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Chapter 1

Five Years Ago

Sage set out with his new potions in
mind, scanning for a spot with a clear view over a downslope—far
enough away that no one wandering past could stumble into
danger.

“Tawny Hilltops,” Cerise
suggested after he explained his experiment. “You can shout a
warning—it’ll echo—and then throw as many as you like.”

“Great idea.” Sage
grinned.

Cerise topped off her coffee. “Be
careful.”

“That’s why I’m going
somewhere isolated, sis.”

“I mean because there aren’t
always guards there. You never know who from other covens might be
lurking.” Her spoon clinked against the mug as she stirred in
sugar.

Sage raised a brow. “Got someone in
mind?”

“No. But the past bloodshed
isn’t dead to everyone. You’re second in line here—you never know
who’s holding a grudge.”

“This is about that artist,
isn’t it?”

Cerise shook her head. “No. Honest. I’m
just worried in general.” She leaned on the bar.

“I was thinking about him,
though,” Sage said, watching her expression.

Her brow arched. “Oh?”

“That story about the creep
who wouldn’t leave you and Cora alone.”

“Yeah. What about
it?”

“Not everyone would’ve
stepped in. You protected Cora, and then he stepped in to protect
both of you. Scared the creep off. Maybe you owe him a
thank-you?”

Cerise’s eyes narrowed to slits. “I do
not. He told the guy off, the idiot got violent, and we were
leaving. We had it handled—he made it worse.”

“It’s not like he knew the
guy would turn violent. He was trying to be nice, and you yelled at
him.”

“Nice people don’t have to
try. It comes naturally,” she muttered, taking another
sip.

Sage smirked. “So by your own logic,
you’re not nice. Got it.”

She rolled her eyes. “Cute. Remember
who collects the fungi for your experiments next time you want to
get clever.”

“You know, it doesn’t make
you weak to accept help. Being the bigger person and apologising
when you’ve wronged someone—that’s strength.”

Her cheeks flushed. “I am not
apologising to that churl!”

“I wasn’t suggesting it.
You’re the one who brought him up.”

“For goddess’ sake—shoo. Go
blow something up and leave me alone for a few hours.”

“What are you doing all day
if you’re not going out to commune with your powers?”

“It’s a surprise,” she said
sweetly. “Not that you deserve it.”

Sage filled his canteen, packed an
apple, figs, bread, and cheese. At the door, he called back, “I’ll
tell the artist you said hi.” Then he darted off before she could
reply, excitement bubbling in his step.






He froze halfway up a knoll when he
spotted Alistair seated at the peak, sketchbook balanced on his
lap, eyes fixed on the valley below. Shaking off the surprise, Sage
climbed the rest of the way. From over Alistair’s shoulder, he saw
a detailed sketch of the opposite hillside.

“Uh, hi.”

Alistair glanced up, recognising him at
once—the freckles, blue eyes, and dark brown hair that set him
apart from his sister. “Hello.”

“Will I be in your way if
I’m here?”

“Not at all.” Alistair
returned to drawing.

“It might get loud,” Sage
warned.

“You’re fine.”

Sage grinned, setting down his bag and
thermos. “Anyone else around?”

“Not that I’ve
seen.”

“Oh, good.” Sage pulled a
purple glass bottle from his bag, popped the cork, and held it to
the sky.

Out of the corner of his eye, Alistair
noticed movement. He turned just in time to see Sage pull lightning
from the clouds, funnel it into the bottle, and cork it. Thunder
rolled seconds later.

“Gods and goddess,” Alistair
murmured.

Sage beamed. “I’m
experimenting.”

“I can see that.”

“Oh, that’s not the
experiment.” Sage set the filled bottle aside, then repeated the
process with a second and third before readying a fourth. “Once
I’ve got enough, I’ll try something a couple of times. If it works,
magic will be forever better for all.”

“A bold claim,” Alistair
said, adding the last touches to his drawing before setting it
aside to watch.

“Ready for a big boom?” Sage
asked.

“Sure,” Alistair
shrugged.

“Look out below!” Sage
sprinted forward and hurled the bottle into the dip between knolls.
The lightning burst free, racing into the sky. Thunder boomed in
its wake. Sage laughed, dashed down the hill, and returned holding
the same bottle—unscathed. “Magic will be forever better for all,”
he repeated.
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