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There existed beneath the old earth a sanctum kept from all maps and memories, shielded by corridors that twisted into each other with a geometry of deliberate confusion. In the deepest of its halls, a chamber circular and primeval waited in perpetual shadow. The room’s centrepiece, a stone table whose circumference rivalled a city well, had been carved from a single slab of basalt. Its rim and surface bore etched runes and ancient sigils, their purpose unclear to any but initiates of the silent order that convened there. 

Around this table, shrouded figures gathered, their cloaks indistinguishable but for subtle variations in the weave, one a blue so dark it drank in the torchlight, another a coarse gray laced with fine metallic thread, a third in deep forest green that shed a dusting of spores with every movement. Even in the heart of stone, the air hung moist and cold, saturated with the scent of burnt tallow and the musk of old water. From sconces in the arched walls, torches spat and guttered, casting orange light that slithered across faces as pale and anonymous as death masks.

No titles were spoken here, only the functional necessity of names earned and worn like invisible crowns. The magister at the head of the table, tall, angular, motionless save for the slow folding of gloved hands, did not need to identify himself. When he spoke, the voice cut through the stillness as though it had been whetted on the stone itself.

“Our watchers are not in agreement.” The words were uninflected, carefully measured.

A murmur passed around the circle, not of dissent but of discomfort. The second figure, smaller but with an evident coiled energy, leaned forward. Her hands were bare, fingers long and stained black along the creases, and she tapped the table where the runes formed a broken circle.

“It is a minor border skirmish, Sentinal,” she said. “Bloodier than most, but hardly unprecedented. Let the kingdoms squabble among themselves, Ardanthia and Caladorn have always warred at the fringes.” She sounded impatient, as though summoned for a lesser concern.

The magister in blue, whose hood cast his face into shadow, spoke with a slight tremor. “The killing was not so minor. An entire diplomatic train vanished, every courier, every retainer, every guard. The ambassador’s body was not even left for ransom. That is new. That is calculated.”

The Sentinal allowed the words to settle, scanning the circle with a gaze that seemed to fix on each magister, regardless of where his face was aimed. “Six months ago, an envoy of Ardanthia, Lord Marcus Blackbriar, journeyed south with full ceremonial escort. Their course was direct: Eldoria to Delrith, then through the corridor to Mirashar. Before reaching Delrith, they were set upon and destroyed. Only one man survived, and he staggered back to Eldoria.”

“Coward’s tale,” said the woman with the ink-stained hands. “Most witnesses die of their wounds, the lucky ones first.”

The Sentinal ignored the snipe. “Our watcher in Eldoria heard the testimony. The survivor told King Leofric himself that the attackers wore the livery of Caladorn. Our watcher in Caladorn, however, tells a different story: they found no evidence of a sanctioned operation. If anything, Caladorn’s own patrols have increased since the incident. Their court desires peace. Their king is tired of war.”

A rustling of fabrics, the weight of suspicion shifting around the table. The green-cloaked figure finally broke his silence, voice low and gravelly. “If both kings are ignorant, then who profits from the attack? It’s no longer a border dispute. It’s something else.”

A pause, broken only by the hiss of a torch collapsing into itself. The Sentinal’s next words fell heavier for the silence.

“Our order exists not to shape events, but to understand them. Yet this affair grows more opaque with every new witness. Either our watchers lie, or we are being lied to. That alone is reason to intervene.”

“There’s little evidence it threatens the Balance,” the woman pressed. “What can it matter if kingdoms grind each other to salt? We have seen worse in the east. Nothing endures but the Pattern.”

“Unless the Pattern itself is being rewritten,” the blue-hooded man said.

At this, the Sentinal brought his palms flat on the runic table, producing a hollow note that echoed into the stone. “We are not theorists. To maintain the balance we need clarity, not further confusion. We will look. Tonight, we summon the memory of that day and see for ourselves.”

The woman’s upper lip curled. “The power to see through time is not borrowed lightly, Sentinal. It leaves marks on both the living and the dead.”

“We risk more by not knowing,” the Sentinal said. “If our council cannot agree on what is, how can we guide what must be?”

The blue-hooded man lifted a hand, uncertain. “If it is as you say, and both sides are being manipulated, then the ritual may be hazardous. Memory is often trapped by the will of those who shaped it.”

“That is why we are seven,” said the Sentinal. “Begin.”

With a reluctant unity, the Magisters placed their hands, bare, gloved, trembling, still, on the rim of the table, each on a sigil engraved for their order. One by one, torches guttered out, plunging the vault into darkness so complete it thickened the air. Only the cold sheen of rune-glow, phosphorescent and blue, limned the faces around the table.

The Magisters began the liturgy. It was not a song nor a prayer, but a stacking of syllables, a scaffolding of sound built from the lost languages of dead empires. Each Magister supplied a syllable, a fragment, never the whole. With every word, the air shivered and contracted until even the sound of breathing became difficult, then impossible.

In the table’s heart, a shimmer appeared, at first a vague distortion, then the outline of a world refracted as though seen through water. Shadows moved within, resolving slowly into horses, riders, and banners tattered by the winter wind. The Magister’s eyes, where visible, flared silver as the memory took shape and the spell pulled the scene into being.

The stone table vibrated, straining with the weight of what it held. The Sentinal’s voice, last of all, completed the circuit.

“Let us see.”

And the chamber was filled with the illusion of distant sun, and the bitter cold of a memory not their own.

*

[image: ]


THE ILLUSION CONJURED in the chamber unfolded with the clarity of glass and the disquiet of a dream. A slow procession wound its way along the southern edge of Eldergreen, where the last ancient trees of Ardanthia gave way to rocky scrubland and dry wind. The diplomatic party moved at a measured pace, banners stitched with the crest of House Blackbriar snapping in the steady breeze.

Lord Marcus Blackbriar rode at the head, his posture loose in the saddle but his eyes alert and alive with calculation. His entourage had been selected as much for the look of importance as for actual value: two junior clerks, both with more ink than blood in their veins; a scribe who wrote constantly, even as his mount stumbled on loose stones; and a quartet of guards, swordsmen with ceremonial swords polished to a mirror but clearly unused to the rigours of open travel. Their pace was set by the plodding gait of a wagon that carried crates of treaty gifts, rare wines, delicate statuary, a wrought-iron weather vane shaped like a dragon in flight.

The early morning sun gave the landscape a hard, silvery hue. Each hoof beat was audible in the silence, broken only by occasional bird calls and the constant, low whisper of wind through the thinning grass. The party’s faces were drawn and pale, either from lack of sleep or the low-grade anxiety that came with travelling so near the border.

“Is this route not considered safe?” asked the younger clerk, shifting in his saddle to address Lord Blackbriar. His tone was carefully neutral, but his eyes darted to the horizon with every few words.

“It’s safe enough,” said Lord Blackbriar, not bothering to look back. “Delrith is more hospitable than you imagine. The real dangers lie in waiting too long, arrive late, and you miss your moment.”

The scribe grunted. “Or arrive at all, if you listen to the tales they tell in Eldoria. Last year, a whole trade caravan vanished less than a league from here.”

“Caravans,” Lord Blackbriar said, “are not ambassadors. We are the face of the king.”

One of the guards, heavyset with a broken nose and a ready sneer, spat into the dust. “Ambassadors bleed just like the rest.”

The party continued on, the conversation dying as quickly as it flared. The land grew rougher, punctuated by stunted trees and outcrops of shattered white stone. The road itself had become more a suggestion than a path, marked occasionally by ancient boundary posts sunken at odd angles.

They had not gone a league before the first arrow found its mark, catching the lead guard in the throat and sending him tumbling from his mount. A second volley split the air with the noise of hornets, and the guards, caught unawares, fell in quick succession, one brained by a mace, the other two pulled from their horses and dispatched in the dust.

The attackers wore Caladorn blue and white, rough but resolute, and fought savagely. Their numbers swelled with a second wave of riders, faces hidden beneath strips of leather and cloth. 

Lord Blackbriar tried to draw his own sword, but he was seized before he could clear the scabbard. He shouted something, perhaps a plea, perhaps a curse, but it vanished in the noise of battle. The younger clerk tried to run and was cut down at the knees. The scribe dropped his book and scrambled behind the wagon, only to be dragged out and pinned.

The slaughter was effective. The attackers moved among the bodies, stripping rings and purses, then turned to the crates of gifts. When it was done, only a single man remained alive, pinned beneath the fallen body of a horse, his face streaked with blood, his eyes staring wide at the sky.

Sir Cedric Blackthorn had survived by accident or oversight. He lay unmoving until the last of the attackers rode off, then clawed free and staggered upright. For a long moment, he looked back at the ruined party, at Lord Blackbriar, face-down in the dirt, one hand outstretched toward nothing, and then he turned toward Eldoria, beginning the long walk north.

The vision dissolved as Sir Cedric disappeared into the haze, the memory collapsing into itself like a folded map.

*
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THE MEMORY FLICKERED out. The Magisters stood unmoving, hands still pressed to the stone as the torches flared back to life, their orange glow seeping into eyes that had only seen death and dust.

For a long interval, no one spoke. The woman with ink-stained hands flexed her fingers, nails digging crescent moons into the rune-etched table. The blue-hooded man exhaled in a single, measured breath. The figure in green shivered, as though the wind still whispered at his back.

The Sentinal was first to move. The movement drew all eyes.

“It is not a border war,” he said, voice iron and final. “It is not even a theft of office. The assault was manufactured, the livery, the lack of discipline. None of it fits.”

“So we search for a puppeteer?” asked the woman, scepticism barely veiled.

“We search for the hand, and for the mind behind it,” the Sentinal replied. He looked to each Magister in turn, gaze sharp as a blade. “Direct every Watcher. The source of the false order must be found, and its purpose unravelled. Begin with Delrith and spread outward. Question every pattern, every variance. If this is the first strike, there will be more.”

The others inclined their heads, the unspoken oath confirmed.

He paused, then added: “Memory can be masked, but not erased. Whoever did this left traces. We will find them.”

With that, the council dissolved. Cloaks swept from shoulders, hoods drawn up. The Magisters disappeared into the labyrinthine corridors, each swallowed by darkness in a direction all their own.

The chamber emptied, its only witness the cold stone and the echo of words meant for no other ears. On the table, the runes smouldered faintly, then cooled to nothing.
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Princess Eloise gripped the frost-laced stones of the highest tower, the bite of the cold a small indulgence against her ungloved palms. The granite blocks beneath her hands bore the erosion of centuries, their once-pristine faces now pitted and pale, webbed with a pale-green film of lichen that shimmered in the oblique morning light. She leaned into the wind, letting it press against her chest as though testing her resolve, her emerald gaze cast far beyond the turrets and gables of Silverspire Castle.

The sun had not yet lifted its full disc above the horizon, but already the kingdom of Ardanthia unveiled itself in layers of saturated colour and motion. Below, the city of Eldoria coiled tightly around the castle’s base, a serpent of slate roofs and tangled alleyways. Early merchants hauled barrels along cobbled lanes, their voices muted but insistent, the sound rising and falling on the air. Beyond the city’s edge, the ancient Eldergreen forest sprawled toward infinity, a cathedral of trunks shrouded in perpetual shadow and threaded with mist. The canopy flickered in shifting patterns as the wind agitated the highest branches, sending up a chorus of creaks and sighs that could be heard even at this height. Here and there, ancient monoliths of stone, remnants of the first civilisation, older than the oldest tale, jutted through the trees like the bones of giants, their glyphs worn nearly smooth by time.

To the west, the spires of the port city of Marinth glimmered with a different life. The estuary would be bristling with ships, their sails trimmed in bright colours, vermilion, indigo, the yellow of kingcup flowers. She could see smoke from the shipyards, blurring the boundary between sea and sky.

She closed her eyes, drawing in a breath that tasted of iron and dew. Her long auburn hair whipped behind her, pulled loose from its pins by the insistent wind. Each time she had stood here before, on birthdays, at solstices, after some rare moment of triumph in her father’s court, she had been draped in ceremonial silks, ringed by watchful chaperones, every movement catalogued for propriety. But today, she wore only a simple velvet gown, dark green as the forest, its sleeves tight and functional, its bodice unadorned save for the silver fastening at her throat. The contrast with the grandeur of the tower, the wildness of her hair, the casualness of her dress, felt transgressive, a private rebellion against the pressures mounting in the court below.

She drew her arms in close, turning the silver fastening between thumb and forefinger. It was in the shape of a rose, the sigil of her house, though the petals were stylised to the point of violence: sharp, almost thorned, as though the artist had known too well the nature of royal affection. She studied it, tracing each blade-edge with a deliberate slowness, and for a moment she allowed herself to imagine cutting loose the fastener and letting the entire garment fall from her shoulders, offering herself bare to the wind and the vastness beyond. She wondered if the world would notice, or if the castle would swallow her loss like it had swallowed so many others.

A clock somewhere deep within the castle walls sounded a bell, clear, measured, indifferent. The city below responded in kind, its own bells calling out the hour, but with a delay, needing time to remember itself after the castle’s command. Eloise watched the thin spires of smoke from Eldoria’s rooftops waver and thin in the new light. She wondered how many eyes from those crowded streets ever drifted upward, past the ramparts and the hungry black windows, to the place where the royal blood surveyed its kingdom.

This was her inheritance: a vista both beautiful and fraught, horizon to horizon the sum of her father’s ambitions. She had learned the names of every wood and valley by the age of seven, recited their histories and bloodlines at every feast and council. Yet, as she stood on the tower’s lonely perch, all that knowledge pressed down on her like the hand of a spectre. Somewhere behind her, in the warm, lamp-lit corridors, her father’s advisers sharpened their words and readied the next series of impossible choices. She should have been with them, listening, learning, performing her role. But the moment she had heard her name spoken in the night, in that too-familiar voice that lingered long after the dream had ended, she knew the day would bring a reckoning.

She looked down at her hands, traced the faint lines of ink that never quite left her skin, no matter how hard the maids scrubbed. Letters to foreign kings, treaties to be amended, notes in the margins of endless ledgers, her labour had been unseen, but not, she realised now, unfelt. Her fingertips were callused where the pen had pressed too hard, the flesh paled by constant contact with paper and parchment. She flexed her fingers, then returned them to the stone, anchoring herself in the only certainty she could claim.

The wind changed, carrying with it a single, pungent thread of woodsmoke from the city, a hint of baking bread, the faintest possible suggestion of something sweet, honey, perhaps, or quince. The scents spun together in her nostrils and caught her off guard. For a moment, she was not the Princess but a child again, running with her governess through the castle’s lower orchards, dodging the scolding hands of the head gardener. She remembered laughter, and the sense, so rare now, of being protected, rather than required to protect.

A gull swooped past, so close that Eloise felt the brief turbulence of its passage. The bird climbed and circled, then vanished over the castle roof. In its wake, her sense of reverie evaporated. She straightened her posture, shoulders squared, and her jaw took on a noble firmness. She turned once more to the horizon, sweeping her gaze with an appraiser’s eye. Marinth was more active than usual, its docks crowded even at this hour. She would need to remember that, to ask her father if he had heard any word of new trade or visiting dignitaries. There had been rumours of famine in the desert kingdoms to the south, and where there was hunger, there was always danger.

She could almost hear her father’s voice, its gentleness a thin veneer over iron: “A kingdom is only as strong as the child who inherits it.” He would not have said it with malice, but the words had shaped her as surely as the tutors and masters who vied for her attention.

Eloise exhaled, sending a cloud of breath over the parapet. She watched it dissolve into the air, as insubstantial as the promises she had made herself in moments of rare privacy. “One day,” she whispered, though there was no one to hear. “One day, I will see what lies beyond all this.”

The breeze caught the words and shredded them, scattering syllables across the forest, the city, the cold mountains to the north. She lingered for one more moment, letting herself forget duty, letting the silence settle inside her like the first falling snow.

Then, with a flick of her hair and a quick adjustment of her dress, she pivoted from the parapet and strode toward the spiral stairs. Already, the castle below was waking, the corridors filled with distant voices, the footsteps of attendants echoing up the stairwell. She gathered herself, smoothing the impudent strands of auburn back into place, and let her face become the mask her father had taught her to wear.

She descended the steps with measured grace and slipped through the narrow servants’ passage at the base of the tower, trading the high chill for the filtered warmth of the east colonnade. Here, the air was softer, heavy with the green scents of overwatered moss and the sugar-spice of early jasmine. She moved quickly, keeping close to the pillars, her footsteps lost in the sound of fountains and distant bird-call. The castle gardens unfolded in a series of formal terraces, first the orchard, then the topiary maze, and at the very heart, the sunken rose court where even the gardeners’ footsteps seemed forbidden.

At this hour, the sun hovered just above the outer walls, etching every column and balustrade with sharp shadow. The gardens should have been empty: the courtiers still at their breakfast tables, the gardeners tending to matters in the royal greenhouse. But Eloise saw him at once, the only upright silhouette in a world of manicured shapes. He waited by the old sundial, a pale figure rendered motionless by expectation. His attire marked him as foreign, midnight blue cloak, the silver chain of office glinting at his throat, but the way he held himself, arms folded and chin raised, made him seem more at home than any native prince.

Eloise paused, just shy of the terrace. She scanned the hedges and latticework, searching for signs of movement, a servant with a broom, an old tutor lingering where he oughtn’t. Satisfied, she descended the three shallow steps into the rose court. The path was littered with petals, some fresh and luminous, others ground to pulp by last night’s rain. She found herself stepping around them instinctively, unwilling to stain her shoes or leave a trail for the less poetic minds who might come after.

“Evander,” she called, her voice a thread of sound against the babble of the central fountain.

The prince turned, and the mask of formality broke instantly. He crossed the distance in two strides, seizing her hand as though they had only moments left before the world intruded. His skin was colder than she expected. His eyes, almost black, set deep beneath a strong brow, softened as he looked at her.

“You risk much,” he murmured, fingers lacing through hers. “This is the third morning.”

Eloise pressed her free hand to his, stilling their tremble. “We cannot always meet by moonlight. There are questions. People talk.”

“Let them talk.” Evander’s voice sharpened, just for a heartbeat, before he subdued it. “They are old, and bored, and have nothing left but talk.”

“It is not them I fear,” she said quietly, glancing at the windows above. “My father is not so easily bored. Nor is Gorgo.”

At the mention of the Baron’s name, Evander’s jaw flexed, his gaze darting toward the maze entrance. He leaned closer, drawing her into the partial shadow of a climbing rose trellis. “Has he pressed his case?”

"Not yet," Eloise said, hesitant, anxious to change the subject. “But if we are discovered...”

He drew back, his expression half defiant, half wounded. “So we hide, and pretend, and wait until it is too late?”

“Until it is time,” she corrected. She used her free hand to take his, holding them together at waist level, a gesture of solidarity. “Until it is safe for both our kingdoms.”

He looked at her for a long moment, studying her face as though searching for an answer that eluded him. Finally, he nodded, a reluctant dip of his chin, and she felt some of the tension ease from his fingers.

“Then you have heard nothing more?” he asked, softer now. “Of the attack on Blackbriar?”

Eloise’s breath caught. She took a step backward, her heel finding purchase among the scattered petals. “Only the tunics of the dead soldiers found at the scene, and the word of Sir Cedric, although he expressed doubts about the identity of the attackers.”

“Doubts that they were from Caladorn?”

“Doubts that they were soldiers.”

Evander watched her carefully, gauging her reaction. “You must believe me, Eloise. It was not Caladorn.”

She wanted to believe him, wanted it as desperately as she wanted to believe the promises she whispered to herself in the night. His eyes bore into her, dark and insistent, and she felt the weight of his expectation. “I believe you,” she said finally, her voice barely more than an exhale. “Sir Cedric. He is not known for deceit.”

Evander’s mouth set in a thin, hard line. “Then he is mistaken.”

“Perhaps.” She closed her eyes, overwhelmed by the enormity of what they were attempting. Not just a life together, but two kingdoms balanced on the edge of war. “But if my father hears of this...”

He caught her hand, pressed it to his cheek. She felt the warmth of his skin, the pulse of blood in his veins. “Eloise,” he whispered, and for a moment, they were no longer a princess and a foreign prince, but two young souls caught in something larger than themselves. 

A moment passed before Eloise murmured, “Gorgo has grown bold. Last night he made a toast...‘to old blood and new beginnings.’ The court laughed, but the toast was meant for my father alone. They spent hours together after supper. When I saw them again, the Baron was wearing the signet of my great-grandfather.”

Evander gave a bitter laugh, but it held no real amusement. “So the rumours are true. Gorgo would see himself regent within a year. In Caladorn, we had such men too, ambitious, relentless. They vanish, in time, but always at a cost.”

She saw then how weary he looked. The blue cloak fit him awkwardly, too tight across the shoulders, as though his frame had outgrown the role he’d been cast in. His fingers fidgeted at the silver chain, twisting it until the links bit into the skin of his neck.

“I did not bring you here to speak of politics,” he said suddenly, voice low. “Not this time.”

She let herself smile, just a little. “Then why?”

Evander released her hand, only to brush the wind-loosened strands from her forehead, tucking them behind her ear with a deliberate slowness. “To remember how you look when you are not in the throne room. When you are not your father’s daughter, or the heir, or the hope of Ardanthia. I wish I could see that person again, if only for a moment.”

Eloise felt her posture soften. She let herself lean into him, their shoulders almost touching, her eyes drifting shut for the space of a single breath. Around them, the world narrowed to the rustle of the vines and the soft hiss of water over stone. He smelled faintly of smoke and river-wind, and underneath, the ink and tallow that marked all scholars and diplomats.

“It is not so simple,” she said at last. “The walls have ears. I must be both at all times.”

Evander’s lips brushed her hairline, so softly she wondered if she imagined it. “Do you believe in fate?” he asked.

“No,” she said. “I believe in hunger, and the persistence of memory.”

He laughed again, but more softly. “That is the kingdom’s motto, is it not? ‘We persist.’”

She nodded, her smile fading. “And what of you, Evander? Will you persist, if my father gives me to Gorgo? If the rumours become more than rumours?”

The question hung in the air, charged with more than she meant to give it. Evander dropped his hands, his expression shuttered. “I have crossed the border to answer this accusation, for you. My father believes me a fool, or worse. But I will persist, if you ask it of me. Even if we are made enemies.”

The bitterness in his voice stung. Eloise looked away, toward the fountain where flickerscales darted beneath the surface. In the shifting light, the fish seemed to change colour, first flame, then silver, then nothing at all.

“I do not want you as an enemy,” she said. “But I want more than this. More than stolen mornings and lies to my father.”

Evander was silent for a long moment. He reached into the inner pocket of his cloak, producing a folded scrap of parchment, the edges already creased from handling.

“This came from my mother,” he said. “Last night, by hawk.”

He handed her the note. She read the delicate script, each word a blade: “If you love her, do not trust their Court. Watch the Baron, but beware the mage. There are secrets older than kingdoms, and debts not yet paid.”

Eloise read the note twice. “Does your mother know how we meet?”

“She knows everything,” he said. “But she also knows the cost of secrets.”

She touched the parchment, then folded it small enough to fit inside the rose brooch at her neck. “I am being watched as well. This morning, there was a new guard at my door, and the head of my personal household has not smiled for days. I think...” she hesitated, tasting the fear in her own words, “I think my father suspects something.”

Evander’s hand found hers again, gentler this time. “Then we must be careful. But we must also be brave.”

She nodded, and for the briefest moment, she believed him. The world seemed to shrink to the size of the sunken garden, the only reality that of their entwined fingers and the hush between heartbeats.

But the spell broke. Across the maze, footsteps approached, a measured, confident stride. Evander stepped back, almost military in his precision, and Eloise arranged her face into the mask of polite neutrality her tutors had drilled into her since infancy.

Lord Aldrich Voss emerged from the shadow of the yew archway, a tall, thin figure silhouetted against the pale morning light. His silver hair was meticulously arranged, and his gaze was as sharp and unwavering as ever.

"Your Highness," he announced in his precise tones, allowing his voice to carry through the garden without restraint. "The King awaits your presence in the council chamber. Prince Evander, you are summoned to the solar."

Though the High Councillor did not turn his steely eyes toward Evander when speaking his name, the implicit command hung heavily in the air.

Eloise rose with effortless elegance, her outward composure masking the rapid thud of her heart within her chest. Her eyes lingered on Evander one last time; he gave a slight nod, embodying every aspect of a dignified foreign prince. As Lord Voss retreated to the castle, Eloise turned away from Evander, leaving him alone amidst the lush greenery. She never dared to look back as they parted ways, yet she could still feel the lingering warmth of his touch on her palm and hear the resonance of his vow echoing amidst the fragrant blooms that surrounded them.

*

[image: ]


IN THE COLONNADE'S umbra, Crown Warden Seraphina D’Argent observed the lovers with the dispassion of a hawk surveying a field. Her shadow fell long and sharp across the stone archway, swallowed by the shifting gloom that clung to the castle’s lower courts. She pressed her back against the cold marble, becoming almost a relief in the wall: motionless, expressionless, her posture as rigid as the pillars themselves.

Seraphina’s eyes never wavered from the sunken rose court. Every twitch of the princess’s hand, every tilt of the prince’s head, spoke volumes to her gaze. Where others might have seen only the innocence of young affection, she saw a dance of power, hesitation, yearning, calculation, regret. The distance between their bodies was both invitation and rebuke. They were young, but they were not fools.

She rested one gloved hand atop the hilt of her dagger, thumb rolling absently over the engraved silver. It was not a threat, only habit, an anchor for her thoughts. The Crown Warden prided herself on never giving in to sentiment, but with the prince, her resolve wavered. She had known Evander since he was a boy: watched him fail, watched him learn, watched him rise to heights that would have crushed any lesser man. She would never call it love, but she would kill for him, and that was as close as she dared to get.

She shifted her weight, the fabric of her dress rustling only slightly. Her hair was drawn back in the Caladornian fashion, revealing the sharp angles of her face and the glassy calm of her eyes. In her own country, such a look was meant to intimidate; here, it had the added benefit of making her nearly invisible in the half-light, another statue among the castle’s hundred ghosts.

Seraphina caught Evander’s glance as he turned, and in that fleeting look, a hundred messages passed between them: Caution. Trust no one. I am watched. I am not afraid.

She answered with the briefest inclination of her head and a tightening at the corner of her mouth. It was enough. He turned back to the princess, and the moment was gone.

She let herself study Princess Eloise, the subject of so much speculation and so many schemes. The girl wore her vulnerability like a sash, unavoidable, almost defiant. There was strength there, too, but Seraphina wondered how much would remain after the next season’s storms. She pitied the princess, in her own way, but never enough to compromise her prince.

The wind shifted, carrying the murmur of their voices to her: fragments only, but enough to piece together the rhythm of longing and the undertow of fear. She heard the words “Baron Gorgo” and “rumour,” the name spoken with equal parts contempt and apprehension. She filed this away, along with the news that the Baron had taken to wearing the signet of Ardanthia’s royal ancestors.

The meeting ended as such things always did: a careful disengagement, a mask of propriety drawn up at the last possible second. The princess departed, her footsteps retreating up the stone path; Evander lingered, gazing after her with a look that Seraphina could only call reckless.

Once the garden was empty, she let herself emerge. Her steps made no sound on the flagstones, and she came up beside the prince like a second shadow. He did not startle; she had trained him well.

“You were seen,” she said.

“I know,” he answered. “But only by you.”

A slight smile. “You flatter me, Highness. The kitchen staff are not as deaf as they pretend.”

Evander rubbed at his eyes. “We spoke softly. And of nothing that isn’t already suspected.”

“Suspected is not the same as confessed.” She turned, scanning the hedges. “You must be careful, Evander. Gorgo has the King’s ear, and more than that, he has spies in every alcove. He will not tolerate rivals, particularly foreign ones.”

He looked at her, the bravado stripped away. “He cannot marry her, can he? The King would never allow it.”

“Kings allow what preserves their line,” Seraphina said. “Gorgo is old blood, Ardanthian, and he offers stability. You...” She let the word hang, softening her tone. “You are a risk.”

Evander bristled. “I am a prince. I have my own line to preserve.”

“Not here, you don’t.” She let her hand fall from the dagger, folding both arms across her chest. “I tell you this as a friend, and as your Crown Warden. If you wish to win her, you must be patient. Do not give the Baron cause to accuse you of sowing discord, especially as you claim to be here to assert our innocence in the recent attack. Bide your time, let the court tire of the Baron’s excesses. They always do.”

He drew a breath, then let it out slow. “You sound as though you’ve done this before.”

“I have. In Nerathis and now here. Power is a slow poison. Let the others drink first, and see how they fare.”

Evander tried to smile, but the gesture came out as a grimace. “Do you think she loves me, Seraphina? Or is it only the romance of rebellion?”

Seraphina allowed herself a rare moment of candour. “If you must know, I think she loves you as much as anyone in her position could. More, perhaps, than is wise.” She touched his shoulder, an awkward but sincere gesture. “But that is not what matters. What matters is whether you are willing to outlast your enemies.”

He nodded, looking suddenly younger than his years. “I am,” he said. “I must be.”

She looked out over the rose court, its beauty already losing definition as the sun rose higher and the gardeners began their rounds. “Then let us return, Highness. The council is expecting you.”

They walked back through the archway together. Seraphina did not look back at the garden, nor at the sky. Her eyes were already fixed on the next problem, the next risk, the next move.

*
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BARON GORGO MADE HIS presence known in the castle as a storm announced itself, by pressure alone. He moved through the main corridor, broad shoulders nearly scraping the tapestried walls, each step a deliberate insult to the hush that otherwise ruled the early morning. The candle sconces along the corridor trembled in his wake, casting his shadow in grotesque relief: monstrous, many-armed, the silhouette of a man who had never once been told to make himself smaller.

The Baron’s coat, navy, stitched with scarlet piping, bore the crest of his ancient house, but the cut was recent, continental, and tight enough to suggest it had been tailored to accommodate recent gains in muscle, or perhaps in ego. His boots were new, the soles heavy and unscuffed; servants who failed to step aside quickly enough could expect the full measure of his disdain, or worse.

He rounded a corner and caught the faintest whisper of movement: two lesser nobles ducking into a side alcove, pretending sudden interest in the faded fresco of a long-dead ancestor. Gorgo smiled, all teeth, and approached. The taller of the two, Lord Merrow of Southmere, straightened and affected a bow, the movement so rehearsed it bordered on satire. His companion, a minor cousin from the western march, looked at the floor and seemed to shrink by the second.

“Merrow,” Gorgo said, voice low and perfectly pitched for intimidation. “Out for a stroll, or has the King’s council become so tedious that only the sight of old ghosts can revive you?”

Merrow’s eyes flicked upward, searching for humour. Finding none, he shook his head. “Merely seeking a moment’s peace, Baron.”

“Peace,” Gorgo repeated, as though savouring the word’s unfamiliar taste. He clapped a hand on Merrow’s shoulder, the force of it nearly driving the man to his knees. “Enjoy it while it lasts. There are changes coming. The Old Lion cannot rule forever.”

Merrow’s nod was stiff, but the message landed. Gorgo leaned in, close enough for only the two to hear: “Your loyalty will be remembered when the new order rises. I trust you’ll not be found wanting when the time comes?”

Merrow’s face gave nothing away, but Gorgo saw the flash of calculation behind the eyes. Good. Fear was a fine mortar for ambition.

He released the noble, letting him stumble back a step, and turned his attention to the corridor ahead. A servant girl in blue livery had frozen mid-stride, a tray of morning bread trembling in her hands. Gorgo took a long stride, reached out, and plucked a roll from the platter. He held her gaze as he bit into it, never blinking, and the girl nearly fled the instant he looked away.

He chewed slowly, enjoying the crunch. Even the bread, he thought, had more spine than some of the courtiers.

A new movement caught his attention: a flash of white apron, a servant lad carrying a tray up the service stair. The lad’s gait was hurried but careful, each step measured to keep the contents steady. Gorgo watched with interest, noting the covered plate, the embroidered napkin folded atop. This was not peasant fare; this was a meal destined for someone with access.

He closed the distance in two strides and put a hand on the lad’s shoulder, halting him so abruptly the tray threatened to slip. The lad was young, perhaps fifteen, but built for work, thin arms corded with muscle, face tanned by honest labour.

“Where are you headed?” Gorgo demanded.

The lad’s eyes darted up, then down, then settled on the tray as though it might answer. “To the Mage, my lord. He eats early.”

Gorgo grunted. “What’s your name?”

“Edric, my lord.”

Gorgo released him, but not gently. “Be careful. The Mage keeps odd hours, and odder company. You’d do better serving in the kitchens.”

The lad nodded and made to hurry on, but Gorgo blocked the way with a boot.

“Tell me, boy, what’s it like, serving a man who can turn you into a frog with a whisper?”

Edric’s lips tightened. “He’s fair, my lord. He listens.”

Gorgo laughed, a sharp sound. “Does he? Well, tell him this, next time you see him: the King’s council grows weary of his riddles and tricks. There are men in this castle who prefer the old ways. Men with shorter tempers than mine.”

He stepped aside, letting Edric continue. The lad’s shoulders hunched, as though expecting a blow even now.

Gorgo watched him go, chewing the last of the bread. There was something about the servant that grated: a confidence that bordered on insolence, a refusal to shrink. It was the sort of quality that had once been prized in his own house, before centuries of inbreeding and bitterness had turned pride into something uglier.

The corridor filled with the distant sound of bells: a call to council, the King’s summons. Gorgo spat a crumb into his hand, then flicked it at the tapestry. He had more ground to cover, more alliances to press and threats to issue before the day’s business began.

He stalked the hall, searching for fresh targets, his shadow stretching longer and darker as the castle’s torches guttered in his wake.

*
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EDRIC HESITATED AT the threshold of the Mage’s quarters, tray balanced in both hands, the covered plate still radiating heat through his fingers. The door was open a precise two inches, a silent invitation, though Edric had never once seen his master cross the threshold unannounced. He tapped the door with his elbow, nudging it wider, and stepped inside.

Auralias’s chamber was not like the rest of the castle. The air was thick with the scent of sweet incense and burnt sugar, overlaid with the faint ozone tang of live magic. Shelves groaned under the weight of ancient tomes and stoppered glass vials; the books themselves were mismatched, some bound in leather so old it had turned gray, others stitched together with coloured thread and decorated with pressed flowers or thin sheets of copper. A cluster of crystals sat in the window’s shallow light, catching and refracting it until the whole room shimmered with faint colour. On the desk, a half-completed map of the kingdom sprawled, towns and borders inked in a hand so precise it seemed carved.

Auralias himself sat at the round table by the hearth, hunched over a spiral of parchment, pen moving without pause. His silver hair fell loose across his shoulders, a single lock bound by a green ribbon at the nape of his neck. When he saw Edric, he set the pen down and smiled, warm but tired.

“Early again,” the Mage said. His voice was gentle, the accent hard to place, neither noble nor servant, but something that belonged to neither world. “You spoil me, Edric.”

Edric set the tray on the table, careful not to disturb the pattern of papers or the shallow bowl of dark liquid that steamed nearby. “Master Halden insisted,” he said. “He said you’d need your strength.”

Auralias laughed, the sound light but edged with something sharper. “He worries I’ll set the castle aflame if my blood sugar drops.” The Mage waved Edric closer. “Sit. There’s time yet before the morning summons.”

Edric hesitated, glancing at the door.

Auralias caught the look and sighed. “Closed rooms are the safest, here. Walls have better memories than people.”

Edric obeyed, perching on the chair’s edge. 

Auralias reached for a small, intricately carved wooden box. He opened it with a flick of his wrist, revealing an assortment of dried herbs nestled within like precious artifacts. The scent was heady and complex, a mingling of lavender, mint, and something earthier, perhaps sage or thyme.

Auralias selected a few pinches and sprinkled them into a delicate porcelain cup. He poured hot water from a silver kettle in an elegant arc, steam curling upward like tendrils of mist over a hidden lake.

"Here," Auralias said softly, sliding the cup toward Edric with the same deft touch he used to conjure magic. "A blend I find soothing when thoughts grow tangled."

The warmth seeped through the porcelain into Edric's fingers as he lifted it cautiously to his lips. The taste was both familiar and foreign, a whisper of home wrapped in layers of mystery. It unfurled across his senses like an old story retold under new skies.

"My thanks," Edric said quietly, glancing toward Auralias. "Your tonics always soothe." There was something reassuring about the Mage's presence; beneath the ethereal veneer lay a quiet strength that could anchor even the most wayward souls.

Auralias leaned back in his chair, eyes half-closed as though listening to some private symphony only he could hear. "You've done well," he said finally, voice barely above a murmur but carrying weight nonetheless. "Your work has not gone unnoticed."

Edric felt himself relax slightly at those words, the acknowledgment more potent than any potion or spell. In this room where secrets danced on every breath and shadows held court with light, he felt seen, truly seen, not just as another pawn on some grand chessboard but as someone who mattered.

"Drink up," Auralias encouraged gently before turning back to his parchment, the spiral lines taking shape under deft strokes once more, each mark deliberate yet fluid as if channelling unseen currents into form.

And so they sat together amidst books whispering forgotten tales while crystals painted rainbows across their skin. Eventually, the Mage turned from his parchment and gestured to the candle on the table, its flame dancing high and blue in the half-light.

“Try again,” Auralias said. “Like before.”

Edric focused on the flame, willing his nerves to still. The previous attempts had been disasters, once, the flame had sputtered and died, another time it had shot up, burning his eyebrows clean off. But Auralias never mocked, only watched with a patient curiosity, as though Edric’s failures were instructive in themselves.

“Don’t force it,” the Mage instructed. “Let it speak first. Hear what it wants to be.”

Edric raised his hand, palm open to the candle. The flame quivered, then steadied, shrinking to a pinpoint before blooming outward like a star. Edric felt a warmth along his fingertips. He breathed in, and as he did, the flame lengthened, flattening into a perfect disk. Auralias nodded, eyes glinting in the shifting light.

“Good,” he murmured. “Better than last time.”

Edric grinned, a quick, involuntary show of pride.

The Mage reached out and covered Edric’s hand with his own, holding it just above the flame. The touch was cold, but not unpleasant. “Feel the warmth, Edric. Imagine it responding to your will, not your fear.” His eyes met Edric’s, indigo and deep as river water. “You are not a servant in this room.”

The words rattled through Edric’s head, jumbling the careful order of things. The candle wobbled, flickered, then returned to its disk shape.

“Again,” said Auralias, with a smile that seemed both proud and expectant.

Edric concentrated, and this time he let himself imagine the flame as a part of him, a small, eager piece of the wildness he had always tried to hide. The flame spiralled upward, twisting in a braid of blue and white. The scent of burning honey filled the air. He looked to the Mage for approval, but Auralias was watching the flame, not him.

“You see how easily the world can be changed?” the Mage said softly. “It wants only the right hand.”

A sharp knock at the door shattered the calm. Edric jumped, and the flame collapsed in a puff of smoke.

Auralias’s face went blank. “Come.”

The door opened to reveal a messenger in the King’s livery, bearing a scroll sealed with black wax. The man bowed deeply. “Summons for the court Mage,” he said, eyes fixed to the floor.

Auralias took the scroll, dismissed the messenger with a flick of his fingers, and broke the seal. He scanned the contents in silence. As he read, his expression shifted, something cold and old surfacing beneath the easy smile.

He folded the parchment, tucking it into his sleeve. “It seems the King is impatient today,” he said, the warmth gone from his voice.

Edric watched, uncertain.

Auralias rose, smoothing the creases from his robe. “Remember, Edric. When you leave this room, you are only what they expect you to be.”

He gave a final, inscrutable smile and swept from the chamber, leaving Edric alone with the candle’s dying glow and the unsteady thrum of his own heart.

Edric stared at the spot where the Mage had been, the lingering scent of honey and ozone reminding him how little he truly understood about anything that happened within these stone walls.

*
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AURALIAS MOVED THROUGH the castle’s lower halls with the fluid confidence of someone who belonged to every room and none. The Mage’s pale robe caught the torchlight in fleeting flares, each step seeming to glide just above the cold flagstones. His mind ticked through the summons he had read and re-read, searching for the intent hidden in its brevity. The King’s hand had written only: “Council. Full attendance. Bring nothing but your wit.”

He passed guards at the inner gate, their eyes sliding over him and away as though even a glance might draw trouble. The farther he travelled, the more charged the air became. He could taste it, a metallic tingle, a pressure just above the ears, the old sign that intrigue was afoot and power was about to be spent.

The council chamber was located at the core of the fortress, within a tower that was older than the surrounding stones. It was likely the earliest section of the castle, constructed in an era long since lost to memory. Its door was iron-banded oak, carved with the symbols of every dynasty that had ruled Ardanthia: stag, lion, rose, serpent. The door stood open for now, but already the room inside hummed with the low static of assembling power.

Auralias entered with neither haste nor delay. The chamber was a circle, its walls lined with tapestries so old their reds and blues had faded to the colours of dried blood and old bruises. The domed ceiling rose in a vault high enough to swallow every whisper. The table, oval, of course, so no man sat at the head, gleamed with a polish so deep it reflected the faces of those who leaned over it.

King Leofric occupied the seat nearest the fire. He wore black and gold, the colours of victory and warning, and his silver beard was trimmed to razor neatness. He greeted Auralias with a single, unblinking nod, fingers drumming a slow, steady rhythm against the wood. To his right, Baron Gorgo sat hunched like a bear in repose, hands folded over a stack of blank parchment. The Baron’s gaze followed Auralias across the room, unblinking, the faintest curl to his mouth suggesting pleasure at some private joke.

Further along the table, Lord Voss meticulously arranged his inkwell, quills, and a stack of neatly sealed notes into an impeccable semicircle. Without lifting his gaze as Auralias approached, he emanated a keen awareness, sharp and unyielding like a finely honed blade. Across from him, Lord Merrow and two other minor nobles huddled closely, their voices hushed with urgency. The room was thick with the mingling scents of fresh ink, perspiration, and the acrid bite of bitter coffee.

Prince Evander occupied a seat at the far end of the table, his presence as much an ornament as it was a diplomatic courtesy. His dark hair styled in the latest Caladornian fashion drew firelight flickers that danced upon his youthful features. Despite the sombre atmosphere, he wore an enigmatic smile, a mask of ease that belied the restless energy beneath.

He sat with one hand idly tracing patterns on the polished wood surface. The other draped casually over the armrest, fingers tapping an irregular rhythm that mirrored King Leofric's own. His eyes, a deep, expressive brown, drifted from face to face around the table, absorbing every nuance with keen interest.

When Auralias entered, Evander's gaze lingered on him for a moment longer than necessary. There was something about the Mage's entrance that piqued his curiosity, a subtle shift in the room's dynamic that only someone attuned to courtly intrigue might notice. He adjusted his posture slightly, leaning forward just enough to suggest engagement without committing fully to any side.

Auralias took his place and let his gaze sweep the room. Every person here had brought an agenda; every person here had enemies.

A flawless pause preceded the King's speech, as though preordained.

“Let us begin,” Leofric said, his voice as smooth and cold as river stone.

All conversation abruptly ceased. The King leaned back, fingers steepled, and addressed the gathering: “There are matters of border and inheritance to resolve. Some among us believe Ardanthia’s peace is at risk.” His gaze bore into Gorgo, then flicked to Auralias. “I would have the truth, before I have blood.”

Gorgo’s response was immediate and theatrical: “Your Majesty, my loyalty is as constant as the moon. But the moon is sometimes eclipsed by shadow.” He glanced at Prince Evander. “There are those who would prefer to see your line broken.”

Auralias tilted his head, a curious glint in his indigo eyes. "Speaking of the Royal line, and before we delve further into shadows and loyalties," he said, his voice a soft murmur that nonetheless commanded attention, "I find myself wondering, where is Princess Eloise? Should she not be present for discussions of such magnitude?"

Baron Gorgo leaned back, the chair creaking under his weight as he allowed a slow smile to unfurl across his rugged features. "Ah, the Princess," he drawled, his voice laced with a condescending familiarity. "Her presence is not required for matters of statecraft and diplomacy. She has... other duties."

King Leofric nodded slightly, the motion barely perceptible beneath the sharp angles of his crown. His deep-set eyes flickered over Auralias with an unreadable expression. "Indeed," he intoned, each word precise and measured. "Her time will come when it is necessary."

Auralias gave a slight nod in acknowledgment but did not break eye contact with the King. The mage watched the effect ripple through the chamber, noting the tiny tremors in hands, the shifting of feet. He saw the High Councillor’s eyes narrow and the corners of Lord Merrow’s mouth quirk downward, just for a moment.

Leofric spoke again. “Rumour is a weed; I would see it pulled. Mage, what do you know of the unrest?”

Auralias folded his hands, allowing the room’s tension to build. “There is more than rumour, Sire. There is movement in the south, caravans bearing more arms than wheat, travellers from Nerathis with too many secrets. The old alliances are fraying.” He turned his eyes to Gorgo. “And in the north, the Baron's men drill by night, in numbers that exceed what is required for border defence.”

The Baron’s lips peeled back in a smile. “The north is wild, Mage. Even your magic cannot soothe the wolves there.”

“Nor yours,” Auralias replied, voice even.

The King nodded. “Then it is agreed: there is fire beneath the smoke. Lord Voss, you will convene an emergency council tomorrow. Baron, you will keep your men leashed, on pain of exile. Mage, you will advise me privately tonight.”

He stood, and with that single motion, ended the session. The King’s will was the law; no debate was needed.

One by one, the others filtered from the chamber. Gorgo lingered, standing just long enough to block Auralias’s exit, then vanished into the corridor. Lord Voss meticulously gathered his notes and quills, his expression an impenetrable mask as he moved past the Mage.

Auralias remained a moment longer, the warmth of the fire casting strange shadows across his face. He could still hear the echoes of the King’s words, privately tonight, and knew the game had changed.

Outside, the heavy doors swung shut, and the muffled click of their closing sounded like the first note of a funeral march.

The council was ended, but the night was just beginning.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2

[image: ]




The next day’s first light found Silverspire Castle in a state of liminal hush, too late to be night, too early for the machinery of rule. In the council chamber, the pale illumination of dawn crept through the arrow-slit windows, mixing uneasily with the guttering torchlight along the walls. The result was a room half in shadow, as though the very stones disdained to commit to one reality or another.

The oval table, centrepiece of the chamber, gleamed with the feverish polish of anxious hands and late-night oil. Around it clustered the realm’s power, arrayed in silks and brocades that muted their wearers’ ambitions with an illusion of civility. Behind the nobles, ancient tapestries drooped, their depictions of Ardanthian triumphs dulled by centuries of smoke and faded glory. In one, a stag trampled the banner of a rival house; in another, the founder of the dynasty raised a golden sword above a field of red. The eyes of the embroidered ancestors watched the proceedings with silent, threadbare reproach.

In a quiet corner of the chamber, Baron Gorgo and Lord Merrow had found a patch of gloom untroubled by either torch or window. Gorgo’s shadow loomed over his companion. Merrow, pale, pinched, his face like day-old ash, stood rigid, as if awaiting either benediction or execution.

“You needn’t pretend deference, Merrow,” Gorgo muttered, voice pitched just above the sizzle of the nearest sconce. “We both know who holds the leash here.”

Merrow’s mouth twitched. “And yet I find myself wondering which of us is the hound, and which the keeper, my lord.”

Gorgo laughed, a sound as rough as gravel. “Cleverness will not save you from a poor harvest, nor will it spare your house when the King’s patience sours.” He leaned in, breath hot and scented with clove and wine. “The coastal trade is choked. Nerathis grows bold. I expect more than timid letters and excuses.”

“My men are loyal,” Merrow whispered. “But they will not die for an empty promise. If the Baron wants salt, the Baron must...”

Gorgo cut him off with a gesture, a swift slash of the hand. “You will do as instructed.” From his sleeve, he drew a small scroll, bound with red ribbon and stamped with the seal of his house, a stag rampant, rendered in black wax. He pressed it into Merrow’s palm, their hands meeting for the briefest instant. The iron signet rings on both men clinked together, a secret handshake as old as the kingdom itself.

“Deliver this to your contact in Marinth. No detours,” Gorgo said. “And tell him the Baron does not forget.”

Merrow’s hand shook as he secreted the message into the inner fold of his jacket. “Understood.”

Gorgo let his eyes linger on Merrow, relishing the way fear slid over the man’s face like a drop of oil on water. Then, with a smile that exposed the full ruin of his teeth, the Baron straightened, turned, and strode away, leaving Merrow to shrink back into the deeper shadows.

A flicker of movement caught the corner of Gorgo’s gaze, a swirl of deep blue, the sheen of silk. Lady Veyra had entered the chamber, alone and unhurried. She cut a figure both precise and disordered: hair pinned up with a thousand black beads, gown tailored to the edge of scandal, her every step as liquid as mercury on a cold plate. Her arrival registered immediately, even with those who had sworn never to notice her again.

Veyra’s gaze darted over the gathering, a needle threading every alliance and betrayal, every half-smile and stilled tongue. She paused at the window for a heartbeat, letting the new sunlight pick out the faintest shimmer in the brocade at her wrists. Then she crossed to the sideboard, selected a cup of steaming karreth, and turned, toward the chamber, but also inward, as if drinking in the room’s every particle before the day’s first true word was spoken.

The effect of her presence rippled outward, subtle but undeniable. Some junior courtiers, deep in what had moments ago been an earnest conversation, fell instantly silent and stared intently at the marble inlay beneath their feet. A stocky noble from the southern march, caught mid-bite on a crust of bread, seemed to lose all appetite, placing the uneaten portion on the table and wiping his mouth with a handkerchief embroidered with a drooping lily. Even the servants, gliding in with fresh water and ink, slowed their movements, careful not to meet her gaze.

Veyra watched all of this with the faintest smile, the bare upturn of one lip. She set her cup down with a click, then rested her hand atop the folds of her skirt. Her fingers traced the edge of a hidden seam, a gesture so brief it might pass for a nervous tic, unless one was watching for it. Gorgo was watching for it.

He approached her, not with the bluster he reserved for men, but with a curious, almost wary precision. “Lady Veyra,” he said, bowing enough to be technically polite. “You honour us with your punctuality.”

She dipped a curtsy so shallow it bordered on a taunt. “The business of the realm waits for no one, my lord. Least of all a woman of such little account as myself.”

Gorgo’s mouth curled. “I imagine we are all, in our ways, of little account to the King.”

“Some less than others,” she replied, eyes sliding to the scroll now bulging Merrow’s jacket. “But I make it a point never to imagine anything. I prefer to know.”

The Baron bristled, but only for an instant. “Knowledge can be a dangerous appetite. I would take care, were I you.”

Veyra allowed the silence to stretch, holding his gaze. Their stand-off was interrupted by the doors opening. Lord Aldrich Voss swept into the centre of the room, quills and scrolls in a neat bundle under his arm. Without looking at Gorgo or at Veyra, he addressed the room at large. “The King will attend shortly. Please, be seated.”

A minor scuffle ensued as the nobles found their places along the oval table, each seeking a position that would maximise proximity to power while minimising exposure to embarrassment. Voss himself moved to the seat nearest the hearth, arranging his materials with the care of a surgeon laying out knives. The fire behind him crackled, its light deepening the shadows beneath his eyes. 

Lady Veyra took a seat near the middle, flanked on one side by a forgettable cousin of the royal line and on the other by a soft-spoken viscount from the river lands. She regarded both with the same impassivity, and both responded by studying the wood grain of the table with sudden, desperate interest.
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