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Oh, do not swear by the moon, the fickle moon,

which transforms every month into her sphere,

lest your love too

don't prove to be as changeable as her.


—  Juliett, Romeo and Juliett



Act Two, Scene II
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Upon his return from Camren, I expected my father to bring yet another reprimand from the Queen regarding my still being unmarried; instead, he arrived with the announcement of my impending marriage. I stared at him in confusion for several seconds, unable to assimilate his words.

"The Queen has decided that you will marry the First Heir of the Congregation of Amneris. Tomorrow, you will leave for the palace of Macen and meet the groom and his sister."

I already know the groom and his sister. The entire kingdom is infatuated with them – myself included. They are two of the most powerful witches in Sereelia, famous for their countless refusals to marry; and for Kayla, the sister, her passion for the male inhabitants of the entire island. Or at least, that's what is said on all gossip sites and on Arkana. Not that I'm a frequent visitor to social networks, but I couldn't avoid reading some posts and comments about the famous two Heirs of Amneris. Just as I couldn't avoid stumbling upon posts and comments about me and my status as the weakest Heir in the kingdom.

My mother looks at me with a mix of concern and confusion. Several minutes have passed since my father's announcement, and they are both waiting for my reaction. As if I could ever refuse an order from the Queen.

"All right."

"Good," my father says, yet he doesn't seem too convinced.

I shift uncomfortably on the cream-colored couch, and one of the blue cushions flips over, but I don't bother to straighten it. I gaze out at the inner courtyard of the house – I don't like calling it a palace – where the green of the grass is tinged with the orange of the sunset. I have little time to pack my bags and bid farewell to my brothers.

"How many days do I have to stay in Macen?" I ask, turning my eyes back to my father.

The leaders of the Congregation of Mavi exchange a glance.

"Seven weeks," my mother says. "Then you will go to Camren with the leading family of Amneris and attend the meeting of the Seven Congregations."

There is still much they haven't told me, so I wait, motionless, for the magic that tingles at my fingertips.

My mother's eyelids lower over her dark eyes, revealing much of the eyeshadow that is not visible when she keeps them open. She is contemplating how to tell me something that she probably believes will shatter my false calm. Which can only mean one thing: it involves the Power.

When she looks at me again, I realize I'm clenching my hands on my knees.

"You will probably marry immediately after the meeting," she tells me at last.

"At Palazzo Antico?"

Marriages at the Queen's residence are even rarer than marriages between First Heirs. And marriages between First Heirs have never been heard of.

My mother nods. "The Queen wants to bless you herself," she explains, her chin high and her shoulders straight for this exceptional show of respect – which has little or nothing to do with us and everything to do with the Heir of Amneris. "After the ceremony, you will move to Amias."

If I thought I couldn't be more confused, my mother has just proved me wrong. I glance at my father, hoping for clarification that doesn't come.

"The dilapidated castle?" I ask then. "It's been uninhabitable for decades. It must be literally falling apart."

"We will fix it," my father assures me. "We have almost two months and Amneris's resources to do it."

I sigh, resigned. "I suppose none of you leaders were willing to have the legitimate Heir of another congregation in your home."

"Amias is on the edge of the Whispering Forest. It is on the border between Amneris and Mavi, but it is our property. You will ensure it remains so."

His gaze has hardened. He still hasn't sat down since he returned, and on his black jacket gleams the pin with the crest of Mavi: a white shell on a blue background. He's not a tall man (I got that from my uncle in that regard), but he has a decent amount of Power, and when he wants to, he can instill fear.

"The Queen explained to me the reasons for her decision," he tells me, a bit calmer, but it's clear it's just a facade. "According to her, Julian has no intention of marrying anytime soon or, consequently, securing an Heir for the congregation. And she fears that you would settle for anyone at this point."

I lower my gaze to the tips of my boots. I didn't think our sovereign knew me so well. Or perhaps, by now, it's clear to everyone how things stand. Of course, I would settle for anyone; the problem is that no one would settle for me.

"Even though you may be less powerful than others," my father continues, and my head bows even further, "you remain a First Heir, you will be the leader of this congregation, of this entire city, and by your side, you cannot take just any girl."

I know. I know he's right, but he also knows how things stand. In this game of courtships, I am not allowed to be the one who chooses.

"Raise your head, Rae," my mother commands.

I intertwine my fingers and force myself to look at them again. "Forgive me," I murmur, chin lifted and shoulders tense.

"The Queen trusts the First Heir of Amneris," my father explains again. "She believes that having him by your side would strengthen your position, especially thanks to the good relations he has with the other leaders."

He looks at me indulgently for a second, as if apologizing for the insistence with which he's calling me unsociable, as well as inept.

"I agree with the Queen when she says that arranging a good marriage for you is necessary so that there are no attempts at power grabs in the future. There is tension among the congregations, and we all know it. But it's no secret that the Heir of Amneris is stronger than you," he continues gravely. "And as much as I like Julian and trust the Queen's judgment, we cannot assume that he won't try to take advantage of it to get his hands on Mavi. It's up to you to prevent it or, even better, to make Amneris yours."

Games of power and Power. My worst nightmare.

I have no hope of overpowering Julian with magic - or even with charm, for that matter. I have no inclination for politics either, and it's clear to everyone whose favor the Queen leans towards: I've lost from the start. Nonetheless, I nod because it's what I do: I consent to sacrifice myself, to play dirty, to marry someone I've always admired only from afar. I consent because no one else would marry me, no one else would risk having a Heir as weak as me.

"The entire congregation is in your hands," my mother murmurs.

There was really no need to emphasize the weight that rests on my shoulders, it has been repeated to me since I was just a child. And with greater insistence since, three years ago, I reached the age to marry and take command of the congregation.

"How will it work for the Heir? Has Julian already chosen someone?" 

My mother looks away again, and I wonder how many more things I will have to drag out of my parents' mouths.

"The Heir will be yours," my father says.

I stare at him without understanding.

"Julian of Amneris has no relations with women," my mother explains. "You have no problems with either gender, so the Queen deemed it appropriate for you to be the biological father."

"And is the council of Amneris in agreement?" I ask incredulously.

If there's one thing I wouldn't have expected, it's being allowed to have children of my own from this bizarre union. It makes sense that the Queen wouldn't want to disturb Julian by forcing him into relationships that don't align with his sexuality, just as it's true that a man's power only minimally defines that of the Heirs, and it's the mother's that truly counts. But I never would have expected Julian to yield his place to me. I suppose I don't know him that well after all.

"Their blood will still be passed down. The Queen has decided that it will be Kayla, Amneris's second daughter, to act as the biological mother. This way, there won't be any problems regarding the legitimacy of an Heir for Amneris."

I rummage through my mind for the few things I know about Kayla: she's beautiful, powerful, and uncaring of anything that doesn't concern her. And not yet of marriageable age, much less for having Heirs. I begin to fear that at the end of this conversation, I'll be even more confused than at the beginning.

"Isn't she nineteen?" I ask my father. "And if I'm to have Heirs with her, why not marry her next year?"

"It seems she's not interested in marriage," he replies. "And Julian has exhausted all proposals. He turned twenty-five, he should have replaced his father five years ago already. The Queen is tired of waiting for him."

I see my mother's gaze shift delicately from my father to me. I know what she's thinking. Julian is the only Heir in the kingdom who has waited even longer than me to marry, but at least it was his choice and not everyone else's who didn't want him, unlike me.

I would like to sit next to my mother on the couch, on the other side of the table, to reassure her that I won't let Julian get his hands on Mavi and our congregation, but I can't make these kinds of promises, not when tomorrow I'll leave to venture into enemy territory without even knowing all the details of my situation.

"What should I do once I arrive in Macen?" I ask uncertainly.

I really have no idea how to behave, but I hesitate to ask these kinds of questions, aware that everyone expects me to already know the answers.

My father looks out the window, towards the darkening sky. "Try to befriend Julian, study his behaviors, charm as many people as you can while you're there."

Socializing is another thing that I'm not good at, second only to being a witch. I haven't even left yet, and I'm already looking forward to going back home. The problem is that I'll never return, probably. Whether I'm whispered away by the city or whether I win it, Navie's palace will never truly be my home again.

I stand up, fists clenched hidden in the pockets of my jeans that hug my wrists.

"I'll go pack my bags," I announce.

In reality, I have no idea what to pack; I just want to be alone. Am I allowed to bring my plants and crystals with me? Will they provide me with new ones in Amneris?

"Rae?"

My father's voice stops me before I can reach the door. I turn to look at him.

"I remind you that the other congregations know nothing of this agreement. Try not to announce it on that damned Arkana."

"You have my word."

"Sleep as much as you can tonight; once in Amneris, you'll need to keep your eyes open," he warns me. "Let Roan in when you leave."

I don't comment, force a forced smile at my mother, and head back to the door. I slide the wooden panel and rice paper, and I'm not surprised to find Roan already ready to enter. He must have stayed on guard since returning from Camren. And he must have heard everything too.

I exchange a knowing glance with him and pass him without saying a word. When he closes the door behind him, I stay and listen. I can hear the couch creak under my father's weight as he finally sits down next to my mother.

I have no doubt as to why he summoned one of our most trusted guards, and I'm not surprised when Roan speaks, already clearly aware of the facts.

"It seems Rae took the

news well."

"The problem with Rae is precisely that: he always makes it seem like everything's fine," my father agrees. "I don't know how one should normally react to a situation like this, but I don't think bottling everything up like he does is ideal."

"But you're not here to psychoanalyze Rae," my mother interjects.

Roan doesn't respond, but I imagine him bowing his head in apology.

"You'll go to Amneris with him," she informs him.

"I won't lose sight of him," Roan promises.

I walk away. I have no desire to hear about other strategies to conquer Amneris. I already see myself wandering through the halls of Macen without any idea of where to go or what to do, Roan following me like a lost puppy. A trained puppy, even. My brand new bodyguard has a decent Power, broad shoulders, and arms as muscular as one of my thighs. His red hair and sparse beard are just another of his lethal weapons: he charms with his friendliness and kills with his magic. Not that Roan has ever killed anyone in cold blood. I don't think, at least. Anyway, he'll be the perfect third wheel to prevent an already improbable acquaintance between me and my future husband.

In less than two months, I'll be married. I had grown so accustomed to the thought of being alone for the rest of my life that seeing my original plans come to fruition staggers me. Of course, I hadn't planned on marrying another First Heir, performing the ceremony in front of the Queen and the leaders of the other congregations, or procreating with my sister-in-law.

I don't know what I expected, really. To marry one of the less powerful girls in my congregation, perhaps; someone who would have enough pity for me and would give me a mediocre Heir at best.

I try to push these thoughts out of my head and retreat to my room. In a moment of drama, I look around to bid farewell to the white walls, the blue bedstead, the desk occupied by the computer and vials of potions. I resist the urge to sit down and connect to Arkana to find out as much as possible about Julian and Kayla. Unconsciously, I take the phone out of my pocket and almost click on the site's app, but I restrain myself and toss the phone onto the bed. Damn the day the kingdom adopted Visible World technology. I imagine whoever came up with this brilliant idea thought we would be more aware than humans. Poor deluded soul.

On the other side of the wall, I can hear my two sisters arguing over some spell to curl their hair. I don't think I'll miss their screams, but I can't swear I won't feel a twinge of bitterness at leaving them behind. What I'll undoubtedly miss is my brother, whom I haven't seen since this morning when he left for school. Who knows what forbidden potion he taught those rascals of his friends today.

I give one last glance at the computer, then swing open one of the two doors of the white wardrobe and retrieve my travel bag from the bottom, stuffing clothes into it.
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I slept little. That is, if sleep can be defined as keeping my eyes closed and my mind open. Just when I thought I was finally succumbing to exhaustion, the alarm shattered my vain hopes of rest. I promptly turned it off not to disturb my siblings' sleep, but I am still in bed, under the blue covers, eyes shut, and a ringing in my ears that will soon turn into a headache. When I meet my betrothed, I'll have a migraine, bags under my eyes, and a guard with a wide mouth by my side. It will be love at first sight, undoubtedly.

I force myself not to scream out of frustration and slowly sit up. The light filtering through the white curtains is dim, and I think of stepping onto the balcony to try to catch a glimpse of the remaining moon before it disappears completely, but I can't find the strength to leave the bed.

Under different circumstances, perhaps I would be a bit more enthusiastic about getting married and finally taking control of Mavi's congregation, but it's hard to imagine my parents handing over the power of the entire congregation to Julian; just as the current leader of Amneris would never leave his in my incapable hands. We all lose at this game. I don't see how anyone can truly emerge victorious. Even if one of us were to prevail over the other, with what courage would they face the people who loved them? And there's no guarantee that someone won't oppose any attempted power grab.

I wonder what really prompted the queen to promise us as spouses. That's what I spent most of the night doing, in those moments when I tried to distract myself from Julian's green eyes that I've encountered so many times, on my phone screen and in the corridors of the Old Palace. What did our sovereign do to make her believe that we would make a good match? We couldn't be more different, both physically and characteristically. Or so I think. I've never exchanged more than a few words with him, and on nothing that didn't concern the congregations.

Marrying a stranger should scare me much more than this. He could be a murderer or maybe he practices dark magic, how would I know? He could kill me in my sleep on our wedding night and take over my congregation and my city. No one would blame him; probably some of the citizens of Mavi would thank him for removing their stupid leader with the power of a child.

Actually, what scares me the most is finding out that I'm not up to his level. Which is ridiculous because I know very well that's the case. I would like to say that until now my weakness hadn't bothered me so much, but the truth is that I've been fighting all my life against the condescending glances of the congregation members, against the refusals to marriage proposals. Maybe Julian won't kill me in my sleep, but he'll take away that shred of pride I had left.

I force myself to place my feet on the wooden floor and get out of bed. Maybe it's the lack of sleep, but for a moment I think of bidding farewell to my comfortable mattress. Where will I sleep in Amneris? Will my room be close to Julian's? Will he kill me even before we get married? He wouldn't gain anything from it, so I can reassure myself. I'll still live for another month and a half.

I flex my toes, and my bones crackle like popcorn in a pan. I take off my shirt and head to the bathroom. I do everything with slow and lazy movements, the kind that would exasperate my mother, for whom time is almost as precious as Power. It's early to leave; I had set the alarm an hour earlier so I could stay in bed thinking, deluded that I would sleep during the night. It's this kind of naivety that will get me killed by my future husband. Perhaps the thought that Julian will get rid of me right after the wedding scares me more than I would like to admit. But I have time to think about it—under the shower, at breakfast, during the car ride to Amneris—and I will try to come to terms with my new fear.
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When I step out of my room wearing jeans, a t-shirt, boots, a black leather jacket, and a travel bag slung over my shoulder, my mother looks at me dubiously. For a moment, I fear she might try to persuade me to change into something more formal, but she seems to reconsider and lets me be myself one last time before who knows how long.

I leave the duffel bag on the threshold of the dining room and sit at the table with my parents. The kids aren't ready for school yet, and I wonder if they'll come to say goodbye before I leave. The next time I see them will be in Camren, on the day of my wedding.

Come to think of it, I don't have a wedding suit. I had resigned myself to the thought that no one would marry me. Seems I'm rather adept at resigning myself. I don't make a fuss about it, though – about the suit, not about my resigning, I reflect on that quite a bit – I suppose my mother will take care of everything once I've left Navie.

As soon as my bottom touches the chair behind the breakfast table, Roan appears in the room. If I didn't know for sure that he would never dare to use magic without reason in our house, I would think he had made himself invisible to wait for my arrival.

I raise my chin to show everyone how ready I am. Obviously, I also display my dark circles and the twitch in my right eye caused by the headache, but no one mentions it.

"Have you got everything you need?" my father asks.

I'm not sure if he's referring to clothes as much as the courage to do what's necessary to keep my congregation mine. I nod once, attempting to convince myself as well.

"Call us as soon as you arrive," my mother instructs me.

She's still my mother after all, despite being one of the strongest leaders among the congregations. And that's precisely why she can't fathom my weakness.

I reach out to grab a handful of blueberries from the bowl in front of me and chew on some. Roan sits down at the table with us; my father passes him a glass of fruit juice. I watch the scene with intrigued interest. None of the guards have ever sat down to breakfast with the leader's family. Never.

"Roan will drive you to Amneris," my mother tells me.

I'm still staring at Roan, and she speaks again in an attempt to draw my attention.

"You'll be alone. I want you to keep your eyes on each other. We can't afford to lose either of you."

Finally, I look at her, and in her eyes, the same ones I have, I recognize the warning and the Power with which she's trying to warn me. There's someone who doesn't want me to die, no matter how many times I've already resigned myself to it. I lower my gaze, submissive. It's not a good way to start the day, and I vow to never do it with Julian, to not let him intimidate me, to not let him know that I've resigned myself to my death at his hands.

"I'll keep him safe," Roan promises.

He runs a freckled hand over his short copper beard and gazes at me with his gray eyes full of magic. I exert all my strength not to look away.

"Rae," my father calls me, condemning me to lose the pointless and childish challenge with my guard.

I turn in his direction.

"I know it goes without saying with you, but respect their rules, play fair if you can. Winning Amneris wouldn't serve any purpose if your name got tarnished in the process."

"No need to say it," I confirm. I have no intention of killing anyone.

My father nods and focuses on his breakfast while my mother, her hands as pale as the tablecloth, placed on either side of her plate, stares at the clock on her wrist as if it were her worst enemy. She's the one I'll miss the most; she's who I turn to when I can't remember the words of a spell or which crystal is needed for a ritual, and she's who I watch practicing in the garden late at night to release the tension accumulated on her shoulders during the day.

Roan, beside me, is eating a sandwich with twice the necessary slices of bread, and every couple of minutes, he lights up the screen of his phone to check the time. I'm not sure if he's impatient to leave or fearful of being late.

We'll be in Amneris long before lunchtime; it will only take a couple of hours to get there, and we'll have time to wander around the city or meet our hosts.

I pop a few more blueberries into my mouth to keep myself occupied, but I barely have time to chew before I'm engulfed by my brother's chubby body. He's hugging me, which surprises me almost more than the lump forming in my throat instantly. Evan never hugs anyone except our mother.

"The girls say you're getting married," he says, his voice muffled by my jacket, into which he's buried his face.

I stroke his brown head. "I'm going to meet my future husband," I correct him. "The wedding will be in seven weeks."

"You can't tell anyone," my father reminds him.

Evan lifts his face to look at our parents. "I'm not a gossip," he assures them. He turns back to me, eyes meeting mine, and with his arms still around my body, he pleads, "Can I use the stuff you left in your room while you're gone?"

I stare at him confused for a second, then remember I'm talking to the pest of the house, the one who pilfered dark spells from our mother's book and taught them to his classmates, resulting in the death of an entire flock of birds in the wrong place at the wrong time (in the schoolyard during Earth Magic class). I release his clingy embrace and push him away.

"You're not even allowed near my room while I'm gone," I command. I haven't wiped my computer's history and my potions are still neatly arranged on the desk. "My things will follow me to Amias after the wedding; I don't want you touching anything. And I've already sealed the door with a protection spell."

Evan sharpens his gaze, and suddenly he looks like a much younger version of our father. I can almost see all the ways he'll try to break my weak magic the moment I step out the door. I rely on a reinforcement spell from my mother.

"Get ready for school," Mom scolds him, and I notice Evan is barefoot with his pants unbuttoned. He must have rushed to find me as soon as he heard about my departure. I wonder who told the girls. Those two always know everything that happens in the house; I'm starting to think they've found some spell to eavesdrop on conversations. I wouldn't be surprised, not after the body-swapping spell. I shudder just at the memory.

Sometimes I wish I were as strong and carefree as them, but maybe a bit less impulsive. Perhaps it's precisely my lack of impulsiveness that holds me back, that makes me weak and unreliable: I think too much, my head gets overloaded, and I can't focus on magic.

What kind of witch is Julian

, I wonder.

"Maybe it's time you hit the road," my mother suggests with a strained voice.

I wonder if she's trying to spare herself further suffering by sending me away as soon as possible. I notice Evan has returned to his room without even properly saying goodbye, and the overall mood has darkened even more.

Roan is on his feet before I can even breathe. I press my feet hard to the ground to wake up my weak legs and pull myself up, the noise of the wooden chair on the parquet floor accompanying my clumsy movements. My lack of elegance is another thing that affects my magic. There's a whole host of little things that together make me terribly hindered.

Julian has much smoother movements.

I make my way around the table and hug my mother, awkwardly, much like Evan did with me just now.

"Don't worry," I whisper to her. "I'll see you at the wedding."

I step back and force a smile onto my stiff lips. She doesn't even bother to pretend to reciprocate.

"I'll worry," she tells me, taking my hands in hers. "It would be impossible not to."

The magnitude of the longing I'll feel for my mother hits me full force, and I let go of her thin, cold hands to slip mine into the pockets of my jeans. I avert my eyes from her worried ones and exchange a knowing glance with my father. I'm not sure what he's trying to convey to me, but I nod briefly to reassure him.

"See you in Camren," I finally say as a goodbye.

Neither of them says anything, and I head towards the door, Roan close behind.

At the top of the stairs, the brunette heads and rosy cheeks of the girls appear. I raise my hand in a wave and force myself to smile just enough to make them believe I'll miss them a bit.

"Bring us something from Amneris," Lomi says, as if I'm going on vacation.

"Something useful," Tella emphasizes.

"I'll do my best."

I doubt I'll set foot in the souvenir shops of Amneris, but I don't want to leave them angry with me, especially not when I know they've discovered our mother's curse book hiding place.

Roan is still behind me, and I decide to continue on my way to the palace's exit. His car, small and blue, is parked in the spacious courtyard. I hurry to the passenger door; I have no intention of driving through the traffic caused by the schools. Although, in reality, I doubt Roan would let me.

I look up at the sky. The moon, as pale and almost unreal against the clear sky, is still there, as if waiting for me to bid farewell. Not that they don't have a moon in Amneris, of course, but seeing it from the palace, on top of the cliff, or even just from the beach, is a whole different experience.

I've already opened the door, but I close it and head to the edge of the cliff on which Navie Palace stands. For a moment, I think that "On the Edge of the Precipice" would be the perfect title for the story of my short and unremarkable life. Not only do I literally live in the palace on the edge of the highest cliff on the island, but, for one reason or another (at the hands of my future husband or an accident with my stupid magic), my hours are numbered.

I place my hands on the wall that embraces the entire property, palms open in an attempt to absorb even a crumb of positive energy, and watch the sea below me. I won't see it again for who knows how long. I won't see many things for who knows how long. I don't think I've fully realized the consequences of my departure yet. I haven't had enough time to dwell on everything; I've only focused on the most important things, like my impending death.

I breathe in the salty air around me, lift my face to the moon, and close my eyes. I have to stop thinking that I'll die. I want to go back to looking out from this terrace, hugging my mother, staring at the moon from my balcony. I want to live, no matter how despised or humiliated because of my magic.

For a moment, I think of promising the moon that I'll return, but I don't dare to do it, and that just shows how weak I am. I promise to do everything to survive. It's little, but it's still a start.

When I turn back to the car, Roan is already sitting in the driver's seat, and the engine is running. I sit in the passenger seat beside him and nod when he asks if we can leave.

His maneuver to leave the courtyard gives me a few seconds to study the shape and colors of my family's palace. It resembles the Asian castles of the Visible World because it's inspired by them. The roofs of the three-story building are as blue as the deepest point of the ocean, the walls are white and glitter with salt and sand when the sun is high in the sky.

When witches still lived among the Visibles, the family I descend from was a leader in Korea. We still carry some traditions from that time, but escaping the clutches of humans ready to kill our children made us see everything related to them as something dirty, something to hate. Nowadays, almost none of the Seven Congregations preserve many traditions from the time when we were part of the Visible World, centuries and centuries ago. We even wanted to change the language.

The leaders of the Amneris Congregation should descend from the leading Congregation of India, which was one of the most populous and powerful. It's no wonder it's still like that. Will we be able to uphold its standard once married?

I lower my eyes to my hands while Roan leaves behind the lush gardens of Navie Palace. Saying I already miss them would be melodramatic. Let's just say I thought saying goodbye hurt less.
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Traveling with Roan is not enjoyable. I have tried several times to connect my phone to the stereo to listen to songs from the Visible World, but he refuses to "listen to the complaints of those useless things." I pointed out to him that one of "those useless things" is one of us, but he says that for him, those who abandon Sereelia (or any of the Invisible Realms) are worth even less than humans.

I gave up. I don't have the strength to argue with my bodyguard over songs. The silence has become heavy, but Roan doesn't seem bothered by it, navigating the roads as if he has traveled them a million times before. And perhaps he has, given that he has been part of my father's escort since he was only sixteen; he must have accompanied him on almost all his expeditions to Camren and its surroundings.

"Have you ever been to Amneris?"

There is still half an hour of travel left, and if I don't distract myself, my brain will explode from overthinking.

Roan briefly takes his gray eyes off the road to give me a glance, perhaps annoyed by my sudden desire for conversation.

"Once," he finally says. "But I don't remember much. I was little, my mother took me to see Macen."

Roan's mother is what the Visibles would call an Exterior Designer. We don't have a specific word for her job, and we call her an artist. She designed some of the spaces in Navie's gardens. Palazzo Macen is known throughout the realm for its beauty, and Roan's mother is certainly not the first – nor the last – to visit it to see if it lives up to expectations.

"What was it like?"

The question comes spontaneously. I will see the palace with my own eyes in an hour at most, but I need Roan to warn me about what I will see.

"Like you see it in the pictures: big."

I think I prefer Roan when he's silent. Anyway, when he does speak, he doesn't say anything useful.

I sigh, not at all encouraged. I have seen the photos of the palace that can be found on the internet; there are many, not only from tourists visiting it, but also from its inhabitants, who are truly proud of the beauty and popularity of their home. I have seen some photos of Julian outside the palace, his face in a corner of the image to capture once again the walls of a pale sand color and the intense red roofs behind him. Kayla doesn't have an account on Arkana, but she appears in some photos posted by her brother, usually making some rude gesture. Even the leader of the congregation, their father, consents to be photographed in the gardens of Macen. I haven't decided yet if it's a show of power or pride; I guess I'll know when I meet him. I wonder what kind of man he is, if despite everything he is a good leader, like my father, or if the death of his wife has truly made him as cold and contentious as they say. My mother says he is simply a man of few words and many deeds, something essential for managing a congregation like his.

I realize that my eyebrows are so furrowed that my forehead is starting to hurt. I turn my head to the window to find a distraction in the unfamiliar landscape and see my reflection in the glass fogged by the cold morning air. If I keep frowning like this, on the day of the wedding, I will look older than my father. I close my eyes for a moment, then lower the window by a few inches and stretch my neck to smell the scent of the hilly air of Amneris. I no longer smell the salty scent of the sea, nor the crashing of waves against the cliff. I am no longer at home.

"We're almost there," Roan warns me.

As if I couldn't notice the change in colors, sounds, scents, people. All around us, one color prevails: green, broken at times by the brown of the trees, the dull red of the houses, and the gray of the asphalt road. Roan drives slower now that we are nearing the city center, allowing me time to study the faces passing us by in cars and those we overtake. It has been some time since I was here, and I didn't know what to expect, but apart from the different setting, the people are not so different from those I left in Mavi. I can recognize different physical traits, different ways of dressing, different amounts of Power, crackling in the air as if it were something alive and sentient. As if it were a single entity and not part of thousands of different people. Contrary to what I feared, it reassures me. My Power will fade in this cluster of magic, sooner or later, and maybe it won't weigh so heavily on me. Maybe I won't be as embarrassed by it as I have been in the last twenty-three years of my life.

"I don't like this place."

I confirm: Roan is more useful when he's quiet. How can he not like this fairytale atmosphere? The Visibles would go crazy for a panorama like this, for the stone houses of every shade of red, for the trees in full bloom, for the narrow streets full of steps that seem to lead nowhere but into the middle of the forest surrounding the city

. Now that I think about it, Amneris isn't a bad place to die.

"Don't be prejudiced," I reproach him. "We have to try to make as many friends as possible, remember?"

Roan grunts. Sometimes I wonder if he's some kind of spell gone wrong. He adjusts one of the daggers he carries on his belt, even though we are still in the car, far from the palace.

"Perhaps you should get rid of those before entering the leader's house." He looks at me puzzled, and I point to the knife with a finger and a look. "I'm afraid that entering armed would create some prejudice against us."

"They already have prejudices against us. Against you, especially."

I turn to stare at the road ahead of us. The car in front of us is moving slower than it should, and a girl looks at us from the rear window, probably scared by Roan's stature. She's waiting to hear him open his big mouth, I'd like to tell her, but I'd sound childish.

"I won't disarm, even if Emann himself orders it."

"If the leader of Amneris orders you to lay down your weapons, you will. And that's an order from me."

"I swore to protect you."

"We have magic."

He turns to me, and in his eyes, the color of a stormy ocean, I can read the words he's trying so hard not to say: I have magic.

"The palace could be protected by spells, it could prevent outsiders from using magic. Your own palace has this kind of protection, don't be naive."

I hate being called naive. My low Power does not equal low intellect. And I'm starting to resent the way Roan stands up to me. I feel his magic prickling in the confined space of the car, and mine is not strong enough to counter it.

"Protecting me also means not getting me into trouble."

His pale hands tighten on the steering wheel, but he doesn't object, and for now, that's enough for me. If I can't handle my own guard, how can I hope to lead two congregations?

The dispersing of the houses and the increasing crowd warn me that we are approaching the palace. Roan is now forced to drive at a snail's pace, careful not to run over tourists and residents mesmerized by the beauty of the landscape. The green here seems even more intense, as if it were concentrated at the focal point of the city and expanded all around, fading and losing color. And the crackling I felt before? Nothing compared to the cloak of Power unleashed by all these excited and impatient bodies eager to see the palace and its inhabitants. It's almost oppressive. For me, at least. Roan seems invigorated by all the magic around us, probably tired of my weak presence as his only company. I don't blame him. I hope it improves his mood.

Above the heads of the witches crowding the streets, I can finally see the famous blood-colored roofs of Macen. They are dome-shaped and rest on a structure that has the color of sand on sunless days, a brownish-gray almost flat but pleasant, which doesn't hurt the eyes and gives the palace a lived-in and regal air.

For a moment, I think of leaving the car and proceeding on foot, but Roan would grab me by the hair and put me back in my place if I even tried. I fear his reasonable caution will make my life even more difficult in the coming weeks. And what will happen when Julian and I are officially married? Will Roan continue to watch over me in Amias? That's where I'll be most in danger, we all know that. But what could he do? There's no way I'll let him watch over me even on the first night of our wedding.

I stiffen suddenly, and the tourists around me disappear into a dense fog of thoughts. What will we do on our wedding night? What do they expect us to do? Technically, there's no need to consummate the marriage, we're not obliged to be together in that way. I am only obligated to have relations with Kayla, and only to conceive the next Heir of Mavi and Amneris. I doubt, however, that either of us wants to have relations with me if not forced. I just have to hope that the queen minds her own business at least on that matter.

"If this place is so crowded every day, protecting you will be even more difficult than I feared," Roan mutters.

So far, I have seen the vastness and populousness of Macen with tourist eyes, but now that Roan has mentioned the issue, I try to see it from his point of view. Protecting myself from undefined and constant dangers in the midst of such a varied stream of people will be a real challenge. From my point of view, however, it's even worse: I am overwhelmed by the amount of magic pouring into the air, tingling my skin and roaring in my ears. Protecting myself will be impossible, not in the house of people who would benefit most from my death, not with so many supporters of the congregation of Amneris always around the palace, not with my notorious weak powers.

But no one knows I'm here. No one except the leader and his family, of course, the people who would benefit the most from my death, but for now, I serve them alive, and I have to try to stay vigilant. To stay alive. I have to stop thinking as if I were already dead.

"Do you think the guards know of your arrival?"

We're almost at the gates, but we have to pass at least three checkpoints before we can finally enter the palace gardens.

"We'll find out now," I murmur as a guard in a red uniform approaches our car.

The girl stares at us intensely for a few seconds, her eyes lingering longer on Roan, perhaps confused by his gruff appearance contrasting with his innocent smile. Her Power reaches out to us, probing our magic for ill intentions.

"The family is expecting you," she finally says, her voice cold and professional.

I wish Roan would learn the etiquette of these guards.

"Welcome to Macen," the guard adds as a greeting.

She straightens up, the tail of her brown hair with purple strands sliding over her arm. She smiles and gestures to the next guards to let us pass, but when I turn to look at her, she is keeping an eye on us, her hand resting on a dagger she holds in her belt and which is only a few inches away from being a sword.
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The other guards barely glanced at us, but one of them must have notified the palace of our arrival because, at the exact moment Roan stops in front of the entrance gate and turns off the engine, Emann of Amneris opens one of the door panels and walks towards us along the copper-colored stairs. He's wearing a blue suit, and I wonder if it's a tribute to the color of my congregation. Should I have worn something red to show respect towards Amneris and my future husband? I guess they'll have to settle for Roan.

"Perhaps we should at least get out of the car," the latter reminds me, unlocking my apparent anxious paralysis.

I decide to open the door and step out of the car, carrying my only luggage with me. Now that I'm just a few meters from the entrance, I can see the magnificence of Macen, its adorned walls, frosted glass windows, and gothic balconies. It takes me a few seconds to shift my awestruck gaze back to the entrance. The host looks at me with a benevolent smile that conveys everything but tranquility, but Roan is already by my side, and the familiar glow of his Power on my skin allows me to remain focused.

We take a few steps towards the entrance, and Emann opens his arms to welcome us, almost as if for a hug, but he doesn't touch us and barely looks at us before turning around and leading the way into his home. This is the kind of palace that would be difficult for me to call home. Not necessarily because of its grandeur, but more because of the air of absolute power it exudes.

"Welcome," Emann says just before climbing the steps leading to the entrance. "I hope you had a good journey."

His words are merely customary, innocent, but there's something in his insistence on appearing kind that sends shivers down my spine.

"There were no hitches," I reply generically. "It's a short journey, after all."

Emann barely turns his face to smile at us and crosses the threshold. He stops after a few steps to wait for us, and, gesturing with one hand towards the spacious entrance, invites us to make ourselves comfortable.

Thanks to the numerous windows adorning the palace, the interior is very bright, making it more welcoming than the outside, although equally sumptuous. The tiles under our feet are white with red designs—or perhaps the reverse, it's hard to tell due to the dense pattern. The walls are of the same pale sand color as the outer ones, a dark wooden staircase is the only touch of color besides the floor, and it's lined along its entire length with a carpet embroidered with the same pattern as the tiles. At the top of the stairs, illuminated by a dome-shaped skylight that I hadn't noticed from the street, Julian and Kayla are waiting for us. Studying their figures, my mother's doubtful face comes to mind when she examined the clothes I chose for my first day in Amneris this morning. Julian is also wearing an elegant suit, but unlike his father, he couldn't care less about the colors of my congregation and chose black. Kayla, or at least I think it's her, is wearing a wide-brimmed purple hat, allowing her to study us as much as she wants without revealing herself; her dress is a single piece of black fabric covering her from neck to ankles. She's a few inches taller than her brother, but I immediately notice that it's because she's wearing black ankle boots with heels.

Emann gestures to his children to come towards us— at this point, I wonder if his being a man of few words means being one of many gestures— and they instantly obey, descending the stairs with measured steps, Kayla's hand resting in the crook of her brother's elbow.

I'm about to take a step back, but I refrain; Roan would never forgive me, and I don't want their first impression of me to be that of a timid and weak boy. I don't want Julian to feel even more humiliated by this marriage than he already is. And they're not that intimidating, upon closer inspection.

"Welcome," Julian says.

It's the only thing he says, knowing that the customary phrases have already been used by his father. His voice is calm and has a deep tone, in contrast to his crystal green eyes.

"Thank you very much for your hospitality," I stammer.

I'm about to bow when I remember that I'm not in the presence of the Queen, but only of a First Heir, which I am too. Besides, Roan would never forgive me for it either.

When Kayla lifts her face to allow us to finally see her, another pair of green eyes scrutinizes me suspiciously. Hers is a darker and deeper green, more menacing.

Roan, by my side, bows respectfully. I didn't notice if he also bowed to Emann and Julian; I sincerely hope he did.

We all remain silent for a few seconds, and my hands start to sweat from nervousness and embarrassment.

"I'm afraid it's too early for lunch," Emann says at last. He glances at Roan out of the corner of his eye, perhaps still unsure

whether to trust him. "We'll have to wait a few more hours before we can sit down to chat, but in the meantime, Macen is at your disposal. Unpack your bags, settle into your rooms, and make yourselves comfortable in the other rooms and gardens."

"We'll only need one room," Roan says.

My hands dry up in an instant from the shock. Not only is my guard speaking to the leader of Amneris without being questioned, but he's also contradicting him. Goodbye to not getting myself into trouble.

Emann's expression doesn't change, while Julian and Kayla's are a mixture of confusion and pity. I can already see myself dead in a black plastic bag—matching the attire of the Heirs of Amneris—as they bury me in a corner of the vast gardens.

"My guard is very zealous," I hasten to say. "I've explained to him that there's nothing to fear within the palace walls, but he's very devoted to his work."

I offer a hesitant smile, aware that they will never believe my fibs, but also that no one wants to start our forced cohabitation with an argument. Especially if it's because of the loose lips of my guard.

"Understandable," Emann comments. "I suppose my guards would do the same in Navie."

It's not reassuring, he's just reminding us that just as we don't trust them, they don't trust us.

I nod gratefully, and Roan bows to thank him for his understanding. At least that.

"Julian and Kayla will escort you to your room. I'll have the guard's bed moved by tonight."

The leader of Amneris hesitates for a second, or maybe pretends to hesitate, then pats Julian on the shoulder and walks away towards a door to our left. His children exchange a resigned look, then, in symbiosis, turn to go back up the stairs.

I glance at Roan to warn him to keep his mouth shut, but he's already leading the way up the stairs, his eyes fixed on the backs of our guests. I hurry to join him and give him a light elbow nudge when I notice his eyes lowering to Kayla's backside. His magic flutters when he turns to look at me with an innocent expression, and I roll my eyes. I catch the kids in front of us exchanging a smile and wonder if they're laughing at us—not that it would take much. I realize I don't perceive their Power, don't perceive any magic other than Roan's, and it surprises me instantly. I should have noticed the absence of magic in the air immediately, especially after the bath of Power among the crowd of tourists. Why are they hiding their own Power in their own home? To make us believe they're not as strong as they say? To be able to strike us when we least expect it? Is this what made Roan suspicious and led him to ask not to leave me even at night? And will his presence in the room be enough to keep me alive?

Anxiety begins to consume me, and the questions crowding my mind are so dense that they make me lose sight for a few seconds. I don't realize I've reached the top of the stairs, my foot sinking into the void of a nonexistent step, and I almost crash into Julian's back. Roan grabs me by the collar of my jacket and holds me up as if I weighed nothing, avoiding the first embarrassing moment of what I suspect will be many. The sound of my boot landing on the wooden floor, however, still draws attention, and Julian and Kayla turn to look at me questioningly.

I try to paint a calm smile on my face and see both of them staring at the dimples in my cheeks. I hope they help me seem more innocent.

"This way," Kayla says, the only words she's spoken since we arrived.

We all follow her, and for a moment, I find myself next to Julian, which prompts him to quicken his pace to catch up with his sister. In that brief moment when we were close, I discovered two things I had never noticed before: I'm taller than him by several centimeters, and he smells good. The hair at the nape of his neck is very short, and from my current position—behind him, to the right of the corridor along which Kayla is guiding us—I can see the beard hairs thinning towards the collar of his black silk shirt. He has a slightly large nose, especially towards the tip, but it suits his face well. I already knew his face, of course, but up close, it seems even more handsome. Maybe it's his presence that strikes me, the way he walks with his shoulders straight, one hand in his trouser pocket; I had never noticed all these things before. Once again, I regret dressing in such a hurry and vow to make myself more presentable tonight at dinner.

We pass only two doors before Kayla stops, forcing us to do the same. I take the time to observe the corridor, then follow them into the room. The walls are half covered with wood panels and half with sand-colored wallpaper. For a hillside city, this color seems to be popular. I'm not complaining, though; it reminds me of home. I wonder if it's a good thing or if it just worsens my melancholy, but it's still too early

to tell, I've only been here for fifteen minutes.

When I step into what will be my room (and Roan's) for the next seven weeks, I remain disoriented for a moment. I had already gotten used to the traditional furnishings of the entrance and the hallway on the first floor, and the modernity of the furniture in this room almost seems out of place. I imagine that, like me and my siblings, the Heirs of Amneris are also keeping up with the times. In one corner, above a light wood desk, there's even a computer. I doubt we'll use it, though. I don't like the idea of leaving traces of our online identities here, however innocent it may seem.

In the center of the room, against a wall covered with panels of the same wood as the furniture and parquet floor, there's a bed that looks very comfortable, but still isn't my bed. Maybe sleeping in this one for the next few weeks will make it less difficult for me to think that I'll have to change it again. A small nightstand, a lamp, and a rug complete the rest of the furnishings. It's a spacious room, with a tall window overlooking a garden with a fountain at its center that seems to be made of the same stone as the palace. Roan's bed, as long as it's a single bed, will fit in here without any problems.

No one seems inclined to speak, so I venture a step towards the center of the room and place my bag on the bed. Shortly after, Roan places his on the floor next to the desk and approaches the window to check the perimeter—or whatever it is the guards check in these kinds of situations.

I turn back to the Amneris siblings. It doesn't seem wrong to call them siblings: Kayla is four years younger than me, and Julian, despite being two years older than me, barely looks my age. Although everyone also tells me that I still have a boyish face, that's another matter.

Julian steps closer to me, and again, not stepping back is a real effort. Not that I'm afraid. I don't think so, at least. It's just that he intimidates me. They both intimidate me, with their silence and their impassiveness. I didn't think they were like this during the meetings at the Old Palace.

"The bathroom is here," he says, and I feel even more stupid.

With light fingers—and never removing the other hand from his pocket—he pushes one of the panels on the wall behind the bed, which turns out to be a door leading to a modern and immaculate bathroom.

What do you respond to someone who shows you where the bathroom is? I don't know, so I avoid answering.

"You can use the computer as much as you want," Kayla says. "You can do whatever you like, actually, as long as you show up in the dining room for meals."

I'm not sure how comforting her indifference is about what we do. Maybe she wants to show us that they don't fear us, or maybe she really doesn't care if we snoop around. What could the two of us possibly do, anyway?

"What do you do during the day?" I force myself to ask. "Can we help with anything?"

The two exchange a look before turning their green eyes to me.

"There's nothing you can do," Julian says. "But thanks for the offer," he adds, as if this makes their refusal less rude.

I turn my face to look for Roan and find him closer than I expected. His face bears the same question I'm asking myself: do we have to stay locked in our room all the time? Thank goodness he's regained his composure as a guard and keeps his mouth shut.

"We'll see you at lunch," Kayla says.

She turns and takes her brother's arm, but he lets her go to hold her back for another second. Kayla waits for him at the threshold.

"For now, rest," Julian tells us. "Settle your things. Call your parents," he says, turning to me. "I'm sure they're worried. When you're ready, come downstairs. The dining room is easy to find." He stops for a second, then adds, "This afternoon I can show you the gardens."

For a long second, I say nothing, too stunned to hear him speak so much and so civilly. "Thank you," I murmur at last.

Julian nods, then turns and, avoiding his sister's gaze, leaves the room. Kayla follows him, closing the door behind her.
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Roan is sitting in front of the computer; no one has bothered to move his bed here yet. He's been staring out of the window for a while now, while I've unpacked my only luggage and changed into something more formal (without overdoing it, though; I've just swapped the T-shirt for a white shirt and a sports jacket). I don't want to appear disrespectful by showing up to lunch dressed like my guard.

If one could die of boredom, we would have kicked the bucket by now. We have no idea what to do, whether to venture out to explore the palace or stay in our room in case they call for us for some reason. In the presence of the Amneris family, Roan has kept the glare of his magic at bay, but as minutes pass and his impatience grows, his power vibrates strongly in the tense air of the room.

"Kayla said we can do as we please," I remind him. "We won't bother anyone if we step out for some fresh air."

Exploring the perimeter of Macen would keep him occupied for a while and prevent him from overwhelming me with his excessive magic.

"She might have said that to make us make a mistake," he points out.

He's still facing the window, and all I can see are his broad shoulders and pale nape. In other circumstances, I would insist he look me in the face while I speak to him, but in other circumstances, I wouldn't even need to remind him. I let it go because this isn't Navie, we're not in Navie, and in the coming weeks, I may need more of a friend than a guard. Or perhaps, precisely because we're in enemy territory, I need to cling to whatever authority I have left.

I get up from the bed, and—evidence of my limited authority—I smooth out the wrinkles that have formed on the blankets beneath me.

"Let's go out," I command.

Roan turns to look at me skeptically, one of his coppery eyebrows raised.

"I won't stay in here rotting away waiting for meal calls. We're guests, not prisoners."

I head to the door without adding anything more, well aware that Roan is behind me after just two steps. Despite my vaguely courageous words, when I open the door, I hesitate in the hallway. We may not be prisoners, but we're still strangers. We cautiously make our way back towards the stairs we came from, Roan's eyes scanning every corner for threats. I don't sense the presence of anyone in the air, which might not be overly strange given my weak Power and in a place as large as this, but it's still unsettling, this absence of life. At home, especially at this hour of the morning, the members of the Congregation Council bustle about discussing the city's weaknesses, electrifying the air with magic. It's fascinating to participate in the meetings alongside my father, listening to the proposed solutions, the gossip between one important issue and another. The only downside is being in the wrong seat at the table; I should be sitting at the head of the table, my hypothetical spouse at the other end, and making the final decisions as the leader of the congregation. Instead, I'm seated to my father's right, the doubtful eyes of the others always fixed on my face.

I push thoughts like these out of my mind; it's not the time to feel sorry for myself. I'm here to put an end to those looks, to return home with a consort who will help me take my rightful place in my congregation and lead it to the best of our abilities.

Roan grabs my arm and stops me halfway down the stairs. To our right, there's a large window that gives a glimpse of the garden. When we climbed up, a few hours ago, we paid little attention—I, at least, was too focused on not tripping over Julian's feet to admire the scenery from every window—but now I let my gaze wander over the well-kept green lawn, the sand-colored stone benches, and the gravel paths that seem to lead into groves that hide who knows what.

I turn to Roan to interpret his silence, but his gray eyes are fixed on something beyond the glass, and he simply points something out with his long, freckled finger. I try to follow the direction he's pointing, squinting until my head aches, and I manage to make out a figure dressed in a long black dress disappearing into the distance among the vegetation. Kayla.

"What do you think is out there in the middle?" I whisper.

Roan straightens his shoulders and slowly resumes descending the stairs. "I don't know," he says, just as quietly. "We better hope your guy doesn't forget to show us that part of the garden, later."

I'm about to protest the use of that nickname for Julian, but I know it would sound childish, and besides, Julian is my guy—in a sense. I wonder what he would think if someone referred to me that way. Is there anyone who defines me as such? I have no idea how many people know about this union other than our families and the council members. No one wants the news to spread, as it's unusual for two firstborns to marry, uniting two cities and two powerful congregations. It's not surprising that things happened so quickly and so secretly. Other congregations might suspect the motives behind this marriage, especially given Julian's apparent reluctance to marry before and the evident gap between my Power and his, which would allow him to aspire to a much better match in that regard. My advantage lies in being the First Heir, and, like me, the leaders of other cities may think it's all a plan to eliminate me and gain more power for Amneris. Our union, however, was desired by the Queen herself. What would she gain from my death and the growth of Amneris, which is already one of the strongest cities? I can't find an answer, but there's no doubt that other people—like those who still distrust the Queen's husband—will eventually come up with one.

I try to focus on the things around me: the decorated walls, the intricately patterned floors, the solid wooden doors. Roan gently lowers the handle of one of the doors we saw upon arrival and pushes softly, cautiously, to peek inside the room. When he's sure we won't be chased away for entering without permission, he fully opens the door and lets me look inside too. It's the dining room, we can tell from the large dark wood table in the center and the chairs with carved backs. A boy and a girl are setting the table, arranging the tablecloth, plates, and all the necessary items we'll need for lunch. They freeze when they see us standing in the doorway, then, realizing who we are, give a half bow and offer to help us if we're lost.

"We're just trying to get our bearings," I explain. "We wouldn't want to be late for lunch because we got lost in the palace."

I smile warmly, hoping to start making friends.

The girl returns my smile. She's pretty, despite still having somewhat childish features. "When it's time for lunch, the door to the dining room will be opened to let you commensals in," she explains. "The same goes for dinner."

"And breakfast?"

"Each family member eats breakfast separately. We start serving at

seven, and you have until ten."

I nod to show that I understand. I glance at the balcony overlooking the garden—a different view from what we can see from our room—and smile once again.

"We'll let you work," I say to the two of them. "Sorry for the intrusion."

"No trouble at all," assures the girl.

"What can we do while we wait for mealtime?" Roan asks.

We all tense up. His question is a clear admission that we've been left to fend for ourselves by the hosts.

After a moment of hesitation, the girl replies, "On the other side of the entrance, there's the library, which also leads to the study. There are the gardens, but I advise against venturing too far. It's a very large property and it blends into the forest."

We both nod and slip out of the room. In the shadows of a corner of the entrance hall, Roan looks at me with concern.

"What kind of protections do they have to allow the palace gardens to blend into the Blood Forest?" he asks, perhaps more to himself.

I'm as confused as he is. Throughout the structure, there's nothing but a vague buzz of magic. A faint background that in a building like this and with inhabitants like the hosts is nothing short of unrealistic.

"What do you think they're hiding?" I ask him in a whisper.

It's becoming evident that something is amiss.

"I don't know, but we'd better find out soon," he warns.

We head to the library, hoping to find an exit to the gardens, so we don't risk running into the guards we encountered upon our arrival. It's a spacious room, with a high ceiling, a large window, and shelves full of books. There's a loft, and from what I can see from below, there are more books and some armchairs up there. Down here, there are also comfortable-looking chairs, albeit imposing, and a large desk reigns in the center of the room. On it, there's a globe of the Earth in one corner and maps of the Invisible Realms embedded under the glass covering the surface of the dark wood. I scan for our Realm's map, hoping to find some clues about the city of Amneris, but of course, there's nothing that could be useful to us. I make a mental note to come back as soon as possible in search of more information about the city, the palace, and its inhabitants. There must be some book that tells the family's history. Something more reliable than gossip magazines.
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