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      For those who want, desperately

      Yet refuse to compromise your values.

      Look to the stars;

      They’re waiting for you
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      My memories began with the world on fire. I awoke from the warmth and the cocooning darkness to a world of pain. My eyes would not open, so I could not confirm that I was awake, but the fire that lanced through my bones, through my skin, blazing its way up my left side, was impossible to dismiss as a dream. No, the dream was that warmth, that encompassing shadow where there was no harsh light trying to pierce my eyes. No fire, no noise, just blissful quiet. Gone, now.

      I wrenched my eyes open and cried out, hardly able to catch my breath. There were lights above me—arcane things of horrible brightness—people rushing around, speaking too quietly for me to hear over the roaring in my head.

      Then, “She’s awake! Healer, she’s awake!”

      The voice was vaguely familiar. Deep, masculine, perhaps with a touch of panic to it, and something else I couldn’t identify. Something sad.

      Someone appeared in my line of sight, an aged woman dressed in black robes, a black circlet at her brow keeping her curly greyish-blonde hair back. She stared down at me with a solemn expression. Her hand reached for my own, the touch a single spot of gentleness in this fire.

      “Calm yourself, Chosen One,” the healer said, her voice as soothing as her touch. Immediately she spoke the words, that fire eased, as if the need to burn and to destroy was erased from my body. I relaxed, not realising that I had been arching my back above the bed, muscles locked together.

      “It hurts,” I said, my voice a whimper.

      Another face appeared in my line of sight and I somehow knew that it belonged to the first voice, the sad and panicked one. He was young, though there were lines of worry about his mouth and eyes, with short dark hair, a few strands falling into his eyes, deep and solid as the earth. He had tan skin marred with dirt and scratches, and his clothes, finer than the healer’s and in a deep grey, were torn and stained with blood.

      Was it mine?

      “Calm yourself, Astraea. Breathe deep. Do you know where you are?” The healer’s voice was swimming, just as my vision was moving once more to that delicious, comforting darkness.

      “Astraea,” I murmured. “Who is Astraea?”

      Then, I slipped away.
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        * * *

      

      When I awoke again, the fire of before was little more than a persistent throb starting in my left hand and going all the way up my arm, across my shoulder, and rising into my face. I tried to move a finger and hissed as that throb turned into a sharp burn. I squeezed my eyes shut until the pain passed, then opened them, ready to grab onto any detail to spare me from thinking about why I hurt so much.

      The room I was in was harshly lit by arcane lights, unshielded and vibrant, casting stark shadows where they hit objects. There was my bed as well as two others, plus a myriad of potions and tinctures on shelves and strewn across wooden tables, holding down papers and drawings. The room smelt of chemicals, with a hint of lavender. I turned my head as best I could manage, wincing again with the pain, and found a small vase with a sprig of the plant on the side table.

      “You are awake.” It was the healer from before, the sleeves of her black robes rolled up, her hands smudged with various substances. She studied me for a moment, clicking her tongue. Then she shook her head. “Do you remember what happened?”

      I swallowed, my tongue thick and heavy in my mouth. “I remember fire. I woke here, and you were there, and someone else. And you called me Astraea. Am I…am I Astraea?”

      Talking hurt, but it was a tangible thing, something physical to grab onto that I could anchor in reality. I didn’t understand entirely what was happening, but the pain, at least, was real.

      The healer’s mouth tightened and something dark flashed in her eyes. She went to a basin set under a water pump and began washing her hands, slowly, methodically. Only when they were dry did she answer me.

      “What do you remember from before the fire? From before waking up here?”

      I closed my eyes and cast my thoughts back. There was fire. Bright tongues, tinged with green as well as oranges and blues and yellows, licking at everything in their path. Had there been someone else there with me? Where was there? What had burned? And why had I been there? I pushed past the fire, the memory of its touch a phantom compared to the agony of before. My thoughts went dark, full of shadow and silence.

      “There is nothing before the fire,” I croaked. “Only darkness.”

      The healer shuddered, leaning against the basin. She straightened her shoulders, nodded once, then turned back to me with a sympathetic smile that surely could not be sincere. “You have extensive injuries, besides the burns. We did all we could to repair your broken bones and lacerations, even getting the palace physician in for arcane spells to mend. But there is only so much that magic can do on the human body, and yours was quite damaged.”

      “How badly?” I asked, though I could already feel the injuries. My left arm, shoulder, face. All of it screamed whenever I moved. But there were other hurts, too. My feet felt sore, my muscles ached. My head felt like it had been torn open and emptied.

      “The burns are perhaps half healed. The rest is up to you. The lacerations on your feet and ankles were deep, but they were an easier task. Your ribs were a simple mend. Your head…We closed the wound and repaired the damage to your skull, but there is nothing arcane magic can do for wounds of the brain.”

      “Is that why I do not remember anything? Why I do not know who I am, or where I am, or any of it?” I asked. My throat was dry, and not just from thirst. The healer closed her eyes and nodded.

      “You are Astraea, the Chosen One. You are the reborn of a fallen star, sent to save us all from the void that encroaches farther every day.” The voice was new, yet familiar, and it made me jump. I sucked back a hiss of pain as I turned to see this intruder into what felt like a private conversation. I realised I recognised him as the voice from before, the man who had sounded worried and sad as I had awoken into fire.

      Instead of grimy and exhausted, he looked clean and put together. His dark hair, a shade of brown like walnut wood, was combed back from his face, revealing the aquiline features and clear, tan skin. His eyes were intelligent and just a touch calculating, instead of sad as they had been. He wore clothes of a fine cloth, the trousers a hunter’s green that hugged the legs, covered by a tunic of matching green embroidered with gold and bound by a leather belt with a sword and dagger and pouch of velvet hanging from it. His fingers bore rings of gold and emerald and he had a ring in the shell of each ear, also of gold.

      I don’t know why the finery surprised me. He wore it like a second skin, unlike the dirt and grime of before. But something about the presentation was discomfiting. More so, even, than the mystery of my life.

      Then, the full meaning of his words struck me and it became impossible to breathe.

      “Astraea!” The healer rushed towards me. She plucked a phial of some dark blue liquid from a table and uncorked it, holding it to my lips. A single drop of the liquid fell into my mouth and I began coughing, my lungs suddenly clear, the air rich. I screamed as I sat up, my head swimming, coughing until breathing became natural again.

      “Don’t strain yourself,” the man said, suddenly at my side, his hand hovering at my shoulder as if to guide me back down. I shrugged him off.

      “Who are you?” I demanded. “What do you mean I’m the Chosen One? Where am I? What happened to me?”

      The man took a step back and exchanged a glance with the healer that spoke so much more than words. I understood none of it except pity. The man sat on the bed beside mine and folded his hands neatly in his lap, twisting the ring on his thumb: a signet ring with what looked like a comet engraved into it.

      “Do you remember anything about the void?” he asked, like I was a child. It was infuriating, yet how could I protest when I couldn’t even remember who I was?

      I closed my eyes and licked my lips, wincing as my tongue touched the edges of a burn. “The void…it came for the star after she fell to Adhor at Ynysfwar, to be with her lover?”

      The words meant almost nothing to me—I had no idea where Ynysfwar was, or why a falling star would matter—but I knew them to be as true as anything else in this new reality of mine. I opened my eyes to find the man nodding his head encouragingly, still with that patronising look.

      “The legend goes that a star fell in love with a mortal man and fell to Adhor at Ynysfwar to be with him, defying the gods and her fellow stars. The void which surrounds the stars in the heavens grew jealous and came to Adhor to bring her home. The void then grew desirous of all the pleasures that could be found on Adhor and tried to devour it. The star and her lover gathered an army to fight the void. Eventually, she and the void were the only ones left. She used her power to expel the void, burning herself up in the process. But the void was not defeated, only banished, and would return. So the star gave her last drop of immortal life to send her power into the people of Adhor, ensuring that when the void returned, the star’s power would appear in a chosen vessel to fight it, until such time as the star became reborn and would defeat the void forever.”

      I couldn’t tell if the man believed the story or not, so casual was his recitation. But again I felt that ring of truth, as if at least parts of the tale were real.

      “I am one of those chosen vessels?” I asked.

      “You are,” the healer said. She lifted my chin with a finger, mindful of the burns, and tilted my face towards her so she could look at it. “The burns are only half-healed. Your face is the least damaged, but there will still be scarring. Your arm and hand, though, will likely have permanent nerve damage. You will have to go through extensive therapy to regain at least a moderate amount of movement.”

      I pulled back, laying on the bed again, cradling my wounded hand against my chest. Nerve damage. Therapy. What did that mean for being the Chosen One? What did being the Chosen One even entail?

      “Who are you?” I asked the man again.

      “I am His Royal Highness, Lord of the Sundered Land and Keeper of the Sacred Flame, First Son and Heir Apparent to the throne of Baldarskiel, Devereux Alastair Theobold Icarius Thorquan the third.” He smirked, as if it were all a joke. The Sundered Land, the Sacred Flame, none of that meant anything to me, and I could not tell if he was being sincere. “I don’t usually bother with all the royal titles and nonsense unless the occasion calls for it. You, my dear Astraea, may call me Devereux.”

      Royalty. That explained the finery. I wondered if I were meant to be impressed by him, or just feel friendly. I felt none of those, only more discomfort.

      I looked at the healer. “And you?” I asked.

      “High Healer Eugenie,” the woman said.

      “How did I come to be here?” My mind was heavy with all of this new information, swirling around my thoughts with nowhere solid to land. Everything felt like mist and fog, and trying to hold on to tangible details was impossible. The need to know, though, was overwhelming.

      Devereux winced. “Perhaps we should talk about that another time.”

      Eugenie nodded. “Indeed. You have expended far more energy than I would recommend for your first day awake. I have to clean your burns anyways and put some ointment on them before bandaging them. It’s not a process you want to be awake for. I recommend a small sleeping agent and—“

      “Tell me.” My words were a command, the force of it instinctual, like I’d given commands before and expected to be obeyed. I frowned, unsure.

      “You arrived at the palace in Altier—the capital city of Baldarskiel, the land where the star first fell, and since separated by the void from the rest of Adhor, if you must know—some six months ago. Your blood shone with the power of the star, proclaiming you to be exactly what you are: the Chosen One. We celebrated your arrival,” Devereux said with a sardonic smile. “The void has been expanding dramatically over the last few years, and our void runners are barely able to get through to the rest of Adhor for trade and diplomacy. We almost despaired that a Chosen One would arrive in time to help. Then there you were.”

      His eyes grew distant and the smile slipped away.

      “But what happened?” My arrival at the palace was information, and any information was better than none, but I wanted the whole story. Immediately.

      “We trained you. For six months, you studied sword craft, hand to hand combat, strategy, arcane magic, everything. We even found a wild magic tutor to help you use your star-given power. The mission was meant to be a test, nothing more. A tiny void pool had been found at the edge of Starfall Meadow, just outside Altier. You and seven Void Runners were to go and close it.”

      Devereux’s mouth twisted distastefully. He looked at Eugenie again, one of those knowing looks that told me absolutely nothing. Then he continued. “It went badly. The void pool exploded and you tried to contain it, only everything began to burn under the heat of your star’s power. The Void Runners died killing the monsters that the void pool spit out and you nearly died trying to contain the pool.”

      Fire. Darkness. The void pool. A tiny speck of grasping darkness and shadow, pulling me in with a hypnotic song. I didn’t remember anyone else being there. I only remembered the fire and the pain and the darkness. Always that darkness, just out of reach, whispering to me.

      If that was only a pool, a tiny drop of void, then perhaps I had come to the palace too late. It would take months of further training and therapy just to be able to move somewhat normally again, let alone use what magic I possessed. I couldn’t even feel any magic beneath my skin. It was like there was nothing at all. Emptiness. Or, and here I swallowed back a gasp that threatened to break apart my fragile stability like glass, some of the void that I had tried to fight now lived inside of me.

      It was impossible, surely. I didn’t even know how the void worked, let alone the magic that I supposedly possessed. But the fear of it being true, of failing in my destiny before I had even remembered what that destiny was, kept me silent.

      Devereux took my right hand, squeezing the unblemished fingers hard enough that I felt the ridges of his rings digging into my skin. He smiled at me, like there was something more to the story, like there was something more there unspoken between us, too. “Don’t worry, Lady Astraea. You need only focus on healing. Your time to face the void will come, and you will succeed. Of that, I have no doubt.”

      Without a second’s hesitation, he stood, bowed his head a fraction, and swept from the room in a storm of glittering green. Instead of absence, the loss of his presence felt like a relief, like I was taking a full breath since the first time he’d appeared.

      “He can be a bit overwhelming,” Eugenie murmured. She shook her head. “The prince is so full of hope that he often forgets what it is to fear the void. A pity his parents never let him train as a Void Runner. He would have been one of the best.”

      She turned to me, holding a cloth and basin of water. She set both down on the table beside me and picked up a phial of bright purple liquid speckled with light. “Drink this, it will help you sleep through the treatment.”

      I drank, the liquid slimy and tasting of overripe fruit. I grimaced and wished for clear water. Eugenie smiled down at me and picked up the cloth. A brush of her fingers pushed back my hair, and a thought struck me.

      “What do I look like?” I asked, already feeling exhausted, my eyelids drooping, my words heavy on my tongue.

      Eugenie froze, her eyes wide. She licked her lips and looked away. “Worry about your looks later, my Lady Star,” she murmured. “We can cover up the scars when they’re healed.”

      That hadn’t been what I was asking. I wanted to tell her that, but the words fell away and my thoughts grew heavy. I closed my eyes, unable to keep them open another moment. Then, just before I fell into the beckoning darkness, I felt a brush of the damp cloth against my skin and the fire of pain once again consumed me, following me into the deep.

      The last thought I had was that surely none of this could be real. I could not be the Chosen One. I hurt too much for that burden, and I did not wish to let anyone else down like I apparently had done with the Void Runners who had died at my hand. Surely, I would wake again and all of this would be a dream. The only real thing was the darkness, cool and soothing and comforting. I welcomed its embrace with gladness.
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      The next days were a blur, nothing more than a series of wakings and cleaning of my wounds, a few conversations over how much I remembered—no more than before—then I was fed, drugged, or I fell asleep from exhaustion until the next time. It was a cycle that left me dazed and empty, a vessel with no memories waiting to be filled, and knowing that only sleep was of any relief. I was alone, staring up at a world of healers murmuring around me, never at me. All the while, the thought that I was the Chosen One was forefront in my mind. How could I be such a thing when I had failed so profoundly?

      Finally, nearly a week after first waking, I was able to sit up in bed without my muscles seizing from pain. I could stay awake for several hours at a time, and I no longer felt like agony was the only thing grounding me to this reality. I began to feel like a person, albeit one with something fundamental missing.

      A novitiate healer brought me a mirror after much begging and I was finally able to learn what I looked like. A piece of the puzzle as to who I was.

      “They’re not so bad, really, Lady Star, just a bit like ripples over your skin. Not that you can’t hide them with powders or creams like other ladies use, of course. And maybe there’s an arcane spell that could be performed to make them less visible. Though they’re really not so bad.” The poor boy was babbling, hardly more than a youth, all knobs and knees, his face bright red with embarrassment. I pretended I did not hear him, to spare us both, and studied my reflection. It wasn’t my scars I was looking at, though, it was me.

      I was not golden tan like Devereux, my skin earthier and browner, sun-touched, spattered with freckles from time out of doors. My hair was a deep brown, almost black, but with an undertone of red, like wine. I had regular features, made gaunt by my injuries and my poor eating. And my eyes… I don’t know what I expected from someone they kept calling Lady Star, but the sharp, guarded green that was dark enough to be almost night was not it. I looked wary. The wariness was expounded by the scars the poor noviciate was still babbling over.

      As he said, they were like ripples over my skin, starting at a point just under my left eye and spreading outward in a vicious slash down my jaw, to my neck and shoulder and crawling along my arm and hand. The ones on my face looked much like the ones on my arm, though the ripples were smaller, more delicate. They were more healed than I had expected, given how much they hurt, but they were still angry and red, with only the very peaks of those waves becoming startlingly pale scar tissue.

      I turned my head in the mirror, wincing as the burns stretched with the movement. I don’t know what I had been before, if I were considered beautiful. Judging by the whole half of my face, I would say that I was little more than average, the sort of person you walked by in the street without a second glance if they were not dressed well or surrounded by something of interest. Not ugly, but not striking enough to draw attention. With the scars, though, I looked not only striking but fierce. A star indeed, burned by her power and willing to do whatever it took against the void.

      It was an illusion.

      I pushed the mirror aside with startling vehemence. The healer boy spluttered his speech to a halt and quickly snatched the looking glass away from me. He practically bowed, his face now drawn and pale. “I will go ask Healer Eugenie immediately about something for the scars—“

      “No,” I murmured. It still hurt to talk, but the pain was more in the stretching of my skin over my jaw than the sharp burn it had been before. “Leave the scars.”

      “L-leave the scars?!” He seemed horrified, his eyes darting to them and then away, as if he were embarrassed to be staring and yet could not help himself.

      “Leave the scars,” I repeated. “It is all I have left of whatever came before. I will keep them.”

      That, and Eugenie had told me more than once she did not think there was anything they could do besides applying layers of face powders. Already she had done various tests on my nerve function in my left hand and found it wanting. The masters of the arcane magic had come and said there was nothing more they could do. The rest of the healing was up to me. This young boy didn’t know that, though. And far be it from me to disillusion him, when he was obviously so horrified by the fact that they existed at all. Better to let him think it was my choice.

      Perhaps it was. How could I mourn the loss of what I had been when I did not know who that was? The scars, at least, were a reminder that I had once been something else. Someone else. Now, they were the only mark on my life that I could identify beyond the boundaries of these four walls.

      The healer spluttered apologies and assurances of my beauty before practically sprinting from the room. He took the mirror with him.

      “What did you say to that poor boy that had him so scared?” Devereux’s smooth voice drew my attention, and he sauntered into the room, once again wearing finery that glistened and gleamed, this time in various shades of blue. He walked with the sort of confidence that was sure of people moving out of his way when he approached. I wondered if he practised the movement as a facade, if the scared, sad man I saw through fog upon my first waking was the truth. Or perhaps that was the fiction, and the saunter was reality.

      I didn’t bother answering Devereux. I had learned that he liked to use words as swords, and his teasing was often exhausting. He would keep talking regardless, so I just let him talk.

      “I’ve been informed by Head Healer Eugenie that you are well enough to start your physical therapy, so long as you go very, very slowly.” Devereux cast himself onto the bed beside mine, still empty, and grinned at me. “We’re going to get you out of this room.”

      “Thank the gods,” I blurted out before I could stop myself. I’d been going a bit stir crazy.

      Devereux’s grin turned wicked. “I thought you might say that. I’m all for taking you on a full tour of the palace. I get to show you all the things that you’ve never seen before. Well, actually you have, but as you don’t remember, it will be like new. And this time, I won’t leave the tour up to servants who drone on and on. I’ll show you everything myself.”

      “You will not.” This new voice cut through the air with ease, the tones deep enough to feel endless, yet soothing. I immediately turned away from Devereux to the door and found a man, no more than a decade older than me, standing there, imposing and yet contained. He was paler than me by a fair bit, looking nearly wan in comparison to Devereux, but the edges of him seemed blurred and darkened, like he had been smudged in ink. Indeed, his fingers were fully black, the colour travelling up his hand through his veins and over his skin. His eyes were bright, like ice, yet too were tinged with shadow. His hair, tied up at the nape of his neck, was pure darkness, with only the very roots showing nearly white.

      Something in me recoiled at his presence just as surely as it was drawn to him. I hadn’t yet felt a hint of whatever star magic made me the Chosen One, their Lady Star, but I instinctively knew that some sort of power in me called to some sort of power in him. It was impossible, out of reach, yet sure as the burns on my skin.

      Devereux broke through the moment with a dismissive wave of his hand and a long-suffering sigh. “Naturally you would disagree.”

      The man raised a single white brow and frowned. “As I have been tasked with overseeing Lady Astraea’s recovery, so that she is prepared to fight the void when the time comes, rather than leaping before she is ready, as before, then yes, I disagree. This process will not happen quickly, and it will not be easy. You will hurt, and while I am sorry for it, it cannot be helped.”

      This last was directed at me, and while I felt the words were true, something in his tone made me question his sincerity. I would have frowned, but I’d learned that the motion pulled on my burns far more than was comfortable. Instead, I kept my features carefully blank.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      The man blinked and recoiled, as if I’d struck him. He searched my face for a moment, his eyes only glancing over my scars, as if they were incidental. He must have seen something there that he did not like, because he rounded on Devereux and growled, “Explain, Your Highness.”

      Devereux winced. “Ah, yes. Did I forget to mention that? We are trying to keep the details quiet so the people do not panic. No one wants a Chosen One who doesn’t even remember her name, let alone what she’s meant to do.”

      I swallowed at that, because he was right. I remembered the fire and the darkness, but the reality of being this Chosen One, this starborn or whatever I was, felt more like a dream, words whispered to me over and over while I slept, enough that they were meaningless. If I had magic, then it was sleeping. Or vanished entirely.

      “Don’t remember…” the stranger said, slowly, carefully. He looked at me. “Is this true?”

      I nodded.

      The man’s jaw clenched, and he turned back to Devereux, looking for all the world like he wanted to strangle the prince. “You should have said. When you told me she was injured, you should have said.”

      Devereux just shrugged. “Perhaps. Anyways, it’s done now. You know.”

      The man still looked furious, but he swallowed it down. Then he turned to me and bowed at the waist. “Lady Astraea, I am Casimir Rivale, Ambassador of Cortaesi, Void Runner of the First Order, and your personal guard and trainer.”

      Cortaesi. That must be a place, though I wasn’t sure I could picture it on a map. Some information came to me in fragments, like trying to remember words from a book read many years ago. It was usually general knowledge, things that I would have known as a matter of course, like the names of places, of the seasons and flowers. But it was things that required more specific knowledge that often tripped me up.

      “A pleasure, Ambassador,” I said, inclining my head as much as my burns would allow.

      “Casimir, please,” he said. “Cortaesi is a long way from here, and you of all people have no need to stand on ceremony.”

      Me, of all people. I took a breath before panic could crush my chest and changed the topic. “What…what is a Void Runner?”

      Both men gaped at me.

      I lifted my right shoulder, my left too sore for a casual shrug. “I’ve heard the term several times, but I don’t actually…I think I once knew what it was, but it’s just shadows and mist.”

      The people who had died had been Void Runners, I’d been told, and the fact that it meant nothing to me hurt. I wanted it to mean something. I didn’t want their loss to be forgotten.

      Casimir cleared his throat. “You—that is, do you know of the void?”

      “Yes. The emptiness. Devereux explained the legend to me.” As imprecise as that legend was, at least it was some explanation of what people expected of me.

      Casimir, though, flinched. “It is a great deal more complicated than that, my lady. The void is more than simply emptiness. It calls to the living and draws them in, feeding off of life and energy and power. It won’t kill you immediately; people have been known to survive for up to a month without arcane spells to protect them, though they’re often mad when they emerge. The void…corrupts. It twists the original intent of things and makes them something new. Animals caught in the original expansion, for example, have become monstrous, ravenous, more than feral. They, and their descendents prey on everything they can. Some can even emerge from the void or void pools across Adhor on moonless nights.”

      Devereux shuddered. “The last voidling to make it as far as Altier nearly massacred all of the Dark Mire district.”

      Casimir did not elaborate, and I did not ask him to. He rubbed his ink-stained fingers together, a tic, then stopped as he noticed me watching. His expression hardened. “A remnant from the void, if you must know.”

      I felt my right cheek warm, though my left was in a constant state of numb heat. I was blushing.

      Casimir’s expression softened the slightest bit. “Void Runners are those of us who have trained in specialised techniques for breaking through the void, to facilitate trade and diplomacy, and to help protect the lands. We are, in essence, blockade runners, though our target is the void surrounding Baldarskiel, not a blockade of ships. People from all over Adhor send their children to be trained as Runners, so that they might have protection from the void pools that spring up.”

      Devereux snorted and fiddled with his signet ring. “More like they do it for prestige.”

      The look Casimir gave was icy, but the prince either did not notice or did not care. Devereux shrugged. “Everyone knows that Void Runners are second only to royalty, especially here. Runner’s Landing is the nicest district in the city except for the Castle District. They’re well compensated, well treated, and respected everywhere they go. They’re responsible for our wealth, our prestige, for keeping Baldarskiel in touch with the world instead of locked away behind a shroud and forgotten. Only the Chosen One is received better.”

      He winked at me, and I again had to suppress the urge to frown. Was that meant to make me feel better? It did not.

      “Anyways, Lady Astraea,” Casimir said, his jaw tight again. “We are trained enough in the arcane magic to protect ourselves as well as small shipments. We guide merchant caravans, pass messages, fight voidlings, and do our best to prevent the spread of the void, be it with fire or spells. And, in this instance, train you.”

      I looked away, my eyes touching on his fingers again. “I will do my utmost,” I murmured.

      Casimir said nothing for a moment. Then he sighed and nodded. “Very well. Your Highness, if you would leave us?”

      “I’ll stay,” Devereux said with a casual wave of his hand. “Someone has to keep the Lady Star entertained.”

      “Please,” I said. “I would prefer to do this alone. I…this will be difficult enough, I think, without an additional audience.”

      That sharp sadness flickered in Devereux’s eyes for a moment before he leaped off the bed with a charming smile. He gave a flourish and a bow and reached for my right hand to kiss it. “As my star commands.”

      Then, as always with his departures, he simply left. In his wake was that same sense of loss and being able to breathe normally again. I clenched my good hand into a fist and closed my eyes a moment. When I opened them, Casimir was watching me, his expression inscrutable.

      “I think he means well,” I said by way of breaking through the silence. “He just…not everyone reacts well when they see me like this.”

      “You will recover,” Casimir said with impossible certainty. He stepped over to the side of the bed and held out his hands. “Now, the first thing we need to do is help you stand.”

      I’d done this a few times over the past week, with a great deal of assistance, to use the necessary and for the healers to change my bedding. My legs then, and now, felt like water, quivering and without strength of any kind. I lifted my hands, both of them, and placed them in Casimir’s. My left hand burned with the agony of being touched; I shoved the sensation aside. Then I swung my legs over the side of the bed and winced as the sudden movement sent under worked muscles twinging in my back.

      “Carefully,” Casimir cautioned. “Do this too quickly and you will cause more harm than good.”

      I nodded, because that was all I could do besides pant for breath. I inched my legs to the floor, planting my feet and feeling the coolness of the stone beneath my toes. My feet still ached from whatever injury had been dealt them before the healing, but they were whole and bore what little weight I put on them.

      “Good. Now, when I tell you, put your weight on both feet at once. Try to stand.” Casimir waited a beat while I took in a couple of deep breaths, then nodded to me. I pushed down onto my feet, my legs wavering even as I demanded more out of them. I knew, in that moment, as I hovered between sitting and standing, that I was going to fall. I looked at Casimir to tell him so and froze. Those eyes, bright and blue and piercing, had more shadows in them than before. It wasn’t the pupils blowing wide, but like a wave of darkness was overtaking his eyes.

      I stood and took a step away without once thinking about what I was doing. My panic at the sight was more than enough to override whatever signals of desperation my muscles were telling me. It lasted only a moment, though, before I wavered and nearly fell. Casimir’s hands tightened around mine, squeezing the burns. I yelped and took another step back, wrenching my hand away from his.

      “No! I’m—I’m sorry, Lady Astraea,” he said, pulling back as he realised what he’d done. “I did not mean to hurt you. I was merely trying to steady you. I did not mean…my apologies.”

      I nodded, trying to catch my breath so that my vision stopped swimming. A moment later and I sat back on the bed. “Perhaps,” I panted, “we should see if the healers have a balm for the pain before we proceed any further.”

      Casimir nodded. “Yes. Indeed. I will go inquire.”

      Then, he too was gone, leaving me in that room, my breath shallow as I fought through the pain. But I knew that it wasn’t entirely the pain that had stolen my breath. It was that shadow over Casimir’s eyes.

      A Void Runner, he’d said, travelled through the void, protected with arcane spells and incantations. Only, he himself had admitted to being void touched, his skin decorated with those beautiful, dark stains of ink. What if these Runners weren’t as protected as they thought? What if the people meant to protect against the void carried it with them?

      Suddenly, being the Chosen One, needing to fight the void, wasn’t quite as much a dream. It was real, and these people claimed that I was the one meant to push back the void. Meant to save them. In the midst of a vast empty place where my memories should have been, I had only that knowledge. I was the Chosen One. I would save them. The only question was whether I could figure out how before things got worse. Worse than seven Void Runners dead at my hand.

      I shuddered. If I were the Chosen One in truth, then I was a poor one. I needed to figure out how to use my magic. More, though, I needed to learn everything I could about the void.
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      Over the next week, I worked several times a day with Casimir to stand, take a few turns around the room, and eventually go on a stroll through the palace. He did his best to touch me as little as possible, avoiding my burns entirely. And I couldn’t quite bring myself to look him in the eye in case I saw that shadow again. It was awkward, tense, and painfully polite between the two of us.

      The only relief was when Devereux would visit, interrupting our stilted conversation with invitations to go walking with him—these I always refused on the grounds that I had barely made it to the end of the hall without needing a rest—or plates of food. Several times, he’d handed me a pastry or tidbit which he assured me I loved. I usually didn’t.

      On this particular day, Casimir was walking backwards before me, hands ready to catch me should I fall. His expression was solemn, eyes studying my legs for any sign of weakness. There were no shadows there, only blue, and trying to figure out what that meant was hardly enough to distract me from my struggles. I felt like my muscles were too tight to move, and each step was just shy of agony, but I also did not want him to see me falter. I’d had enough of that.

      We made it to the end of the hallway. I leaned on the stone wall to catch my breath. There were tapestries on most of the walls, massive and some of them quite ancient. It gave a little warmth to what was otherwise a very cold, impersonal building. I’d discovered that the entire palace was made of the same dark stone as the healer’s quarters, and that the windows were infrequent and small in the walls, a holdover from many centuries ago when this place had been a true fortress instead of a palace. As such, the halls were dimly lit by torches and arcane lights, both of which cast stark shadows over everything.

      “Good,” Casimir said, frowning. “You’ve done very well.”

      “Please do not lie to me,” I said, still trying to catch my breath. The burns on my face and arms felt tight, stretched taut, and each breath pulled on it more. “You fully expected me to do considerably better by now. I can see it in your expression.”

      Casimir’s eyes widened, and he looked away for an instant. Then, he sighed, rubbing his jaw with his shadowed hands. “As you wish, Lady Astraea. Yes, I had expected you to be farther along in your recovery by now. The arcane magician who healed you informed me that your injuries were mostly healed, except for the burns. But you are still quite weak, which tells me otherwise.”

      My face warmed, and I looked to the tapestry across the hall, a piece of greens and warm ivories in which a handsome young man offered a hand to a maiden guarded by a unicorn. A pretty piece, if an empty one.

      “I will do better,” I murmured.

      “It’s not your fault that the healing is—“

      “I will do better,” I repeated. I looked at him and he managed only an abrupt nod. “I need to do better. If I cannot even walk down a hall, how am I expected to be able to fight the void?”

      Casimir took a step forwards, though he still did not touch me or get closer than a few feet. “If I may, you would be able to fight the void even in a wheeled chair. It is not a matter of mere physical ability, though that does help against voidlings.”

      “Ah, yes. My magic.” I scoffed. The moment I met Casimir had been the only time where I’d felt like I actually had magic. I hadn’t felt a glimmer of anything since. No, all I felt was cooped up, weak, and exhausted. Useless, in short. “I cannot even summon a spark.”

      “We will work with your magic later. It is difficult for magic to be performed when the body is so injured.” Despite contradicting what he’d just told me, his words sounded so reasonable. I wanted to rage at him for that. Everything with him was reasonable, or even, or solemn. I needed someone to tell me the truth, not coddle me.

      I pushed myself off the wall and started farther down the hallway, farther than I’d been before. I saw a window at the end of the hall, an aperture slightly wider than an arrow-slit, but a window nonetheless. I walked towards it, putting every ounce of anger and spite into my steps to propel me onwards.

      “Lady Astraea,” Casimir said, sounding alarmed. He quickly got out of my way, though he still walked beside me. Poised to catch me. “There is no point in pushing yourself too hard. It will take time.”

      I kept walking. The pain was growing, as was the weakness. My ribs began to ache where they had been broken and my feet felt like sharp knives had buried themselves into the bones. My burns, ironically, only hurt because I was clenching my jaw.

      “Please, there is nothing to prove,” Casimir said. He started walking in front of me going backwards, as before, but this time his hands were actively reaching for me, his expression concerned. He grabbed my elbows—gently, but with intent.

      “To you, I have nothing at all to prove,” I agreed. I lifted my chin. “To myself, I have everything to prove.”

      He studied me, then closed his eyes and nodded. He released my arms and started walking backwards again. “You always were stubborn.”

      I faltered, throwing my hand out to steady myself on the wall. “You…you knew me before?”

      He winced. His entire body went tense. “You and I were only formally introduced a few weeks before the…incident. But I had seen you around, working with the other Runners, training. It, ah, was well known that you were quite stubborn.”

      I frowned. That made sense. I hated that it made sense. I’d been hoping that he could provide me more insight on myself, who I had been before and if I were different now, but if we only knew each other’s names, then there was little point in asking. I started walking again, my steps getting closer together and slower. I cast about for a topic of conversation, anything that would distract me from the pain. From the disappointment.

      “What about the Void Runners who died?” I asked. I kept one hand on the wall for support and studiously avoided looking Casimir in the eye.

      His voice was tense. “What about them?”

      I fixed my gaze on the window and tried to breathe past the lump in my throat. “Did you know them?”

      “I knew them.”

      “Will you…” I paused, leaning against the wall. “Will you tell me about them? Healer Eugenie won’t let anyone talk to me about them, because she doesn’t want to distress me and make my recovery worse. And when I ask Devereux, he changes the subject.”

      Casimir let out a soft, mocking laugh. “He would. Devereux is not especially fond of Void Runners, because we uphold a great deal of the international economy and because we are the few people in Baldarskiel that can question the monarchy without repercussions. They need us. All of Baldarskiel—all of Adhor needs us. His family has been at odds with the Runners for years.”

      That didn’t sit quite right in my stomach. Devereux seemed to like Casimir; certainly he respected him. And everything he’d told me about Runners—and what little he’d said about the ones who had died on my behalf—was good, even a bit awestruck. I hadn’t met the king and queen, as they were making a trip to some of the nearby Baronies, but everything Devereux had said was positive. It was the first thing Casimir said that hadn’t made sense, I realised. I wondered what it meant.

      Maybe Cortaesi was at odds with Baldarskiel. That would make sense, given that Casimir was an Ambassador. But he was also a Void Runner, and he would know of any tensions between them and Devereux’s family. I decided to hold my tongue instead of asking questions; I would learn more that way. Things people didn’t want me to know, perhaps.

      I pushed onwards, making my way to the window, which was now only a few feet away. Casimir stepped aside and let me reach it on my own, without his hands hovering to keep me steady. I lay my head against the window and breathed deeply. The air outside was crisp, not quite cold, and full of life, unlike the stale healer’s room. If I strained my ears, I could even hear the bustle of the city beyond the palace walls. All I could see, though, was the protective wall that ringed the palace and a slice of green on the ground below.

      “All but one of the Runners who accompanied you to Starfall Meadow had graduated from training the year before. They were…eager to prove themselves, and I think the Void Runner in command made a mistake in placing you with them for training.” Casimir did not sound critical, only sad. I turned away from the window and met his gaze. He turned away.

      “There were three women and four men. Analise, Maria, Valerie, Gregori, Timo, Rikard, and Nathan. Analise was cunning, a master of strategy. Maria, a dancer, who moved like the wind. Valerie was solid, strong, and could withstand just about anything. Gregori loved music of any sort. Timo could eat his weight in sweetmeats and still be hungry. Rikard was serious, even dour, but loyal to a fault. And Nathan was…well, he was young and so very determined to prove himself.”

      I put my face to the window again. This time, the sick feeling in my stomach had nothing to do with confusion and everything to do with the fact that seven people were dead at my hand. Perhaps I hadn’t been the one to strike them down. Perhaps they had been killed by the void and the fire and whatever had actually transpired at Starfall Meadow, but it was my fault they were there. My fault that I wasn’t good enough to take on even a small portion of the void. It was all my doing, and now I would never even get the chance to remember them properly, because I didn’t know who they were. I had spent six months training with them, laughing and struggling with them, and I’d needed someone else to tell me their names.

      “I’m ready to go back to the room now,” I breathed. Not a moment later, Casimir was threading his left arm through my right and leading me back to the healer’s room. My prison. He let me lean on him, my muscles so weak and my bones so painful that I could barely take two more steps without support. I revelled silently in the warmth of another human being touching me rather than shying away. I reminded myself that it was only support to get back to the room, that he hadn’t touched me for days and that this was nothing more than the result of me pushing too hard.

      My throat tightened more.

      “They would not have wanted you to blame yourself,” Casimir murmured as we stepped into that den of potions and balms. “They were strong, proud people, and they knew precisely what they were getting into at Starfall Meadow. Void Runners are not afraid of death, Astraea. Only afraid of doing nothing in the face of darkness.”

      That did not make me feel any better.

      He helped me back to bed, where I sank into the mattress with a smothered groan. Immediately, Eugenie was there, looking me over with a critical eye, a jar of balm for my burns in her hand. She sniffed at Casimir and stepped between him and me.

      “I almost forgot,” Casimir said, his tone oddly formal after the words he’d just shared. “Her Supreme Majesty, Queen Raya, and His Royal Majesty, King Consort Istir have extended an invitation for tomorrow evening. A dinner. They have returned from their trip to the outer Baronies and learned of what transpired here. They wish to celebrate that you are well.”

      I blinked. It hadn’t really occurred to me that the queen and king would care a great deal about me. Yes, Devereux visited nearly every day, but I thought that was just because he was bored. Now I wondered if it was some vested interest in my well being. A celebration in my honour, after everything that had happened, felt like ash on my tongue.

      “I do not see why they would be so concerned with me,” I murmured. Eugenie slathered a thick layer of the balm over my arm and I hissed as it first stung, then numbed my burns.

      “Don’t you?” the healer asked, voice sharp. “You are the Chosen One. The fate of all of Adhor rests in your hands. Everyone is concerned with you.”

      I looked at Casimir in alarm. He merely folded his hands behind his back. “I will be here tomorrow evening at seven to escort you to dinner. The queen has arranged for a tailor to come and see to your clothes, so there will be no exercises tomorrow.”

      I could see this pained him. I wasn’t thrilled either. Yes, I would be pleased to get out of the collection of white, shapeless shifts that the healers kept me in, but I did not much enjoy people preening over me. The healers were bad enough. Tailors, servants, then a whole dinner with the royal family? The thought of that many people scrutinising me had my muscles tightening, which stretched my burns and had me hissing, despite Eugenie’s balm. I wanted to move forwards with my exercises, wanted to push my therapy as far as I could so that I could get on my feet sooner and work to actually be worthy of the people’s interest.

      Worthy of the Void Runners whose deaths I had caused.

      “Thank you,” I said. Casimir nodded, gave a quick, sharp bow, and left.
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        * * *

      

      The nightmares started that night. I was surrounded by fire, the heat as terrible as I remembered. Beyond the flames, there was only darkness, impossibly illuminated in stark relief, endless and grasping.

      Astraea, a voice whispered, ancient. Malicious. Hungry.

      “Who are you?” I demanded, clawing at the flames as they leaped for me. A force inside me yearned to combat the fire, but I knew that if I let it out, the destruction would be impossible to contain. So I held it in check, and I burned because of it.

      The fallen star. The voice laughed from behind me. I whirled. A shape in the darkness flared with light before vanishing. Come to dance with me again?

      I backed away, stepping straight into the waiting flames. I screamed, my flesh melting away even as I held back that answering fire in my very bones, to keep from exploding outwards. The ground shook as if mirroring my pain, cracks running through the earth and opening wide. The voice cackled and that same shape leaped over the flames for me. It was lupine and ursine, with a tail that lashed at the air. Claws made of pure shadow cut through the fire like it wasn’t even there. Its maw dripped with darkness. And its eyes, bright as stars, watched as I tried uselessly to flee.

      I ducked, burying my head in my arms and hoping the climbing flames would be enough to save me. They weren’t. They never would be.

      I woke, gasping for breath. I sat upright and leaned over my knees, trying to get enough oxygen into my lungs to fight back the dizziness that rose up and threatened to overwhelm me. Around me, the stone walls and floor seemed to tremble as I trembled. I wrapped my arms around myself and took several deep breaths. Eventually, the panic subsided and everything felt more stable, more real.

      The door to the healer’s room burst open and several people rushed in all at once. One was Eugenie, wearing a tattered dressing gown over her shift. Beside her, two apprentices in shirts and dressing gowns looked around in alarm, automatically reaching for potions and bottles. Eugenie took a look around, then looked at me.

      “You are well?” she asked, though it wasn’t much of a question. I nodded.

      “Astraea!” Devereux skidded around the door and into the room. His hair stuck up at odd angles and he had tucked a shirt into the blue and silver trousers he’d worn the day before. His shoes did not match. “Are you alright? What happened?”

      “Just a nightmare,” I said. Why was everyone here? I was certain I hadn’t cried out in my sleep, and even if I had, the stone walls of this room were thick enough to drown out even the most ardent screams. I would know; I’d yelled my throat raw during the more painful of Eugenie’s treatments.

      “A nightmare?” Devereux asked incredulously. “The entire palace shook. We thought that voidlings had got in and were using their magic to anchor this place into a void pool. We thought they were coming for you.”

      I froze. The palace shook? The ground had shaken in my nightmare, and when I woke the palace had seemed to be trembling. “I didn’t see anything,” I said. “I just woke up, and the ground was shaking.”

      Casimir entered the room then, far more put together than any of the others. He wore ivory armour over black, the loping dog insignia of the Void Runners nearly blinding in the dark of the night. I looked around. Why were the arcane lights not working? They usually flickered to life when someone moved within the healer’s room, as I’d learned during several midnight trips to the necessary.

      In fact, everything seemed eerily quiet, like the darkness was smothering any noise outside of this room. No light, no movement, nothing. A stillness that was loud after the trembling of the palace.

      “Everyone is well?” Casimir asked, his hand resting on the hilt of a sword I’d never noticed before. It matched his ivory coloured armour and seemed strange in the midst of the healers. For the first time, I realised that he was dangerous despite his gentle touches and deferential treatment of me.

      “Was it a voidling?” Devereux demanded. This was the first time I’d seen him acting regal, acting like he was in command. It was in the sharpness of his voice, the firmness of his jaw. I could feel concern radiating off of him in waves. Concern, or fear. “Did one get into the palace, past the palace walls?”

      Casimir shook his head, a strand of white hair mixed with black falling into his eyes, the only sign of dishevelment I saw in him. “No. There’s been no void activity at all near the city. No sentries have ridden in, and the beacon fires burn brightly along the coast. None have gone out.”

      That meant the void hadn’t spread. That was good. Right?

      “So what happened?” Eugenie asked softly. Her hands were resting on a table near the wall, but her eyes were fixed on Casimir. She was scared, I realised. A voidling was perhaps a matter of course, but this unknown? It frightened her.

      “Just an earthquake,” Casimir said with all the calm true authority gave. “I’ll ask the temple tomorrow, but I recall stories in their archives about times of various Chosen Ones in the past being surrounded by earthquakes and storms.”

      Temple? What temple?

      “This is normal?” Devereux demanded in that same, sharp, commanding voice.

      Casimir locked eyes with me, and I could have sworn I saw the shadows flickering there again. I froze, unable to move, unable to breathe. Something deep inside me called to him and I instinctively pushed it down.

      “Perfectly normal,” Casimir said, watching me.

      I couldn’t bring myself to look away.

      I knew, though I didn’t know how, that he was lying.
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