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      KEY PLOT POINTS

      Part One: Kriloa

      
        	Astra and Kato are the only twins ever born in their kingdom.

        	Magic has been dead for centuries, but Astra and Kato have a power beneath their skin that hasn’t quite manifested. They also communicate telepathically with each other.

        	Astra discovers her father has arrived home earlier than expected with a man named Marco whom she is supposed to marry when she turns eighteen. She is disgusted by the man and Kato swears he will find a way out of the arrangement.

        	Bram, the Captain of the Guard for Prince Ehren, arrives in their small village of Timerborn looking for the twins. Based on research from the prince’s sister Cadewynn, aka Winnie, Prince Ehren is desperate to help the twins and stop possible destruction.

        	Bram and Astra grow closer.

        	Astra and Kato discuss their fears and nightmares on the rooftop of their home while looking at the stars.

        	Bram, Ehren, Astra, and Kato have a misunderstanding at first that results in Astra nearly exposing her power, but things work out and they become friendly. Together they work out a plan to control the twins’ power should it manifest as expected.

        	On the third night of Kriloa, Astra has a run-in with Marco and ends up killing him. A few minutes later, Astra and Kato turn eighteen and earthquakes and falling stars mark the moment. Astra and Kato burst into starlight and flames, respectively, and are taken to a Healer. Their plan works to contain the damage from their magic.

      

      Part Two: Journey

      
        	Astra and Kato wake at the home of Healer Heora, who has healed them using normal healing means and magical healing.

        	When Bram returns a couple days after they wake, they learn that magic has returned and the king is anti-magic. Bram has been tracking magic and damage and reporting back to Ehren.

        	Disowned by their father, Astra and Kato have little choice but to follow Bram back to Embervein. They hope to find a magical instructor once they arrive that can help them understand and control their growing magic.

        	Astra begins having dreams where she’s visited by a dream version of herself who encourages her and gives her advice.

        	Along the path to Embervein, they take a slight detour to a small village that’s reporting magic. While at the village, they stumble across a traveling performer named Alak whom Bram appears to hate. Astra, however, is intrigued by Alak since he admits to having access to magic before it broke free.

        	Against Bram’s advice, Astra meets with Alak during the night and convinces him to join their group and teach her and Kato how to use their magic since he has knowledge and experience about using magic. She also learns that Alak has a familiar named Felixe, who happens to be an adorable magical creature called a Fae Fox.

      

      Part Three: Embervein

      
        	Upon arriving in Embervein, they discover that Alak also has a feud with Ehren, though it’s not immediately clear why.

        	During the day Astra joins Ehren’s sister in the library to do research on magic. Alak tags along.

        	Astra, Kato, and Alak are dragged before the king, and Bram claims that Astra has been brought to the castle as his fiancé. After the meeting with the king, Astra agrees she would be happy to marry Bram.

        	Ehren assigns two of his personal Guard to watch over and escort Astra everywhere so his father can’t harm her. Cal and Makin take up the position and become quick friends with Astra and Alak.

        	After another confrontation between Alak and Bram, Astra finally discovers why Bram and Ehren hate Alak. Alak had a previous relationship with Bram’s sister, Isabella, and Bram blames Alak for her death, a suicide. Astra decides to continue trusting Alak, and Alak is grateful. Bram still struggles to trust Alak, but agrees to put their differences aside since they are current allies.

        	While sorting through records with Alak, Astra discovers a paper written in a language she doesn’t understand. Alak identifies the language as Yallik, a dialect spoken in the region of Athiedor, and is able to translate it. They discover through the records that magic didn’t completely die out in some areas, including Athiedor and the Hundan Valley. Alak decides to contact his family in Athiedor.

        	Cadewynn tells them about a secret room beneath the library and Alak starts using the room to train Kato and Astra in magic.

        	Astra and Bram become formally engaged when he proposes to her under the stars with his mother’s ring.

        	One day during lunch with Cadewynn, Astra meets a cruel noble named Landis. Landis reappears at a ball and is upset when Astra refuses him a dance. Later at the ball he forces her outside with ill intentions. Astra is rescued by Alak, who wasn’t even supposed to be at the ball.

        	A little shaken from her experience with Landis, Astra leaves the ball a little early, escorted to her room by Bram. When she enters her room she finds Alak waiting for her. Alak confronts her, asking why she didn’t use magic to take care of Landis. Astra breaks down crying and the two kiss. Alak flees her room. Astra goes to his room moments later and they agree that the kiss was a mistake and that it will be kept secret.

        	Astra continues researching magic and passes her discoveries on to Ehren and Bram so they can find and save magical individuals before Ehren’s father, the king, can harm anyone else. Alak receives word from his family in Athiedor inviting him to come visit.

        	One day on the way back from lunch in a garden, Landis confronts Astra and threatens her. He also threatens Kato, Bram, and Ehren who are out on a mission. Astra is concerned but everyone arrives back safely. Due to the rising threat, Ehren starts putting a plan in motion.

        	The king fully outlaws magic and Astra, Kato, Alak, Bram, Ehren, Cal, and Makin flee the castle. The plan is to reunite at a safe house before traveling to Alak’s family in Athiedor. Ehren is seriously wounded during their escape and Astra learns she is able to use healing magic, though it drains her quickly. Alak refills some of her magic by sharing his with her.

      

      Part Four: Outlaws

      
        	Traveling is extremely taxing and quickly takes its toll. Astra begins doubting herself and her magic. Alak lifts her spirits and encourages her.

        	In a private conversation with Astra under the stars one night, Kato suggests eventually leaving the others behind. Astra disagrees.

        	Alak and Astra combine their magic to maintain a spell that masks and hides the group from bandits and others who may wish them harm.

        	When they reach Athiedor, the magic wielders in the group can feel the abundant magic in the land.

        	They make several stops at pubs and inns, Ehren and Bram using alternative names so they aren’t as easily recognized and turned into the king or cast out by those who don’t like that Athiedor answers to the Callenian king.

        	One night Astra and Alak spend a while dancing at a pub and Astra gets drunk. Most everyone else is amused, but Bram is furious and he and Alak get into a fistfight.

        	When they arrive at Alak’s Aunt Shannon’s house, they are received with open arms. They discover that not only is magic widely accepted and flourishing in Athiedor but also is considered the higher way of life and those without magic are considered inferior.

        	The group is split up at night, Alak, Astra, and Kato staying with Alak’s cousin Niall and the rest remaining at Alak’s aunt’s house.

        	The group gets to know Alak’s cousins Kayleigh and Niall, as well as Niall’s finance Caitlyn and their friends Aine, Fionn, and Ian.

        	Astra receives a letter from Cadewynn with an update that also includes a distressing letter from her friend, Mara, who is still back in Timberborn. Ehren receives a letter from the Order of Naskein, inviting him to visit and discuss magic.

        	The group agrees in stay in Athiedor until after the upcoming festival celebrating Aoibhinn, the goddess of magic.

        	One night Astra overhears Kato talking to Niall, Fionn, and Ian about how magicless people are less than those with magic. She is upset when Kato seems to agree with their stance, but she keeps everything to herself.

        	When getting ready for the Festival of Aoibhinn, Astra and Alak have a moment where they nearly kiss. Bram comes in and the moment is lost. Bram becomes suspicious.

        	At the festival Astra listens to a storyteller explain the full story of Aoibhinn and she realizes they may have a few things in common.

        	After the festival Astra feels off and Bram escorts her back to Niall’s but misunderstands her invitation to come inside. After Bram leaves, Astra’s condition worsens and she leaves Niall’s house to head to a magical river nearby in the hopes the water can help heal whatever is going wrong.

        	Alak follows Astra into the forest and realizes her magic has been poisoned. As Astra collapses with a scream, Alak begs her to hang on and uses his Syphon magic to drain the spell away and save her life at risk to his own.

        	They wake the next morning lying together in the forest. They’re both relieved that their magic seems fine. With a start they realize they’ve been together all night and will likely be missed. They quickly change clothes and meet up with the others at breakfast.

        	Bram seems openly upset with Astra and they leave breakfast to discuss things out behind the house. Bram accuses Astra of cheating on him with Alak, citing the fact that he saw them sleeping in the forest together. Astra is furious and tells him what really happened. They’re interrupted by sounds from the front of the house.

        	Soldiers from the king have arrived after a tip from Niall. When Ehren refuses to surrender, the soldiers attack and Astra and Bram rush into battle. They’re seriously outnumbered and Astra calls on the full force of her power to wipe out the soldiers. Using wisping, they once again flee, forced to leave all their supplies behind, and regroup.

        	With nowhere else to go, Ehren leads the group on a slow, exhausting journey to the port city of Brineshore, where they will board a boat to head to the kingdom of Portia and eventually make it to the Isle of Naskein to seek refuge within the Order.

        	They manage to sneak into the city without any issues, but a magical creature that sniffs magic causes them to come up with a backup plan upon entering Portia.

        	The group carefully crosses Portia, making money by gambling and performing. Once in the port city of Arkney, they secure passage to the Isle of Naskein. Their plans are cut short, however, when they’re attacked by a group of mercenaries. Using magic, Astra creates a bridge and they run across the water to the Isle of Naskein where the Order is waiting for them.

        	The group is accepted and taken under the protection of the Order.

        	While staying within the walls of the Order, they learn more about magic. Alak, Kato, and Astra learn how to better use their own magic, while the others learn general information about magic and how to use spells.

        	One morning, Alak confronts Astra and asks her point blank if she still intends to marry Bram. Astra dodges the subject and doesn’t want to answer. When she finally caves, she basically admits she sees no reason not to go through with the marriage. Alak accepts her decision without a fight and leaves.

        	When the king sends an armada to Naskein, Master Arcanis, the head of the Order, calls a meeting. He informs the group that they will be safe inside the walls of the Order as long as they remain peaceful; if they wish to fight the king, they will need to leave. Kato insists they leave and fight, but the others seem to lean toward peace.

        	Kato begs Astra to come with him, insisting they are stronger and better because of their magic. Astra refuses to leave Bram and Ehren, asking Kato to stay and reconsider. Kato refuses and they battle it out. Astra is struck by Kato’s flames and wounded slightly.

        	Kato is about to wisp away when Alak calls out and asks to come with him. Astra is distraught and pleads with Alak to stay. He tells her to trust him and kisses her before allowing Kato to wisp him away.

        	Astra collapses, exhausted, wounded, and broken. Bram takes her to the healing rooms where she spends days lying in bed. She only finds a reason to leave the bed when Felixe, Alak’s familiar, arrives with a note explaining why he left. Alak makes it clear that he does not support Kato and only left to be a spy. He also hopes to convince Kato to come back to Astra.

        	With renewed purpose, Astra leaves the healing room with Ehren, ready to make a plan and take down her brother and the king.

      

      KEY PEOPLE

      
        	Astra: one of the twins; has starlight magic; 18 years old

        	Kato: one of the twins; has fire magic; 18 years old; skilled swordsman

        	Mara: Astra’s best friend; 18 years old

        	Pax: Kato’s best friend; 19 years old

        	Bram/Captain Bramfield: Prince Ehren’s Captain of the Guard; 22 years old; best swordsman in the kingdom

        	Ehren: Crown Prince of Callenia; 20 years old

        	Healer Heora: Healer who helps Kato and Astra

        	Hanna: Healer Heora’s granddaughter; Healer in training

        	Alak: performer; has Syphon magic and illusion magic; has a familiar; 20 years old

        	Felixe: an adorable Fae Fox who can wisp at will and turn invisible; Alak’s familiar

        	Cadewynn/Winnie: Princess of Callenia; Ehren’s sister; 16 years old

        	King Betron: King of Callenia who hates magic; Ehren’s father

        	Landis: hated noble

        	Makin: member of Ehren’s Guard; close with Ehren and Bram; chosen to guard Astra

        	Cal: member of Ehren’s Guard; close with Ehren and Bram; chosen to guard Astra

      

      
        	Niall: Alak’s cousin; has shadow magic; dangerously pro-magic

        	Kayleigh: Alak’s cousin; has telekinesis; seamstress

        	Caitlyn: Niall’s fiance; an empath who can see auras

        	Ian: Niall’s friend; strong in spellwork; dangerously pro-magic

        	Aine: Niall’s friend/ Ian’s sister; has metal attack magic; dangerously pro-magic; interested in Alak

        	Fionn: Niall’s friend; specializes in spellwork and potions without needing ingredients or spell books; dangerously pro-magic

        	Master Arcanis: Head of the Order of Naskein

        	Aoibhinn: the goddess of magic
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            Prologue

          

          KATO

        

      

    

    
      Is everything going to plan?”

      I stare down the dark figure in the corner of the room, gritting my teeth to keep my temper in check.

      “Of course.”

      The figure glances at me over his shoulder, arching an eyebrow. “Are you so sure? Was bringing along the . . . spare completely necessary? His magic is nothing grand to speak of. There are far better allies for you to seek out.”

      “Astra loves him. He’s an important piece in gaining her trust.”

      The figure scoffs and shifts his gaze out the window, the silver moonlight reflecting across his features.

      “Love is weakness. I suppose it would be best to use it to my—our—advantage. I thought, however, she was in love with that captain.”

      He spits the last word with pure disdain. A smile curves on my lips as I shake my head. “Oh, she might pretend she still loves that ridiculous, magicless nothing of a captain, but I know her. I’ve seen her. She loves Alak.” I pause, adding thoughtfully, “He’s much better suited for her, anyway. He comes from two lines of magic. Even though his magic may be weaker than ours, he’s still fairly strong. With him in my possession, on my side, it’s only a matter of time before she joins us.”

      The man nods, still not bothering to look my way. “Perhaps. But even with this Alak on your side, will that be enough pull? Your sister still seems awfully enraptured by her magicless friends.”

      “She and I were always meant to be together and she’ll realize soon enough how weak she is tethered to them. She’s going to lose to the King of Callenia. She’ll be too distracted to defeat him. She’ll also lose to me, should events progress that far—not that I want to go up against her. I want her by my side and I will give her another chance someday soon. One way or another she’ll lose to me—either by bending her will and accepting fate, or in battle, where she will discover that I have grown stronger than she. But either way she’ll eventually have to accept she’s weaker without me.”

      The man finally deigns to glance my way, his eyes cold and challenging, lips carved into a cruel smile. “And are you really so powerful? Hiding away like you are?”

      Anger roils through me and I clench my fists at my side. “I see the world for what it truly is—a place of power-hungry souls, grasping for legitimacy. I don’t need to find those things. I already have them. So does she. The gods blessed us. Not only did they give us each other, they gave us unimaginable power that most people have completely forgotten ever existed. We are the weapons of the gods, put in this world to cleanse it. We ushered in a new age of magic, and we are meant to lead it. I’m not hiding; I’m waiting for the right moment to rise.”

      The man makes a “tsking” sound as he looks back out the window. “So full of idealistic plans. You’ve yet to even come into your full power.”

      I take a step toward him. “That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? To guide me? To make me stronger?”

      The man offers a half-shrug. “I suppose. It’s one of the reasons, anyway.” He turns his sharp gaze to me, fire in his eyes. “But you have to listen.”

      “I am listening.”

      “No. You might be hearing the things I’m saying but you aren’t listening.” He takes a step in my direction. “You have grand and mighty plans but they all revolve around your sister.”

      “We were meant to be together from birth until death. She is my twin, half my soul.”

      “She betrayed you.”

      His words feel like a slap and I stumble back a step. His cruel smile returns as he meets my eyes, relishing my pain.

      “She made a mistake but she’ll soon see sense.”

      “You shouldn’t hold out hope. You need to let her go.”

      I frown and glance away. “No. I’ll never leave her behind.”

      “You already have.”

      “This was only temporary! In time—”

      “In time she will be worthless,” he cuts me off with a careless flick of his hand. “Her power will wane. She’ll never rise to her full potential. She’s hiding away in the shadows. She can never realize her full power.”

      “Exactly. And once she realizes that—”

      “Nothing. Nothing will happen. She doesn’t care for power as you do; she doesn’t have the taste for it. If you continue to obsess over you sister, your power will also fade.” His cold eyes meet mine once again and I feel my own power stir within me. “You claim your sister’s love for the captain and Alak are her weakness? Then she is yours.”

      I open my mouth, willing to fight his claim, but even as the arguments form I know he’s right. Astra is my weakness.

      “She’ll only hold you back. You don’t need her. You are strong enough on your own.”

      I know he’s right, but a piece of me won’t allow me to move on. Not yet. I turn my back to him, shaking my head.

      “Give her time. If, in time, your theory proves correct, then I’ll continue with our plans. But for now, I will still try to draw her.”

      Thick silence fills the room before he finally mutters, “So be it, but do not linger too long on thoughts of unity or you will both fall.”

      I nod, refusing to look at him. I will find a way to convince Astra to join me. She has to join me. She is too important to let fall to the wayside. I know we were meant for greatness. Together we can rule Callenia.

      Starlight cannot shine in the shadows, and I’m the one that must bring her out of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Part One]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          ASTRA

        

      

    

    
      It’s been thirteen days since Kato and Alak abandoned me here on the Isle of Naskein and a week since I came to my senses and realized that moping in the healing room wasn’t doing me any good. Alak brought me to my senses, despite being far away. He managed to reach me when no one else could. Deep inside I know what this means, but I’m choosing to ignore it.

      Alak forced me back to sanity, but Ehren is keeping me sane. Ehren’s my shoulder to lean on when everything starts feeling like it’s too much. The dynamic between us is shifting, and I’m beginning to realize I need him as much as he needs me.

      Bram is . . . well, Bram is here. He’s willing to help me, but the air between us is heavy right now. There are conversations we need to have—conversations we’re both avoiding. Or, at least, conversations I’m avoiding. I’ve never been great at confrontation, but the days of me being passive have come to an end.

      With a deep sigh, I approach the main courtyard. Makin, Cal, Bram, and Ehren wait outside one of the main conference rooms. It’s time for another meeting with the Head Mage of the Order of Naskein, Master Arcanis. He’s been in direct communication with representatives from Callenia and Portia. The King of Callenia, Ehren’s father, put a price on our heads. He’s against magic and thinks by bringing us down that he’ll somehow succeed in stamping magic out before it can grow. He’s very wrong. Magic is back, whether he likes it or not, and it’s already stronger than ever. While he buries his head in the sand, people like my twin, Kato, are making moves to make sure magic reigns dominant. Ehren and I are working together to make a plan to salvage the kingdom. For now, however, we have to play politics and act kind and courteous, even though there’s an armada ready to whisk us back to Callenia to meet our fates.

      “Is Master Arcanis ready for us yet?” I ask Ehren as I approach.

      Ehren shakes his head. “Not quite, but it shouldn’t be much longer.” His eyes scan me for a moment. “How are you?”

      “I’m good,” I reply, offering him a smile.

      He gives me a satisfactory nod, knowing better than to push the issue. I look past Ehren at Bram, his eyes locking onto mine, worry written on every tense feature.

      The door to the room swings open and Apprentice Lia, Master Arcanis’s main apprentice, smiles at us. “He’s ready.”

      Ehren straightens his shoulders and strides into the room, the perfect picture of confidence. Bram and I walk side-by-side a couple steps behind him while Makin and Cal remain outside the room to stand guard. When we’re alone or in a casual setting, we’re all on equal footing, but, we’ve decided, it may be time to start showing open respect for Ehren as the rightful ruler of Callenia. He’s the first to walk into a room, unless it would require a Guard presence to enter first, and the rest of us will be in positions behind him according to rank.

      Ehren stops in the center of the room in front of Master Arcanis, bowing slightly from the waist. Master Arcanis inclines his head in return.

      “What news can you share from beyond the walls?” Ehren asks, his voice rich with authority.

      “Portia and Callenia still request that we surrender you, and we are continuing to deny that request. As expected, Portia is irritated with our decision, but they respect it,” Master Arcanis says evenly.

      “I suppose my father is much less understanding?”

      Master Arcanis nods. “His threat of war has not been rescinded.”

      Ehren sighs. “I’m terribly sorry for the trouble we have brought to your gate.”

      “We are happy to assist,” Master Arcanis replies with a wave of his hand. “It is our duty as part of the Order to protect and preserve magic. Our goals are the same, though our methods may differ. We are content to house you as long as necessary. However, we will assist you in leaving discreetly when you are ready.”

      Ehren considers his words for a moment before replying, “I think it is best that we leave sooner rather than later. You previously mentioned that you are able to create portals between locations. How soon could you have one of those portals ready?”

      “We can prepare one for you by tomorrow morning,” Master Arcanis replies and Ehren’s eyes widen.

      “That soon?”

      Master Arcanis nods. “Indeed. The portals are already in place. They simply need willing magic-wielders on both ends to open the doors. We have good relations with a few magical locations. The most beneficial to you would be Athiedor or the Hundan Valley.”

      “Were you able to verify the information I gave you a couple days ago?” Ehren asks.

      “Yes. Your source was correct. Kato is in Athiedor.” If Master Arcanis is suspicious of whom that source may be, he doesn’t show it. Bram, however, frowns.

      Ehren nods slowly, thinking. “Then I suppose our best option would be the Hundan Valley.”

      “I agree.”

      “And you can arrange a portal for us for tomorrow?” Ehren clarifies and Master Arcanis nods. “Thank you. We owe you our lives. Is there anything we can do for you in return?”

      Master Arcanis studies Ehren for a moment. “Actually, we do have one request as well as something you may want to take into consideration as you move forward.”

      “Whatever you require, please, let me know.”

      “As I mentioned, these portals require magic and magic wielders to work properly. In times of old, there were many portals across many kingdoms, but as magic faded away, we were able to maintain only those on the small portions of land that retained significant amounts of magic. We would like to restore some of the long-lost portals and, perhaps, create some new ones. This would be beneficial to both your cause and ours.”

      Ehren considers Master Arcanis’s request carefully. “Would having too many portals put you or the portal locations at risk?”

      Master Arcanis shakes his head. “No. There are many protections in place to keep just anyone from using them. They would be secure.”

      Ehren glances to me for my opinion, and I nod. “I don’t see any problems with helping to restore and create portals.”

      “Fine. I accept your terms,” Ehren says, turning his attention back to a Master Arcanis. “We will gladly help you reestablish the portals. Now, what else did you wish to discuss?”

      Master Arcanis smiles. It’s almost unnerving.

      “I’m sure you’ve noticed in your recent study of magical histories that it was very common in the time of magic for kings to appoint a sorcerer or sorceress as a member of his court. This individual was held in the highest esteem, second only to the king or queen. Even kingdoms that weren’t particularly supportive of magic had a court mage of some sort. It was a statement of power. Those sorcerers also served as liaisons to the world of magic and orders such as ours.”

      “I have noticed this, and I believe I’ve already considered what you are about to suggest,” Ehren cuts in. “It’s my intention to appoint Astra as the official sorceress of my court.”

      My eyes go wide as my mouth drops open. Ehren gives me a side glance and smiles.

      “It is very good to hear that. While in many courts the appointment by the king—or in your case, prince—is more than sufficient, there is an official ceremony that can be performed. It would publicly confirm your appointment of Astra as your Court Sorceress while also showing our support and establishing her as a liaison. We can perform the ceremony tonight, if you desire it.”

      Ehren shakes his head. “While I am eager to have the ceremony performed, I have not even asked.” He pauses and turns to face me. “Astra, would you be willing to take up this appointment? I fully understand if you decline. You are under no obligation to accept.”

      His eyes meet mine, earnestness and pride shining in them. I glance over at Bram. He’s tense and stiff, anger flashing in his eyes. Apparently, he had no idea this was coming, either. His reaction makes me temporarily hesitant, but when I look back at Ehren, I see something else. There’s fear at my hesitation—fear I’ll say no. He needs me, and, quite frankly, I need this. I need something specific to focus on. I smile.

      “Of course. It would be my honor,” I reply, inclining my head.

      Ehren smiles and turns back to Master Arcanis. “Well, that settles that matter.”

      “Excellent,” Master Arcanis affirms. “We will begin the preparations immediately. The ceremony will take place this evening before dinner, which we will make a feast in celebration. In the meantime, I will make the necessary arrangements for the portal to be ready at dawn.”

      “Thank you. Is there anything else you wish to discuss? If not, we should prepare for our departure tomorrow,” Ehren says.

      Master Arcanis shakes his head. “That is all for today. If you have any further questions or concerns do not hesitate to reach out to me or any of the other Masters. We are happy to assist you on your quest in whatever way we can. You have only to ask.”

      Ehren gives him a grateful nod and turns to exit the room. I start to follow him, but he gestures to his side.

      “Please, walk side-by-side with me,” Ehren requests. “From this point forward, I want us to be equals.”

      I open my mouth to argue but decide against it. This is too public, and I feel something like this should be discussed between the two of us without an audience. I fall into step beside him as Bram’s eyes flash before he schools his features into a neutral expression. We march out of the room, Cal and Makin falling into line behind Bram. Thanks to my recent magical instruction, I’ve learned to wisp without physically touching my companions. As we walk, I reach out my magic, brushing it against each individual person, and wisp us directly into our room. The others stumble as they adjust to the sudden change.

      “I’m never going to get used to that,” Ehren mumbles under his breath.

      “Me neither,” Cal agrees, sinking down onto his bed, looking nauseous.

      “So . . . ,” Makin drawls. “How was the meeting?”

      “Good,” Ehren answers. “Master Arcanis confirmed Kato has gone back to Athiedor, so we’ll be leaving tomorrow morning via a portal to the Hundan Valley.”

      “Tomorrow?” Makin asks. “That’s sooner than I expected.”

      Ehren arches an eyebrow. “Did you want to stay longer?”

      Makin shakes his head. “Not really. It’s a bit nerve-wracking to have the king’s armada waiting just outside the wall. I’ll be happy to be far away from here. I just wasn’t expecting to leave so soon.”

      “How will the portal work?” Cal asks, tilting his head. “It’s not like wisping is it?”

      Ehren shrugs, fighting a grin at Cal’s grimace. “I’m not entirely sure, but if it gets us to where we need to be without weeks of traveling and dodging bounty hunters, I’m all for it. Hopefully it won’t be too hard on you.” Cal nods and glances off. “Regardless, we need to get everything ready to go.”

      “Aren’t you forgetting one other detail from the meeting?” Bram says, his voice like ice as his eyes settle on me.

      Makin’s eyes slide from Bram’s face to mine, which has gone red, before sliding them to Ehren’s face.

      “Ah, yes. Astra is to be appointed the official Court Sorceress. Master Arcanis is arranging an official ceremony tonight. She’ll also be our official liaison with the magical world,” Ehren says with a proud smile.

      “Is that surprising news?” Makin says carefully, eyeing the look of displeasure on Bram’s face.

      Ehren shrugs, shaking his head. “It shouldn’t be.”

      “I think it’s a foolish move,” Bram cuts in, not even attempting to mask his anger and frustration.

      Ehren’s eyes narrow at Bram and he crosses his arms. “Explain.”

      “You are putting a target on her back by appointing her to such a high position,” Bram spits. “People see the two of you walking side-by-side, and they will want to take her down a notch.”

      “You mean having her picture on a wanted poster and a brother who has gone rogue hasn’t already put a target on her back?” Ehren asks, his voice even and controlled.

      Bram shakes his head in frustration, his fists clenched by his sides. “It is not the same. This puts her at greater risk, and you know it. Hasn’t she gone through enough already?” His eyes flick momentarily to the barely noticeable scars gracing my chin and neck—scars given to me by my own brother. I fight the urge to cover them with my hand.

      Ehren turns to me. “Are you concerned about becoming a greater target?”

      I glance at Bram. His eyes flash. I know what he wants me to say, but I can’t.

      “It’s a risk I’m willing to take,” I reply, avoiding Bram’s eyes.

      Bram swears while Makin purposefully puts extra distance between them.

      Ehren turns back to Bram. “I see no issue here. Astra is capable of making her own decisions.”

      “However,” I amend, and Ehren glances back at me, arching an eyebrow.

      “Yes?”

      “I would prefer to walk slightly behind you—just a half-step or so, but behind you nonetheless. You are my prince, and I bow to you. I serve you.”

      Ehren considers my words, a slight scowl the only indication he disagrees. “All right. I can understand that, but let me be clear—I never expect you to actually bow before me. I may have final say on things, but I do not expect you to blindly bow to my will. I give you full permission to question me. For the foreseeable future, you and I are equals. Understood?”

      I smile and incline my head. “I find your terms acceptable.”

      Bram turns and storms from the room, slamming the door behind him so hard the tapestries on the wall shudder. My heart sinks.

      “I’m just going to go over here and pack,” Makin says awkwardly, striding quickly toward his trunk at the opposite end of the room. “Care to help me, Cal?”

      “Absolutely.” Cal hops up off his bed and rushes toward Makin.

      Ehren crosses the distance between us, placing his hand on my arm. “He’ll get over it.”

      I glance at the closed door and take a deep breath. “Do you really think so?”

      Ehren smiles sadly. “He has no choice.”

      I shake my head and look down at my clasped hands. “He’s still mad about everything that’s happened. This appointment just adds to it.”

      Ehren places his finger under my chin and tilts my face up so my eyes meet his.

      “He’ll get over it.” I force a weak smile, and Ehren adds, “Why don’t you go talk to him? I can guarantee he hasn’t left the balcony.”

      I nod and head outside. Sure enough, Bram stands at the edge of the balcony, leaning on the railing and looking down into the courtyard below. He hears the door and lifts his head to stare straight ahead without turning around, sunlight washing over his features. My heart skips a beat. Even with the scar on his cheek he’s incredibly handsome. I quietly walk up next to him. He lowers his face to look at me.

      “You can’t do this.”

      “It’s not your choice.”

      “Damn it, Astra! Why do you have to be so stubborn?”

      “I’m the stubborn one? Seriously? You’re the one who’s been sulking around, glaring and snapping at everyone for the past week.”

      “Well, why shouldn’t I? I think I have a good reason. My fiancé spends days in healing rooms and, when I go to visit her, she’s missing. No one knows where the hell you are. All anyone knows is that you were last seen leaving with Ehren. Hours I searched for you. Hours, Astra.” His expression shows how wounded he is, and I glance away down into the courtyard, guilt swirling in my gut.

      “I already apologized for that,” I mumble.

      “I know, and I could forgive you, except you seem to think it is now your duty to take down your brother single-handedly.”

      I look up at him, hurt shining in my own eyes. His expression softens as he drags a hand down his face, sighing.

      “I love you more than life itself, and the idea of you putting yourself at risk, I . . . I cannot handle it.”

      I reach my hand to touch his cheek, but he pulls away. “Bram . . .”

      “And you think I don’t know who this ‘source’ is?” he asks sharply.

      My heart stops. Ehren and I both agreed not to tell Bram about Alak’s messages. So far, I’ve received two letters—the initial message and one more detailing Kato’s recent movements and plans. I have yet to send one back, but Ehren suggested we keep Alak equally informed. Ehren has taken the leap of faith necessary to trust Alak, but we both know Bram won’t be as accepting.

      “What do you mean?” I ask cautiously.

      “I know you and Kato can communicate across distances.” I exhale in relief as he continues. “I don’t know exactly how you are working it right now, but you should not be contacting him in any way or spying on him through whatever twin bond you have. What if it backfires, and he uses it against you?”

      “Once again, it’s not your choice.”

      He swears.

      “You are taking on too much, Astra,” Bram states firmly. “You need to stop.”

      I turn away from him. “I can’t. You know I can’t. Ehren is depending on me now.”

      “Ehren can go to hell,” Bram spits.

      I spin to face him. “He is your prince! How can you say that? His own father and most of Callenia have turned against him. He’s literally being hunted down. You, as his best friend and Captain of his Guard, should remain loyal!”

      Bram takes a deep breath. “I did not mean it. Not like that.” He reaches for me, but I step away from his touch. He lowers his hand, clenching it into a fist as he frowns. “Please, Astra. I know you are powerful and strong, but it does not mean you have to flaunt it. You can rein in your powers. You do not have to be this mighty sorceress at Ehren’s beck and call every moment of every day.”

      “I’m not,” I argue, cheeks flushing with anger.

      “You are, or at least you will be, if you continue down this path,” he insists, his voice just as angry as mine. “Becoming Ehren’s Court Sorceress makes you more of a target. Whether you can see it it or not, you’ll be killing yourself to prove you are strong and powerful. You’re trying to make up for Kato leaving, but it wasn’t your fault.”

      “I don’t have to prove anything. I am strong and powerful, and I’ll willingly use that power for Ehren. I support him, and I will do everything I can to assist him.”

      I pause and turn away from Bram. My voice grows distant.

      “Kato is out there, working against us, already searching for magic wielders to bring into his ranks.” I turn back to Bram. “I have to fight against him. It’s my duty.”

      Bram’s expression softens. “It is not your duty to bear all this alone. Please, let me help you. Stick to the sideline unless absolutely necessary while I lead the Guard to fight the big battles.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t. I need to do this. I need to embrace my power and who I am. This is my destiny. It always has been.”

      “Is it who you really are, though? Or are you forcing yourself to be someone you are not? The girl I met in Timberborn was wonderful and gentle and amazing, even without her power. That is the girl I fell in love with,” Bram says quietly.

      Tears well in my eyes as I look into his. “I’m not that girl anymore, Bram.”

      He grabs my hands. “Yes, you are. I know you are.”

      I take a deep, shuddering breath. “I’m not. A piece of me may be, but not all of me. I’ve changed. I’m still changing. I have the scars to prove it. And if you can’t accept that . . .” I look away, unable to bear the pain in his eyes.

      “What are you saying, Astra?” he asks, his voice unsteady.

      I look back up at him as a tear slides down my cheek. “I can’t be the girl you want me to be and that’s not fair to you.”

      Bram shakes his head. “No, Astra, don’t.”

      I pull my hands from his and take a step back. “I don’t think I can marry you.”

      “Astra,” Bram pleads, his voice breaking. He steps toward me, his own eyes brimming with tears. “I am still willing to marry you, no matter what. I love you. Surely you know that I love you.”

      “You’re willing to marry me but not longing to,” I reply with a weak smile.

      “No, Astra. You’re wrong. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      I step into his arms and kiss him. I slide my hand into his as I pull away. His eyes go wide, and he looks down. In his palm lies my ring. He shakes his head, tears breaking free.

      “Please, Astra, don’t . . .”

      “Maybe, one day, when this is all done, we can try again,” I say weakly, before turning and wisping away before tears wet my cheeks.
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      I sink further into the hot spring, leaning my head back against the edge. This is only the second time I’ve gotten to use it, and I’m going to miss having access to it after we leave in the morning. It’s so soothing. Despite all the troubles in my life right now, it helps calm me. It helps me think.

      I hear footsteps and I jerk up. A large, long wooden divider runs through the middle of the hot spring, separating the side for men from the side for women, but I still find it unnerving that there’s not much between my naked body and the naked bodies of the men on the other side. The footsteps slow, and I hear a splash as whoever it is enters the water. I decide I’ve been in here long enough. I leave the water, wrapping my body in a white towel. I hesitate when a familiar voice calls my name from the other side of the wall.

      “Astra? Are you in here?”

      I pause before answering Ehren. “Yes.”

      Ehren sighs. “I figured you might be.”

      He pauses. He knows how awkward this is. You can feel it in the air.

      “I talked to Bram,” he says quietly.

      I release a long breath, my hand clutching the towel around me a little tighter. “Oh.”

      “He loves you, you know.”

      “I know.”

      “But I understand.”

      Tears start to well in my eyes again. “You do?”

      “I do.” He pauses, then adds, “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I shake my head before remembering he can’t actually see me. “Not right now, but I appreciate it.”

      “Well, I’m here if you ever want to talk.” I hear him leaving the water.

      “What are you doing?”

      He pauses. “I was getting out. I only came in here to find you.”

      “No,” I reply firmly. “You have a lot on your plate. You don’t need to worry about me. Spend a few minutes in here to relax and reset. Stay a minimum of ten to fifteen minutes. When you’re done, meet me outside. I’ll wait for you.”

      Ehren chuckles. “I go and make you Court Sorceress and you get bossy.”

      I grin. “Yep. You put me in a position of authority, and I’m running with it. We’ll take care of each other, you know. And right now that means you need to relax. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” he says, a smile in his voice as he sinks back into the water.

      I make my way over to the changing area and slip into my dress. I could use magic to dry my damp hair, but I don’t bother. Instead, I just wind it up into a messy bun. I head into the courtyard outside the hot spring to wait for Ehren. I lean against a tree in the center and close my eyes. Footsteps approach several minutes later.

      “I leave you alone for a few minutes, and you decide it’s nap time.”

      I open one eye and squint up at Ehren. “Well, I guess it’s time to get back to work now that my almighty prince has arrived.”

      He laughs and offers me his hand. I open both eyes, accepting his hand, and he pulls me to my feet.

      “Did you enjoy your soak?” I ask, eying his wet hair sticking up in random directions.

      He smiles. “Yes, I did, actually. I’m glad you made me stay in there. It was a good chance to think.” He runs his hand through his hair and scowls.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “My hair,” he mumbles, shaking his head, sending little water droplets flying through the air.

      I laugh, wiping a few of the droplets from my face. “What about your hair?”

      “It’s never been this long before in my life, and it’s starting to drive me insane,” he admits with a shrug.

      His hair is getting fairly long. Personally, I think the shaggy look works for him, but he does look less regal. My eyes drop to his chin. What started out as stubble has actually turned into a decent, slim beard. It suits him. He catches me taking in his appearance and his mouth quirks up into a half-grin.

      “See something you like?”

      I roll my eyes and shake my head, turning to lead the way out of the courtyard.

      “Where are you off to now?” I ask, Ehren falling into step beside me.

      “I’m going to pick up some spells and basic ingredients to take with us tomorrow,” Ehren replies, kicking a small stone out of the path.

      I nod. “That must mean that your spellwork is coming along well.”

      Ehren looks over at me and grins, eyes bright. “It is. Master Vigos says I show a lot of promise and have a natural inclination toward spells. I’ve learned so much. I have to admit, I really love magic.”

      “I’m glad you’ve found a way to be part of the magical world,” I say earnestly. “I haven’t even had my magic all that long, or at least I haven’t had access to it, but I can’t imagine my life without it anymore.”

      Ehren nods but doesn’t say anything for a moment. When he does speak, he’s hesitant, his eyes watching the ground beneath his feet.

      “Astra, I know I kind of put you on the spot earlier, but as much as I hate to admit it, Bram wasn’t entirely wrong. You’ve been through a lot. If you have any reservations at all about being my Court Sorceress, you only have to say the word and—”

      “Ehren,” I say softly, reaching out and grabbing his hand, stopping him. He looks up at me, his sea-green eyes searching my face. I offer him a smile. “I want to be your Court Sorceress. It’s a terrifying thought, yes, but it’s something I want.”

      Ehren exhales a long breath, his shoulders loosening in relief, and nods. “Good. Because I don’t think I can do this without you.” I drop his hand as we resume walking. “You know, most of my life I fought against my position. I wanted to have nothing to do with the crown—not in the ways my father demanded, at least. I avoided responsibility whenever I could, just wanting to be a normal boy. Not that I didn’t love my kingdom—I did—but the pressures of my future were overwhelming and crushing at times. If you would’ve asked me even a few months ago if I would willingly step into my role early and lead a war in favor of magic against my own father, I would have laughed in your face. I’m not prepared for this. I have no idea what the right choices are anymore.”

      He glances at me, and I can read the uncertainty in his eyes. I offer him a small smile.

      “Well,” I say slowly, “I can’t say I ever saw myself as anything more than a librarian or a historian until recent events changed literally everything about my life. I think we’re all a little unsure about what to do. Anyone who tells you otherwise is lying. This is new ground for all of us. Even those here in Naskein who have had magic their entire lives now have to deal with a world outside their walls that’s suddenly magical again. New alliances have to be formed and old ones reconsidered. Honestly, considering how you were thrust into all this, I have to say the decisions you’ve made so far have been more than adequate. Even if you didn’t want this role, this life, you’re made for it, Ehren. You can do this.”

      He laughs and shakes his head. “This is exactly why I need you by my side.” He looks like he wants to say more but doesn’t, shaking it off.

      “What is it?” I press.

      He opens his mouth, closing it again before finally confessing, “I really wish you would walk side-by-side with me whenever we enter a room. I understand your reasoning in wanting to walk a step behind, and I appreciate your loyalty, but I want you by my side. I’ll feel less alone.”

      “Why?”

      He glances at me and grins. “For purely selfish reasons. If I walk into a room at the head, by myself, then all eyes will be on me and only me immediately. But, if you walk in side-by-side, as my equal, you help to share that pressure.”

      I consider his words and nod. “All right. Fine. I’ll walk by your side.”

      His eyes widen. “Really? You’d do that for me?”

      I laugh. “Ehren, in case you haven’t figured it out yet, I’m willing to help you in almost any way you need. You need me to capture a bunch of your father’s soldiers in a smoky fog of my magic so you can escape? I’ll do it. You need me to help create an illusion to get you out of the country? You’ve got it. You need me to be your Court Sorceress and walk by your side so you don’t have to bear the burden of leadership alone? I’m there for you.”

      Ehren shakes his head, looking at me with a sense of awe. “What did I do to deserve such loyalty?”

      “Well,” I muse, smiling, “you did save my life in Timberborn.”

      He shrugs and grins. “Yeah, I guess there is that.” He stops and looks up at the building in front of us. “Well, this is me.” He glances back at me. “I guess I’ll see you later at the ceremony.”

      I smile. “I guess so.”

      Once he’s inside I wisp directly into the library. Pria glances up at me.

      “I was wondering if you would actually have time to come by today. I understand you have quite the ceremony planned for this evening. Congratulations.”

      I incline my head. “Thank you. We’re leaving in the morning, so I want to compile as much information as I can.”

      Pria nods. “Not a bad idea. Let me know what you need.”

      I thank her and get to work. I’ve gathered quite a collection of information during my time at Naskein, and yet I feel like I’ve barely scratched the surface. I can understand why people like Pria devote their entire lives to studying magical texts. I’m still scribbling away hours later when a young girl appears.

      “I’m to take Mistress Astra to prepare for her ceremony,” she says with a little bow.

      I rise, tucking my notes away, and she takes my hand. Together, we wisp to a tiny, crowded dressing room where a small host of girls and young women wait to turn me into someone who looks worthy of my new position.

      Despite having spent a good twenty minutes soaking in the hot spring earlier, I’m forced into a tub and scrubbed within an inch of my life. I can say with much surety I’ve never been this clean before. Once I’ve finished with my bath, I use magic to dry off before one of the acolytes approaches me with a robe, ushering me to a chair. Another acolyte steps forward and weaves my hair into an intricate design on top of my head. Once my hair is up, she places a thin silver tiara on my head. It sits low, just across the top of my forehead, the front dipping down into a slight point with a teardrop-shaped amethyst dangling between my eyes. Another acolyte steps in and adds touches of color to my cheeks, eyes, and lips.

      Finally, it’s time to put on my dress. During my stay with the Order, I’ve grown accustomed to wearing only shades of ivory and gold, so when they approach me with a dress made of deep purple satin, it takes my breath away. The top of the dress is so constricting I can barely breathe, but the tightness is entirely necessary in order to hold up the heavy skirt made of several thick folds of purple fabric. The dress has no sleeves, leaving my shoulders and collarbone bare. I feel a little naked and self-conscious, my fingers subconsciously drifting up to trace the exposed scars on my neck and chin. When one of the acolytes holds up the amulet I’ll be wearing, I breathe a sigh of relief. It’s a thick purple ribbon with an amethyst set against a shiny silver plate. Once tied, it falls perfectly above the top of the dress, helping me feel less exposed.

      When they usher me in front of the mirror, I freeze. I don’t recognize the girl staring back. It’s not the dress or the makeup. It’s not the tiara or the necklace. It’s not even the silvery traces of scars against my pale skin. It’s me. Somehow, since the last time I looked properly in a mirror, I’ve changed. I look . . . older somehow. More dignified. I’m more like the me from my dreams. It’s almost terrifying.

      “Are you ready?” a quiet voice asks, and I turn to find one of the acolytes offering me her hand.

      I force a smile, ignoring the nerves twisting in my gut. “Sure.”

      I place my hand in hers and the room disappears. We reappear in a small room right off the main courtyard.

      “The others should be along in a moment,” the girl says with a bow before she vanishes.

      Alone with my thoughts, anxiety twists like a knife in my chest. The sounds of the swelling crowd from the courtyard outside don’t help. I’m willing to assume every single resident of Naskein will be in attendance—at least, everyone that can fit. All eyes are going to be on me. Suddenly, I feel very alone and lost.

      Wind rushes behind me and I turn to find four acolytes wisping in the others. The acolytes disappear almost immediately. Ehren is dressed in a very prim and formal deep red tunic with his personal crest—a shield with two crossed swords over a partially coiled snake—stitched on the front in gold thread. A simple golden crown with several shining rubies sits on top of his head. Sometime after our earlier conversation, he must have found someone to trim his hair, because now it’s back to its normal length, and his beard has been shaped, adding a sense of regality and age. Bram, Makin, and Cal stand behind him, dressed in sharp Guard uniforms, but instead of the typical red of Callenia, they wear the royal blue that Ehren is most known for wearing. I realize with a start that the purple of my dress is almost the exact color of the other two colors blended together.

      Ehren approaches me with a nervous smile. “Are you ready for this?”

      I swallow and nod. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Master Arcanis enters the room and assesses us for a moment. “Everything is prepared. In a moment, I will wisp to the dais. When the music plays, you will go on first as head guard. Go up the stairs and take a place just behind me,” he says, addressing Bram first. Bram gives a sharp nod.

      Master Arcanis turns his attention to me and Ehren. “Once he’s gone in a few feet, Your Majesty, you will escort Astra up to the dais and take your place in the center in front of me.”

      I nod along with Ehren as my nerves swirl even more.

      “You two follow in after they enter and take your places on either side of the stairs at the base of the dais,” he says to Makin and Cal. “When the ceremony is over, you will leave in the same order. Come back to this room and acolytes will wisp you to the celebratory feast. Any questions?”

      His eyes scan us as we shake our heads. “Excellent. You may take your places outside the courtyard. The doors will open with the music.”

      He wisps away and we leave the room, assuming our positions. Bram steps forward to enter first. He turns, and I can see the pain still lingering in his eyes. Ehren steps aside and pretends to discuss something with Cal, who stands a few feet away. Bram takes a step closer and looks down at me.

      “It is not too late. You can still stop this. You do not have to do this,” Bram says quietly. His voice is even and steady, but I can hear the desperation lacing his words.

      “I’m not backing down. I’m doing this.”

      “Astra—”

      He’s cut short as music begins to play inside the courtyard. Bram sighs and turns away, facing the doors as they slowly open, revealing a massive crowd. A thin ivory carpet lined with gold stretches from the door to a dais in the center of the room. Every other available space is filled with bodies. All eyes are on us as Bram takes the first regal steps onto the carpet. He’s a few feet in when Ehren offers me his arm, and we take our place in the procession. I’m very grateful Ehren is there to hold me up. My legs tremble with every step, and if it weren’t for his steady grip, I’m sure I would collapse.

      Bram takes his place on the dais as Ehren and I turn to stand before Master Arcanis. Once Cal and Makin are in their positions, the doors shut with a boom. Master Arcanis smiles at us briefly before his voice echoes over the silent courtyard.

      “Tonight, we bear witness to the anointing of the first Court Sorceress in over three hundred years. We have the privilege of uniting with Astra Downs of Timberborn, born lowly but meant for greatness. Within her swells a power that is greater than any that has been known for thousands of years. Beneath her feet, the earth quakes, and above her, the stars fall. We honor her might and her power today. Together, we acknowledge the Kingdom of Callenia, whom she serves.

      “We do not acknowledge King Betron of Callenia as the rightful authority, but rather his son, Prince Ehren Andrewe Daniel Montavillier, the Crown Prince of Callenia. It is to him we give our alliance and through his court-appointed sorceress, Astra Downs, that our alliance is made firm.”

      Master Arcanis pauses and looks directly at Ehren. “Do you, Prince Ehren of Callenia, swear to honor magic and support our cause to unite magic and non-magic in harmony?”

      Ehren nods. “I swear it.”

      Master Arcanis turns to me. “Astra Downs, do you swear to protect and honor magic and to be a reliable liaison for the Order while you serve the court of Callenia under the leadership of His Majesty Prince Ehren?”

      His eyes study me, and my heart hammers against my ribcage. I let my eyes focus just past Master Arcanis at the throngs of people in attendance. So many witnesses. So many people supporting me. And yet, I almost feel alone. Some of the people that matter the most aren’t here. Kato should be here. He should be by my side. He’s always been the more sociable of the two of us. He would be a much better Court Sorcerer than I could ever be. Even if I were still the one appointed, he should be here, by my side. It seems wrong to take such an important position without him even in attendance.

      Alak should be here as well. He helped me discover my power. He supported me and made me who I am. He . . . It’s not right that he’s away. I need him here.

      I struggle to breathe, and Ehren looks down at me, moving his hand at his side so it brushes my own.

      “Are you okay?” he whispers, quietly enough that no one else, not even Master Arcanis, can hear.

      I can’t answer. I’m frozen. I’m terrified. I glance over to Bram as subtly as possible. His eyes are fixed on me. He can tell I’m frightened. His hands are clenched at his sides. All I would have to do is give him the slightest indication I don’t want this, and he would stop the ceremony. I can hide in my room. I can escape all these eyes.

      No. This is what I want. It may not be happening the way I want it to, but it doesn’t change the fact that this is the right decision. I take a deep breath, steadying myself.

      I swallow, forcing my gaze back to Master Arcanis. “I swear it.”

      Master Arcanis nods. “Then before all these witnesses, we, the Order of Naskein, declare you our liaison and official sorceress of the Court of Callenia under His Majesty Prince Ehren Andrewe Daniel Montavillier. Long may you reign.”

      Master Arcanis and the other Masters chant in a long-forgotten language, and I gasp as the amulet around my neck slowly begins to glow, growing brighter with each word. I glance up at Ehren to find he’s looking down at me, smiling. When they finish their chant, the gem’s glow fades, and Master Arcanis smiles at me as the music starts again. He gives a nod to Bram who marches past us stiffly, leading us out. Ehren and I fall into step behind him, marching from the courtyard back into the small side room. Once we are safely hidden from the rest of the crowd, I can finally breathe.

      “Astra,” Ehren asks, his eyes studying my face with concern. “Are you okay?”

      I nod, but tears start flowing down my cheeks. Bram takes a step toward me but stops short. Ehren gathers me against his chest instead.

      “Hey, now,” Ehren whispers, holding me tightly. “There’s no need for tears.”

      I draw back, wiping tears from my cheeks with a trembling hand. “I’m sorry. I think it’s just the nerves. I’m being ridiculous.”

      Ehren looks down at me, shaking his head. “It’s not ridiculous to feel things strongly.”

      I sniff. “I just got up there and missed Kato so much. I’m not used to doing things alone.” I don’t mention that Alak’s absence also left a hole, but I suspect Ehren can sense the unspoken words.

      “That’s understandable,” Ehren says, brushing a tear from my cheek with his thumb, “but you don’t have to feel alone. I’m here for you.”

      Bram finally approaches me, though he doesn’t try to touch me. He just stands awkwardly nearby.

      “We’re all here for you,” he says evenly.

      I can see in his eyes that he means it. Even if he doesn’t entirely agree with my decision, he supports me.

      “Thanks,” I say, forcing a smile. “I feel better now.”

      Makin cocks his head. “Good, because I say we go stuff our faces now and celebrate this alliance.” He glances around at the others, grinning. “Who’s with me?”
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      I’m already awake, staring at the ceiling, when everyone else starts to rise. Despite being the honored guests last night, none of us stayed out late. My nerves never fully settled after my breakdown following the ceremony, and I was happy to escape as soon as I could. Even after I came to bed, I hardly slept at all, nerves keeping me tossing and turning.

      “Astra?” Ehren calls softly from just outside my bed curtains. “Are you awake yet?”

      “I am,” I answer, sitting up and pulling the bed curtain aside. I slide from my bed, already dressed in a basic linen dress. At some point in the night, I decided it wouldn’t hurt to get a ready for the day. The dress is nearly as comfortable as a night dress, anyway.

      “Well, look at Astra being our little overachiever,” Makin laughs. “Already dressed and ready to go.”

      I smile as I sit on the trunk at the end of my bed and pull on my boots. “I like to be ready for anything.”

      Ehren scans the room as he shoulders his bag. “Do we have everything we need?”

      “We’re leaving with more than we came with,” I point out.

      The Order graciously provided us each with a bag full of supplies.

      “I suspect we’ll have anything else we need when we arrive in the Hundan Valley. It’ll be nice to avoid the weeks of travel,” Ehren muses.

      “Are we ready then?” Bram asks, voice clipped. He’s still mad.

      Ehren nods. “I believe so.”

      “Do you want me to wisp us to the portal chamber or shall we walk?”

      Ehren glances over at Cal, who looks uneasy at the idea of wisping, before replying. “Let’s walk. We have the time.”

      We make our way out of the room, wandering into the maze of courtyards. Ehren and I walk side-by-side with the others trailing just behind us. Hints of dawn color the horizon as we walk. It’s calm and peaceful given most of the acolytes are still sleeping. I wish that the world could stay this way for a little while longer.

      When we reach the portal chamber, Master Arcanis and a couple acolytes and apprentices wait for us. Master Arcanis greets us with a bow.

      “Good morning. I trust you slept well?”

      Ehren inclines his head. “We did.” He glances past Master Arcanis to the center of the room where the apprentices are busying themselves around a purple gem roughly the size of my palm. “Are we too early?”

      Master Arcanis smiles and shakes his head. “No. You are perfectly on time. We are securing the last pieces to ensure a smooth transfer. While we wait, we can discuss the portals you are to set up.”

      “Ah, yes,” Ehren says with a nod. “You mentioned last night that you would give us the details this morning.”

      “Lia,” Master Arcanis calls to his apprentice behind him. “Please, will you bring the portal stones?”

      Lia nods and approaches Ehren with a wooden box. Ehren takes it and hesitantly lifts the lid, revealing a couple dozen small, clear gems no bigger than a pebble.

      “What are these?” Ehren asks, looking up at Master Arcanis.

      “Portal stones from the Finjon Mines.”

      My eyes go wide. “They’re from the Finjon Mines?”

      Master Arcanis nods. “You know of the mines?”

      Ehren watches me with interest as I nod. “Yes. They’re in Gleador. One of the many magical mines, but possibly the best known for having a vast collection of magical stones and gems. More so than any other location.”

      Ehren nods. “Ah, that makes sense. Gleador’s main export has always been gems and other precious stones.”

      “I’m impressed,” Master Arcanis says, eyes glowing. “You are both correct. These stones are from Gleador. They are inherently magical, but their magic needs to be activated. Without the necessary steps and conditions, they are little more than worthless rocks.”

      “How will we turn these into portals?” I ask, intrigued.

      Lia steps forward, handing me a few folded pages of parchment. I unfold them and find spells on one and a map on the other. I look back up at Master Arcanis, waiting for his explanation.

      “The map indicates locations where we need portals. Those marked with two stars show locations with existing portals that simply need to be reactivated. This can be done using the reactivation spell we provided.”

      “This spell,” Ehren cuts in. “Is it something I could do or does it require someone born with magic?”

      “You should have no difficulty performing the spell,” Master Arcanis says. “Master Vigos has informed me of your progress, and I believe you will find both the activation and reactivation spells well within your scope of abilities.”

      Ehren nods, a glimmer of pride in his eyes.

      “This other spell,” I murmur, studying the paper. “It has the instructions for creating a new portal with the stones?”

      Master Arcanis nods. “Yes. If you cannot locate a stone previously used for a portal or you are creating a portal in one of the new locations indicated with a single star, you will need the portal stone and the activation spell.”

      “How will you know when the portals are set up?” Bram asks.

      Master Arcanis gestures to the purple stone behind him. “The portal stones are all linked to this stone. Whenever a new portal is created, we will know.”

      I eye the stone uneasily. “And you said that the portals don’t cause any risk to you?”

      “None at all. Even after the portal is created you need someone on both ends to open a successful portal. Think of it like a long corridor with two locked doors at either end. You can open your door and enter the corridor, but unless someone opens the door at the other end you cannot get anywhere.”

      “What’s in between the portals?” Makin asks quietly.

      Master Arcanis’s face becomes very serious. “A magical void, often referred to as the ‘in-between,’ which I very much recommend not entering unless you have an exit.”

      “Master Arcanis,” one of the apprentices says, stepping forward. “We are ready to open the portal.”

      Master Arcanis nods. “Excellent. Open it when you will.”

      He steps to the side as two of the apprentices step forward. They hold out their hands and chant a spell. A purple spiral of light stretches between them. It’s small at first, but as they move further apart the spiral grows until it’s almost the width of the room. Master Arcanis gives us a nod and we step toward the portal.

      Ehren looks at me, offering his hand, which I accept with a nervous smile.

      “Here goes nothing,” Ehren mumbles as we step into the light.

      I’m not sure what I expected the portal to feel like, but it’s an experience unlike anything else. At first, it’s like diving into freezing cold water, but that feeling is quickly replaced by a rush of heat prickling across my skin. I feel weightless, like I’m floating, yet, somehow I still feel heavier, like I’m filled with stones. Even though I can still vaguely feel Ehren’s hand in mine, I can’t see him. I’m surrounded by a white void. Just as I’m adjusting to everything, I’m sucked out into another room. I feel solid ground beneath my feet, but it takes a moment for my eyes to adjust, like I’ve been staring into the sun for too long.

      When my eyes do finally adjust to my new surroundings, I’m in a small room, being stared down by three individuals. The one at the front is a woman not much older than I am. Roughly a third of her long brown hair is woven into multiple, thin braids, many intertwined with colorful strings and charms. She has sharp brown eyes on a delicate, tanned face. Her body is lean but lethal, dressed in leggings and a corset top, ready to fight. Her arms are crossed as she sizes us up.

      Behind her is another girl with dark skin and black hair that is entirely in small braids, also woven with colorful strings and charms. She wears tight leather leggings and a halter top that exposes most of her heavily inked skin.

      And, just in case those two alone weren’t intimidating enough, there’s a tall, broad-shouldered man that looks made entirely of corded muscle standing next to the second girl. Most of his dark hair is shaved, save for a small, short strip down the center of his head. Black swirls of ink peek out from under his shirt up onto his neck and left side of his face.

      A few additional people hover around the edges of the room, but I don’t dare take my eyes off the main three.

      “Hello, brother,” the girl at the front drawls, her white teeth
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