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PROLOGUE


 


 


The grand chamber within the royal palace of Lyria is a testament to the kingdom's storied past. Sunlight streams through arched windows, casting golden beams that dance upon the polished marble floor. Despite the day’s warmth, a fire roars in a hearth so grand it could swallow a man whole, and there are many tales whispered in the servants quarters of a night that recount when exactly that happened. The flames crackle and pop, their heat radiating throughout the room, but doing little to thaw the chill that has settled over the gathering within.


King Eldrion sits upon his ornate throne, a figure diminished by illness. His once-robust frame is shrouded in rich fabrics that hang loose on his withered form, making him appear smaller, less regal. A shadow of the sovereign he used to be, his skin is ashen, nearly translucent, and a network of blue veins criss-crosses his hands like fine, delicate maps. His eyes, though clouded with fatigue, still glint with the sharpness of his mind.


"Your Majesty," one advisor begins, voice strained with concern. "The unrest stirs more boldly among the realms. Whispers of usurpers grow louder in the dark corners of taverns and market squares."


Eldrion raises a hand, silencing him. As he speaks, his voice is a rasp, frail yet firm. "We must remain steadfast. My people will see reason; they always do." He punctuates his decree with a series of hacking coughs, each one shaking his body like a leaf in a storm. 


Drawing a heavy cloak tighter around his shoulders, Eldrion seems to clutch at the fabric as if it were a lifeline, anchoring him to this world. The fire blazes, its heat oppressive, yet he shivers, lost in the grip of an unyielding chill.


The advisors exchange a furtive glance, their unease is as palpable as the heat emanating from the fireplace. They stand closer, forming a tight circle of whispered strategy and shared anxiety. Their king is fading before their eyes, and with him, the stability of their beloved Lyria.


"Your Grace," another advisor says, her voice edged with a quiet desperation. "Can we truly afford patience? If we do not act, I fear—" 


She halts, words caught in her throat as the king levels a weary gaze upon her. The firelight flickers across his features, revealing a momentary glimpse of the iron will that had once defined him. It is a brief flare of the ruler he once was, now battling against the inexorable march of time and sickness.


"Enough," King Eldrion pronounces, the single word heavy with finality. The discussion wanes under the weight of his decision, leaving only the fire's crackle to fill the silence. The king's closest confidants bow their heads in acquiescence, though worry lingers in the air, as thick as smoke. They share a look and the third one leans forward, taking his turn to try and sway their ruler to their way of thinking, to try and get him to understand the perilous situation they and the whole kingdom stand in. From a period of unity and calm, it is showing definite signs of cleaving apart, with each of the four realms jockeying for position, seeing a weakness in the monarchy and seeking to exploit it. 


"Your Highness, we must take heed of the murmurs beyond these walls," he says, his voice a mixture of concern and urgency. "The disquiet among the people grows daily. If it reaches the point of rebellion—"


"Then we shall face it as we have faced all adversities before," King Eldrion interrupts, his hand trembling as it dismisses the notion with a feeble wave. His breath comes in short, labored gasps, yet his tone remains resolute. "We will not give credence to traitorous whispers by acting in haste."


"Forgive my impertinence, Sire," interjects the second advisor, leaning forward, brows furrowed in earnest appeal. "But what of the rumors of usurpation? Surely we cannot turn a blind eye to the possibility of insurrection?"


A spasm of coughing racks the king's frail form, and he clutches at the rich fabric of his cloak, drawing it tighter still around his shivering shoulders. The fire crackles merrily beside him, ignorant of the chill that seems to emanate from within his very bones.


"Usurpers?" King Eldrion scoffs weakly after regaining some semblance of breath. "I have lived through wars and winters harsher than any plot schemed in shadowed corners. Let them whisper. It is but the wind."


"Your wisdom is unparalleled, my liege," the third advisor says, though the concern etched between his brows belies his confidence in his words. "Yet even the mightiest oak may fall in an unrelenting gale."


Their pleas hang suspended in the air, like the dust motes dancing in the shafts of sunlight that pierce the room's subdued grandeur. Eldrion knows they speak out of loyalty and fear—a fear he shares—but not even his most trusted counselors can sway him from his chosen path.


"Enough!" he declares, more forcefully now. "This matter is closed. We shall weather this storm as we always have: together, and without rash action."


Their faces are a portrait of suppressed alarm as they bow, lips sealed by duty. "As you wish, Your Majesty."


With the meeting concluded and their well-wishes uttered, they retreat, leaving the king to the care of his attendant. A young servant, eyes downcast in reverence, edges closer to support his sovereign.


"Come, Your Grace," the servant murmurs, guiding the king's faltering steps from the council chamber. They traverse the ornate passageways in silence, the servant unaware of the peril lurking in the shadows.


Unseen by either of them, a guard lies motionless, a grim sentinel at death's door. A dark figure deftly moves past the fallen protector, a sinister grace in their step, their gaze locked on the retreating monarch.


King Eldrion, bolstered by the servant's arm, enters his private quarters, the sanctum where he hopes to find rest and reprieve from the burdens of rule. As the door closes behind them, the shadowy figure pauses, looks left then right, then makes his way to the door the king has just passed through, as silent as a secret and as deadly as the night.




 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


The heavy oaken doors of the dining hall groan open, and Lyr and I slip into the room, Shade, my panther Mana Wraith and Fleck, Lyr’s humming bird one, glide in alongside us. Shade's form flows like liquid night, his eyes flickering with an otherworldly glow, while Fleck dances through the air in bursts of iridescent color.


We barely take two steps before Talia's voice cuts through the din. "Kaela! Over here!"


Her emerald-streaked hair catches the light, a beacon amongst the sea of students. Soraya's own fiery locks ripple as she turns, her gaze bright and fierce, while Lysandra's dark silhouette emerges from the shadows by her side. Our reunion is a burst of noise and motion, the air alive with the sounds of our cries and those of our Mana Wraiths.


"Missed you all," I beam, and we share a flurry of hugs that feel like coming home.


"Look at Shade," Talia giggles, pointing as he leaps onto a nearby table, eying his surroundings.


"Still showing off, I see," Soraya teases, her laughter ringing out.


But the warmth of our greetings quickly fades as we take in the rest of the hall. A palpable tension hangs in the air, thick and unspoken, and I can almost taste the unease.


"Feels like a storm waiting to break, doesn’t it?" Lysandra murmurs, her eyes scanning the room with a wariness born from too many battles last year.


"Let's hope it's just jitters," Lyr says, but his voice lacks conviction.


I look around, taking in the clusters of students hailing from different realms, their forced mingling more akin to pieces on a game board than any natural alliance. Memories of last year's turmoil press against my thoughts, the ghost of chaos that almost tore everything apart. I had thought that exposing the plot against the king would have quelled the unrest. I was wrong.


"What was it like in Verdantis over the summer?" Lysandra asks myself and Lyr, her voice low.


"Whispers of dissent," Lyr admits, glancing away. "And suspicion. People are scared. Warey. They don’t know who is listening, not sure who to trust."


“It was the same in Solara,” Soraya says. "People are trying to pretend nothing is happening, but it is obvious. Half the people are desperate to rock the boat, to make something happen, the other half are scared that that is exactly what is going to happen."


I listen, thinking back to the summer I spent in Solara with Soraya two years ago. I can picture the places she would have been, the people she would have seen, and it saddens me even more to picture the smiles being replaced by frowns, excitement by fear.


But I know exactly what she means. I had felt it all summer in Verdantis with Lyr and his family – my family I correct myself. It was a difficult time for Lyria. Everyone knew that the king was not well, and with no male heir, only a daughter who no one has seen in public every noble family from all four realms are jostling for power.


Lysandra nods. “It was the same in Gloomrift. It was as if the very air was bristling with secrets and lies.”


I can picture my own home realm, one I share with Lysandra along with our pale skin and long dark hair, only her eyes are the deepest brown, and mine are silver. We also share something else, we were both orphans. I had been taken in by a kindly older couple until they had passed away when I was fifteen, and I had lived on the streets of my hometown of Shadowhaven ever since until I had been selected to join Stonegarden.


Lysandra had been on the streets all her life, and those shared experiences meant we were like sisters. 


I look from her to the rest of the hall, and I can’t help but feel disillusioned. I had been so looking forward to this year, sure that it would be different, but…  


"Kaela, are you okay?" Talia asks, concern etched into her features.


"Fine," I lie, forcing a smile. "Just... deja vu, I guess."


"Last year's gone, Kaela," Soraya says firmly. "We'll face whatever comes together."


"Right," I nod, bolstered by her confidence even as doubt gnaws at me. In my gut, I know that the peace we long for might be just another illusion, a fleeting shadow in the ever-changing tapestry of intrigue that seems to constantly surrounds us now.


"Let's find our table," Lysandra suggests, and we move as one towards the familiar spot we claimed last term. It feels like a lifetime ago, yet nothing has truly changed.


The whispers of the dining hall fade into a low murmur as memories flood me, unbidden. I can still feel the cold rush of power that had surged through my veins when Iliana made her move against the academy. The air crackles with the echo of magic long past, and the ghostly sensation of shadows bending to my will sends a shiver through me. If I hadn’t known until then, I had done after. And so did everyone else.


When I had seen that mural, the visionscape they had called it, in the unused part of the academy it had been like looking into a mirror. The mural had been of a Shadow Weaver, one of an ancient sect, long thought extinct. People with an ability to weave the shadows and darkness in a way that hasn’t been seen for generations. 


When Iliana had staged her coup, right here in this dining hall, it had looked like everyone was going to be ripped apart by their Mana Wraiths that they had managed to get inside. Yet I had taken the darkness, the shadows that lay hidden in the room and…


"Kaela, you alright?" Lysandra's voice pulls me back, and I realize I've been gripping the edge of the table hard enough to turn my knuckles white.


"Just... remembering," I murmur, releasing my hold and flexing my fingers. "Last year, right here, everything changed."


"Your powers saved us all," Talia says, her tone reverent, but I shake my head.


"More like they revealed themselves at a desperate moment." I glance around, feeling the weight of my lineage. A Shadow Weaver. It's a heavy crown to bear, and one I never asked for. I'm still just Kaela – but now there's an expectation, a whisper of what I could become that haunts every step I take. 


And I still have no idea what I am, what is expected of me, even what I can do. I feel no different. I look no different. Yet I can tell in the way people look at me… I will never be the same.


"Power like yours doesn't come without a price," Master Emeric had told me one evening over summer. Lyr’s uncle, a master at Stonegarden, had spent hours looking into my lineage. He had been the one to discover me and Lyr, his nephew, were distant cousins. He had uncovered some intriguing paths of their own family tree where ours had been joined, but mine had remained stubbornly hidden.


I had replied that I only hoped that the price had already been paid, but doubt clouded my heart as to that being the case, like the dark wisps of my own magic.


“Do you think it will be any different this year?” Lyr says, echoing my own thoughts. Last year had seen the student body separating into the four distinct realms. Ranging from snide whispers to outright hostility and violence, the academy had shown itself to be the very embodiment of the tensions in the rest of the kingdom. 


"Stonegarden was supposed to be different," I say after a silence, looking around at the faces of the future; young mages and warriors gathered from across the realms. "We were chosen because we're the best, meant to rise above the petty battles of our homes."


"Yet here we are," Lyr adds, his gaze sweeping over the assembly. "Distrust and ambition follow us like shadows."


"Exactly," I agree, trying to shake off the feeling of unease. "This place should be where we learn to serve the kingdom, not tear it apart. But look at them all..." My words drift off as I observe the clusters of students huddled together. It may be my imagination, but I can feel they are plotting, whispering… it could just be the atmosphere, and I realize I can't let it get to me.


But last year’s events are hard to shake off. And underneath everything else, I know that even us, who I thought were unbreakable in our loyalty and love of each other, even chinks in our armor appeared. We survived, and perhaps are stronger for it, but there were times last year when I really did believe that our group was on the verge of splitting asunder into the disparate parts of our individual realms.


"Maybe this term will be different," Talia says, ever the optimist and I love her for it. I really do not know what I would do without her laughter, her smile. 


"Maybe," I echo, though my instincts scream otherwise. "But something tells me Stonegarden hasn't seen the last of its troubles."


There is a pause and then Soraya looks up. "Aurelia, my cousin, won't be coming back," she says.


I nod at my friend and understand she must be in a strange position. Most people have the issue of competing factors between friends and realm. Soraya had a family element thrown in as well. Aurelia was her cousin, and though they had never been particularly close, Soraya had felt a familial duty to protect her cousin.


Aurelia had been a loose cannon however, and I had more than one run in with her. She had been at the forefront of the Solaran dissent. I for one will not be sad never to see her short red hair in these walls again, but I feel for my friend.


“Ah! How could I forget?” Talia slaps herself on the forehead, and we all laugh as she obviously did it harder than she had intended and makes herself go cross eyed for a couple of seconds. 


"Forget what?" Soraya asks.


“Good news. Really good news.” She looks at us each in turn, a smile splitting her features. "Iliana has been expelled for good, and not just her—most of her gang too."


"Really? That's fantastic!” Lysandra exclaims.


"Hopefully, this year really will be less... eventful," Soraya adds, her tone cautious.


It is good news. Iliana had been nothing but trouble, a thorn in my side since I had stepped foot inside Stonegarden. Despite saving her life she had had it in for me and had tried to turn the rest of the students against me. 


"Let's hope so," I echo, but as I glance around the packed hall, skepticism tugs at me. My silver eyes skim the sea of new faces interspersed with the familiar ones. Stonegarden Academy is teeming with talent and potential, sure, but also with secrets and ambitions. A fresh start? Perhaps. But I've learned enough to know that trouble can come from new corners too.


“There are a lot of new faces here,” I say, my gaze falling on many I don’t recognize.  


"New students mean new dynamics, new alliances," Soraya mutters. "We'll need to be vigilant."


"Always the optimist, Soraya," Talia chimes in sarcastically.


My gaze continues to wander, searching for the fiery cascade of red hair that would signal Erik's presence. We'd exchanged letters over the summer, his words always too sparse for my liking, but he is very much a man of action, of large flamboyant gestures, rather than of letters. I find myself craving the sound of his laughter, the warmth of his smile. But he's nowhere to be seen.


"Have any of you seen Erik?" I ask, trying to keep my tone casual.


"Nope, haven't spotted him yet," Lyr replies, scanning the crowd as well.


"Or Valerin, for that matter," I add, more quietly this time. The thought of the two of them, no longer at odds, brings a subtle sense of relief. Last year's rivalry had been exhausting for all involved. To see them now, civil if not friendly, feels like a victory in itself.


"Maybe they're plotting together somewhere," Soraya jokes, winking at me.


"Or maybe planning on making a dramatic entrance," Talia says with a giggle.


"Knowing Erik, that's more than likely," I say, a smile tugging at the corner of my lips, “though can you really imagine Valerin as a drama queen?” 


Suddenly, everyone's attention is pulled away by the sudden hush falling over the room. The Alchemist, our enigmatic headmaster, steps into the hall, and every eye draws to him like moths to flame, making his presence known without uttering a single word.


"Students," he begins, his voice carrying effortlessly over the hushed audience. His silver hair glows almost ethereally in the dim light, deep blue robes trailing behind him as if woven from the night sky itself. "Last year taxed us all, strained the very fabric of this institution."


His eyes meet mine for a fleeting moment, and I feel the weight of those challenges he speaks of. 


"Stonegarden was erected to be a bastion for our kingdom," The Alchemist continues, his gaze sweeping over the sea of young faces, "to guard it, to nurture those who would one day protect its people. It was designed to be the best of the four realms that make up this great and noble kingdom. The best, not the worst. Yet, we faltered. Some amongst us forgot our purpose... or chose to forsake it."


I can't help but think of Iliana, her expulsion a relief but not a cure for the rot that had set in. Beside me, Talia shifts her weight, her brow creased with concern, and Lyr's hand finds mine, squeezing gently. 


"Measures have been taken," The Alchemist declares, and there's steel in his tone now, a sternness. "Those who sought to undermine us are gone. The infection has been excised, the wound cleansed."


There's a collective exhale around me, tension releasing like a bowstring. But I'm not so easily convinced. New students fill the spaces left empty by the expelled, and I wonder what ambitions churn in their hearts.


"Let it be clear: our mission this year is singular—to mold you into the assets our king requires, the guardians our kingdom deserves." He pauses, letting each word sink in, every syllable a promise—or a threat.


“That is it. When you step through these hallowed doors, you leave your self behind. You leave your own ambitions behind. You leave at the Emerald Embrace, at the Glacier Wall, at the Veil of Shadows and the Incandescent Wastes, the ambitions and scheming of your own realm,” he says referring to the formidable natural boundaries that cut off each of the four realms from their neighbors and from Stonegarden. “Because within these walls, there no realms. There is just Lyria. In the ancient tongue it means unite, and that should be in our hearts and our minds in everything we do, every action we undertake. Unite. Not divide.”


There is a silence, and I hope with every part of me that every here not only listens to what he is saying but that it chimes and aligns with their own thoughts.


"Rigorous measures will ensure our success. You will be tested, pushed beyond your limits." The Alchemist's eyes gleam with a fervor that borders on fanaticism. "For the good of all, we must rise higher than ever before."


I feel a chill that has nothing to do with the evening air creeping through the hall's tall windows. What does he mean by 'rigorous measures'? And what tests await us? As the headmaster turns on his heel, leaving as abruptly as he arrived, I know one thing for certain: this year at Stonegarden will be unlike any other.




 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


The door to the classroom creaks open, and Soraya and I step over the threshold. It's a cavernous space, more resembling a grand hall than any sort of learning environment. High arched windows line one wall, their stained glass casting multicolored patterns across the stone floor. The ceiling is lost in shadows, suggesting it stretches higher than the eye can follow. 


It is like many places in Stonegarden. You can’t imagine that such places exist in the first place, and then that you have never come across them before. I have been here more than three years and it still holds secrets. That fact makes part of me almost gasp in wonder. But knowing the academy like I do, it also makes another part of me quail in alarm.  


Desks are arranged in a semi-circle, each an island for its occupant, facing a singular imposing chair and desk at the front—a throne for knowledge, perhaps, or power.


"Looks like the battlefield has changed," Soraya whispers, her voice barely reaching over the din of chattering students.


I nod, scanning the room. There's an undercurrent of unease, a tension that coils in my stomach. Last year's purges rid us of many troublemakers, but looking around and sensing the shifting dynamics not just in this room, but remembering those in the main hall last night, I realize something. 


The people that have gone have left a vacuum. And much as nature abhors a vacuum, so to, evidently does the Stonegarden student fraternity. And the result is something that horribly mirrors the kingdom's own struggles. Just like the king's illness and fraility has set the nobility on edge, vying for influence, here, it's no different—every student seems to be jostling for position.


"Kaela Reign, still slinking in the shadows?" A voice cuts through the murmuring, and I turn to see a smirking face, but I let the jab slide off me like water. I'm here to learn, not engage in petty squabbles.


"Let them talk," I reply to Soraya, focusing on the empty chair at the front. But it makes me realize that though over the three years on the surface everything has changed, nothing really has. Back then I was looked on a being different and mocked and attacked for being a ‘street rat’ someone not worthy of a place alongside the offspring of some of the kingdom’s finest families.


Now that I have proved I am something far more than just a poor Shadowhaven orphan, I am still different. And in their eyes being in the gutter or being on some perceived pedestal makes no difference. I am still not like them, and hence I am to be mocked. Even if they fear me, which I know some do, it is human nature to rail against that what you don't understand.


Some things  just never change.


As the last bell rings, the room falls silent. He enters, Professor Armand Veil, and the atmosphere thickens with anticipation. His obsidian hair gleams under the light filtering in through the windows, as he moves with a grace that seems to go hand in hand with his predatory gaze. His suit fits him as if it's another layer of skin, dark and unobtrusive, much like the man himself.


"Good morning," he begins, his voice a controlled cadence that demands attention. "I am Professor Veil, and this" —he gestures around the room— "is your first lesson in advanced political espionage."


I don't miss the way his eyes flicker over each of us, assessing, calculating. He may not openly speak of his past, but I know the rumors. Professors here are not mere academics; they are veterans of the craft they teach. Stonegarden doesn't breed scholars—it forges weapons.


“So,” Professor Veil, continues. “I imagine you are all thinking what can you expect from this class?"


I find myself nodding along with most of the others in the room.


"Expect to be challenged," he explains, his piercing blue eyes locking with mine for a heartbeat. "Expect to learn not just theories, but how to apply them. To think like the enemy, to anticipate their moves, and to maneuver unseen. And," he says raising a long finger into the air, knowing every pair of eyes is focused onto that digit. “Always keeping one step ahead of your enemy. If you can do that, and only if you can do that, then you will be successful. And not being successful in this pursuit…” A grim smile spreads over his face. “Well, I don’t think I need to explain what failure means.”


I picture him as he might have been—veiled in shadow, a whisper in the dark foiling plots, dismantling assassination attempts with nothing but his wits and sheer audacity. There's a thrill in knowing I will learn from such a master, and I feel the familiar itch of excitement beneath my skin.


"Prepare yourselves," Professor Veil concludes, his gaze sweeping the room once more. "This journey will not be easy, but it will be revealing. You will uncover truths about the world, and more importantly, about yourselves."


"Spies," Professor Armand Veil explains, pacing before the blackboard etched with the intricate symbols of political houses and covert organizations that we have learned about in previous lessons under different tutors in our first three years, "are not born. They are meticulously crafted." His voice is a smooth drawl, as if each word is dipped in intrigue and purpose. I lean forward, quill poised over parchment, ready to scribble down every secret he's willing to share.


"Today's lesson," he continues, "is about the unspoken arts. Skills your textbooks have glossed over, for they can only be honed through experience." He halts his pacing, and those piercing blue eyes scan the room once more. "For instance, cryptography—not merely codes and ciphers—but the art of steganography. Hiding messages in plain sight, where nobody thinks to look."


My mind races, recalling the hidden notes I've found in the past, tucked away in library books or scrawled on alley walls. Those were child's play compared to what we're about to learn.
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