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  Chapter One


The stone in my chest grows larger with each visit. And it's not because of the guilt, because that's always present. How can it be otherwise, when my sister is still trapped in the endless sleep after so many moons? No, the stone is made of fear—fear that the price I'll have to ultimately pay for my sins won't be enough to save her. 
With a hard swallow, my eyes return to the page and I resume reading. “And then, after all the heartache her wicked mother has caused and the terrible things she has endured, the princess grasped her beloved’s hand and pulled him out on the balcony, tilting her face toward the sun like a rose blooming in the pale morning light. The people roared at the sight of them and they rejoiced, for all was finally resolved and the kingdom was saved.” I trail my fingers down the page. “The end.” 
I close the loosely bound book and add it to the stack on Cora’s nightstand. I found them tucked among the linens in the closet while looking for spare sheets. I’ve always known Cora loves to read—a perfect day was one she could spend entirely lost in her beloved books, she once told me—but I never imagined she also enjoyed writing. Just another thing Cora kept to herself. 
I slide the candlestick an inch closer to the edge of the nightstand, watching the flame flicker in the gust making the velvet curtains flap and snap. “Tonight is Beltane’s Eve, and the skies are clear. Chilly for this time of year, though. There’s a strong breeze blowing from the West Massifs.” 
Giggling curls around the room. Youthful voices start singing a nursery rhyme. “Gone, little fairy. Gone, gone, gone! You’re banished, you’re trapped. Done, done, done!”
I abandon the chair next to Cora’s bed and move to the window, snapping it shut. With a sigh, I let my forehead fall to the glass. The tall bonfires roaring in the castle’s courtyard are overshadowed by the perpetual glow painting the night sky orange toward the horizon. The burning city of Bellmaw lies to the south, a magical vestige the Fae left for us when the war ended. The Fae must have possessed extraordinary magic, for the city hasn’t stopped burning even now, centuries later. 
“The ceremonies today have passed without a hitch. I thought Father would be proud, but he’s still angry with me for the way I’ve handled the delegation from Ligos. He says the new trade agreement doesn’t benefit us, and that it was my job to turn things around.” I press my lips together. “I tried to argue that if I were to get the Ligosians to lower the price for their spices, advisor Trand would have pushed an embargo. Tell me, Cora, how is it fair to allow one man to rule the seas surrounding our kingdom?”
I return to my chair and drop carelessly. In a whisper, I continue, “I don’t know how you’ve managed for so long, Cora. Politics confounds me. Father’s always acting angry and displeased. The advisors don't help much. Everything they say has more than one meaning, and I’m tired of searching for the truth. You know I don’t excel at anything, apart from getting into trouble.” I shake my head. “I’ve tried to act like you, but it’s impossible.”
The deep breath I draw cannot dislodge the weight sitting on my chest. I came here tonight because I miss my sister, the only one who listened and understood me. “Well, here I am, complaining about trivial matters while you’re…” I reach over and cup her hand in mine. I notice my skin has turned as pale as hers. Brown freckles adorn the back of my hand. By comparison, Cora’s skin is flawless, glowing in the candlelight. I rub my calloused fingers against her long, delicate ones. “I’ll tell your maid you need another nail trim.” 
I press my forehead to Cora’s shoulder and close my eyes. She smells like lavender and roses. 
“And don’t worry about your secret. I took care of everything and no one will ever learn the truth. Everything will be the same when you wake.” After all, I know what it’s like to be consumed by secrets. What’s one more to keep? 
My sister, the heir to the throne and the honored princess blessed with two affinities allowing her to control different types of magic is part of a coven of witches. Why she sided with the outlawed, I do not know. What I know is that I’m at fault for her current state. I could have reacted better when I caught her casting a spell. The magic wouldn’t have lashed back at her.
Magic comes in two forms in my world: the one bestowed by the crystals Wielders like Cora, Father or Mother use, and the one the witches create with their spells. The difference lies in how it is used. The Wielders can channel the crystals’ magic naturally and easily because they have shown an affinity, an inherent ability for magic. The witches do not possess this affinity and thus wreak havoc on their bodies every time they draw the magic. This is why it’s not making sense. Cora wouldn’t need the witches’ spells to make magic.
I blink at the sound of footsteps coming from outside, pulling out of my train of thought. Before I could bend to kiss my sister’s forehead, the door crashes against the wall. 
“My perfect baby!” Mother wails, hands outstretched. She hurries toward Cora’s sleeping form, almost pushing me out of the way. “Oh, how I’ve missed you.”
I barely restrain my eye roll. I wonder what she’s doing here. She never visits Cora. But then, once I glance toward the doorway and find the latest guard assigned to her, I understand. He must be new. He’ll maintain her interest until she gets him in her bed, then he will find himself discarded like the rest before him. 
I hold his gaze and raise one eyebrow. He flushes and ducks back into the corridor. Mother doesn’t notice she has lost her audience and continues to fuss over Cora. My jaw locks when she moves to fluff Cora’s pillow, dislodging her prone body. I experience the sudden urge to slap away her hands. 
With one last look over my shoulder, I step out of the bedchamber and close the door behind me. My eyes immediately find Finn, captain of Cora’s guard. I make my eyes go wide, then tilt my head toward Mother’s guard. Finn nods. 
And just like that, I know he’ll be keeping an eye out for trouble. He always does. 

      [image: ]The next morning, I’m running up the stairs, trying to hold on to the stack of books with one hand while munching on an apple with the other. During the climb, I keep my eyes trained on the windows. The weather seems nice today. It’s sunny and warm—the kind of day I used to spend outside. 
The possibility that I could steal a few minutes to feel the sun on my skin makes my heart go faster. I’d breathe in the fresh air, and inhale the first traces of summer. 
At the top of the staircase, I stumble, the apple’s core and the books flying from my hands. I barely avoid a collision with Father. 
“Gods, Astra, watch where you’re going.” 
He’s still in the ceremonial robes of yesterday, the embroidered mark of the Archwielders glinting in the spears of sunlight shining through the window. He rakes his fingers through his hair, the four crystals ensconced within his wrist cuff winking at me. 
At his back, the Chief Advisor exits Father’s office with three other men. My father wearing the same clothes as yesterday suddenly makes sense, especially if he was ensconced in some kind of meeting all night.  
I drop my eyes to the ground. “Apologies, Your Majesty.” I crouch and collect my books. 
“What’s the rush, anyway? What are you late for?”
“Deportment class.” My voice is small. 
Rouen, the captain of my newly appointed guard, drops next to me and hands me a book. I take it from him and add it to the pile I’m cradling to my chest. I straighten and he steps back, vanishing somewhere behind me. 
Father snorts. “Clearly, those classes are useless. Since you continue to behave unseemily and run around the palace all day. Not to mention your tardiness. Do I need to remind you that you’re my successor now, Astra?” 
“No, Your Majesty,” I say, but it’s as I haven’t spoken. I curl my fingers and try to focus on the pain created by my nails digging into my skin. 
“And for that matter, how much longer will it take, Astra?” Father continues. “You should have known this nonsense by now. Didn’t you learn deportment years ago? What were your tutors doing if not teaching you manners and whatnot?” 
I don’t bother telling him that yes, I took deportment as a child, but this is different. Madame Sykes is focusing on my new successor role, teaching me how a queen is supposed to behave. The higher the station, the stricter the rules.
“You’re losing valuable time, Astra. Time you could spend elsewhere, doing more important things. Not that you excel at those, either. Now, your sister, Cora… She behaved like a real successor should. Pity you didn’t pay closer attention to what she was doing.”
My shoulders curve until I’m almost bowing over the books. It’s not because Father’s comparing me to my perfect sister. It’s that he’s talking about her in the past tense as if she’s already gone. 
“Cora knew where and when she was supposed to be. She anticipated my wishes. She knew when there was trouble and how to help. What to do, to whom to speak, which wheels needed a bit of greasing.”
He seems to forget I know for a fact he used to berate and criticize Cora in the same manner he does now to me. I keep my eyes on the floor and continue to nod. I’m ignoring the whispers and the hushed snickers coming from the group behind him. 
They don’t matter. Nothing does.
The bones of my corset dig into my flesh. They press against my ribs. I try to remember what it’s like to breathe freely and come up empty. I smell of soap and perfume, yet I was happier with dirt under my fingernails. If I angle my head just so, I can still glimpse the world outside. 
“—you still have a long way to go, girl. In truth, I fear you will never be ready. May the Gods keep me in good health, for our people are doomed with a queen such as you.” Father’s voice whooshes back into my ears. There’s a moment of silence. “Come see me after you’re done with Madame. And bring the notes from the last council meeting.” 
Weirdly, he had been absent that day, and I had to hold the meeting by myself. That was when I accepted the conditions imposed by the Ligosians and renewed the trade agreement, which caused Father to rail at me for two hours straight. 
“Aye, Your Majesty.” 
I curtsy, then step to the side, allowing my father and his flock of advisors to descend the stairs. I roll my eyes toward the ceiling and sigh. 
“Godsdamnit,” I whisper. Rouen clears his throat. I turn my head toward him. “What?” 
His lips press together, and he gestures toward the library. 
“Right.” I’m still late for class. Madame Sykes will sniff and try to correct my stances with an even harder thwack of her cane today. 
I move down the corridor, the fantasy of catching a few minutes to enjoy the weather outside dissolving before my eyes. 

      [image: ]Dinner is a tepid affair. It’s in no measure the Cook’s fault. Tonight’s spread is as lavish as always: freshly baked loafs of bread, roasted geese with honeyed eggs, turkey legs, the usual pottages, and bowls upon bowls of almonds and fried oranges. 
What I could do without is Mother’s company. 
I study her as I push the food around my plate. The low-cut bodice of her emerald dress is adorned with a mesh of diamonds, sapphires, and rubies. Her eyes are lined with kohl, making the blue of her irises pop, and her lips are plump and match the rubies on her dress. Her long hair is pinned to the back of her head—a lighter shade than my sister’s beautiful burgundy. Out of the three of us, I’m the only one who has inherited Father’s chestnut curls. 
Mother’s fingers make a show of selecting an almond from the nearest bowl. The crystals on her Wielder cuff reflect the candlelight, the bright pink in them adding to the display of colors in Mother’s stately regalia. 
The magic of the Wielders is polychromatic, each type of power matching the color of the crystals bequeathing it: red for the Healers, bright pink for the Conjurers, gold for the Tricksters, and blue or white or orange or green for the Elementals, depending on which force they control. 
With a serene smile, Mother licks the sugar off her fingers, her eyes never leaving the guard propping the wall behind me. The same guard from last night, the one who tried to follow Mother into Cora’s bedchamber and encroach on my sister’s sanctuary. 
My stomach roils. I clench my jaw and transfer my gaze to the floor-to-ceiling windows at Mother’s back. If today’s weather seemed perfect in the morning, that’s no longer the case. The fiery sunset is muted by the angry clouds rolling over the Little Mountains, white-hot lightning streaking the dark masses. Toward the left, I spy the manors of the Crust, glimpse the dwellings on the first level of the caldera—the merchant district on Ansmane’s Lip. The lower you walk into our kingdom’s capital, the harder life becomes for the city’s inhabitants. 
Fat drops start spattering the windows. Thunder follows the flash and my heart swells inside my chest. I love storms.
“Why are you smiling?” 
I jump at the sound of Mother’s voice. The smile I didn’t know I was wearing slips off. 
“No reason, Mother.” I cut a piece of juicy meat and slide it into my mouth. My eyes return to the windows and the rain outside. 
Mother clucks. “Well, cut it out. You look deranged.” She takes a dainty sip of spiced wine and licks her lips. Her eyes return to the guard. 
“Aye, Mother.” 
The silence returns to stifling levels. The symphony of the storm outside is the highlight of my evening. I hate this damn tradition of serving dinner with my family. Father doesn't bother to make an appearance. It’s just me and my mother. Yet that doesn’t stop me from playing the dutiful daughter, returning day after day. Because if I’m acting as my older sister’s placeholder, then I must see all of it through, even the little things. 
I wonder how Cora put up with it for so long. Best not to remember the freedom I used to enjoy as a secondborn. Dangerous thoughts make for troubling actions. 
My gaze slides to Rouen, my constant shadow nowadays. He’s standing next to a column, body forming a perfect line beside the wall. His uniform is new and unwrinkled, the silver buttons gleaming in the soft glow cast by the chandeliers. 
He comes from Mother’s contingent of guards, bearing her personal recommendation for the position of captain of my personal guard. Sometimes I wonder if the cushy position is in return for special services rendered. With Mother, you never know.
A servant switches my plate for one of dessert. “Thank you, Darrow,” I tell him. I poke at the fluffy dough, trying to guess what Cook prepared for us tonight. 
Mother sniffs. “Have you forgotten who you are, Astra?” She cuts into a turkey leg, pushing the plate with the sweet-smelling pastry away. 
“No, Mother,” I say. I’m careful to maintain my voice calm, my tone respectful. “I am the successor to His Majesty’s throne.”
“Then why do you continue to rub elbows with the commoners?” Mother’s eyes flash with anger. She throws her arm in the direction Darrow disappeared to. “He’s a servant. You’re a princess of Asmon. You shouldn’t know his given name, least of all remember it.”
I roll my eyes when she looks away. I almost ask if she knows her guard’s name. If she remembers it. Or does it make no difference to her, her lovers perpetually interchangeable?
A boom of thunder rattles the windowpanes. I’d like nothing more than to unleash myself upon the world in the same manner, swiftly and destructively. 
But I can’t. 
Because things would turn up so much worse. 
In response to my thoughts, my temples throb. My heartbeat picks up. Godsdamnit. 
I push away from the table and excuse myself before trotting out of the dining room. The heat in my fingertips comes out of nowhere and I nearly slam the door in Rouen’s face. 
He catches it and hurries out into the corridor with me, the rest of my guards falling in line behind us. 
“Those deportment classes are wasted on you,” Mother yells. “I’ll make sure to report your unseemly behavior to Madame Sykes.”
I ignore her and focus on calming my erratic breathing, lest I become one with the storm. No one can see. No one can know. That becomes my mantra as I hide inside my rooms.






  
  Chapter Two


Two days pass before I can sneak out safely. I feign a headache, dismiss my maid, then wait for a few minutes before leaving the Royal Palace behind. 
With Phoenix jostling in its scabbard and surrounded by the familiar scent of my leather jacket, I feel like I can finally breathe. 
I climb down to the lowest level of Ansmane with a pep in my steps, letting the convoluted paths of the Bowels lead me deeper inside. Mud squelches under my boots. A few scattered lanterns hanging from wooden posts barely pierce the gloom. 
I reach the middle, where there’s a makeshift market, and head to the left. I pull down my cloak’s hood until it obscures my features, keeping a palm pressed to the scabbard so my sword won’t clang against my hip and give away the fact that I’m armed. 
If she knew where I was, Mother would be angry. Father would castigate me and probably have all my guards and maids killed. Which is why I’m being extra careful not to get caught. 
The closer I get to the tavern, the slower I proceed. At the last bend leading into the alley of the establishment, I stop altogether. I make my way to the nearest building and climb on its roof to better survey the area. I can’t trust Deva to not have a few surprises lying in wait for me. 
But all seems quiet. From roof to roof, I advance until I jump on top of the tavern. The sounds of music and raised voices reach my ears. A bead of sweat rolls down my spine. It’s too stifling here in the Bowels to be wearing a cloak, yet my entire disguise revolves around the garb. 
I crouch and scuttle to the lip of the roof. I peek into the alley behind and find it empty, save for a lone figure. Reassured, I drop and startle Deva. She throws out her arms, magic swirling at the tips of her fingers. 
I raise my hands and push back the hood. “It’s just me.”
Deva sighs, but lowers her arms. “That was quite the entrance, Princess.”
I shake my head and look over my shoulder. Then I step closer to Deva and lower my voice even more. “And this is quite the place you chose for a meeting.”
My eyes slide over Deva’s features. Even in the low light, I notice she looks older by a few years, proof that she’s been using more of her magic. 
Deva lifts her chin and gives me a swift appraisal. “It’s the coven’s policy to never use the same place twice.”
I release a bark of laughter. “Is it also the coven’s policy to use only the most disgusting of locations?”
“What can I say? We work with what your Father has left us.” Her eyes narrow. “You’re quick to judge, Princess. Drawing your own conclusions without giving the others time to explain is exactly what landed us in this mess if I recall correctly.”
“Careful, witch.” The words come out as a hiss. 
“Careful, Princess.”
My fingers close around Phoenix’s hilt. Deva notices the action and laughs. 
“Think you can draw your sword faster than I can summon my magic?”
“Why don’t we find out?” 
Several moments pass in which we are locked in a staring contest. A crash from the tavern makes both of us jump. I glance behind me, then relax when I see no one’s waiting to jump me. 
“Let’s get it over with,” Deva says. “I have things to do, places to be. And you have to return to the comforts of your palace.” She digs inside her robe and hands me two capped bottles. 
The potion required to keep my sister’s body from withering while she’s trapped inside the endless sleep. I take them from her and secure them in my leather jacket pocket, then pull the cloak over the slight bulge. 
“You remember the correct dose, right?” Deva asks. 
“I remember. Have you found out anything new from those ancient texts you witches scour?”
Deva sighs and shakes her head. My shoulders slump. 
“How is she?” she asks next. 
“The same. Still sleeping. But the potion seems to work. I haven’t noticed her muscles growing any weaker.”
“There’s that, at least.”
I fiddle with my cloak’s ties. “Did you… I mean, if you wanted to visit Cora, I’m sure I could sneak you inside the palace. Let me know in advance so I can prepare.”
I catch Deva by surprise with my suggestion. She recovers quickly and shakes her head. “It’s too dangerous. All the plans she helped put in place would be useless if anything happened to me.”
I think Deva is the leader of a coven, the outlaws my father and the rest of the Wielders like him have been hunting for decades. 
“Do you have anything for me, then?” she asks, drawing me out of my thoughts. 
“As a matter of fact, I do. There are two witches in the palace’s dungeons, captured on Beltane and currently held for interrogation.”
“You mean there used to be two witches in the palace’s dungeons,” Deva says with a smirk. 
“You got them out?”
“Aye.”
I want to ask her if that means Keir is back. But then I remember how little I trust this woman. The less personal information she has on me, the better.
“Good,” I say instead. “Then let me know where the next meeting is.”
“And you’re keeping me apprised of any movement the Wielders make?” she asks for the thousandth time.
I struggle to keep the frustration away from my features. “Aye.” My voice is terse. “Now that I am the successor, I am part of the Council. I’ll let you know as soon as I learn something’s brewing. I promise.”
Deva nods and I take that as my cue to leave. I scale the nearest wall and jump back to the roof, then allow the darkness to swallow me whole.

      [image: ]Phoenix fits perfectly into my hand. The muscles on my back flex as I raise my sword and strike, a chuckle escaping me as the blade connects with my opponent’s, and the vibrations travel up my arms. 
I push more force into the movement. Our swords rub against each another with a sharp sound. I huff and retreat, allowing Finn to switch places and be the one to attack. He spins for momentum and thrusts. I parry. He disconnects our blades and tries again, switching his angle at the last moment in an attempt to get past my guard. I feint and leap backward, cutting my strike halfway. 
Finn gives me no time to recover and drives his sword forward in a cut I barely parry. One step forward. Two steps back. Our feet dance on the rocky ground as our blades move in a quick series of jabs and blows.
My heel bumps into something unwieldy and I jump, landing on a slab of rock. I use the height to my advantage and move Phoenix in a sharp cut downward. The target: Finn’s unprotected flank. 
But there’s a reason why he bears the title of favorite sparring partner. With a motion too quick for my eyes to track, he leaps to the side and brings his arm up to catch my blade with the metal of his gauntlet. I grunt and leap, rolling in the air above his head. I land behind him and he pivots, but it’s much too late. The flat of my sword connects with his stomach. The air whooshes out of him and he folds in half. 
I bring my arm to the side and exhale through pursed lips. Sweat runs down my temples and the back of my neck. “That’s one point in my favor,” I say. 
Finn coughs before he straightens. “I’m still leading by four points.”
I scowl at the reminder. “A few weeks without daily training and I’m already losing my edge.” I turn and limp toward the cluster of rocks forming a makeshift bench. 
I shrug out of my leather tunic and fold it next to me, but not before retrieving the oiled cloth from the pocket. I pick up Phoenix and wipe down the blade. My eyes are trained on the lake ahead, tracing the faint ripples a strong gust blows across the surface. Dozens of holes dot the cavern’s ceiling, keeping the heat inside the subterranean space at comfortable levels. Finn’s steps echo as he approaches, blocking the light cast by the torches for a moment. 
“Come on, Princess. Don’t be so hard on yourself.” He collapses next to me. “Sure, you’re no longer able to train daily, but that doesn’t mean you’re not an excellent fighter.” 
I ram my index finger into the muscles of my upper arm. “These hurt. They hurt, Finmund.” I shake my head and resume cleaning my blade. “And they never used to. It’s not just that. I lack the time to exercise properly now, keep the strength in my muscles. Not to mention, my balance feels off.”
Finn sighs and pulls out his own oiled cloth, mirroring my strokes down his blade. I close my eyes and tilt my face toward the cool breeze. The thin chemise I’m wearing under the leather jacket snaps in the strong draft. 
“His Majesty pulled more guards from duty this week,” he says a few moments later. “There’s only me and four others left at the post.”
“Gods.” I turn my head and my eyes connect with his brown ones. His tan skin gleams in the torchlight. “I’ll see if I can bring some more to you. This isn’t right.”
“It’s alright, Princess. It’s not like she—” He cuts himself off with a grimace. 
I know what he means: it’s not like Cora does anything but lay there. I pat his shoulder and murmur some reassurance. This must be hard for him. Not only because he’s been in love with my sister for as long as I remember, but also because Cora’s going through something he can’t protect her from. 
Those two combined are why Finn was the only person I could trust to help me on that terrible night. He knows about Cora being part of a coven, betraying everything she should stand for. About my grave mistake resulting in Cora’s current condition. 
I sigh and rub my hands over my face. “I hate everything and everyone.” The words sum up my life. 
I slide Phoenix into the scabbard and tap its pommel. My fingers trace the ornate guard above the pale lavender blade, designed to look like a pair of outstretched wings. The sword is a gift from my uncle, Father’s younger brother, who brought it from one of his forays into the Zusacreth Empire. I grew up wanting to be like my uncle, free to roam our world.  
“Finn, I have no idea what I’m doing.” My confession is a whispered secret. “I’m not made for this. Everything’s a mess. Father’s always mad at me, growing angrier and angrier with each blunder, the advisors are laughing behind their hands, the First Commander seems to enjoy my discomfort at every meeting…” These stolen moments, when I can meet Finn and pull Phoenix out of the scabbard are the highlight of my days. “And Cora seems to get worse. I cannot do this. I cannot. I can't become queen.”
“It’s not like you’re taking Cora’s place. Not because you want to,” he hurries to amend. “But because you’re doing what needs to be done. For our kingdom.” At the doubtful face I cast, Finn’s lips curve in a grim smile. “Maybe times are changing. Maybe they need to change.”
“Or not. I still have something to say.” My tone is harsh. 
Finn continues as if I haven’t spoken. “You might be in the center.”
“That’s not funny.” I scowl at him. “I can’t believe you’re ready to give up on her.”
My accusation makes him flinch. Good. 
“I’m not giving up on her.”
“Could have fooled me.”
“Princess…” He sighs. “I'm just trying to find something good in it. I don’t know. I’m not good at offering words of comfort.” He rubs his palm over the stubble growing on his jaw. “Look, I can’t predict the future. Perhaps I’m just a lowly guard and it’s definitely not my place, but I think it’s time for you to take it more seriously. Weeks have passed with no change in her condition. In the meantime, what’s going to happen to our kingdom? You know how much Her Highness loves Asmon.”
Above us, something crashes to the floor. There’s a short yell, then the High Priest’s nasal voice reaches my ears. We’re using the cavern under the largest temple in Ansmane for our secret sparring sessions. 
“And that’s my cue to leave. I need to clean myself up, or I’ll be late to the Rites. And you can imagine how much Father would love that.” I push to my feet and grab my leather jacket. “Thank you for meeting up with me this morning.”
“Princess, wait. Don’t leave like that,” Finn says to my back. “Forgive me.”
I shake my head. “It’s okay.” One more person hounding me. “Goodbye, Finn.” 
I climb the uneven stairs hewn into the rock quickly, pushing through the rickety door concealing this place and stomping toward the palace.
A few days later, the weather grows warmer. The air smells sweet, of fresh grass and cherry blossoms. Even the breeze blowing from the Little Mountains is mild. Summer is coming. 
The papers covering the huge table rustle as the open window at my back pushes more air into the room. Advisor Kern’s long beard flutters, causing him to direct a scowl at me. I smile sweetly in response, daring him to say something about the window I insist on remaining open. 
If I have to suffer through countless hours of council debates, while wearing a truly atrocious dress that’s making my skin itch, then he can put up with a bit of draft. 
I poke a finger at the boning in my corset. I suppose this thing is so stiff, it could serve as armor. Yet I doubt I’d be able to swing my sword freely with so many layers of skirts in the way. But if I’d—
“Your Highness?”
I jolt and blink at the Chief Advisor. 
He must read my expression, for he repeats his question. “Are the preparations for next week’s revel over?”
I quickly go over the list in my head. “Mostly, yes. I just have to devise the menu for the banquet portion of the evening, but Cook assured me there’s still time. And also, I haven’t decided where the donations will go.”
My eyes connect with Father’s. He sends me a look of pure fury. I swallow and straighten in my chair. 
The Chief Advisor nods and scribbles something on the parchment in front of him. “If I could make a suggestion, I think the Red Temple is a wonderful choice. It would be appropriate, given the troubles the royal family is facing.”
I know what troubles the royal family is facing, you leathery curmudgeon. I’m part of it. What I say instead is, “The Red Temple it is, then. Thank you for your suggestion, my lord.” 
See? I can be charming. 
Advisor Lobb coughs. “I’ve received confirmation this morning that they have put the matter of the uprising in the northern province to rest.” Lobb is in charge of the safety (but, sadly, not the happiness) of our people. 
“Really? How did you manage in such a short time?” another advisor asks, leaning forward. 
Lobb’s smile is indulgent. “Well—”
On and on the meeting goes, with the advisors bringing to everyone’s attention nothing but minor troubles and petty disputes. Father sits in his chair at the other end of the table, his eyes fixed on the world outside the window behind me. It’s strange to think I have something in common with Father in this moment, that we’re both wishing to be anywhere else but here. 
I grow so bored I want to scream. If I close my eyes, I can imagine myself being in a different place. Sparring with Finn, sneaking out of the castle and roaming the streets of Ansmane at night, laughing with Cora. Sharing a meal with Keir. 
My heart constricts at the thought of him. I miss my crazy best friend. I miss his teasing and his smile. 
The Chief Advisor clears his throat. The room instantly grows silent. “I received some troubling news last night regarding our neighbors, which adds to the recent issues all the nations of Muin Sepleka had to deal with these past few weeks.” He pauses, draws breath. “Several granaries have caught fire, out of thin air. They couldn’t put out the flames in time. It appears all of Iskaa is starving.”






  
  Chapter Three


All of us sit in baffled silence following the Chief Advisor’s announcement. My eyes slide to Father. He’s the only one acting unsurprised, but then it’s normal such news would reach him first. 
Stretching over the northern part of the continent, most of the Iskaan territory is nothing but chunks of ice and tundra, but they have a large stretch of land destined for crops toward the south. Plus, the Iskaan economy is strong—the price they charge for their precious jewels is more than enough to cover their imports of grains, cattle, and wood. So, how could they fall into such a dire situation?
The advisor on my right wheezes before he speaks. “What are the other kingdoms saying?”
“It doesn’t matter,” intervenes another before the Chief Advisor could respond. “We should send aid.”
“Before we discuss this further, there are other things you should know,” advisor Corben cuts in. He’s in charge of foreign relations, I remind myself. “The rumors we received last week from Segrana are true. The youngest princess is gravely ill.”
My eyebrows inch toward my hairline. “So, the entire royal family is ill?” It’s almost ironic since they are some of the most powerful Healers on the continent. 
“Apart from His Highness, the Archwielder of Segrana, and his successor, aye.”
“Is it a plague?” someone at the other end of the table asks.
Lord Corben shakes his head. “All of them present different symptoms. What’s truly worrying is that none are responding to treatment.”
The room explodes into chaos. Forget about Iskaa and their lack of food. If this mysterious illness travels past the boundaries of Segrana, all of us are doomed. 
“We should close our borders,” the First Commander says, echoing my thoughts. “At the very least, limit the number of people traveling to and from Segrana.”
“We have no reason to believe it’s contagious,” Lord Corben says. “No one else in the Segranian palace has caught the ailment.”
Slightly reassured, the advisors settle. I lean back in my chair and fold my hands on the table. For some reason, I remember Finn’s words from days ago. He said that change could be good. Well, Finn, it seems you are wrong. 
My gaze darts around the room, never settling on any person or object. My teeth sink into my bottom lip. “How much will the situation in Segrana set us back?” I don’t realize I’ve spoken until my question hangs in the air. 
The Chief Advisor gives me a bewildered stare. “I’m not sure I know what you mean, Your Highness.”
The cat is out of the bag. I might as well keep talking. “I’m referring, of course, to my sister and her alarming condition.” I straighten in my chair, making eye contact with Father. “Have you made any progress in finding a cure for Coralynn? And, for that matter, could her malady be connected to the Segranians?”
Father flicks away my question with an imperious gesture. “You should focus on the matters at hand, Astra. Leave Coralynn to the Healers. We have the best in the palace, so we don't need to involve the Segranians.” His tone is much too controlled, every word perfectly enunciated. 
Which is how I know he’s boiling with fury underneath. Because once more, I’ve stepped over his imaginary and very confusing lines. I never know what’s expected — the rules seem to be entirely arbitrary. 
My own temper snaps. And I stop caring about rules. “And yet, they have done nothing, have they? She’s still the same. They’re not doing enough. We’re not doing enough!” 
My fists clench at my sides and I jump to my feet, knocking my chair to the floor. My glare slides over the room, searing every face it encounters. Some advisors flinch, some sigh, but most avoid my eyes. The First Commander smirks and gives me a chin lift as if saluting my defiance. 
Father stands as well and slams his palms to the table, making the varied cups and scrolls littering the surface jump. The crystals on his wrist glow—four of them, because Father is an Archwielder, the same as the three other kings on our continent. Tendrils of gold swirl around his wrist. 
“Enough!” he yells. “You will not question me, you harridan!”
I suck in a breath at the insult. My entire face grows hot and I know I must be flushing up to the roots of my hair. 
“You will mind your place, if you’re still able to tell where it is,” Father says. “Or I will make sure you learn its exact location, once and for all.”
I pray the floor will open and swallow me whole. I want to drop my gaze and turn small, but I force myself to maintain eye contact with Father. It’s as if he’s become possessed. Our relationship was never great (barely existent, in fact), but ever since the terrible argument he had with Mother shortly after Cora became trapped in the endless sleep, he’s a changed man. He’d had enough of Mother’s lovers and finally punished her by punishing them—he had them all thrown into the dungeons and executed. Even the ones from years ago, proof his rages from before were never unfounded, and he’s been aware of her unfaithfulness all along. Not that I care about their sham of a marriage. 
There is no other sound in the room, apart from Father’s labored breathing. His eyes, much darker than my own, gleam in the afternoon light.
“We will reconvene tomorrow morning. First Tier, follow me into my office,” Father says, addressing the group of six of his most trusted advisors. Curiously, the First Commander isn’t among them. 
The room slowly empties in my father’s wake. I ignore all the nobles bowing in my direction and keep my eyes trained on the far wall. 
I wait until the door closes behind the last one, then storm to my rooms, grab Phoenix, and sneak out of the palace through the balcony to avoid Rouen and the rest of the guards stationed outside in the corridor. 
I mumble curses the entire way to the Haunted Forest. The russet rays of the sunset spear through the tall trees. The breeze has chilled, and under the thick canopy of the ancient forest is even cooler. Good. The temperature suits my mood. 
Anger and frustration simmer and boil inside my veins. I hold on to both, lest I give in to the hopelessness drilling a hole into my stomach. 
No one but me cares about Cora. My parents seem more focused on their spousal disputes, and the council members don’t care one way or another if I become queen. Nothing changes for them, after all. So much for the better if I kept up with my mistakes. They’d have more reasons to extend their involvement in the matters of our nation. 
Even Finn has given up on Cora. The thought flashes through my mind and my anger mounts until the tips of my fingertips burn. 
I inhale, tilting my head until the tangled limbs above slide into view. Here, among the trees, the dress no longer itches. But the mountain of skirts is still restricting my movements. I pause beside a mossy rock and pull out Phoenix, slicing through the layers until I’ve created two slits on either side of my hips. There. 
My eyes fall on the silken slippers. Nothing I could do about them now. Next time I escape, I’ll switch them for my sturdy boots. 
I resume walking. The Haunted Forest isn’t like the other forests. For one, it’s completely silent. There are no birds singing in the branches, no critters rustling through the bushes. Also, there’s a type of vine hanging from the trees that resembles cobwebs. I have no idea what name this forest bore before the war with the Fae, but ever since then, it’s been known only as the Haunted Forest. 
Presumably, there are ghosts roaming these woods. I wouldn’t know if it’s true, since I’ve never seen one. The only thing I’ve caught glimpses of are the strange creatures, the true inhabitants of the Haunted Forest. 
The chimeras and the basilisks, the gorgons and the ant-lions, the satoris and the rest of the magical creatures that came after the war—just more proof of how the Fae have changed our world. 
But they’ve never bothered me. They’ve always steered clear whenever I ventured inside their home, which is why I think the rumors about them feasting on unsuspecting trespassers are untrue. 
The Haunted Forest has always been mine. The place where I come and become one with the nature, regain my footing. No one would try to find me here. 
The light dims and I realize I’m going to miss dinner. After the day I had, I don’t care. I miss the days when the time was my own. When I received little to no attention and I had the freedom to make my own plans. 
Further proof I will make a horrible queen. How could I devote myself to my people and my kingdom when half of my thoughts veer toward what I’ve lost? 
Such a bitter existence that would be.
My feet stop on the bank of a brook and I turn left, following it to the clearing where it pools into a small pond. I hoist myself on the square rock overlooking the body of water and pull out Phoenix, starting to clean its blade. 
The silence lulls me into calm. My fingers stop tingling, my body cools. I draw in a breath, then let it out slowly through pursed lips. 
A gust ruffles my hair, and I look up with a smile. He always finds me. 
I slide Phoenix into the scabbard and straighten, my eyes tracking Cloudcrest’s descent. 
His wingspan is huge, stretching from one side of the clearing to the other and blocking the sunlight for a moment as he passes. He pumps his wings once, then folds them along his body as he dives to the ground. His landing isn’t an uncontrolled descent by any measure. It’s graceful and calm, a slide through the air until his hind legs touch the forest floor. 
The last rays of the setting sun hit him just right, making his tousled mane glitter. He releases a piercing cry and looks around. When he sees I’m the sole inhabitant of the clearing, the claws tipping his paws retract. 
Cloudcrest is a griffin, one of the magical creatures meandering around our world now. He’s also the most magnificent thing I’ve ever seen. 
With a grin, I abandon the rock and approach. My head tilts all the way back. Cloudcrest turns his head and trains one golden eye on me. 
I chuckle and hide my hands behind my back. “Don’t worry, I won’t touch you, you haughty beast,” I tell him, even though I long to pet him. But he snaps his beak at me every time I try. “It’s good to see you.”
Cloudy releases another squawk, then buries his beak under his wing, poking at his feathers. 
“Oh no,” I say as I advance another step. “You’re bleeding.” There’s a deep gouge on his left flank. “Here, come closer to the pond and I’ll clean it for you.” His claws snap out of their sheaths. “Now, Cloudy… I’m just trying to help you. That injury needs cleaning. Let me tend to you.”
I try to take another step toward him, palms raised high in the air, but Cloudy releases another cry and flaps his wings, warning me away. I close my eyes and sigh. 
He pumps his wings again, putting more power into the motion and I move my arms to shield my face as dust and debris swirl through the air. With another caw, he launches himself into the sky. 
In the next moment, he’s gone, leaving me all alone in the clearing, gazing wistfully after him.
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