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PROLOGUE


 


 


My fingers are inches away from the large blue petals, the color so vivid it's like a fragment of sky fallen to earth. The scent is sweet, intoxicating, and I lean closer, bewitched.


“NOOO! Kaela no!” Lyr's voice slices through my haze. His feet pound the verdant earth as he rushes towards me, chest heaving.


My hand snaps back as if burned, and I whirl around to see him charging toward me, his sandy hair a wild crown atop his head. "Stop!" He's frantic, his emerald eyes wide with alarm.


Lyr skids to a halt beside me, his breath coming in short gasps. Without a word, he snatches up a fallen branch and hurls it at the flower. There's an ominous sizzle, and the wood blackens, disintegrates before my eyes.


"By the Ancients…" I breathe, stumbling backward. "What is that thing?"


"It's a duskbloom," Lyr explains, still catching his breath. "Full of a deadly acid. It... it dissolves flesh on contact and propagates through the cells. Can reduce a grown man to nothing in seconds." His gaze sharpens, pointedly landing on me. "Or a twenty-year-old woman."


A shudder courses through me. "But I thought..." I stutter, my mind racing back to a memory – a field rich with fragrance, Lyr's shy smile as he presented a similar flower. "I thought it was a Starlight Whisper, the one you showed me, the scent the young women wear behind their ears here. It looks so similar." My voice is barely above a whisper, the gravity of my near miss sinking in.


Lyr's face crumples with guilt. "I should have told you about both plants when I had the chance. This one is rare, exceptionally rare, but deadly.” 


He reaches out, careful not to touch the duskbloom, and traces the air where the leaves would be. "See, the leaves here are sharp, more pointed. And there are five fronds on these," he counts them off with his fingers, "whereas there are six on the Starlight Whispers. And their leaves are rounder at the tips. The flowers… are practically identical."


I picture the flowers I had seen weeks earlier, and compare them in my mind’s eye with the one in front of me, the one that had almost killed me. One symbolizing death, the other beauty. How fitting for Verdantis, a land of contrasts, where the enchanting can be as perilous as it is alluring.


"Death and beauty, opposite sides of the same leaf," Lyr says echoing my thoughts amid the hum of insects and the stirring of leaves that is the constant soundtrack to this and all of Verdantis’ forests.  


I let out a breath I didn't realize I'd been holding. "I've spent an entire summer here, and yet..." My words trail off as I gaze at the verdant expanse stretching before us. Verdantis is a tapestry of life, each thread woven with equal parts peril and splendor.


"Exactly," Lyr agrees, his eyes alight with that familiar spark – the thrill of the unknown. "You could spend a lifetime exploring these woods and still be surprised by what you find." His awkward grace, so characteristic amidst the certainty of the forest, brings a smile to my lips.


An odd comfort settles over me, knowing there's still so much to discover, even in the face of danger. It's a reminder that my journey is far from over; it's barely begun.


"Remember when we found that clearing?" I ask, recalling a day bathed in golden sunlight, the laughter that danced between the trees. "The one filled with Moonlace butterflies?"


Lyr chuckles, nodding. "You chased them for hours, convinced they held some sort of magic."


"Didn't they?" I tease, but the butterflies were merely one of the countless wonders I've uncovered here. Verdantis has been generous with its secrets, though I know many more remain shrouded in its emerald depths.


We continue walking, our steps synchronizing on the soft earth. The symphony of the woods accompanies our silence, a backdrop to the reflections swirling within me.


"Being here, with your family..." I begin, hesitating as I search for the right words. 


“Your family, cousin,” he corrects me, and I nod, smiling. It has become a joke of ours over the preceding weeks, to call each other cousin, though it is the truth, and I think it has helped me to accept what had been a bombshell at the time.


"It's been overwhelming in the best way. I finally met relatives I never knew existed, I continue," stooping to pick up a red flower that I do know is safe, and carefully placing it behind my ear. 


"Was it too much?" Lyr asks, concern knitting his brow.


"Sometimes," I admit. "Seeing everyone who shares a piece of my history... it made me realize what I've missed. But also, how fortunate I've been."


I think of the couple who raised me, their faces, their kind deeds forever etched into my heart. They gave me love, a sense of belonging that transcends blood. Yet, the void left by their passing never fully closed until now.


"Your family welcomed me without question," I say, gratitude warming my voice. "They made me feel like I was part of something larger. Like I'd finally come home."


Lyr reaches out, his hand brushing mine in a fleeting, reassuring touch. "You are home, Kaela. Verdantis is as much yours as it is mine."


His words, simple and sincere, strike a chord deep within me. “Yes, I should have known I hail from here,” I smile, “I mean look at me, Verdantis through and through.”


Lyr laughs. It’s true, with my long jet-black straight hair, pale skin I couldn’t be more Gloomrift, only my silver eyes betraying the fact there may be other unknown branches to my family tree. Most from my realm, including Lysandra and Iliana have the normal dark eyes.


Because of the natural barriers between the realms, there tends to be very little mixing, with few people having parents from different realms. It does happen of course, with trade and places such as Stonegarden where all four realms come together, but it is certainly the exception rather than the rule.  


We continue towards his family home, comfortable in each other’s presence, in our own thoughts, and in the silence that falls upon us. 


"Our last day here," Lyr says softly, breaking the momentary spell. "Are you ready to leave all this behind?"


A twinge of sadness tugs at my heart, but it's mingled with anticipation for what lies ahead. I look to Lyr, his eyes reflecting the emerald canopy above, and I know that no matter where I go, Verdantis will always be a part of me.


"Ready as I'll ever be," I answer, my voice steady despite the fluttering in my chest. "But let's not think about goodbyes just yet. We still have tonight."


A guttural roar fractures the serene melody of the forest, and I spin around just in time to see Shade leap into the clearing, a blur of midnight fur and gleaming eyes. Fleck hovers beside him, her wings a dazzling kaleidoscope of colors that catch the sunlight and fracture it into a thousand tiny rainbows.


"Shade!" I cry delightedly as my Mana Wraith skids to a halt before me so I can throw my arms around his neck. He rumbles contentedly, the vibration resonating through my chest. I roll onto the grassy floor with him, laughter bubbling from my throat as he nuzzles against me with affectionate ferocity.


Lyr watches us, a smile pulling at the corners of his mouth. "They've become more than guardians," he says, stroking Fleck's shimmering feathers as she flutters down to perch on his outstretched arm. "They're family now too. It seems to be the theme of the summer."


I nod, still sprawled beside Shade. "I didn't know what to expect when we brought them home," I confess, scratching behind Shade's ears, eliciting a pleased purr from him. "But I couldn't imagine life without him now."


When The Alchemist closed the academy early in an unprecedented move, as a result of Rhiannon Darkwater’s attempts to bring the academy down by abducting several students, it had been decided that every student should continue their valuable bonded with their Mana Wraiths, spectral creatures that feed on an individual’s magical energies or mana. The bond between a Mana Wraith and its partner is a symbiotic relationship: the creature feeds on the trainee’s mana, and in return, enhances his or her magical skills.


"Nor I with Fleck." Lyr joins us on the ground, his gaze thoughtful. "Stonegarden will be different this year, with every student accompanied by their Mana Wraith. They'll be woven into the fabric of our daily lives, part of every lesson, every challenge."


"Every adventure," I add, imagining the academy halls alive with the presence of these powerful companions. The thought warms me, chasing away the wistful feeling that had been creeping up on me at the thought of leaving Verdantis.


"Tomorrow we journey back," Lyr reminds me again, and there is something else behind his words.


"Am I sad to leave Verdantis?" I repeat his unspoken question, sitting up to face him, Shade's presence a comforting weight against my side. "Yes, of course. This place... it's magic, Lyr. But I'm excited too. Excited for another year at Stonegarden, to see my friends."


My mind drifts to Talia, whose laughter could light up the darkest corners of the ancient academy; Soraya, whose fiery spirit is as captivating as her solar magic; Lysandra, who understood the shadows that sometimes clung to me better than anyone else. And then there's Valerin and Erik—two souls entwined in my heart's complex tapestry, both offering different paths I wasn't ready to walk. Not yet.


Lyr's voice brings me back from my reverie. "Before we return, we have to get through the Emerald Embrace."


"Then let's not waste any more daylight," I say, standing and brushing off the remnants of the forest floor from my clothes. "Lead the way, cousin."




 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


The verdant horizon of Verdantis shimmers with the heat of the late summer sun as I spy Talia's silhouette against the sprawling meadows. My heart leaps; it seems been an eternity since I last saw her. I kick up a cloud of fragrant earth, my boots pounding the grassy path, and within moments, we collide in an embrace that folds us into the very fabric of friendship.


"Kaela!" Talia's voice is like a melody that dances on the wind.


"Gods, I've missed you," I gasp out, pulling back to study her face. Those pale green eyes sparkle with a light that seems born from the very emeralds woven into her hair. She looks weary but elated, the journey from the far side of Verdantis that had begun hours ago etching faint lines on her brow.


Beside her, Camus, her Monkey Mana Wraith grins at us, rubbing his long fingers over the short brown fur on his head.


"Tell me everything about Lyr's family," Talia insists, her curiosity as unbounded as the sky above.


"His family welcomed me like one of their own," I reply, my heart swelling at the memory. "And their home—it's incredible, Talia. Like a piece of the forest itself."


Lyr, standing a little awkwardly at my side, chuckles, his eyes lighting up. "She was the perfect guest, as you would expect,” he says, before stepping forward conspiratorially. “Kaela faced off with a duskbloom and lived to tell the tale."


Talia's shock is palpable; her laugh carries a note of disbelief. "You encountered a duskbloom? And yet here you are, as vibrant as ever. You truly are more remarkable than I thought."


"If not for Lyr, I'd be a pile of ash blowing on the wind," I admit, unable to suppress a shudder. 


Together, we turn toward our steps towards the Emerald Embrace that is clearly visible on the horizon. The ring of giant, ancient trees, their tops lost to the heavens, forms the border of Verdantis. Compared to the awful Veil of Shadows that I struggled through in my journey from Gloomrift two years ago, and the scorching Incandescent Wastes me and Soraya battled through last year, it is less forbidding, but it should still not be taken for granted.


As we walk, Shade, sleek and inscrutable, paces silently beside me, while Camus' acrobatics draw laughter from us. Fleck darts ahead, her iridescence a challenge to Camus’ antics.


As we reach the outskirts of the enormous trees, Lyr turns to me. "Did you hear the stories, Kaela?" he asks, his tone hushed as if respecting the sacredness of the place. "Of spirits who linger among the leaves, whispering secrets of old?"


"Many times," Talia chimes in, her voice tinged with mischief. "They say those who listen closely can hear the echoes of ancient spells."


I allow myself to be wrapped in their words, the lore of their childhood wrapping around us like a cloak. It's strange—despite the ominous nature of such tales, there's a thrill that courses through me, fueled by the unknown and the allure of adventure. Shade senses it, too, a low growl emanating from him, echoing the excitement coursing through my veins.


The Emerald Embrace stands before us, its ancient trees clawing at the sky. A chill wind snakes through the leaves, carrying with it murmurs of hidden lore and long-passed whispers. I shiver, not entirely from the cold. 


"Your injury," Talia says later, looking at Lyr with concern knitted in her brows. "Is it completely better?"


He rotates his shoulder, testing its limits. He had been injured in a daring rescue mission last year, shot by an arrow. "Completely better," he says. "My family—they live for moments they can practice their healing arts. They couldn't have been happier to see me walk through the door with that wound."


A chuckle escapes Talia, bright and clear as a bell. "Mine are exactly the same—always hoping for a chance to mend some scrape or bruise."


"And we must be the perfect family, between us, it’s rare we aren’t some injury!” I quip, joining in their laughter.


Our merriment echoes off the ancient trees, and for a moment, I forget the harrowing tales and ghost stories.


"Kaela, we're making good time," Lyr says, peering up with a mix of reverence and mischief in his eyes. "We could climb them. There's something at the top... a surprise. One I promise is worth the effort. Plus, it'll toughen us up for next term."


"Is it safe?" I ask, glancing from Lyr to Talia. The ghost stories they recited earlier echo in my mind, turning every rustle into a secret conversation amongst spirits. A hushed warning to stay away.


Lyr chuckles, a sound that seems to brush away the edge of foreboding. "That depends. Do you believe in those tales?"


"Considering what's happened at Stonegarden these past two years..." My voice trails off as I recall the shadows we've faced, the challenges overcome. I square my shoulders. "I'm ready to believe just about anything."


"Good," Talia grins, her hair catching glints of light. "Because believing is half the adventure."


"Alright, let's do this." The words tumble out more confidently than I feel, yet once said, there's no turning back.


I look around and point to a trunk to our right. Its uppermost branches are too far away to see, but it looks to be a giant among giants, its diameter must be at least thirty feet if not more. Whereas most rise up from the ground almost touching one another, this is a little bit separate from its neighbors.   


Shade remains on the ground, as if he is guarding our chosen tree, his shape-shifting eyes now a reassuring shade of violet. Camus, on the other hand, scampers ahead, scaling the massive trunk with unrivaled zeal.


Hand over hand, foot finding footholds, I ascend. The whispering wind grows insistent, almost angry at our intrusion. It claws at my ears, like numerous voices trying to pry into my thoughts.


"Focus on Camus," Lyr calls down to me. "His chatter is better company than whatever those winds carry."


"Right," I reply, and it works, his cries and cackles an antidote to whatever spells the wind was weaving around me.


Talia's laugh floats down from above me, and I use that as a lifeline too. I climb higher and higher, focusing on the monkey's animated babblings, leaving the world below, reaching toward the heavens, or perhaps the unknown.


My muscles burn, but there's a thrill too—a sense of defiance, of conquering not just the physical but the mystical fears that Verdantis has thrown in our path. 


"Almost there, Kaela!" Lyr shouts encouragement from somewhere above me.


The bark is rough under my palms, and I focus on the texture, the deep grooves that tell a story of centuries, but make for easy hand and footholds. Talia's voice is firm, yet reassuring, as she instructs me to keep my gaze fixed on the trunk and branches I'm grappling with. "Just a little further, Kaela," she says.


I dare not look down; the height would turn my limbs to jelly, my fingers to rubber.


And then, quite suddenly, the climbing ends. My hands grasp the final ridges piece of bark, and with Lyr's help, I heave myself onto the flat summit of the world. 


"Was it worth it?" Lyr's voice is soft, almost lost in the majesty of the view.


My breath catches at the sheer beauty of it all. "One million percent, it is remarkable." The words feel inadequate, too small for the expanse laid out before us.


We're silent for a moment, each lost in the panorama below and before us, three souls perched between earth and sky, drinking in the serenity of heights untouched by time.


Before us stretches a breathtaking vista, a tapestry of nature's grandeur. Verdantis sprawls beneath, and behind us, its lush meadows and teaming forests stretches to the horizon. The Emerald Embrace bends or to our left and right, looking every bit like a ring that circles the world. 


But it is what lies in front of us that is where my eyes are ultimately drawn to. A barren wasteland in the foreground gives way to the arcane mountain range, under which sits Stonegarden.


It was in those mountains last year where I ventured, with Shade, to the abandoned academy of Darkmoon, refuge to Rhiannon Darkwater, her band of renegades and dark magic, to rescue Lysandra. It was also in those mountains that a few weeks later, I went with Lyr, Erik and Valerin, along with our Mana Wraiths to Blackspire to rescue the remaining abducted students, including Iliana, to finally defeat Rhiannon, the exiled former Stonegarden student who had tried to form her own rival academy, had tried to bring down Stonegarden, and perhaps even the monarchy. Who knows where she would have ended?


The memory is still raw, and I move my eyes away from the jagged grey peaks and back to the path that we must take shortly.


The descent is less thrilling than the climb, our bodies weary but spirits high, then we wave farewell to Verdantis and make our way onto no man’s land that will lead us to our home for the next year. The sun dips lower in the sky, casting long shadows over the barren landscape stretching out before us. Our pace quickens. Verdantis' lush beauty fades behind us as we move toward the jagged silhouette on the horizon.


"Can you believe it's almost our third year?" Talia's voice cuts through the silence, a whisper against the growing chill.


"Time flies when your school years are marked by near-death experiences," I reply, a wry smile on my lips.


"Here's hoping this year is more... mundane," Lyr adds with a chuckle.


“I don’t think mundane is on the curriculum at Stonegarden,” Talia laughs.


As we cross the foothills, the familiar entrance to the academy cave looms ahead, hidden among the rocks—our gateway to another year of magic and mystery. We pass under its shadow, the coolness of the subterranean path enveloping us. My heart beats with anticipation for the reunion with friends and the comfortable routine of classes.


And then cross through the open gates and emerge into the courtyard of Stonegarden, where Soraya and Lysandra are waiting, their mana wraiths by their sides. Crowe, large and imposing, ruffles his feathers while Atheron's bear-like presence brings an air of quiet strength.


We hug excitedly, everyone talking over everyone else as we try and describe our summers while asking about theirs simultaneously. I am so happy to see Lysandra looking like her old self, obviously fully recovered from her ordeal last year. And Soraya, as always, a beacon of light for all of us, with her blue eyes and hair a cascade of reds and oranges that seem to flicker with their own inner light. When she describes her summer I can picture it vividly, as last summer I had shared those experiences with her.


Then, as the euphoria of our reuniting fades, I am aware of something nagging at the edge of my consciousness that catches me off guard. My gaze drifts over the returning students, sensing a disquieting shift in the atmosphere.


"Kaela, what is it?" Talia follows my line of sight, her healer's intuition alert.


"I'm not sure," I admit, my pulse quickening. "But something is different. Something isn't right."




 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


I study the throng of students, each flanked by their spectral Mana Wraiths—a riot of colors and energies pulsing in the grand hall. The air seems taught tension, like a string stretched to snapping. My friends catch my eye and nod; they feel it too.


"Maybe it's because everyone brought their Wraiths this time," Talia suggests, her voice barely carrying over the din of chattering students and the cacophony of growls, squawks and chirps from their ethereal companions. "First time for everything, right?"


I shake my head, silver eyes scanning the crowd. "No, it's not that." I've always been good at reading rooms—this one reads like a storm waiting to break.


"Kaela?" Lyr's voice pulls me back. His eyes search mine, trusting me to find the answer.


"Something else is brewing," I say, more and more sure something is just not right, but unable to put my finger on what that something is. 


"Speaking of brewing storms," Soraya cuts in, "what do you all make of the news about the king?"


Lysandra's face falls into a somber expression, but the rest of us exchange puzzled glances.


"News?" I echo.


Soraya raises an eyebrow. "Haven't you heard?" There’s an edge to her voice that sets me on alert.


"Jungle drums travel slower to Verdantis," Talia jokes.


"The King’s health," Soraya says, lowering her voice as if sharing a secret—or a curse. "It has declined, and fast. Many believe he won't see the end of the season."


My heart skips a beat. The implications of her words spread through me like wildfire.


“With the inevitable ramifications,” Lysandra says.


"Ramifications?" Lyr's brow furrows, and I can see the gears turning in his head, trying to connect the dots that we're all struggling to piece together.


Soraya nods, her gaze sweeping across the courtyard where students from the four realms huddle. "The king's failing health isn't just a personal tragedy—it's political dynamite. Each realm suspects the others of plotting, scheming to seize power."


"Like vultures circling a dying beast," Talia murmurs, her voice laced with disgust. "They can't wait to pick the bones clean."


"Lyria hasn't seen such uncertainty in decades," Soraya continues. "With no male heir and the princess shrouded in mystery, the throne is up for grabs. And they're all ready to jump at it."


My mind races to process the news. They are correct. The Kingdom of Lyria is a potential powder keg. 


Formed of four very distinct realms, Verdantis, Solara, Frostholm, and Gloomrift, each self-reliant and with their own unique resources, Lyria is ruled by a monarchy that has struggled to keep a fragile unity ever since King Eldrion, known as The Peaceweaver, first proposed a pact among the realms, promising mutual protection and resource sharing. This pact was sealed by the construction of Stonegarden as a neutral ground for the training of the very best people from all four realms to ensure the unity of the kingdom by protecting it from all threats. 


And it has worked. History lessons have shown us the handful of times where it almost failed, in an attempt to drill into us, the kingdom’s future protectors, what we must do better to ensure it does not happen again.


But now all that is in danger of being blown apart, mainly down to the fact the king has no male heir, and his only offspring is a princess who has never been seen in public, spawning dozens of conspiracy theories.


With the king’s health now deteriorating, every powerful and noble family from all four realms with even the slightest claim on the throne will be doing everything in their power, legally, but mostly illegally to put themselves in a position of power for when the inevitable happens.  


"Even here," Lysandra adds softly, "the effects will ripple through Stonegarden."


“Especially here,” Soraya says. “And it won’t be a ripple, it will be a tsunami.” 


Then it suddenly strikes me—the source of the disquiet that's been plaguing me. The patchwork of colors and laughter that once blended seamlessly into the vibrant tapestry of Stonegarden has splintered.


"Look," I breathe out, gesturing subtly towards the clusters of students.


Talia follows my pointing finger, her expression shifting from confusion to realization. "They're... segregated."


"By realms," I clarify, a sense of dread settling in my stomach. "Not mingling or bantering. Just... separate."


"Like battle lines being drawn," Lyr mutters, his usual mirth gone. His eyes are scanning the crowds, picking out the telltale signs of division—Verdantis greens, Gloomrift blacks and dark greys, Solara reds and oranges and Frostholm blues and icy whites. Whereas before the colors would have been dotted around the crowd, now each color, each group appears as an island unto themselves, surrounded by an invisible moat of distrust.


"Never before," Lysandra whispers, her voice strained. "Stonegarden has always been neutral ground."


"Was," I correct her grimly. The past tense tastes bitter on my tongue. "It was neutral ground."


"Kaela's right," Soraya says, her tone grave. "This year feels different already. You can cut the tension with a knife."


"Stonegarden was meant to be a place of learning, a sanctuary from the realm rivalries," Talia says, shaking her head as if to dispel the reality before us.


"Will it come to war, do you think?" Lysandra asks, and none of us can answer the question that until a few minutes ago I would have thought preposterous. Now, it was anything but.


"Let's hope not," I reply, realizing just how frail that sounds. 


 


***


 


The morning sun casts long shadows across the Stonegarden courtyard, but they're not enough to hide the fractures splitting through our school. I push open the heavy oak door to our first class of the new year and step into the unknown.


The excitement of the new school year, the euphoria of meeting back up with friends hadn’t lasted long. Ripped from us by the harsh realities of life, and the declining health of a monarch we have never met, and more than likely never will.
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