windows. They changed the bedding. They kept the fire lit.

      Sometimes she woke to quiet whispers. There was always one voice she heard above the rest. “She just needs time. The worst is behind her.”

      Mirabel. Her faithful maid.

      No matter what time of day or night Saya woke, she found the woman there.

      Mirabel, the closest thing Saya had had to a mother since she came to House Duskbane. Since her father had learned of her magic and had collected her to begin her training, ending her idyllic childhood with her mother in their cottage in the woods.

      A bright, happy time full of sunlight and laughter and an overwhelming sense of freedom. Of wildness. Her mother’s and her own.

      All of it replaced by the cold, hard discipline of her life in the North. Of war.

      She dreamed of the cottage more and more as the days passed. Of the woods surrounding it. Of her little adventures exploring. Her mother teaching her the names of the plants, the birds, the rivers. How to speak to them, yes, but more importantly, how to listen.

      They have so much to teach us, sparrow. Listen well and you just might learn something.

      In her latest dream, Saya was extending her hand toward an ecuret, which hung upside down from a birch tree, chattering at her. The creature inched forward, reaching for the seeds in her hand. Its soft white body skittish, unsure, as it inspected her with large dark eyes. Before its little paw could touch her fingers, Saya woke to a door closing somewhere in the great house.

      The forest dream evaporated like morning mist.

      She sat up, surprised to find she had the strength to do it. She dared to do even more, and threw back the covers and placed her bare feet on the stone floor.

      “Mirabel?” Her voice cracked, dry as parchment.

      No answer.

      It appeared she was alone. No matter. Even maids had to use the toilets, did they not? And Saya had managed well enough thus far.

      She pushed herself to standing. There was an air of weakness about her limbs, but they obeyed her commands, so she shuffled across her bedchamber to the mirror standing between the fireplace and her armoire.

      Her violet eyes stared back at her. They were clear and bright, but the bags beneath them were unforgiving. And her dark hair was a mess. She couldn’t remember the last time it was down and wild like this—as a child in the woods, perhaps. As a soldier, she’d kept it brushed into a high, tight mohawk braid that had arched up and away from her forehead, falling down the center of her back, and well away from causing her any trouble in battle.

      “I’ve looked worse,” she told her reflection. “At least there’s that.”

      The door opened and Mirabel lit up at the sight of her.

      “Look at you. On your own two feet and all.”

      “Thanks to you, I’m sure.”

      “Give yourself some credit,” Mirabel said, coming into the room with the tray. “An old lady can only do so much for you.”

      “I was very ill. The doctor said⁠—”

      Mirabel snorted. “I know what he said. Doctor! How they can call themselves that with as little as they know, I’ll never understand. Didn’t even know the selvash for what it was.”

      The selvash. Saya had heard of it. A terrible kind of magical illness where the magic flowing through a mage turned on the conjurer and killed them. Then all at once, Saya remembered how it began.

      “Ashbourne—”

      The look on Mirabel’s face spoke volumes.

      “I am so sorry, my love. He didn’t pull through like you did. We tried everything, but it wasn’t enough.”

      It hurt, but Saya was not shocked by the news. “I think I knew. Somewhere in all of that—I think I felt him leave this world.”

      “We buried him properly,” Mirabel said as she put the tray with tea and spice cakes on the low table in front of the fire. “If that’s any comfort to you.”

      “It is, thank you.”

      In truth, there was no such thing as a proper burial for House Duskbane, but Saya didn’t say so. She was sure that Mirabel meant proper according to whatever customs were followed in the villages. In House Duskbane, the only acceptable way to die was in battle, and even then, it was expected that the mage would leave this world so spectacularly that there wouldn’t be so much as a single hair left to bury, as had been the case for her father and elder brothers.

      I really am alone.

      What an odd feeling swelling in her chest, and so different than how she had felt upon arriving at the great house.

      She had been so afraid of this place. Not only because the house was larger than anything she had ever seen, and the sky so cold and barren. Where her mother’s world had been lush and green, her father’s had been packed with snow and cloudless. The picture of order.

      On the day of her arrival, her brothers had stood in a line outside the house to greet them. Her first impression was that they were as cold and stern as the land and the stone fortress.

      And some much too old to be thought of as brothers.

      The oldest, Berkana, had been more than twenty years her senior.

      It wasn’t that her brothers had been unkind. Quite the contrary. They regarded her with curiosity and patience rather than any rivalry.

      But they didn’t indulge her discomfort or homesickness.

      Only Ashbourne had been gentle in that way. Ashbourne, who had tried to cheer her and had wiped away her tears without judgment. He had been closest to her in age, only six months her senior. He had helped her adjust to this new life and all its expectations.

      In that first year, it was Ashbourne and Mirabel who became the two rocks that she had held on to as the whole of her world crumbled apart.

      Mirabel placed a reassuring hand on her cheek, then her forehead. “Your fever’s gone. Will you try to eat for me?”

      “Can I take today’s tea in my father’s office?” Saya asked, blinking back the memory of Ashbourne’s face, bright with mischief, as he pulled her up from the flat of her back after knocking her down during a training exercise.

      Mirabel seemed cheered by this request. “Of course. Are you in the mood for a bit of reading today?”

      “Not exactly. I have an idea,” Saya said, reaching for the door.

      “Careful with that!” Mirabel lifted the tray and followed her out. “A lot of trouble can come from an idea.”

      It took the wind out of her, walking to her father’s study. There were the stone steps to climb, the halls to walk. By the time she settled into his large chair, her breath wheezed at its edges and her legs felt ready to buckle at any moment.

      “Sit down before you fall down, m’lady.” Mirabel placed the tray of tea and spice cakes on the desk in front of her. “Tell me what you need, and I’ll bring it to you.”

      It was humbling, to rely so completely on Mirabel’s aid. But Saya accepted that the quickest way to recovery would be to surrender without quarrel. She nibbled spice cakes and sipped her tea while issuing requests for the maps she wanted.

      She spread one map after another across the desk’s surface, pinning their curling edges in place with little metal figurines: terravores, men, horses and hounds, battleships. In their previous life, they’d been used to strategize her father’s battle plans. Now that there was no war, the least they could do was hold the map.

      As Saya worked, Mirabel built a fire, brought a fresh pot of tea. She kept finding things to do in the room—cracking the window for fresh air, dusting the chairs.

      It was then Saya knew she was lingering probably for fear that Saya might keel over.

      “I’m feeling better,” she assured her. “If you’d like a break from me⁠—”

      “Nonsense. After all those nights sleeping rough with those smelly men, and saving us from the terravores, the least I can do is bring m’lady some treats and maps and sing her a bit of music when she’s ill.”

      Saya didn’t bother to tell her that everyone smells on the battlefield, even the women. Instead, she took a bite of spice cake and made an appreciative sound, hoping it would please her.

      As expected, Mirabel perked up. “Do you like them? I added cinnamon to the butter. You can’t get cinnamon in the North. I had to bring it up from the South. You know, the cuisine in the South is unparalleled. There’s nothing like it.”

      “It’s delicious. Thank you.” And they were.

      As Saya ate her spice cakes, she recalled her first meeting with the maid.

      When Mirabel had arrived at House Duskbane, Saya had only been at the fortress for a couple of months, but the transition had proved a hard one. Everything about House Duskbane was so different from what she’d known.

      The day Mirabel had arrived had been a particularly challenging day.

      Saya’s first horse had thrown her twice, and her arm had been throbbing from having broken her fall. Her teeth had felt loose in her skull after taking the end of Ashbourne’s staff in sparring and she had been late for her warcraft lessons with Sir Blackhelm, so her father had made her practice instead of lunch in order to make up for the lost time.

      When Mirabel stepped into her room that evening to introduce herself as the new maid acquired by House Duskbane for the sole purpose of attending to her, Saya had been sore, tired, and desperately hungry. Not to mention more than a little embarrassed to have had the day turn so completely against her.

      “I don’t need a stupid maid! Get out! Leave me alone!” she yelled, trying and failing to strip off one of her boots, which appeared stuck on her swollen foot.

      “Now is that any way for a young lady to speak?” Mirabel had said, moving to help her.

      Saya had jerked away. “Get away, you! I don’t need you. I don’t need anybody!”

      Saya’s battle curses were quite pathetic then, so little more than a few dull sparks struck the front of Mirabel’s apron, and the woman hardly cared. Her face was soft, eyes bright with concern.

      “It’s been a rough one, has it?” She dropped to her knees in front of Saya and opened her arms. “Come on, my girl. Come ’ere.”

      It had been so close to the motherly comfort she longed for that Saya immediately burst into tears and fell into the woman’s arms.

      “There, there, m’lady. I’m here now. Let’s get you cleaned up, fed, and into bed. All will be well in the morning once you’ve had a bit of rest and a full belly.”

      Saya warmed at the memory, her thoughts bittersweet.

      “Do you remember when we met?” she asked.

      Mirabel knelt in front of the fire to add another log to the blaze. “When we met, m’lady? That was ages ago.”

      “I wasn’t always kind to you. I’m sorry for that,” Saya said.

      “It was very hard on you, moving to this place. Taken from your mother and brought to this strange, hard house. And all the expectations they placed on your little shoulders. You acted like any heartbroken and scared child.”

      “I hope I haven’t been too much trouble for you over the years.” Saya wiped spice cake crumbs from her chin. “I honestly don’t know how you’ve put up with me.”

      “Oh, you were a treasure. Your brothers, however. Mischievous, the lot of them.”

      Saya snorted, turning her attention back to the maps. She was still poring over them when Mirabel came to stop on the other side of her father’s large desk.

      “May I ask what you’re looking for, m’lady? You’ve been at this quite some time.”

      It was as if her words broke a spell, and Saya looked up, realizing that yes, indeed, the morning had long left her. The tea in the pot was cold. The spice cakes replaced ages ago, and she had only the vaguest memory of eating them. If not for the crumbs everywhere, she would have thought it all a dream.

      “I’m looking for a good map of the East Isle and its southern villages,” Saya said. She squinted at the map, bringing the candle closer, its light dancing across the painted parchment. “I haven’t traveled these roads in thirty years. I was hoping a map would spark some memory.”

      Mirabel pulled one of the yellowed pages toward her. “These maps are all out of date. By at least ten years. What are you trying to remember?”

      “The route to a town called Spring Hill.” She couldn’t say why she felt so shy about confessing her interest in her birthplace.

      Mirabel held the map up, partially hiding her face. The candle flame flickered across the back of the page. “Why, I can show you how to get back to Spring Hill.”

      “You know it?”

      “Very well. I lived there once upon a time.”

      Saya noted the calculation in the maid’s words and decided not to press her for details. Mirabel may have taken this position in House Duskbane for any number of reasons. Perhaps her family was in desperate financial need. Perhaps she had been trying to escape a bad situation at home, hoping enough distance would solve her problems. Or perhaps it was simply heartbreak that made her hesitant to talk about the life and family she had before. Nearly everyone had lost family in the war.

      Spring Hill wasn’t so far from the easternmost islands, which were completely devoured by the terravores. She could only imagine the state of the place now.

      It wasn’t until this moment that she realized there was a possibility her childhood home no longer existed.

      “Is Spring Hill still there?” Saya asked, her heart bracing itself for disappointment.

      “Yes,” Mirabel assured her. “Though it is not as you remember it.”

      Saya picked up the metal figurine of a terravore and rolled it between her fingers. “That won’t matter. I don’t remember much at all.”

      That is what frightens me. What if I lose what little memory I have left of her?

      Mirabel watched her with a strange expression. “May I ask why the sudden interest in Spring Hill, m’lady?”

      “I—I think I want to go back.”

      Mirabel looked alarmed. One hand lifted, touching the base of her throat. “Back to what?”

      “To my mother’s cottage.”

      Back to who I was before, is more like it.

      Mirabel grew very still, like an animal hiding in the grass. “But she’s dead.”

      You say that as if I didn’t know, Saya thought bitterly, but said nothing.

      “I might want to live there. Instead of here. I—actually—I’m realizing I might be done with the North.”

      With House Duskbane. It felt like a betrayal to even think such a thing.

      Mirabel reached beneath the collar of her shirt and produced a large metal key. “Then you’re ready for this, are you?”

      Seeing the key in the maid’s hand sparked two memories long forgotten. The first was the day a letter arrived, carrying the news of her mother’s passing. It had come to her a month after her seventeenth birthday. The letter was short, written in a simple hand:

      She’d been ill. She went quick and did not suffer. She loved you more than anything in this world and will always be with you.

      That key had been in the letter, and it had felt so heavy in her hand once it slid free of the envelope. Mirabel had been with her when the letter arrived. Had watched her receive it in stoic silence as she sank to her bed, holding the key in her hand.

      It had been Mirabel who had taken her hands with tears in her eyes and said, I know with every fiber of my heart she’d be here with you now if she could be.

      And the look on the maid’s face when Saya had replied simply, And yet she is not.

      Saya had wondered many times over the years what had become of her mother. The woman never came to House Duskbane. When she asked her father why, he had said it was his doing.

      She will only distract you. This is your life now, Saya.

      Yet Saya wondered if her mother had ever tried to contact her. She knew by her father’s response he would have intercepted any letters—and of course Saya had searched high and low with Ashbourne’s help for such evidence, any proof at all of her mother’s love, but had found none. Either the woman had not written or her father had burned everything.

      For years, at night when she lay in her bed, she closed her eyes and tried to remember her mother’s face. Tried to push away the questions buzzing in her mind.

      Did her mother even miss her? Had her mother begged her father to let her stay, or had she been all too happy to let her go?

      For the first ten years Saya had carried the fantasy of reuniting with her mother. She imagined the look on the woman’s face when she saw Saya, fully grown in her battle leathers, chin high. Her magic now fully bloomed.

      See, she’d imagined telling the woman who had once been her world. I became strong. Just like you told me to.

      She wondered if her mother would be proud of the woman she’d grown into.

      When the letter came, her dreams of being reunited died a sudden, painful death.

      Now Mirabel was pressing the metal key into her hand. The free one not squeezing the terravore figurine so hard it bit into her flesh, leaving a sharp indent in her palm.

      When Saya did not take the key, Mirabel added, “You asked me to hold on to this for you. I’ve kept it as you asked.”

      Saya put the terravore down and took the key in both hands. For a moment, she simply sat with the weight of her decision. Then something in her brightened. Burned. She squeezed the key.

      “Let’s go to Spring Hill, Mirabel. And see what we can find.”
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      In the following days, as they prepared to depart House Duskbane, Saya couldn’t tell if the maid was excited by the prospect of traveling or horrified. At times she practically sang the virtues of Spring Hill, proudly declaring, “Oh, m’lady, you will love it. The weather will do you good. You’re so pale. You need sunshine and the fresh sea air and flowers and, goddess above, I’ll start packing!”

      Other times, she seemed to fret herself to near hysteria about what should be packed while muttering concerns Saya had never even considered. “Are you sure the roads are safe, m’lady? You aren’t healed. What if we encounter bandits? Or a larcet!”

      “I believe larcets stay in the mountains. Far away from people,” she said, knowing full well that no one had seen one of the large felines for ages. Of that at least she could assure the maid.

      Saya simply watched these moods wax and wane with curiosity as she made her own preparations for their departure.

      Admittedly, her progress was slow, given the reluctance of her strength to return to her. And her magic still felt like a shy horse within her, sometimes pressing its soft snout to her hand without much coaxing and at others kicking wildly within her, leaving her trembling and exhausted without a single spell cast.

      “It’s the selvash,” Mirabel promised. “For a time, your magic will be a stranger to you.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that.” If she thought too hard about it, her thoughts darkened on the subject, all manner of horrifying possibilities rising to entertain her. To escape this terror, she turned all her attention and focus on quitting this place.

      This tomb.

      According to the map, which Mirabel had generously edited with charcoal marks along their proposed route, Spring Hill was just over two hundred miles away, about a six-day ride.

      Saya recalled feeling as if she’d been on the road forever when she made the journey as a child. After decades of war, a six-day trek didn’t seem like much of a challenge.

      The issue was with the packing.

      Saya wanted to travel light.

      The maid seemed hell-bent on bringing half of House Duskbane with them.

      She had nearly all of Saya’s belongings rolled or boxed by the front door before Saya came down for breakfast the following morning.

      “Mirabel, we need to talk.”

      “Yes, we do,” the woman intoned. “We’ve so much to plan and I need to know if you’d like to bring your knee-highs to Spring Hill or are we thinking new town, new you?”

      Saya pulled her away from the crate she was digging in and turned her, forcing her to look into Saya’s eyes.

      “Please stop packing. I don’t need any of this.”

      “A new wardrobe then? Excellent idea. I was just thinking I do wish you wouldn’t wear so much black, m’lady. We prefer color in the southern villages. And violet would go so well with your eyes. And it will be too warm for all of this leather.”

      Saya pinched the bridge of her nose, trying to stave off the headache forming there.

      Lying in bed, she had made her very short packing list in her head, which she then revised at breakfast, while eating through the collection of meat tarts brought out by the cook, with a side of boiled eggs. And none of those items seemed to be part of Mirabel’s hoard.

      Saya wanted her bedroll and a small canvas tarp for sleeping. She would need the waterskin and feedbag for the horses. There would be their food too, of course, dried fruit and meat mostly. A bit of bread, cheese, spice cakes, all of which would be easiest to transport. No more than three changes of clothes. Soap. Something she always considered a necessity even when the other soldiers had not. And her tool kit with its knife, flint and steel, horse brush, and hoof pick. Ashbourne’s harmonica—purely for sentimental reasons as Saya could not play. And maybe, if she was feeling especially celebratory, a bottle of mapleberry wine. Though whether she was going to drink to her new life or simply cry into the bottle remained to be seen.

      The maid frowned. “Is it too much? Perhaps we should leave the antiques then.”

      “Yes, and the rest of this as well. We can buy what we need.”

      “What about your pillow? You love this pillow.”

      “Not so much as to carry it across the country for six days.”

      “It’s light! I’ll carry it for you,” Mirabel declared, and brushed imaginary dust from its soft linen cover.

      Saya rolled her shoulder as if it bothered her. It didn’t. It was simply a nervous habit. One of the few fidgety movements her father had allowed without reprimand.

      Best to keep your muscles loose and warm for battle.

      “No,” Saya said again, stronger this time as she untangled herself from unwelcome memories. “You needn’t bother.”

      “It’s no bother. I’d⁠—”

      A knock at the door interrupted their bickering. They stopped, the pillow stretched between them, and turned toward the sound.

      “Forgive the intrusion, but I would like further instruction for how you want the estate governed in your absence, Lady Duskbane.”

      It was Firenzan, the butler for House Duskbane. As a child she’d thought he had a grumpy face. She’d once asked him about it, and he’d replied simply, “It’s how your father prefers me. And it rather matches the aesthetic, don’t you think?”

      The way he had gestured at the walls, ceiling, all of it as he said this had made her giggle, and she hadn’t quite looked at him the same way since.

      “You are free to go where you please, Firenzan. You may leave or stay. I care not.”

      Another poked his head around the butler, and Saya realized now that a small crowd had formed, hiding behind Firenzan like children.

      “What of the horses and the hounds?” It was Brick, the groomsman. It was no surprise given that their care was his primary concern. Saya had never met someone so fond of animals in all her life. He probably even cried over the death of a terravore.

      “They’re yours,” she said. “I’ll draw up an official bill of sale if you like, and I’ll make sure you have money enough to keep them in comfort all their days. Do you intend to stay here with them?”

      “I would love to take them to my aunt’s lands in the west. The weather is finer and the pastures rich,” he said, his face bright. “They would love it. And Aunt Tilly has never met a horse or hound she didn’t like.”

      Must be where you get it from.

      “I trust your judgment in the matter. Let me know what you need and we’ll procure it for you.” She’d have to go through her father’s papers to find the deeds for each creature. Or perhaps it would be quicker to draft new ones.

      “I’ll go tell the horses!”

      Before she could ask Brick his preference for payment, he ran out into the day, face bright, as if she’d just promised him a king’s share of gold.

      Perhaps encouraged by Brick’s success, one by one the servants approached her, stating their own hopes and plans. Some simply wanted permission to leave or stay. Others desired official documents stating what possessions were theirs to keep. Some hoped she would give them severance pay and useful items with which to travel, such as a cart and mule.

      There was plenty for everyone. Her father had supplied an entire army once, after all.

      And she did not need it for the life she imagined building for herself in Spring Hill. So why not give it to those who had spent their lives in service of it?

      Now that the war was over, why shouldn’t they quit this place and return to their families. Wasn’t that what they had fought so hard for?

      Before she knew it, Saya found herself back in her father’s study again, drawing up all the documents needed and doling out all the gold owed.

      Some wept. Some kissed her hands. Some simply ran from the room, jubilant.

      She bore all of this patiently, as Mirabel came and went, refreshing her drinks, the fire, reminding her to rise and take a turn about the room lest her body ache in protest.

      Then the day was over. The sun had come and gone and the emptiness she’d been trying to fill with all her planning returned. Cold, and watchful.

      Mirabel arrived with a dinner tray as the moon shone in the window behind her father’s desk.

      “Looks like you didn’t get away today after all, m’lady,” she said. Her gray-streaked hair was coming free at her temples, her cheeks ruddy. Just by looking at her, Saya knew the woman had been caught up in the fury as well. “Your father would be proud. The way you’re taking good care of everyone.”

      That was true, at least.

      Her father may have asked much of her and her gifts, but he did take good care of his people.

      Of her.

      “At least I got it all done in a day,” she said, stretching her arms high.

      She’d kept a rough count in her head as she’d met with each man or woman. There’d been eighty-six, give or take. Most of them she knew as members of the permanent household staff—only a handful had been newer faces, those who’d come with the swell of soldiers to House Duskbane during the height of the conflict and had then decided to stay for one reason or another.

      At one point there were nearly two thousand men and women under her father’s command, sleeping in the tents covering the grounds, and many had their own entourages. Squires, pages, and grooms. Cooks. Farriers and blacksmiths with their apprentices. But most of them had homes to go back to when the war ended, and so they had.

      Saya pulled her dinner plate toward her. “That only leaves you, Mirabel. What would you like to do?”

      Mirabel only blinked at her. “What do you mean?”

      “I’ll give you four times the severance I’ve given the others. Let’s call it a personality tax for putting up with me all these years. You can go anywhere. Do anything. Or if you feel that’s too much money to carry, I can put it in a bank in Hammersmith for you. That’s only a short ride, and you can take as much or as little as you like whenever you see fit.”

      “I’m coming with you.” Mirabel said this as if Saya were a bit dense. “I thought that was obvious.”

      “But you don’t have to.”

      “I’m aware. I may be getting older, but all my brains still work.”

      “It’s a six-day ride. And I’ve never seen you on a horse.”

      Her brows arched. “I ride very well, thank you.”

      “I’m thirty-seven. I have no partner, no children. The life I intend to build in Spring Hill, if I stay there at all, will be a simple one. I’ll have no need of servants.”

      “Then I won’t be a servant. It’ll be lovely bossing you around for a change.”

      The heat of her irritation spiked. “I’m leaving this place because I want to be free of it. Must I spell it out? I want to be alone.”

      Mirabel’s face softened.

      “You may very well want to be alone, m’lady. But we both know you shouldn’t be. Not ’til the selvash is sorted, at least.”

      Saya’s heart clenched and the irritation fizzled out.

      Mirabel placed a soft hand on top of hers. “I won’t be a bother. I will give you plenty of space, but you need someone to keep an eye on you until—well, until the danger’s passed.”

      “And if I command you to stay here? Or away from Spring Hill?”

      “You’ve just told me you have no servants.” Mirabel inclined her chin. “And you don’t own the roads. You can’t stop me from traveling where I like and staying where I please. No matter if you won the war or not, m’lady. We’re all free in the realm, aren’t we? Did Queen Thalmyre go and give you the crown when I wussn’t lookin’?”

      Saya was too tired to fight her when she was so riled up. And the fact remained that Mirabel only ever dug her heels in like this when she felt that Saya was going against her own well-being.

      She must realize how badly off I am.

      Saya had her brothers, father, and comrades on the battlefield. But it had always been Mirabel who was here waiting to stitch her up and put her on her feet again. Mirabel who’d written her cheerful letters and sent sweet cakes and dried herbs so that she would sleep well. Mirabel, loving, loyal, and true.

      “I’m not fit to be queen,” Saya said. She tore the dinner roll in half and stuffed it in her mouth.

      I don’t know if I’m fit to be anything.

      “You’ll always be a queen to me, m’lady. Eat your supper and get into bed. I suspect you’ll want to leave early tomorrow.”

      Saya had no objection to that. She did as she was told. After eating dinner in her father’s study, she returned to her room and undressed.

      Mirabel had brought a fresh night shirt and a pitcher of hot water to wash up with. Once she was clean, she sat down at the vanity and let Mirabel brush her hair.

      It was past her shoulders now. She’d let it grow out since returning to House Duskbane. Sometimes she hated it so much she longed to cut it short again.

      Because there’s someone else in there, she thought, meeting her dark violet eyes in the looking glass. And if I don’t figure out how to let her out, she will be the death of me.
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        * * *

      

      Saya woke to the sound of birds chirping through the open window. The soft breeze was blowing the curtain across the floor. Mirabel had fallen asleep on the lounge again. A habit she’d formed since Saya returned home victorious, if bloodied and bruised, as if taking her eyes off her might cause her to disappear again.

      I will have to insist the woman sleeps in a bed, Saya vowed. Her mother’s cottage had had two small bedrooms once upon a time. Not to say the cottage would still be there. She hoped it was. She hoped seeing the place, being close to what was left of the woman she loved most in the world, would give her the comfort she longed for.

      Saya rose, dressed. Though she let Mirabel sleep, pulling the blanket over her as she slipped from the room and into the stone hallway beyond.

      Was it childish to long for her mother? At her age, certainly.

      Her father had all but forbidden her from crying or seeking comfort almost as soon as she arrived at House Duskbane.

      So what if she cried now? Or longed for her mother like a child? There was no one to see it. No one to scold her.

      Bitterness burned the back of her throat as she marched out of the house. She found Brick in the stables, clearly in high spirits as he shared his plans for moving the horses. She listened patiently as they readied her own horses for the ride to Spring Hill.

      She had decided they would take Fleetfoot and Vega. Fleetfoot was her own mare, a dapple gray with a black mane, and she would be gentle enough for Mirabel to ride. Vega, Ashbourne’s mount before he died, was a bit more high-spirited. A black horse with a white star on his forehead, the beast had a mind of its own. It had been for that very marking, the star, that Ashbourne had wanted the stallion.

      I could study them, you know. I could become the greatest astronomer of this age.

      Vega showed none of his spirited nature now. When Saya entered his stall, she found him with his ears drooped. He stood in the corner, turned away from her.

      She went to him, gently placing a hand first on his flank as she moved toward his head. She cooed to him, offered small reassurances.

      No one has told him that Ashbourne is gone. He just knows. Anger burned through her, hot in her face and chest. She welcomed it. It felt better to be angry at her brother than hollowed out by his absence. Damn you, Ash.

      “I know I’m no replacement,” she told the horse. “But I promise to never leave you. I want to take you somewhere warm where you can spend your days. A well-earned retirement in a sunlit forest. How does that sound?”

      The horse’s ears flicked. She touched the soft muzzle of his dark snout.

      “Will you come with me? There’s nothing left for us here,” she whispered. “But maybe we can find something better than what we’ve known.”

      She said it with all her heart, even though there was a part of her that did not believe it possible.

      But she had to. She had to believe. If she didn’t, she would follow her brother into the grave.

      She touched the soft fur between his ears, tracing the white star with a finger.

      Finally, if with a bit of reluctance, as if he too couldn’t believe in such promises, Vega turned, leaning the weight of his head against her chest.

      “Good,” she said. She rewarded him with the cut fruit slices that Brick had set out for him. “Because I mean to ride you at least thirty miles today.”

      This declaration, at least, the horse seemed to appreciate. The promise of getting out of the stall and out into the world again.

      The next hour was spent checking once more with the servants to ensure all at House Duskbane was done and dusted, not a thread left to unravel.

      Firenzan insisted that if there were any such threads, he would take care of them, as he had decided, along with his wife and two sons, to stay with the house.

      A captain goes down with his ship, Firenzan had said, and Saya knew her father would have appreciated hearing the old butler saying so.

      With that, Saya said her goodbyes to the house, to the lands, and to the woman she once was.

      She bid the butler good luck on the stone steps before helping Mirabel up onto Fleetfoot, who seemed more excited by the promise of adventure than any of them.

      With the temperament of an oversized hound, yet built for war, it was quite the sight to see her trot away from the great house, Mirabel bouncing in the saddle.

      She’s the goofiest horse I’ve ever seen, Ashbourne had once teased.

      And you’ve the goofiest face I’ve ever seen, she’d retorted irritably, because her comebacks were terrible and yet she hated hearing anyone make fun of her friends, especially those with four legs.

      Fleetfoot had been her fourth horse—and by far the best. Not only because she was the fastest and most intuitive to ride, seeming to share a mind with Saya more often than not, but because Saya’s first three horses had been temperamental nightmares in comparison. When her father gave her Fleetfoot, Saya felt she’d been blessed by the goddess herself, given how different—how gentle—the horse was.

      “We’re on our way then?” Mirabel asked, her face flushed. Perhaps she was having a harder time staying in the saddle than she was trying to let on.

      “I’ve only one bit of business left,” Saya said.

      Whoever who had gathered her belongings on the steps had added her mace to the pile.

      At the edge of the property, she slid down off Vega and crossed to her brother’s grave. She took the mace and placed it on the burial stone.

      “You may have this, brother,” she said, making the sign of the goddess across her forehead. “I have no need of it where I’m going.”
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