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PROLOGUE


 


 


King Eldrion lies prostrate upon his grand bed, an island of silk and velvet in the midst of a sea of opulence. The royal chambers dwarf him now, as illness whittles away at his once formidable presence. He is a mere shadow of the sovereign who once stood tall and unyielding as the ancient oaks that line the palace grounds. His breaths come in labored gasps, a pitiful soundtrack to the final days of a dwindling reign. As he coughs, his handkerchief blossoms with crimson—an omen no seer needs interpret.


The room around him whispers echoes of past glories. Tapestries of battles won and alliances forged hang heavily on the walls, their threads glistening with the dust of time. Golden light filters through the stained glass windows, casting a kaleidoscope of colors over the cold marble floor. The stone lions that guard his bedside seem to snarl in silent judgment, their emerald eyes fixed upon the dying king.


"Rathar," he calls out weakly, summoning his faithful advisor. Rathar moves from the shadows, his form stooped not from age but from the weight of knowledge he carries. His face is a map of the trials they have weathered together—crevices carved by worry, skin bronzed by countless suns, eyes that have lost their youthful luster but not their keen edge. His robes, though richly made, are worn and bear the subtle signs of a man who has little time for personal adornment.


"Your Majesty." Rathar's voice is steady, a rock amidst the storm of uncertainty that rages outside the chamber doors.


"The end draws closer," the king admits with a rasping sigh that ends in a spasm of coughs. “I can see it, touch it.” His eyes move up and latch onto his advisor, the one man left alive in the Kingdom he could call anything like a friend. "Tell me, Rathar, have I been a good king? Do not don your courtier's mask with me now. In this den of sycophants, you've always had the courage to serve me the bitter brew of truth."


Rathar's gaze holds steady, unyielding as stone. "Yes, Your Grace, you have. Under your reign, Lyria has known four decades of peace. The people have flourished, the land has prospered."


The king's laugh is a bitter rasp, quickly devolving into a violent cough. "Peace?" he scoffs once he regains some breath. "You've told me yourself of the dissent brewing. The four realms are but tinder waiting for a spark. Someone made an attempt on my life, Rathar. Those are not signs of a contented realm."


"Your Majesty, there will forever be those who oppose," Rathar replies. "Dissent is the price of decisions made for the greater good. Trust me, history will remember you fondly. They will call you Eldrion the Wise."


"Eldrion the Blind, more like," the king retorts, a deep, racking cough seizing him. He reaches out, clutching Rathar's hand. His bloodshot eyes gloss over with unshed tears. "Regardless of my reign... as a father, I have failed most profoundly. How could I have been so blind, so obstinate?" His breath hitches, and the weight of regret seems to crush the very air around him. "I forced her away... my only child."


Rathar's throat tightens, caught between duty and empathy. His counsel always pragmatic, yet now, even he can offer no solace for such personal grief. The silence stretches taut between them, filled with words unsaid and apologies that come too late.


"Your Highness..." Rathar begins, but the king's convulsive coughing cuts him short. 


"Leave it, old friend," the king manages between gasps. "The past cannot be undone. But the future of Lyria teeters on a knife's edge without a rightful heir. And that is my fault. Purely my fault.”


"Your foresight has never faltered," Rathar reassures him, though uncertainty shadows his features. "Even now, as the darkness encroaches, you see the heart of Lyria's plight."


The king's voice, now barely above a whisper, trembles with regret. "If I had another chance at this life, Rathar, there is but one thing I'd change." A pause for breath, each word an effort clawed from his failing body. "I would not have sent Aelith away. It was my stubbornness that killed her as surely as if I had driven a knife through her heart."


Rathar watches the stoicism of a lifetime at court wavering as he observes the king's torment. 


"More open-minded... a better father... That would have kept her here, alive. Aelith, and the granddaughter I've never even seen, who might not even draw breath any longer." His eyes, clouded with the nearness of death, seek Rathar's in a silent plea for absolution.


"Your Highness, you loved her," Rathar offers, his own voice strained by emotion. "You did what you thought best."


"Best?" The king scoffs, a hollow sound. "Because of me, she's gone. And now, Lyria stands on the precipice of war. My decisions have led us here."


Rathar shifts, discomfort etched into the lines of his face. He knows too well the precarious state of their world, the tension between realms ready to erupt. Yet he stays silent, understanding that some truths are too heavy to bear in these waning moments.


"I am aware, Rathar. Despite what others might think, my senses haven't deserted me completely." The king's gaze hardens with the sharpness that once made him a formidable ruler. "I know of the whispers in the shadows, the dissent fomenting in the streets. The assassination attempt was no random act of a lone madman. It was a symptom of a greater unrest."


"Your Highness, you have steered this kingdom through tempests before," Rathar asserts, though doubt gnaws at his conviction. "Lyria will endure."


"Endure?" The king's laugh is a cough, a rasp of disbelief. He shakes his head, the effort seeming to move his whole body.


"Stubbornness," he whispers, his voice barely more than a wisp of sound as he grieves not only for what is lost but for what might have been. "It has always been my curse." His eyes, once sharp as an eagle's, now carry the burden of regret and lost time. "Had I tempered it with wisdom, Aelith would be here. She would be ready to take the crown. Or her daughter." He looks at his trusted advisor, and the expression on his face is one of pure grief. "I don't even know her name…" 


Rathar watches, chest tight with sorrow for his dying friend. He sees the truth in the king's words, the undeniable fact that his choices, those made as a father, not a monarch, have sculpted the fate of Lyria into this precarious statue teetering on the brink of war.


"Instead," the king continues, laboring each word as if it weighs upon his soul, "we face a squabble among nobles. Each one with a sliver of claim to the throne, everyone with a drop of noble blood in their body, will scratch and claw for it."


"Your Highness," Rathar tries to interject, but the king raises a weak hand to halt him.


"Let them come," King Eldrion says with a bitter smile. "Let them see what their greed has wrought. Maybe out of chaos, a leader worthy of Lyria will emerge."


He licks his lips and closes his eyes, his chest barely rising with the inhale and exhale of his breathing. Then his eyes flutter open once again.


"But the future is no longer in my hands. Our constitution states it's a monarch's blood, not his words, that chooses the next one. The future of the realm is in the hands of the court alone. Let them bicker and squabble…”


Before Rathar can respond, the king is seized by a fit of coughing. The violence of it wracks his frail body, shaking the heavy bed drapes, and making the room feel colder than the chilliest night of winter. Rathar moves instinctively towards the door to call for the apothecary, but his King's trembling hand reaches out, clasping onto his wrist with unexpected strength.


"No," he gasps between coughs, his breath rattling ominously in his throat. "My time... has come."


"Please, let me—" Rathar pleads, but the king's grip tightens.


"Stay," he orders, and Rathar obeys, kneeling beside the bed, clasping the king's cold hand in both of his own.


The coughing subsides gradually, leaving behind a silence that throbs with finality. The king's eyes, bloodshot and weary, meet Rathar's, and there's a flicker of something that might be peace.


"Forgive me, Aelith," he murmurs, a tear tracing down the contour of his weathered cheek.


Then suddenly a spark ignites the king's face, and his eyes roam around the room frantically. They settle on the chest of drawers near his grand wardrobe, and a long finger gradually unfurls and points to it. 


“Majesty…?” Rathar asks, unsure if his king is pointing to something in the room, or something that only he sees.


“The drawer… the drawer…” The king’s words are barely more than an exhale of breath and Rathar puts his ear to his beloved monarch’s lips.


He looks at the old man’s eye’s and there is a steel in there that has been sadly lacking for far too long. 


“Letter…” he says.


Rathar paces over to the chest, still unsure of what Eldrion wants him to do. He opens the familiar wooden drawers, and then as the second one slides out, there on top is a letter. It’s weathered appearance looks out of place, and his eyes rush over it, until he sees the royal seal on it. His fingers close around it and he holds it up, uncertainly.


The king’s head barely moves as he nods, but the look on his face tells Rathar it is what he wanted. He walks back to the king and goes to place it in his hand, but there is a slight, again almost imperceptible shake of his head. Eldrion’s lips move, but no sound comes out. Rathar presses his ear to the royal mouth, straining as his monarch speaks.


"Eldrion," Rathar chokes out, but the king's eyelids flutter shut. The hands that had once wielded swords and signed treaties relaxes its hold on Rathar's wrist. King Eldrion's chest falls still, and the life that had burned so fiercely within him is extinguished.


Rathar remains there, one hand on the suddenly forgotten letter, the other still gripping the now-lifeless fingers of his king, his friend. The realization settles heavily upon him: King Eldrion is gone, and Lyria's throne lies empty. Who will rise to claim it? Who will lead them through the storm that is sure to follow?




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


It’s a celebration as much as a farewell. The clink of silverware against porcelain punctuates the merry laughter of Lyr's extended family, as they gather around the long dining table. It's a farewell feast before we leave for our final year at Stonegarden in just two days’ time. The warm glow of candlelight dances across faces I've come to know very well over this and my previous summer, people I now count as family, in more than in just name. The flickering flames send soft shadows on flickering across the wall adorned with tapestries depicting the history of Verdantis.


Lyr's mother, a woman of grace and patience, moves through the crowd effortlessly. This is her party every bit as much as it is mine and Lyr’s. Her smile is a beacon of warmth, her hair a cascading waterfall of golden curls tinged with strands of silver, much like the ribbons of light that filter through the leafy canopy in the forests around her home. She laughs softly, her eyes crinkling as she stops to ruffle the hair of her granddaughter, Lyr's niece, who clutches a wooden figurine tightly to her chest.


"Come now, Evie," I coax, crouching down to the little girl's level. "Shade won't harm you. He's quite the softie, aren't you?" I nudge my Mana Wraith playfully with an elbow, but Shade's response is less than reassuring—a low growl, more out of stubbornness than malice.


Evie retreats, her wide, fearful eyes locked onto Shade's form. "But his eyes... they change color," she stammers, a quiver in her voice.


"Only because he's reflecting what he feels," I explain, though it does little to assuage her fears. "He's just joking." I scold Shade with a stern look, and he responds by casually licking his paw, feigning indifference as he cleans his face with meticulous strokes.


"See? All clean and proper. No biting today," I say with a wink, earning a tentative giggle from Evie.


As the meal unfolds, rich aromas fill the air—roasted fowl, spiced tubers, and sweet, honeyed fruits. Each dish is another mouthwatering example of the generosity of Lyr's family. I stand, raising my glass in a silent toast before speaking. "Thank you, all of you, for your kindness this summer. For welcoming me, once again into your home."


"Kaela, dear, it's been nothing but a pleasure," Lyr's mother replies, her gaze affectionate. "You must promise us you'll return next year. We'd be ever so offended if you didn't."


Laughter bubbles up around the table. But then Master Emeric, or Uncle Emeric as he has insisted I call him all summer, his glasses perched precariously on the bridge of his nose, chimes in. "The only disappointment," he says with a twinkle in his eye, "is we didn't get to study your lineage, Kaela. Quite a mystery, that."


I feel my heart skip a beat, and I force a tight-lipped smile. My secret sits in my belly like a stone—the truth about my mother and grandfather, a lineage that could shake the very foundations of Lyria. It was I who steered every conversation away from such topics, who deflected every curious glance toward the family tapestry.


"Perhaps next time," I murmur, hoping my voice doesn't betray the tremor of fear that grips me. If Master Emeric were to uncover the truth, the consequences...


 


I leave the thought unfinished, hanging like a specter over the cheerful gathering.


I fill my mouth with the last few delicacies on my plate to give me an excuse not to talk. I feel bad for Uncle Emeric. He had been excited, as had I, about having another go at seeing if we  could trace my bloodline back to that mysterious sect known as the Shadow Weavers. Those almost mythical people who had the ability to use shadows in a way that far surpasses that of mere shadow magic. 


I had shown glimpses of that raw power, but I knew that there was still so much more I can learn. But the family line back into the depths of history had suddenly taken on a far lesser importance after discovering a family history a lot closer to home.


I lean back in my chair, the feel of the rich velvet cushion comforting against my spine, as the laughter from Lyr's jest fades. Professor Mizzen had handed me a letter and a locket at the end of last term. He had been given them personally by my mother. The shock that this man, the elderly history teacher at Stonegarden, had actually known my mother was obliterated by what the letter had revealed.


The letter was from my mother. Princess Aelith the only child of King Eldrion.


Plates are cleared away, leaving only the glint of candlelight dancing across the polished silverware. Across the table, Lyr's father, a robust man with a voice like rolling thunder, clears his throat.


"Word is," he begins, eyes flickering with concern, "they're raising the army again. Or the defense militia as they are calling it, but we all know exactly what it is. They haven't done that since I was a boy." He shakes his head, a frown creasing his weathered brow. "And the mayor—he's puffing himself up like a peacock, strutting about with his new authority."


Lyria has a small army made up of equal members from all four realms, Verdantis, the lush realm where I’ve enjoyed another wonderful summer, Gloomrift, my own shadowy and dank realm, the frozen lands of Frostholm and the fiery Solara. 


Lyr, who sits beside me, nods gravely. "Uncertainty is rife in the Kingdom. Whispers say King Eldrion is unlikely to see the end of the year."


"The end of the year or not," his father retorts, "is irrelevant. He isn't immortal. He won’t be here forever. We need to look to the future. The sooner we find a new king, the better it'll be for Lyria."


"Or queen," Lyr's mother interjects softly.


"Indeed," her husband concedes with a nod. "Or queen."


The conversation turns, like a leaf caught in an eddy, to the fears gripping the heart of the Kingdom. A burly uncle, whose laugh usually booms loudest at these gatherings, leans forward.


"Strength is what we need now," he says decisively. "Someone to lay down the law. The King has been too lenient for far too long. He has let people get away with too much. It is little wonder they think they can act without consequence.”


"Yet strength isn't just muscle and steel," counters a wise-eyed aunt from across the table. "True power lies in confidence—to listen, to weigh all sides, and make decisions for the good of us all."


"King Eldrion's impartiality is perhaps his greatest legacy," a cousin states before finishing his glass of wine with a flourish. "Despite his Frostholm blood, he has ruled with an even hand, you cannot deny that.”


"Too even-handed for some," a cousin jokes, eliciting a ripple of chuckles. "Frostholm has never quite forgiven his impartiality."


"King Eldrion's legacy is more than the peace he brokered," says Master Emeric, his voice carrying over the clinking of goblets. "Though his father was Frostholm through and through, his mother was from Gloomrift, and he has blood from all four realms flowing in his veins. It’s the very reason he never boasted of his origins. He belongs to Lyria, not to a fragment of it."


"Indeed," nods Lyr's mother, her face alight with the warmth of the hearth. "He is simply our King, no longer the boy from Frostholm."


"Yet what good is such a legacy if war throws us back into chaos?" an uncle interjects, the laughter fading from his eyes. "The scandal about Princess Aelith, for instance. Her mysterious disappearance has been like an open wound upon the Kingdom."


"Ah, and what of the heir?" another adds, leaning forward conspiratorially. "The girl who vanished before she could even be presented to the court? Some say we'll wake one day to find her revealed, ready to take the throne."


"Or perhaps there is no heir to reveal," scoffs a cousin across the table, his skepticism palpable. "I've heard she was deformed... hidden away due to shame."


"Rumors," Master Emeric dismisses with a wave of his hand. "Tales spun by those who wish to stir discontent. She may well be a figment of the palace's imagination—a desperate ploy to suggest an heir exists."


I can feel my heart pounding against my ribs, each word spoken a dagger twisting deeper into my soul. My hand grips on the stem of my goblet, threatening to break it. It is not their fault, I cannot blame them, they would never speak as they do if they knew the truth, but that doesn’t make it any easier. 


"Excuse me," I mutter, standing suddenly, my chair scraping harshly against the stone floor. "I'm just so tired after all the excitement of today. I think I need some fresh air."


"Wait, Kaela, I'll join you," Lyr offers, rising to his feet. The concern in his eyes mirrors the turmoil I feel within.


"Thank you." 


We exit the house, the warm Verdantis night embracing us like a consoling friend. The tension that had knotted my shoulders begins to unwind as we move further from Lyr’s family home, the voices inside fading into a distant hum.


We tread softly through the lush gardens, our footsteps muffled by the carpet of moss beneath us, the air thick with the scent of blooming nightflowers. 


We walk in silence, listening to the chirp of a distant bird that has not yet settled down for the night, and after a few minutes, we reach the bank of a gentle stream, its waters whispering secrets as they caress the stones. I sit, plucking blades of grass one by one, releasing them into the current to be swallowed by the darkness. 


"Kaela," Lyr begins, his voice hesitant, "you seem distant… is there anything wrong? Are you worried about going back to Stonegarden?" 


"Yes... and no." I look at a frond of grass in between my fingers. The academy was once a haven, but now it feels like walking back into a cage, one where every bar is a question, every lock a secret. But I know that is only part of my unease. O tiny part. "Lyr, there's something I’ve been meaning to tell you..." I trail off, unsure how to proceed.


"Whatever it is," he says gently, "you can tell me."


I summon what little courage remains and turn to face him. "I've got something to show you." The words are barely audible, yet they echo through the silence between us like a clarion call.


Reaching into my cloak, I produce the letter bestowed upon me by Professor Mizzen, its seal glistening under the moon’s gaze. Lyr's curious gaze intensifies as he watches me hand him the envelope.


His fingers tremble slightly as he opens it, retrieves the letter inside and then unfolds the parchment with care. I watch him, every flicker of his eyes, every twitch in his face as he reads. It takes only moments before he looks up at me, mouth agape, disbelief painting his features.


"Kaela..." Lyr begins, but I stop him with a raised hand.


"Read it to the end, Lyr." I urge.


He obliges, eyes scanning the lines, that I have read three four times every day since that fateful meeting in professor Mizzen’s office. absorbing the gravity of each written word. I can almost hear the cogs turning in his mind, piecing together the puzzle of my lineage—the granddaughter of King Eldrion, the daughter of Princess Aelith. The truth looms over us, a shadow that could engulf us both.


I wonder if I've made a grave mistake. Truth, once free, cannot be leashed again. And this truth has teeth sharp enough to tear apart everything we thought we knew, everything we have.


He finishes reading and looks at me, his face a mask of astonishment.


"Kaela," he breathes, voice a tremor, "this... this changes everything."




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Sunlight filters through the dense canopy of the lush forest, dappling the ground with patches of gold and emerald. I step lightly over a moss-covered log, inhaling the rich scent of earth and blossoms unique to this part of Lyria. Shade races ahead, a black smudge against the green. Lyr ambles beside me, his lanky frame moving with an ease of someone who has trodden these paths all of his life, Fleck, his humming bird Mana Wraith is never far away, darting into the undergrowth before coming back, her wings buzzing in the air. 


"Isn't it beautiful?" I murmur, my voice a mere breath on the wind. We have stepped out of the tree line, and now in front of us are almost impossibly green grassy meadows that stretch out as far as the eye can see. The contrast from the shadowy confines of Gloomrift where I grew up couldn’t be more stark. Here, colors seem more vibrant, life more vivid. It's a reminder of the diversity within our kingdom, of how each distinct realm contributes to its splendor.


It pains me that instead of strengthening Lyria, it is these differences that are threatening to break it up. To shatter the unity I have always assumed would be there.


Yesterday had been a whirlwind—goodbyes that had tugged at my heartstrings, packing away memories alongside clothes. It had meant that me and Lyr had had no time alone, to discuss the further the revelation that had blown my world apart several weeks ago, and the one that had had a similar impact on Lyr when I had told him the previous evening.


"Kaela," Lyr begins, breaking the silence that had comfortably settled between us, and I know that he is about to broach that very subject. The one that has been at the forefront of both our minds since setting out from his home shortly before dawn. "I can't believe you are the missing heir, the rumored granddaughter that everyone has been speculating about for so long. That we have been talking about." He shakes his head, and the astonishment hasn’t waned in the hours since I revealed the secret to him.


A wry smile tugs at my lips as I meet his gaze. "If you think your mind is blown, imagine how I feel?" My words mingle with the chirping of birds and the rustle of leaves that are the permanent soundtrack to Verdantis. "The rightful heir to the throne," he says, almost reverently.


I shake my head, my long black catching the bright sunlight. "That thought is just crazy, Lyr. Even if the kingdom wasn't in such a perilous state... the thought of being queen..." I trail off, the prospect too immense to fully grasp.


“And you really had no idea? Not even an inkling?”


“No, not at all! How could I. Look at me. You’ve know me Lyr, do you look at me and think princess?”


He smiles and laughs. "No offense, Kaela, but no." His face grows serious. "We all knew you were special, but this…" he shakes his head.


"Several weeks have passed since I found out, and I'm still trying to wrap my head around it." My fingers dance along the stem of a wildflower, plucking it from the ground as if to distract myself from the enormity of it all.


"Kaela," Lyr says. "There's something you need to think about—and quickly."


I halt mid-stride, turning to face him. His brows are knit together in that way he has when he's truly worried, not just his usual shadow of shyness, something that he has made great strides in overcoming since I first met him in the first year. I expect him to prod me into sharing my secret, to take up the banner of responsibility that's been thrust upon me. But he doesn't. Instead, he continues, "Have you thought about whether you're going to tell anyone else?"


"I've considered it, but... How can I carry on as normal if everyone knows? It's not like I can just announce it over dinner and expect life to go on unchanged."


"Exactly." Lyr nods, his eyes earnest. "Telling people would be painting a target on your back."


"An even bigger one than is already there," I concede with a wry smile. “And also, the evidence I have... there would be enough doubt to make any claim worthless.”


He gives me a half-smile in return, but worry still lingers in his gaze. “But I am not sure how things can go unchanged…”


I nod and that is the thing that has been worrying me most. Things are going to change, they have to, the question is whether I am the architect of those changes, or merely the leaf blown in the wind of the storm that is surely about to rage through all of Lyria.


It's then that I see her—Talia Brightwood, bounding across the meadow toward us.


"Kaela! Lyr!" Her voice carries on the breeze, as does her infectious laughter. Bounding next to her, his shrill chatter, a familiar accompaniment to the pair, is Camus, her monkey Mana Wraith. 


Lyr and I exchange a look. An unspoken agreement passes between us: we will not speak another word of this. Talia reaches us, and we embrace her in turn, her joy as tangible as the warmth of the sun on our skin.


"How were your summers?" Talia asks, her pale green eyes shining with curiosity, while Camus takes a playful swipe at Fleck, watched at a distance by Shade.


"Eventful," I say, sidestepping the truth as gracefully as I can. "I somehow managed to meet even more of Lyr's family." I chuckle, trying to keep the mood light. "They must make up half of Verdantis."


Talia familiar smile stretches across her face then it fades as if a cloud has passed behind her eyes. “If they did, it may not be a bad thing…” she says cryptically.


“What do you mean,” I prod, as we pick up our bags and continue on our way.


"My brother joined the local militia," Talia says, her tone taking a serious turn.


"Joined the militia?" Lyr repeats, concern creasing his forehead.


Talia tucks a stray emerald lock behind her ear. "Yes, with all the unrest..."


We lapse into a discussion about the growing tensions within the kingdom, each of us weighed down by the gravity of what it might mean for our futures. Ahead lays the Emerald Embrace, the great ring of trees that stand as immense, immovable guardians between Verdantis and the rest of Lyria. And beyond that, Stonegarden.


 


***


 


The sun dips lower, washing the approaching mountains in gold and shadow. Stonegarden is nestled there, but my own path diverges.


"Master Emeric hinted at a place in the mountains that might hold answers about my family," I tell Talia, the words feeling like stones in my mouth. "I should check it out before we return."


"Ooh, sounds exciting, shall we all come? It might be an adventure." Talia's excitement is as bright as her hair, and guilt gnaws at my insides for deceiving her.


"No, an adventure is something it won't be, I assure you, and it is probably nothing, but as I'm here…You go on ahead to Stonegarden with Lyr, catch up with the others."


"Sure," she says, though disappointment flickers in her pale green eyes. "Be safe, Kaela."


"Always am," I manage a half-smile and watch her leave, her light step carrying her away and I can see Lyr changing the subject, distracting her with talk of Verdantis cuisine. I watch them go, then turn towards the mountains.
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