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Chapter 1 – Sparks in the Dark
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The night the tree fell, the sky looked wrong.

Mira noticed it first as she stood outside their cottage, arms wrapped around herself against the chill. The stars were dim, as if a veil had been dragged across them, and the clouds were gathering in a strange spiral above the village square.

Storm coming, she thought. A bad one.

“Anton!” she called. “Inside, please!”

Her son didn’t answer. That wasn’t surprising eight-year-olds rarely answered the first time but it put a knot of irritation through her worry. She stepped down from the small stone stoop and scanned the narrow lane. Most doors were shutting. Someone dragged a goat by its rope, hurrying. A shutter slammed.

Mira lifted her skirts and walked as quickly as she could without slipping in the dirt. The wind had that heavy, metallic taste that promised thunder.

“Anton!” she tried again, louder. “It’s getting late!”

“Coming!” his voice finally floated back, from the direction of the square.

Of course. The tree.

He loved that old oak more than he loved their cottage, sometimes. The oldest thing in the village, the elders said. Its branches spread wider than three cottages side by side. In summer, children clambered all over it like a living fort; in winter, its bare limbs drew black lines against the sky.

Mira turned the corner just as the first drop of rain hit her cheek.

The square lay mostly empty now. The stalls were shrouded in canvas, the well covered with its wooden lid. The oak rose at the center, a looming shape in the half-light.

Anton stood at its base, one small hand pressed to the ridged bark, his dark hair whipped by the wind.

“There you are,” Mira said, relief mixing with annoyance. “Didn’t you hear me? I’ve been calling ”

A low crack rolled through the air.

Not thunder. Deeper, closer.

Mira’s gaze jerked up.

The oak’s highest branches were swaying, not with the rhythm of the wind but in short, wrenching jerks. Another crack, louder, like ice splitting on a river. She watched in disbelief as a long, heavy limb tore away, trailing smaller branches and a storm of leaves.

It was coming down. Straight toward Anton.

“Anton!” she screamed.

He flinched, looking up, and for a single, freezing instant he didn’t move at all. Just stood there, mouth parted, eyes huge, as the massive limb descended.

Her legs moved before her mind caught up. She ran, every muscle burning, grabbing for him 

Something inside her snapped into certainty: I’m not going to reach him in time.

The limb filled her vision, a dark mass, a roar of leaves and weight.

“Move!” someone shouted from the edge of the square.

Anton threw up his hands.

The air between them rippled.

There was no light at first just a pressure, like the whole world held its breath, and then a sudden, soundless shudder in the space around her son. The falling branch crashed down and... stopped.

Mira skidded to a halt, heart hammering.

The limb hung in the air above Anton’s head, frozen. Not quite touching anything, balanced on nothing. A faint, translucent curve wrapped around him like an invisible bubble, distorting the rain that hit it into tiny flickers of light before sliding off.

Mira could hear everything: the wind, the gasps of the few villagers still nearby, her own ragged breathing. But inside that curved distortion, there was only silence.

Anton blinked up at the suspended branch. “Mother?” he whispered.

He sounded far away.

Mira stepped closer, hand outstretched, and felt a tingling resistance on her palm like pushing against a thick leather drum. The air was solid. A shield. There was no other word for it.

“Anton,” she said, forcing her voice to be steady. “Let it go, love.”

His brow furrowed in concentration. The shimmer quivered.

The branch dropped with a wet, heavy thud, mud and rain splashing up around his boots. The invisible curve vanished, the tension in the air snapping like a broken tether.

Noise rushed back in.

“Did you see that?” someone hissed.

“By all the saints...”

“Witchcraft!”

The last word landed like a thrown stone.

Mira turned. In the doorway of the alehouse, three men stood staring. Old Torgan, his daughter Lysa, and Halen the smith. Another woman peered from her window, fingers gripping the sill so tight her knuckles were white.

“He stopped it,” Lysa said, eyes wide, not quite fearful, not quite awed. “Like it hit glass.”

Halen crossed himself, gaze flicking from Anton to Mira. “That wasn’t glass.”

The first cold edge of fear slid down Mira’s spine. She knew these people. She’d grown up with them. Shared bread, laughter, harvests and lean times. But now their faces looked like strangers’ closed, guarded, wary.

“He could’ve been crushed,” Mira said, trying to keep her voice level, reasonable. “It was just just a blessing, that’s all. A miracle.”

“Miracle?” Torgan spat into the mud. “That’s sorcerer’s work. I’ve seen it before. Light in the air, things flying without reason. Next comes famine, plague, demons ”

“Oh, stop,” Lysa said sharply. “He’s a child. He saved himself. You’d rather see him die?”

Mira seized on that. “Yes. He’s just a boy. My boy. He got lucky, that’s all. The branch broke that way ”

“We all saw it,” Halen said quietly. His thick hands flexed, the way they did when he lifted a hammer. “It hit something that wasn’t there.”

The clouds above grumbled. A gust of wind swept the square, flinging rain sideways. Somewhere a shutter banged.

Anton still hadn’t moved. He looked down at his hands, turning them over as if they belonged to someone else.

“Mother,” he said. His voice was shaking. “What did I...?”

“Enough,” Mira said. “We can talk at home.”

She took his hand, meaning to lead him away, but Torgan stepped forward, blocking her path.

“Don’t you dare,” he said. “Not ‘til the Elder hears of this. We can’t just ignore it. You heard what the priests say these things spread. One witch, then ten, then the village burns. I’ve got grandchildren to think of.”

“He’s not a witch,” Mira said. “He’s eight.”

Torgan’s eyes were hard. “That’s when the devil starts sniffing around, isn’t it?”

Lysa hissed through her teeth. “You’re talking nonsense, old man.”

An argument was sparking fear and anger reaching for something to burn. Mira knew how fast that could turn. She’d seen it when the fever came through three years ago, when strangers were blamed and driven off for bringing “bad air.”

She felt Anton’s fingers tremble in hers.

The clouds opened in earnest at last. Rain hammered down, turning the square to slick, sucking mud. The few remaining villagers shouted and ducked into doorways, slamming shutters against the downpour.

Halen looked at the pouring sky, then at Mira and Anton. His face twisted like he was grinding metal between his teeth.

“We’ll talk about this in the morning,” he said. “Bring the boy before the Elder. He deserves to know.”

“He deserves to rest,” Mira said.

“No one’s burning anyone tonight.” Halen’s gaze softened just a fraction when it fell on Anton. “Go home. Lock your door. And if you’re wise, you’ll pray.”

He turned and trudged away, hunched against the rain.

Torgan lingered a moment longer, eyes narrowed, before Lysa tugged at his sleeve.

“Come on,” she said. “You’ll drown out here.”

They left Mira alone in the square with her son and the fallen limb.

For a heartbeat, the only sound was the drum of water on wood and stone.

Mira exhaled slowly.

“Come,” she said, squeezing Anton’s hand. “We’re going home.”

They picked their way around the massive branch. Anton glanced back at it once, his brows knit, then hurried to keep up with her.

The mud sucked at their boots. The rain soaked through Mira’s shawl, dripping down the back of her neck. None of it felt quite real. The world had gone soft around the edges, like a dream she couldn’t wake from.

Behind them, the ancient oak shuddered again, shedding a smaller branch as if shivering off the last of its burden.

Their cottage seemed smaller when they stepped inside.

Mira bolted the door, slid the heavy bar into place, and leaned against it for a moment, catching her breath. The familiar smells stew herbs, smoke, wool settled around her, comforting and suffocating at once.

Anton stood in the middle of the room, dripping onto the packed-earth floor.

“Take off your boots,” she said automatically. “We’ll have a puddle.”

He obeyed, fingers clumsy, eyes distant.

Mira lit another lamp, adding a warm glow to the hearth’s faint light. The storm made the shutters rattle, wind wailing through the gaps.

When the flame steadied, she turned to him.

“Are you hurt?”

He shook his head.

“Let me see.” She knelt, running her hands over his arms, his shoulders, the top of his head. No bumps, no blood. Just a thin, shaking boy who suddenly felt older than he had that morning.

“Mother,” he said, his voice a thin thread. “What was that?”

She sat back on her heels.

How do you answer that? she thought. How do you tell your child that the stories whispered in the dark, the ones about curses and sorcerers, might have just stepped into your own house?

“I don’t know,” she said. It wasn’t quite a lie. “But you saved yourself. You saved me too.”

His eyes filled with tears. “They looked at me like I did something wrong.”

Mira pulled him into her arms. He smelled of rain and earth and child-sweat.

“They’re frightened,” she said into his hair. “People say a lot of fool things when they’re frightened.”

“Am I... bad?” he whispered.

She closed her eyes. For a moment, an image flashed behind them: a girl from another village, years ago, whose name she barely remembered. A girl who had made water leap from a well like a fountain, laughing. A girl whose house had mysteriously burned down a month later. No one had said why. No one had needed to.

Mira pushed the memory away so hard it hurt.

“You are my son,” she said firmly. “There is nothing bad about that. Do you understand?”

He sniffed, nodding against her shoulder.

She held him until his shaking calmed. The storm beat at the roof, a steady roar like distant surf.

When he pulled back, she cupped his face in her hands.

“Can you tell me,” she asked gently, “what you felt? When the tree was falling.”

He frowned, thinking. “I was scared. I thought it would crush me. And I thought ” His eyes flicked to hers, guilty. “I thought you would be sad. Alone.”

A strange ache went through her. “That sounds like you were thinking of me, not yourself.”

“I didn’t want you to be alone,” he said stubbornly, as if that explained everything.

“And then?”

“Then everything felt... tight.” He pressed a hand to his chest. “Like all the air in the world came in here.” He tapped his ribs. “And I pushed it out. I didn’t mean to. I just... didn’t want the tree to hit me.”

“And the shield” the word felt odd in her mouth “you could feel it?”

He scrunched up his nose. “It felt like holding my breath. But all around.”

Mira exhaled slowly.

Magic.

There was no use softening the word, at least not in her own head. All the old stories came crowding back. Some spoke of wonders, protection, healing. Far more spoke of witchfires on the moors, of storms called down on armies, of kings bent to a mage’s will. Those were the tales the priests liked best.

But under those, deeper, were other stories. Quieter ones. Stories of a man in the hills, a hermit who was not just a hermit. Stories that had seemed like rumors, not possibilities.

She stood and moved to the small table where she kept their coins and few important scraps a faded ribbon, a tiny carved bird Anton had made, a much-folded, much-worn scrap of parchment with a name on it.

Eldran.

She’d heard it first from a traveling trader years ago, when Anton was still a baby, colicky and wide-eyed. “There’s still one of them left,” he’d said over his mug of ale. “Lives out beyond the western ridge. Old as the hills, they say. Doesn’t burn, doesn’t die. Knows all the old secrets.”

It had sounded like nonsense, then. But she’d written the name down anyway. Just in case.

Now, as the storm clawed at their walls and the village whispered in fear just beyond their thin door, that scrap of parchment felt heavy as a stone in her hand.

“Anton,” she said.

He was watching her anxiously, as if waiting for a sentence.

“In the morning,” she went on, “they’ll want to take you to the Elder. To decide what to do.”

He swallowed. “What will they do?”

She thought of Torgan’s eyes, of the way he’d said witchcraft. She thought of fires built too high, of ropes and stones and “for the good of the village.”

Her stomach turned.

“I don’t intend to find out,” she said.

He blinked. “What do you mean?”

“I mean we’re leaving,” she said. Saying it made it real. “Before dawn. Before anyone’s awake enough to stop us. We’ll go west. To the hills.”

“Why?” he whispered.

She held up the worn scrap. The ink was faded, but the name was still legible.

“To find someone who might understand what you are,” she said softly. “Someone who can teach you to be safe. For yourself. For others.”

Anton hesitated. “Safe... like not hurting people?”

“Yes,” she said. Then, quieter, “And safe as in not being hurt by people who don’t understand.”

He looked at the door, as if he could see the village through it. The house where his friend Den lived. The square where he played. The oak tree.

“Will we come back?” he asked.

Mira’s throat tightened. “I don’t know.”

He nodded slowly, the way he did when he tried to be braver than he felt.

“Will it be far?” he asked, after a moment.

“Yes.”

“Will there be... more trees?” he added, almost shyly.

She surprised herself by laughing. It came out a little wild, but it was laughter all the same. “I imagine so.”

He shrugged, as if that decided it. “All right, then.”

Mira moved quickly after that. Years of living alone with a child had taught her to be practical. She packed a small bundle: bread, hard cheese, dried meat, two spare shirts each, a needle and thread, flint and steel. The knife her father had given her. A little pouch of coins far too few.

She left behind the heavy things. The spinning wheel, the stool, the basket Den’s mother had woven for her. The life she’d built, piece by piece. It felt like cutting away parts of herself and stacking them neatly where someone else might pick them up.

When she was done, the cottage looked hollow. Like a skin that had already been shed.

Anton watched in silence, curled in the corner with a blanket around his shoulders. His eyes followed every movement, his face set.

“You should sleep,” she told him. “We’ll rise while it’s still dark.”

“Will you sleep?” he asked.

She almost lied.

“I’ll try,” she said instead.

He nodded and lay down on his straw mattress, clutching the blanket. The storm outside had softened to a steady patter, the worst of its fury burned out.

After his breathing evened and deepened, Mira sat at the table, the scrap of parchment between her fingers. Eldran. If he was even real. If he was even alive. If he would help them.

If he doesn’t, what then?

Then she would keep walking. As far as she had to. As long as she could.

She sat there until the lamp burned low and the room blurred around the edges. Only then did she snuff the flame and lie down fully clothed beside Anton.

In the dark, with the storm’s last whispers outside and her son’s warmth at her back, she listened to his breathing and tried not to imagine flames and shouting and a door splintering under fists.

We leave before dawn, she told herself.

And we do not look back.
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Chapter 2 – Before Dawn
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The world was grey when Mira opened her eyes.

For a moment, she didn’t know why she was awake. The cottage was quiet, the storm outside reduced to the faint drip of water from the eaves. Anton’s small, familiar weight pressed against her side, his breath warm on her arm.

Then she remembered the fallen oak, the way the air had turned solid around her son, the word witchcraft spat into the rain.

Leaving. We’re leaving.

Her heart gave a hard, steady thump, like it was agreeing.

The darkness outside the shutters had softened, but it was still more night than morning. Good. That was what she’d meant to do: move before the village fully woke.

She eased herself away from Anton, careful not to jostle him too much. He made a small sound in his throat and rolled toward the wall, clutching the blanket.

Mira rose and listened.

No footsteps. No voices. Just the creak of the settling roof and the tiny scrabble of a mouse behind the wall.

They hadn’t come in the night, then. Some part of her had half-expected to wake to fists on the door, to the Elder’s voice demanding answers, to the village crowded behind him with fear in their eyes and kindling in their arms.

“Not yet,” she muttered to herself. “Good.”

She lit the lamp with a practiced hand, shielding the spark with her body so the glow wouldn’t leak through the shutters. Then she moved through the cottage, checking the bundle she’d packed: bread, cheese, dried meat. A little jar of goose fat in case of blisters. Her father’s knife. Two spare shirts each. Thread and needle. Flint.

Too little. But more would only slow them.

She added two clay cups and a small pot, then wrapped the whole bundle in the thicker of their two blankets and tied it with rope.

Her fingers hesitated on the knot.

Everything she left behind became someone else’s problem: the rent they’d never pay, the chores they’d never finish. The life they’d been living, shedding like a second skin.

She straightened and went to the corner where their shoes and cloaks hung. Her work boots creaked as she pulled them on. The leather of her cloak was cracked at the edges, oiled and re-oiled over the years, but it would keep most of the rain out.

Anton mumbled something in his sleep and rolled onto his back, lashes fluttering.

Time.

She crouched beside him and brushed his hair back from his forehead.

“Anton,” she whispered. “Wake up, love.”

He wrinkled his nose, eyes squeezing tighter shut. “Mmm. No.”

She bit back a smile that hurt more than it should. “I gave you warning. Up. We’ve a long walk to start.”

At that, his eyes opened.

For one dazed second he looked at her the way he did on any early morning, bleary and mildly betrayed. Then memory crashed back in behind his gaze, and the boyish softness sharpened into something too serious for his age.

“Is it time?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He sat up, clutching the blanket around his shoulders. The lamplight carved deep shadows under his eyes. He hadn’t really slept, then. It made her chest ache.

“Do we... do we say goodbye to anyone?” he asked.

The question hit her harder than she expected. Faces flashed through her mind: Den’s mother, who always slipped Anton an extra roll when she baked; Halen, who sometimes sharpened her knives for free; Lysa, laughing in the square on market days.

Torgan, spitting the word witchcraft.

The Elder, kind when he could afford to be, cautious when he couldn’t.

If she went knocking on doors now, if she tried to explain maybe some would understand. Maybe some would help. Maybe someone would go straight to the Elder and tell him exactly which way she was running.

“No,” she said slowly. “We leave quietly. It’s safer that way.”

For us, she didn’t say. And maybe for them, too, if anyone came asking who knew what when.

Anton swallowed and nodded. “All right.”

“Dress warm,” she told him. “We’ll be outside for a long while. Two pairs of socks. Remember what you do when we walk far?”

“Change them when we stop,” he recited automatically, rubbing his eyes. “So my feet don’t fall off.”

“Exactly.”

While he dressed, she took down the small clay jar from the shelf behind the hearth. Coins clinked softly as she tipped them into her palm. Not many never enough but some. A couple of coppers, one thin silver, a scattering of smaller dull discs. She split the pile, slipping half into her own pocket and half into the inside of Anton’s boot when he wasn’t looking.

If we’re separated, a grim little voice whispered. He’ll still have something.

She shoved that thought away as fiercely as she had shoved away the memory of the burned girl. But the motion of it remained, like a bruise.

“Mother?” Anton said.

She turned. He stood in his shirt and breeches, pulling on his boots. Over one arm, he cradled something.

“What’s that?” she asked.

He held it out shyly.

It was the little carved bird he’d whittled last spring from a dropped branch of the oak. Its wings were spread, head tilted as if listening. The wood had been smoothed by his fingers, darkened where he’d held it while telling stories to himself.

“I thought...” He swallowed. “Can it come? It doesn’t take up much space.”

Her first impulse was to say no. They needed every bit of room for things that would keep them alive, not for toys. But the look on his face wasn’t just sadness; it was like he was clinging to one last piece of the life they were walking away from.

“Yes,” she said. “But only that. Everything else stays.”

His shoulders sagged in relief. He tucked the bird carefully into the pouch at his belt.

By the time they were both dressed and ready, the lamp was burning low again. Mira snuffed it, plunging the room into soot-scented dark. The dim grey leaking around the shutter edges told her it was just before dawn, that strange hour when the world holds its breath between night and day.

“Bundle,” she whispered.

Anton hefted the bundle as best he could. It was heavy for him, so she took most of the weight, slipping the rope over her shoulder. He’d carry it later, when the initial climb wore on and their roles naturally shifted, as they always did on long walks.

For now, she needed him light and quick on his feet.

They stood before the door.

Mira rested her hand on the bar, pulse a drumbeat in her ears.

“Once we step outside,” she said softly, “we don’t come back. Do you understand?”

He nodded.

“If anyone sees us and calls out keep walking. Don’t stop. Don’t argue. I’ll talk if I have to.”

Another nod. His fingers were twisting in the edge of his cloak. She wanted to smooth them out, to tell him it would be fine, but that would be a lie she didn’t know how to put polish on.

She lifted the bar.

The wood made a tiny, betraying creak. She froze, listening. No answering noise. The village remained a dark collection of shapes and thatch, breathing faint smoke into the pale sky.

She eased the door open.

Cool air swept in, tinged with the sharp, clean smell that comes after a hard rain. The lane outside was damp and quiet, puddles shining faintly. A rooster crowed somewhere, far off. A dog barked once, then fell silent.

Mira stepped out. Anton followed, pulling the door closed behind them.

She didn’t lock it. What was the point? A latch wouldn’t keep out gossip or fear. Let whoever needed it use it, once they were gone. Let someone else fill the space with their cooking and their worries.

They moved quickly down the lane, keeping close to the walls. The village wasn’t large; from one end to the other was a ten-minute walk at most. To the east lay the fields and the road that eventually wound toward the city. To the west, a narrower track led toward the hills.

She turned west.

Every familiar building felt like a reproach. There was Den’s house, with its broken shutter, repaired three times already. The Elder’s cottage, with the neatly swept stoop. The low stone wall of the well, its wooden lid still in place.

And in the center of it all, the oak.

Her eyes flicked to it without her permission.

In the dim light, it looked like a wounded giant. One of its great arms lay broken where it had fallen, moss torn and roots exposed. The branch that had nearly crushed her son was still half-embedded in the mud, leaves plastered flat by rain.

Anton’s steps slowed.

“Don’t stop,” she murmured.

He glanced at the tree, then away. His jaw tightened. He walked faster.

As they passed the alehouse, Mira heard the muffled sound of voices and clinking from inside some early riser or late drinker finishing the night. She held her breath.

A moment later, the door scraped open.

She and Anton were almost past, heads down, when a voice said, “Mira?”

Her stomach dropped.

Halen the smith stood in the doorway, broad shoulders filling the frame, hair sleep-mussed. He had a mug in one hand and a heavy cloak thrown over his other arm. His eyes took in their cloaks, the bundle, the direction they were headed.

“What are you doing out before dawn?” he asked.

For a heartbeat, Mira considered lying. She could say she was going to the fields early, that she wanted to check the fences after the storm, that what? With her child and all her belongings on her back?

She straightened, meeting his gaze.

“We’re leaving,” she said simply.

Halen’s eyes narrowed. “Running, more like.”

“Call it what you like.” Her voice was steady, to her own faint surprise. “It’s safer for him if we go.”

Halen’s gaze slid past her to Anton. The boy shifted his weight from one foot to the other, not quite hiding behind her.

The smith’s face softened. “You heard what the Elder said?” he asked.

“We didn’t wait to find out what the Elder would say,” Mira replied.

He grunted. “He wanted a meeting. That’s all. Talk of binding, maybe. Restrictions.” His mouth twisted. “Not that I like those, but it would’ve been better than having the whole village in a panic.”

“A meeting where half of them would shout for fire,” she said dryly. “I’ve seen those before. Once someone says ‘for the sake of the children,’ there’s no stopping at talk.”

Halen looked away, jaw grinding. He couldn’t argue. He’d seen it too.

“You could have a place here still,” he said, quieter. “Maybe. If he promised not to... do things. If you kept him hidden.”

“Until the next storm, the next accident.” Mira shook her head. “He didn’t ask for this. He shouldn’t have to live like a trapped animal because other people are afraid.”

Halen took a long drink from his mug. Steam curled in the cool morning air.

“Where will you go?” he asked.

“West,” she said. No point in lying about that. If anyone wanted to chase them, they’d figure it out soon enough. “To the hills.”

His brows rose. “To the stories?”

“Yes.”

He swore softly under his breath. “Mira. They’re just tales. A hermit wizard out there, waiting to take in stray witches? Next you’ll tell me there’s a golden castle under the lake.”

“I don’t have better tales to follow,” she said. “And staying here will get him killed.”

She hadn’t meant to say the last part so bluntly, but there it was, hanging in the air between them.

Halen stared into his mug like it might offer answers.

Behind him, inside the alehouse, someone laughed, the sound thick with last-night drink. A chair scraped.

“If you leave,” Halen said after a moment, keeping his voice low, “the Elder will want to know why I didn’t stop you.”

“Tell him you tried,” Mira said. “You told us to stay, and we didn’t listen. It won’t be a lie. You always said I was stubborn.”

That coaxed a half-smile from him, fleeting. “That I did.”

Their eyes met. In his, she saw worry, resignation, and something like reluctant admiration. In hers, she imagined he saw fear and the solid steel of a decision already made.

“Take the south path out,” he said suddenly. “Not the main track. It’s muddier, but you’ll pass fewer houses.”

“Thank you,” she said softly.

He snorted. “Don’t thank me. I’m still not sure this isn’t foolish.”

“Foolishness might be all we have left,” she replied.

He shifted his weight, as if he were about to step aside and let them pass. Then he reached into his cloak and pulled something out: a small cloth-wrapped bundle.

“Here,” he said gruffly. “Bread and smoked meat. I was meant to eat it on the way to the forge. Seems you’ll put it to better use.”

Mira hesitated. “Halen ”

“Take it,” he said. “Before I change my mind and try to knock sense into you instead.”

She took it. It was warm from his hand.

“Thank you,” she said again. This time the words stuck in her throat. “For... not shouting.”

He shrugged, looking away. “I’ve seen real evil,” he muttered. “It doesn’t look like an eight-year-old boy who doesn’t want his mother crushed by a tree. Go before someone else wakes up and sees.”

He stepped back into the shadow of the doorway.

Mira didn’t waste the chance. She touched Anton’s shoulder gently and moved down the lane, turning at the next corner onto the smaller south path. Her pulse hammered, waiting for a shout, for the slam of feet behind them.

None came.

Only when they had passed the last crooked fence and the last sagging cottage did she let herself breathe more freely.

The land opened up ahead, rising in gentle slopes. Far beyond, under the lifting veil of mist, she could see the darker smudge of the hills, their tops still hidden by low clouds.

Anton walked in silence for a while, his steps crunching softly on the damp earth.

“Was he angry?” he asked at last. “Halen.”

“Worried,” she said. “For us. For the village. For his own head, probably.”

“Will they miss us?” The question was so quiet she almost pretended she hadn’t heard it.

“Yes,” she said. “Some will. Some will be relieved. Sometimes those things happen together.”

He frowned at that, trying to fit it into his understanding of the world.

They walked as the sky lightened. Grey turned to pale blue over their heads. The first thin rays of sun speared through the clouds, touching the wet fields and making every blade of grass shine.

Behind them, the village became a cluster of shapes, then a blur, then a memory.

Mira forced herself not to look back.

They followed the south path until it joined the main westward track. From there, the walk became more familiar. She’d taken this route once or twice to gather herbs, but never so far, never with the intention of not coming home.

Anton’s cloak flapped around his knees. His breath puffed a little harder as the path began to rise.

“How far is it?” he asked.

“To the hills?” She adjusted the bundle on her shoulder, feeling the strain begin to bite. “A good day’s walk, maybe a bit more at your pace. We’ll camp near the foot and climb tomorrow.”

“And the wizard?” His voice had a little tremor of excitement under the fear now. “Master Eldran.”

She almost corrected him the stories had never used Master, only Eldran, the hermit, the old one but she let it stand. Some respect couldn’t hurt if the man existed.

“If he’s real,” she said, “he’ll be somewhere up there.”

“What if he’s not?” Anton asked. “What if we get there and it’s just rocks and goats?”

“Then we keep walking,” she said. “Or find a different village. One bigger than ours. In cities, sometimes people mind their own business more.”

“You don’t believe that,” he said, squinting up at her.

She sighed. “No. But sometimes they don’t notice particular people, at least. We’d be new faces among many.”

He thought about that. “I don’t want to be invisible,” he said eventually. “I just don’t want to be... wrong.”

Something twisted in her chest again. “You aren’t wrong,” she said. “The people who’d hurt you for what you did they’re the ones who’re wrong.”

“If you say so.”

“I do.”

They stopped around midday beneath a stand of alder trees by a narrow stream. Mira set the bundle down with relief and rolled her sore shoulder.

Anton went to the water’s edge, peering at his reflection.

“Don’t fall in,” she warned out of habit.

“I won’t.”

She unwrapped the bundle Halen had given them. The bread inside was dense and still faintly warm; the smoked meat had a sharp, salty tang. She split both in half and called Anton back. They ate in silence, listening to the stream chuckle over stones.

After, she made him peel off his boots and socks, inspecting his feet. No blisters yet. Good. She had him rub them dry and put on a fresh pair of socks, as she did herself.

“Do you think everyone will be talking about us?” he asked suddenly, staring at his toes.

“For a while,” she said. “News like that doesn’t stay quiet. Someone will have seen us go. Halen, at least.”

“Will they say I’m a witch?” He said the word like it tasted bad.

“Some will.” She didn’t sugarcoat it. “Some will say you’re cursed. Some will say you’re blessed. None of them will have any idea what they’re talking about.”

He frowned. “Do you?”

She looked at the ring of trees, the strip of sky, the hills waiting far ahead.

“I know you’re my son,” she said. “I know you’re kind. I know you didn’t want to hurt anyone last night, and you didn’t. You stopped the tree. That’s what I know.”

He seemed to weigh that, as if testing whether it held.

“Do you think the king has witches?” he asked after a moment, surprising her.

“Where did that come from?” she asked.

“People talk,” he said with a shrug too old for him. “About the king in the city. They say he’s different. That he listens. That he keeps things safe. Maybe he needs someone like me.”

The thought sent a reluctant shiver through her. She’d heard the same rumors: King Johan, the fair, the careful, the soft-handed. Almost too good to be real. Rulers like that tended to have short reigns.

“If he does,” she said, “he hasn’t come knocking on our door.”

“Maybe he will,” Anton said, half a smile tugging at his mouth. “When he hears about me.”

She reached over and flicked his ear gently. “Eat your bread, mighty sorcerer.”

He grinned, the expression a flash of the child he still was beneath the fear.

They walked again until the sun leaned westward and the air cooled. The land grew rougher as they approached the hills. Fields gave way to scrub and scattered rock. The track narrowed, twisting between rises. Far above, Mira could see the faint line where trees thickened into true forest.

By late afternoon, the sky had clouded again, but not with the same menace as the previous night. Just a blanket of grey, soft and heavy.

When her legs began to tremble with each step, Mira called a halt.

“We camp here,” she said, pointing to a small hollow sheltered by boulders and a stunted pine. “We’re far enough from the road to sleep in peace, and close enough to find it again in the morning.”

Anton looked around with wide eyes. “We’re sleeping... outside?”

“Sometimes people do,” she said wryly. “Even on purpose.”

They collected what dry twigs they could find under the pine and coaxed a small fire into life. The flames flickered pale, licking at the damp. They warmed a little of the smoked meat in a pot with water, making a thin broth.

As evening crept in, the shapes of the hills around them turned into looming shadows. Crickets started their steady chorus. Somewhere, far off, a fox barked.

Anton huddled close to the fire, blanket around his shoulders. The carved bird sat beside him on a rock, as if watching the flames too.

“Tell me more about him,” he said.

“Who?” Mira asked, shifting on the hard ground to ease her back.

“The wizard,” Anton said. “Eldran.”

She stared into the fire, remembering the trader’s voice years ago: half-joking, half-afraid.

“They say he’s very old,” she said slowly. “That he lived in the city once, long ago, when magic was more common. That he left when people started turning on his kind.”

“Why?” Anton asked.

“Because he didn’t want to be killed,” she said bluntly. “And because he didn’t want to kill them first, I suppose.”

Anton chewed on that. “So he’s... good?”

“If the stories are true, he helped people,” she said. “Healed, protected. Most of the ones who tell it like him well enough. But people twist tales. Everyone wants a hero or a villain, not a complicated man.”

“Do you like him?” Anton asked.

“I’ve never met him.”

“But you wrote his name down.”

Mira felt a spark of embarrassment, as if he’d caught her keeping a secret.

“I did,” she admitted. “I thought, when you were born... if you ever showed a sign. If you were like the girl from the other village.” She paused. “I hoped I’d never need the name. But I kept it anyway.”

“And now here we are,” he said quietly.

“Here we are.”

He stared into the fire. “What if he doesn’t want us? What if he says I’m too dangerous?”

“That,” she said, “is my job to argue with him about. Not yours.”

He smiled faintly. “You’ll shout at a wizard?”

“I’ve shouted at worse,” she said. “Now lie down. We start climbing at first light.”

He obeyed, stretching out on the blanket with his feet toward the fading fire. She lay beside him, pulling half the blanket over herself, the other half over him. The ground was hard and uneven under her hip; the air bit colder than their cottage ever had. But the sky above was wide, a smear of stars peeking between clouds.

“Mother?” Anton said after a while, voice small in the dark.

“Mm?”

“If I... if I do it again. The shield. Will you be scared of me?”

The question cut through her like a knife.

“No,” she said immediately. “Never of you. Of what others might do, perhaps. Of the noise they make with their fear. But not of you.”

He was quiet for a heartbeat. Then: “You weren’t scared. When the tree stopped.”

“I was terrified,” she said honestly. “But not of you. Of how close I came to losing you.”

He shifted, curling closer to her side. She wrapped an arm around him and pulled him in, blanket and all.

“I’m glad you didn’t,” he mumbled, words already blurred with sleep.

“So am I,” she whispered.

His breathing slowed. The fire sank to embers, casting a faint red glow that made their little hollow feel like a hidden cave. Beyond it, the hills loomed, shadowy and waiting.

Mira stared into the dark, toward the invisible peaks, and thought of an old man in a house that might not exist.

Eldran, she thought, if you are real, be kind. If you are wise, be near. I am bringing you my heart.

She was not a praying woman. But alone between a village that feared her son and hills that might hold nothing, she let the thought go out into the night anyway.

No answer came.

Still, when sleep finally stole over her, she dreamed of a door in a wall of stone, and a light behind it that did not burn.
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Chapter 3 – The Man in the Hills
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The morning came thin and colorless.

Mira woke to the sound of birds squabbling in the scrub. For a moment she didn’t remember where she was. The hard ground, the cold at the tip of her nose, the unfamiliar smell of damp rock and pine it all tumbled together into a disorienting jumble.

Then Anton shifted against her, and the ache in her back spoke up, and the whole of yesterday flooded back in one dizzying rush.

She opened her eyes.

The fire was a dark scab of ash and charcoal. Mist clung to the hollows between the hills, blurring their edges. The sky overhead was a flat grey sheet, as if someone had dragged a cloth over the blue.

Anton was still asleep, cheek pressed to her arm, hair sticking up in wild tufts. The carved bird had fallen off the rock and lay beside his hand, its wooden beak pressed into the dirt.

For a few heartbeats she watched him, feeling the urge to let him sleep longer. He looked younger like this. Not like a boy who’d done something that frightened grown men, but like a child who’d run too far and finally collapsed.

We don’t have the luxury, she reminded herself.

She shifted carefully and patted his shoulder. “Anton,” she whispered. “Wake up, love. The hills won’t come down to meet us.”

He groaned into her sleeve. “Tell them to. My legs hurt already.”

“You don’t know that,” she said. “You’re not even standing.”

“I can feel it in my bones,” he muttered.

But he rolled onto his back and blinked up at the sky. “It’s grey.”

“Grey is good,” she said. “Less sun in our eyes. Up.”

They ate cold bread and a bit of cheese, washed down with water from the stream. Mira repacked the bundle, lighter now by a meal or two. She checked their boots, tightened her laces, made sure the knife was where she could reach it quickly.

Anton tucked the carved bird back into his belt pouch, patting it once like a talisman. His expression, as he scanned the looming hills, was a mix of reluctance and excitement.

“Will he be watching us?” he asked as they started walking. “The wizard.”

“If he exists?” Mira pulled the rope of the bundle higher onto her shoulder. “If he’s as powerful as they say, he might feel us coming even now.”

Anton looked around quickly, as if expecting a face to lean out of the rocks at any moment. “Like... like he can see everything?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. People like to make their legends bigger than life. But if he’s lived here long, he’ll know the paths. And he’ll know the kinds of people who walk them.”

“Like mothers dragging their children?” Anton asked dryly.

“Exactly like that.”

The path wound steadily upward. Soon, the open scrub gave way to clusters of trees. Evergreen needles lay thick on the ground, muffling their footsteps. The air grew cooler, sharper, carrying the smell of resin and damp earth.

The village fell out of sight behind a fold of land. Once, Anton tried to look back and found only mist and hills. His shoulders sagged with a strange kind of disappointment, then squared again.

“How will we find his house?” he asked after a while, breathing a little harder.

Mira had wondered the same thing. The trader’s tale had been vague: “out toward the western ridge, where the rocks grow tall and the wind sings.” Useless directions, practically. It was like telling someone to look for a specific leaf in a forest.

“We look for signs,” she said. “Paths that are more worn. Places where someone might gather water or wood. Smoke, if we’re lucky.”

“And if we’re unlucky?”

“Then we walk in circles until we wear a path ourselves.”

He groaned.

They climbed.

Hours passed in a rhythm of step and breath, step and breath. The path, such as it was, narrowed and widened again, sometimes nothing more than a suggestion where the undergrowth was less thick. Mira picked her way carefully, eyes scanning for broken branches, trampled grass anything to suggest someone else came this way often.

At one point they followed a deer trail by mistake and ended up at a rocky drop, looking over a ravine choked with thorny bushes. Turning back cost them almost an hour. Anton didn’t complain, but his silence grew heavier, like a stone he was carrying alongside his bundle.

Near midday, they stopped beside a small spring bubbling out of a rock face. While Anton drank and splashed his face, Mira crouched down and studied the mud.

There were tracks. Deer, rabbit, something with long claws. And there fainter, old: the broad print of a boot.

“Someone’s been through here,” she said.

Anton spat out a mouthful of water. “Someone like a wizard?”

“Someone with feet,” she said. “Which is a start.”

They followed the spring uphill. It joined a larger stream that tumbled over stones, making a sound like laughter. The banks there were steeper, lined with moss and roots clutching at the soil. Again, Mira saw scuffed earth that didn’t look like any animal she knew.

Only a few people would bother this far up, she thought. Hunters. Fools. Or someone who doesn’t want to be found.

As the afternoon wore on, the trees thinned. The ground grew rockier. The mist that had pooled in the hollows earlier now clung to the slopes in drifting veils. Once, a low bank of it swept across them, cool and damp, and for a moment they could see only a few steps ahead.

“Stay close,” Mira said, reaching back for Anton’s hand.

His fingers slid into hers, cold but firm.

“Is this magic?” he whispered.

“Mist?” she said. “No. That’s just the hills breathing.”

“It feels like... something waiting.”

She couldn’t deny that.

The mist lifted as abruptly as it had fallen, revealing a steep incline ahead. The path if it could be called that zigzagged up between boulders speckled with lichen.

Mira’s thighs burned as they climbed. Anton puffed behind her, but he kept going without complaint. Every now and then she heard him mutter something under his breath, as if counting his steps or talking himself through each one.

At the top of the incline, the ground leveled out into a narrow shelf of rock. From here, the slope fell away sharply to one side, revealing a sweep of forest below and, far beyond that, the faint hint of flat lands. The sky had darkened noticeably; streaks of deeper grey gathered in the west.

“One more stretch,” Mira said, putting more cheer into her voice than she felt. “Then we look for somewhere to stop. We won’t reach any hermits today.”

Anton squinted ahead. “Is that a good somewhere?”

She followed his pointing finger.

At first she didn’t see it, just more rocks and scrub and stubborn, wind-bent bushes. Then her gaze snagged on a line that wasn’t quite natural a slant of stone that looked like it had been cut, not fractured.

They walked closer.

It was a wall. Or a fragment of one, half-swallowed by the hillside and moss. Stones had been stacked here, fitted together with more care than chance would allow. Most had shifted over time, sunk or toppled, so that the structure was now a low, uneven barrier rather than anything resembling a building.

Beyond it, the rock face rose higher, forming a ragged cliff about twice Mira’s height. The cliff wasn’t sheer bushes clung to cracks, and small ledges jutted here and there but there was no clear path over it.

“We’re turning back?” Anton asked, disappointment thick in his voice.

Mira stepped up to the wall and ran her fingers along the stones. They were old she could feel it in the weight of them, in the way moss had settled into every crevice. But there was something else, too. A faint hum under her fingertips, like the sensation when you stand too near a beehive and feel the air vibrating.

She pulled her hand back instinctively.

“What?” Anton said sharply. “What is it?”

“Come here,” she said. “Careful.”

He joined her, peering at the stones. Up close, he could see what she had felt: hairline cracks in the moss where light flowed differently, tiny traces of symbols carved into the rock, almost worn away by time. Circles within circles, lines that twisted and broke.

“Don’t touch until I say,” she added quickly.

“Is it a door?” he whispered, suddenly wide-eyed.

Mira opened her mouth to say she didn’t know. Then she realized she did know, somewhere under her skin.

“Maybe,” she said. “Or maybe it used to be. If anyone lives here, they don’t want it obvious.”

“How do we open it?” he asked.

She shook her head helplessly. “I’m not a wizard, Anton. I patch clothes and bake bread. I don’t ”

“You came anyway.”

The quiet certainty in his voice made her swallow whatever excuse she’d been about to muster.

She stepped closer again and pressed her palm lightly to the stone, ready to jerk it away if anything felt wrong.

That faint hum met her skin again, a low thrumming that wasn’t quite sound. Her palm tingled, like the moment before a limb falls asleep.

“Feels like holding my breath,” Anton murmured unexpectedly.

She glanced at him. His brow was furrowed, gaze distant. His own hand, hovering just inches from the stone, trembled faintly.

“Don’t ” she began.

Too late.

He laid his palm flat against the rock.

The air changed.

It was subtle at first a soft tightening, as if the wind had drawn in. The hairs on Mira’s arms lifted. The moss under Anton’s fingers brightened, its green deepening into something almost luminous. The ancient symbols carved into the stone flared faintly, tracing themselves again in pale light.

“Anton,” she said, voice low. “Let go.”

“I’m not holding anything,” he whispered. His eyes were wide, not with fear exactly, but with the same fascinated focus she’d seen the night before when the tree stopped. “It’s... looking at me.”

The idea made her skin crawl. “Then look back later. Let go now.”

He tried.

His fingers flexed, but his hand didn’t move.

Mira’s heart thudded. She grabbed his wrist and tugged.

The stone flashed.

Not outward, not like an explosion. The light moved inward, racing along the carved lines toward the center of the wall, then sinking into the rock with a sound like a drawn breath.

Anton gasped. His hand came free so abruptly he almost fell backward. Mira caught him by the shoulders.

Between them, in the middle of the stonework, a seam appeared.

It had been there all along, she realized hidden among the natural cracks and moss. Now it shone faintly, a long vertical line that extended from just above the ground to a little above Mira’s head. It widened slowly, stones grinding softly as invisible hinges moved for the first time in who knew how many years.

Behind the wall, darkness yawned.

Anton stared. “Did I...?”

“You knocked,” a voice said.

Both of them jerked toward the sound.

An old man stood in the shadow of the newly revealed doorway.

Mira hadn’t seen him there. One moment the darkness was empty; the next, he was part of it. Not lurking creepily more like he’d been standing very still and only now chose to be noticed.

He wore a patched brown robe tied with a frayed cord. Wisps of white hair curled around a narrow, lined face. His beard was trimmed short, more practical than impressive. A walking staff rested in one hand, its top carved into a simple spiral.

What struck Mira most, though, were his eyes. They were clear and sharp, the pale grey of river stones, and she felt as if they took in not just her shape and clothes but every thought she’d ever had in the last few days.

She fought the urge to step in front of Anton.

“You ” Her mouth had gone dry. She swallowed. “Are you Eldran?”

“You say that as if there could be more than one,” the old man replied. His voice was dry as old wood but not unkind. “Yes. I am Eldran. And you are trespassing on my patience.”

Anton made a small choking sound. Mira squeezed his shoulder.

“I’m Mira,” she said. “From the village of Harrow’s Ford. This is my son, Anton. We came to ”

“ to ask for help,” Eldran finished. “Because the boy did something that frightened your neighbors and now they’d rather burn him than understand him.”

Mira’s mouth snapped shut.

He tilted his head. “You’re not the first to come with that story. You may be the last, at the rate things are going.”

“Will you help us?” Anton blurted.

Eldran’s gaze flicked to him.

Anton flushed but didn’t look down. “I didn’t mean to cause trouble,” he said in a rush. “There was a tree and it almost fell on us and I... I stopped it. I think. It was like like holding my breath all around.” He faltered under the old man’s steady scrutiny. “Mother says people are afraid. That they’ll hurt me. I don’t want them to. I don’t want to hurt anyone either. I just don’t know how not to.”

Eldran’s brows rose slightly. “That is better sense than many grown men have shown.”

He stepped out of the doorway fully.

Up close, he looked more frail than Mira had first thought. His robe hung loosely on his frame; his hands were knotted with veins and age spots. But when he moved, there was a certain economy of motion, a precision that spoke of strength held in reserve.

He tapped the stone beside the door lightly with his staff. The glowing seam dimmed, but the doorway remained open, revealing a narrow tunnel extending into the rock. It smelled faintly of smoke and herbs.

“Come in,” he said. “Standing in doorways is a bad habit. Lets cold in and good luck out.”

Mira hesitated. Every story she’d ever heard about witches luring people into their lairs for wicked purposes hovered at the back of her mind like a swarm of hornets.

As if sensing it, Eldran snorted.

“If I wanted you dead,” he said, “you wouldn’t have made it to the wall. I’d have let the mist take you. Or the cliff under your feet. Or the fox you heard last night, if I were feeling poetic.”

Anton’s eyes went round. “You sent the fox?”

“The fox sent himself. I simply didn’t argue.”

He looked at Mira. “You came here of your own will, girl. Either you trust that will for another five steps, or you turn around and walk back down into the arms of people who will not bother to hesitate.”

The word girl stung she was long past that but his logic was hard to argue with.

Mira drew a breath. “Anton,” she said. “Stay by my side.”

He nodded.

They stepped through the doorway.

The air in the tunnel was cooler, but not unpleasantly so. Faint light glowed from small glass orbs fixed into the walls at intervals no flame inside, just a steady softness like captured dawn. The floor was smooth stone, worn by footsteps over many years.

The door closed behind them with a whisper. Mira glanced back in time to see the seam vanish, the glowing symbols fading into moss.

Her stomach did an uncomfortable flip.

“Don’t worry,” Eldran said ahead of them. “It opens from the inside too, provided you know how to ask nicely.”

“How did Anton open it?” Mira asked. “He only touched it.”

“Exactly.” Eldran’s voice floated back, echoing slightly in the narrow space. “The wards recognize their own. Your boy carries a shape of magic that is not so different from mine. The stone has been waiting for hands like his for a long time.”

Anton’s footsteps faltered. “It knew me?”

“It knew what you are,” Eldran said. “Which is more than your neighbors managed.”

The tunnel widened gradually. The faint light grew stronger, tinged now with the warm yellow of real fire. The smell of herbs intensified, mingling with something heartier stew, Mira realized with surprising sharpness. Her stomach growled.

Eldran led them into a cavern.

Calling it that felt wrong somehow; cavern suggested damp, echoing cold. This space, though carved out of stone, was warm and lived-in. The ceiling arched overhead like the inside of a great upturned bowl, studded with more of the glowing orbs and thick wooden beams that looked like they’d been hauled in from the forest.

Along one wall, shelves had been carved directly into the rock, crammed with jars, books, bundles of dried plants. A long workbench sat beneath them, bearing the scars of years of chopping and grinding and mixing. On the opposite side, a rough table and a pair of sturdy chairs stood near a wide hearth built into the stone. A fire crackled there, a black iron pot hanging over it, releasing the rich smell of cooking lentils and root vegetables.

Against the far wall, a narrow bed with a neatly made wool blanket. Beside it, a chair draped with another robe. Above, a small opening let in a sliver of outside light.

It was, Mira realized, simply a house. A strange house, yes, but a house all the same.

Her shoulders, which had been clenched so tight they ached, loosened a fraction.

“This is where you live?” Anton asked, wonder in his voice.

“For now,” Eldran said. “One day I may move. If I live long enough to have the energy for it.”

He leaned his staff against the table and lowered himself into one of the chairs with a soft grunt. The motion betrayed his age more clearly than anything else had.

“Your legs hurt?” Anton asked bluntly.

“Everything hurts, boy,” Eldran said. “That’s how you know you’ve survived long enough to be interesting.”

He gestured at the other chair. “Sit. Eat. Even fleeing mothers and confused sorcerer-children are better teachers when they’re not fainting from hunger.”

Mira opened her mouth to protest that they didn’t want to be a burden, then realized how ridiculous that sounded. They were standing inside a hidden cave house on a mountain, talking to a man who’d opened a stone door with a flick of his staff. The usual rules of hospitality probably weren’t the ones she knew.

“Thank you,” she said instead, with as much dignity as she could muster.

She and Anton sat. The chair creaked softly under her weight; it was more comfortable than it looked. Anton perched on the edge of his, fingers curled around the carved bird in his lap.

Eldran ladled stew into wooden bowls and set them before his guests. The smell made Mira’s mouth flood with saliva. She hadn’t realized how much the climb had taken out of her.

They ate in silence at first. The stew was thick and savory, with soft lentils and chunks of carrot and potato. It felt like it slid into all the empty spaces inside her and told them to hush.

Anton’s bowl emptied at alarming speed. He caught Eldran’s eye, flushed, and slowed down.

When they were both halfway through, Eldran sat back, cradling his own bowl, and studied them.

“So.” He sounded more businesslike now. “Tell me what you think you’ve brought to my door.”

Mira set her spoon down carefully. Her hands were trembling again, from something other than hunger now.

She told him about the storm, the tree, the shield. She kept it short, as factual as she could manage, though her voice shook when she described the way the oak had hung above them, deflected by nothing.

She told him about the villagers’ faces, about Torgan’s words, about Halen at the door before dawn. About the stories she’d heard years ago and the name she’d written down just in case.

When she finished, Eldran nodded once, slowly.

“People have not grown wiser since I left their cities,” he said. “Only louder.”

“I had to protect him,” Mira said. “If we’d stayed ”

“He’d be dead,” Eldran cut in. “Or beaten, or bound, or locked away in some shrine until his power rotted him from the inside. You did right to leave.”

The blunt certainty in his tone loosened something in her chest she hadn’t realized was clenched.

“I don’t know what he is,” she said. “What he can do. I just know I don’t want him to hurt anyone. Or be hurt. I hoped you might... teach him. Or at least tell us what to do.”

Eldran turned his gaze to Anton.

“And you,” the old wizard said. “What do you want?”

Anton swallowed. His hands were tight around his bowl now, knuckles white.

“I don’t want to kill anyone,” he said quietly. “I don’t want trees to fall on us either. I want... I want to understand. Mother always says if you understand how something works, it’s less scary.”

“She’s right,” Eldran said. “About more than she knows, perhaps.”

He set his bowl aside and reached out a hand, palm up.

“Give me your hand, boy.”

Anton glanced at Mira. She nodded, though her heart thumped hard against her ribs.

Anton slid off his chair and stepped closer, placing his smaller hand in Eldran’s.

The old man’s fingers closed gently around his.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then Eldran inhaled sharply, as if he’d dipped his hand into water colder than expected.

“Well now,” he murmured. “A river indeed.”

Anton’s eyes widened. “What?”

Eldran’s grip tightened just enough to keep him still.

“Close your eyes,” he said. “Both of you.”

“Why me?” Mira asked, startled.

“Because you are as much a part of this as he is,” Eldran said. “And because I said so, which is reason enough in my house.”

Something in his tone brooked no argument. Mira obeyed.

The room fell into a different kind of quiet.

Mira heard the crackle of the fire, the faint clink of a spoon settling in a bowl. She became aware of the sound of Anton’s breathing, quick and shallow, and of Eldran’s, slow and measured.

Then she felt it.

It was not a touch, not in any way she understood. It was more like the sensation of someone walking up behind you in an empty room a subtle shift in the air, a prickling along the back of her neck.

For a heartbeat she panicked, wanting to open her eyes, to see what was happening. She forced herself to stay still. To trust that if Eldran had wanted them harm, he’d had a dozen easier ways to arrange it.

She focused on Anton’s breathing instead.

A warmth brushed her skin. Not heat like a flame, but a gentle pressure, as if someone had draped a blanket of sunlight over her shoulders. It settled, then shifted, flowing outward.

“Do you feel it?” Eldran’s voice came, softer now, as if from a distance.

“Yes,” Anton whispered.

“Yes,” Mira said, surprised to find the word true.

“That,” Eldran said, “is what you are, Anton. Your power gathers like water behind a dam. It wants to move, to flow, but you’ve only ever let it out in floods when fear breaks the wall.”

Mira’s throat tightened. The image fit so perfectly with the way Anton had described it.

“Your shields,” Eldran went on, “are not walls of stone. They are currents. You decide where they run, how strong, how far. Right now, you only know how to throw them around yourself and those closest to you. A reflex. A flinch.”

Anton’s voice trembled. “I didn’t mean to. With the tree. I just didn’t want Mother to die.”

“And so you didn’t,” Eldran said. “Intent matters more than you know.”

The warmth shifted again, gentle at first, then firmer, like the pulse of a tide.

Mira felt something nudge against her own chest, where fear had been coiled tight for days. The warmth probed there, curious, then settled itself around that knot.

She realized, with absurd clarity, that she was being shielded.

Her eyes flew open.

Eldran’s eyes were closed, his brow slightly furrowed in concentration. One of his hands still clasped Anton’s; the other hovered in the air, fingers slightly curled.

Anton’s face was flushed, his own eyes squeezed shut. A faint shimmer hung around him like heat over a road in summer. Mira could see it now, delicate and translucent, extending out from his body in a soft, curved plane that reached as far as where she sat.

She lifted a hand, hesitated, then pressed her palm outward.

Her fingers met resistance firm, elastic. Not a solid wall, but something that yielded, then pushed back, holding its shape.

“Don’t break it,” Eldran murmured. “Not yet.”

“I’m trying not to,” she said through her teeth.

He exhaled slowly. “Good. Let go, Anton.”

The shimmer faded.

The warmth receded from Mira’s skin like a withdrawing tide, leaving a faint tingle behind. She lowered her hand, feeling oddly exposed.

Anton opened his eyes.

“You pulled it further,” Eldran said, releasing his hand at last. “Not just around you. You reached for her.”

“I didn’t think about it,” Anton said, bewildered. “I just... didn’t want her to feel scared.”

“Again,” Eldran said. He sounded almost approving now. “We will change ‘didn’t think’ into ‘thought carefully,’ and then into ‘knew,’ if you stay.”

Mira’s heart gave a small leap. “Stay?”

The old wizard looked at her.

“Did you expect to haul the boy up my mountain, dump him at my door, and be rid of him by dawn?” he asked. “I am old, girl, not cruel. And I do not offer partial remedies. If I take a student, he learns properly or not at all.”

She swallowed. “So you’ll... teach him.”

“I will try,” Eldran said. “If he is willing. And if you understand what that means.”

“What does it mean?” Anton asked, quick as a spark.

“It means,” Eldran said, “years. It means work. It means sore feet and sore head and days when you think you have forgotten how to breathe without breaking something. It means learning when not to use power more than when to use it.”

Anton’s answer came without hesitation. “I’ll do it.”

Eldran’s mouth twitched, the closest thing to a smile Mira had seen on him yet.

“We’ll see if you say the same after I make you hold a shield around a candle for half a day,” he said. Then he turned back to Mira. “And you. You must understand that staying here will cut you off from much of the world you knew. I am not hidden for fun. People do not come and go freely.”

Her chest tightened. She thought of the village the square, the well, Halen’s forge, Lysa’s laughs. Those things were already gone, though. They’d begun to slip away the moment she’d decided to leave before dawn.

“What about his... his father?” Eldran asked, unexpectedly gentle.

Mira stiffened. “He’s not in the picture.”

“Dead?” Eldran’s gaze sharpened.

“Dead to us,” she said. “For all I care, the rest doesn’t matter.”

“Ah.” Eldran inclined his head. “So it truly is just you and the boy.”

“Yes.”

He studied her for a long moment. It was not a comfortable scrutiny it felt like being weighed, and not just her body but her choices, her fears, her stubbornness.

“You can stay as well,” he said finally. “If you wish. There is room, of a sort. More than room for one, less than comfort for many. You will have to work. This is no inn.”

“If I stay,” she asked slowly, “will we ever be able to leave? Not today. Not tomorrow. But someday. When he’s ready.”

“If I do my job properly,” Eldran said, “he will leave whether I like it or not. That is what students are for. As for you... that will be your path to choose when the time comes.”

Mira looked at Anton.

He was watching her with an expression she knew well. He wanted this. He was terrified, but he wanted it. To understand himself. To not be a danger to others. To not be helpless the next time the world threw something heavy at him.

If she said no now, if she dragged him back down the mountain, what then? Another village. Another storm. Another panic. Sooner or later, someone would die him, or someone he couldn’t quite protect, or someone who decided to swing a rope before asking questions.

She thought of the warmth she had felt when he extended his shield just now, how instinctively he’d reached to include her.

She thought of a king somewhere far away, making enemies by choosing kindness, if the rumors were true. Of how such a man might need someone who stepped between him and the worst the world could throw.

That last thought came out of nowhere, like a stone skipping across a still pond. She almost brushed it aside as fanciful.

Eldran’s eyes narrowed slightly, as if he’d caught the direction of her mind.

“One step at a time,” he said. “The world’s rulers can wait. For now, we teach a boy to breathe.”

Mira exhaled.

“We stay,” she said.

Anton closed his eyes briefly, relief washing over his face.

“Good,” Eldran said briskly. “Finish your stew. Then we begin with sweeping. Every grand destiny starts with a broom, if it starts correctly.”

Anton blinked. “Sweeping?”

“Do you think you’re the first talented child to come to my door?” Eldran asked. “Those that learned humility did better than those that didn’t. Besides, my knees don’t like bending as much as they used to. Consider it your first lesson in protective magic: you will protect my back from too much housework.”

Mira found herself laughing an unexpected, startled sound that chased some of the lingering fear from the cavern.

“All right,” Anton said, shoulders straightening. “I can sweep.”

“That,” Eldran said, “is what they all say.”

He stood carefully, joints popping.

“Welcome to my home,” he added, with a formality that made the air feel different for a moment. “Leave the world’s fear at the door if you can. We have work to do.”

Mira looked around the stone house, at the shelves of strange jars and books, at the rough table, at the fire.

She looked at her son, who had called a shield without meaning to and opened a hidden door without knowing how.

She looked at Eldran, who was old and tired and sharp-eyed and, for the first time in a long time, did not look at Anton with fear.

“Thank you,” she said.

The old wizard sniffed. “Don’t thank me yet. Wait until you’ve seen how tedious magic really is.” But there was warmth under the words.

Anton picked up the broom Eldran pointed out, hands wrapping around the worn wooden handle with a kind of solemnity that would have been ridiculous if it hadn’t been so endearing.

As he began to sweep the stone floor, ears still pink from embarrassment and excitement, Mira felt something in her uncoil. The fear didn’t vanish it wasn’t that simple but it shifted, making room for something else.

For the first time since the tree had fallen, she let herself think: Maybe he will be all right.

Maybe.

If the mountain didn’t eat them, if the world didn’t find them, if the old man didn’t change his mind.

It was not much.

But it was enough for a beginning.
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Chapter 4 – Lessons in Stillness
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The broom turned out to be more dangerous than any spell.

Anton discovered this the first time he swung it too hard and sent a cloud of dust straight into his own face. He staggered back, coughing, eyes watering.

“Excellent,” Eldran said from his chair by the hearth, not looking up from the book he was reading. “You’ve successfully demonstrated what happens when you attack a problem instead of persuading it.”

Anton glared at the bristles. “I was just sweeping.”

“And the dust is just dust,” Eldran replied. “But you are stronger, so you win. The dust loses the fight and leaps into your nose in surrender. How glorious.”

Mira, sitting at the table peeling potatoes, hid a smile.

Anton muttered something under his breath and tried again, this time guiding the broom in slow, careful strokes. The dust moved in a more cooperative fashion, gathering into a neat little pile instead of exploding upward.

“Better,” Eldran said mildly. “Try to remember that you are not at war with everything you touch.”

“You said sweeping was about magic,” Anton said, eyeing the old man suspiciously. “But this feels like normal chores.”

“Ah,” Eldran said, closing his book with a soft thump. “And here we find the first delusion of youth: that anything important announces itself with trumpets and glowing lights.”

He pushed himself to his feet, leaning on his staff.

“Stand still,” he told Anton.

Anton froze, broom still in hand.

“Feet apart. Not so much. You’re not fighting the floor, you’re standing on it. Yes, like that. Now hold.”

Anton frowned. “Hold what?”

“Hold yourself,” Eldran said. “As you are. Without fidgeting. Without swaying. Without thinking about what you’re having for supper or whether your mother is watching you and being proud.”

Mira blinked, caught.

“I wasn’t ” she began.

“You were,” Eldran said without turning. “It’s endearing. And distracting. Both of you: still.”

The cavern quieted.

Anton stared at a point on the floor in front of him, jaw clenched in concentration. The broom handle creaked faintly in his grip. He lasted perhaps ten seconds before his weight shifted from one foot to the other.

“Again,” Eldran said.

Anton’s lips thinned. He adjusted his stance and tried once more.

The exercise seemed absurd at first. Mira watched, knife moving automatically through the pile of potatoes, as Eldran repeatedly stopped Anton’s attempts at sweeping to correct the angle of his feet, the tilt of his shoulders, the way he held his head.

“You’re not a scarecrow,” Eldran said once, tapping Anton’s arm with the staff. “Your joints bend for a reason. A little softness here. Stiffness is not strength it is pre-brokenness.”

Anton didn’t understand all of it, judging by his furrowed brow, but he tried. When frustration started to bubble over, he compressed it into a sigh and tried again.

That, Mira thought, was new.

At home, his temper had flared faster. Small things spilled milk, broken toys had often ended in tears and thrown objects. Here, under Eldran’s dry commentary, his anger seemed to turn inward, burning into determination instead of explosion.

He held himself still longer and longer.

Mira’s hands slowed on the knife. She realized, belatedly, that she’d stopped peeling and started watching.

“Do you want to join him?” Eldran asked without looking.

She jumped. “I’m fine where I am.”

“Mm,” Eldran said. “You’re almost as tightly wound as he is. Perhaps we’ll teach you to breathe properly as well.”

“I breathe just fine,” she said, a little too sharply.

Anton snorted, immediately losing his balance. The broom clattered to the floor.

“Again,” Eldran said, but there was amusement in it this time.

Days blurred into a rhythm.

In the mornings, they woke to the smell of porridge or stew, depending on what Eldran had decided to conjure together from his stores. Mira helped with cooking and cleaning, grateful for something familiar to do while she learned the strangeness of living under stone.

Anton’s days were divided between mundane tasks and more obvious lessons. He swept, hauled water from a narrow side tunnel where a spring pooled in a stone basin, chopped wood for the hearth. He grumbled at first, but soon fell into the pattern.

Between chores, Eldran shaped the time like clay.

“Sit,” he’d say, pointing to a smooth patch of floor. “Back straight. Legs however they’re comfortable. Hands on your knees. Now, do nothing.”

“Nothing?” Anton asked, incredulous the first time.

“Nothing,” Eldran repeated. “Do not move. Do not speak. Do not pick at the scab on your knee. Do not follow every thought that flits through your mind like a bird chasing flowers. Just notice them. Then let them pass.”

Anton lasted less than a minute before bursting out, “This is boring.”

“Yes,” Eldran said. “Very. Magic is very boring for most of the time. That is how we survive. Again.”

They practiced breathing.

“In,” Eldran said, tapping Anton’s belly with the end of his staff. “So your stomach rises, not your shoulders. Can’t build a stable wall if your foundation jumps with every breath. Out. Slowly. Feel where the air moves. Where does it catch? Where does it rush?”

Anton learned to count heartbeats in his head, to recognize the flutter that came before panic, to widen his breaths when fear tried to narrow them.

“If you can’t calm yourself,” Eldran said, “your shields will be like glass strong but brittle. One good blow and they shatter. We want willow, not glass.”

In the afternoons, the exercises turned more obviously magical.

Eldran lit a candle and set it in the middle of the floor. The flame flickered, steady in the still air.

“Shield it,” he told Anton. “No bigger than my hand. Just around the flame. No more.”

Anton raised his hands instinctively.

“You do not need those,” Eldran said. “This is not a puppet you’re moving with strings. Let them rest.”

Anton lowered his hands reluctantly and closed his eyes.

The air in the cavern shifted.

Mira, sitting at the table stitching a tear in one of Eldran’s robes, felt it: a faint tightening, as if someone had drawn a translucent curtain around her. She held her breath despite herself.

Nothing visible happened at first.

Then Eldran reached out and passed his hand above the candle.

His fingers met something. A faint shimmer appeared around his knuckles, like the air on a hot day.

He pushed.

The shimmer pushed back, flexing, then settling.

The candle flame, encircled by the invisible curve, did not so much as tremble.

Mira let out a low sound of wonder.

Anton’s brow was furrowed. His breathing had gone shallow and fast.

“Slow,” Eldran said. “You are not lifting a boulder. You are shaping a stream. Let it flow where you want, not where fear yanks it.”

Anton drew a deeper breath. The shimmer steadied.

“Good,” Eldran said. “Now hold.”

They discovered quickly that holding was the true challenge.

After a minute, Anton’s shoulders tensed. After three, sweat beaded on his forehead. His jaw clenched so tightly his teeth creaked.

“Can I stop?” he gasped.

“Can the tree stop falling?” Eldran asked. “Can an arrow pause in the air and say ‘I’ve flown enough, I’ll drop now’? The world doesn’t hold itself for your convenience. If you choose to protect someone, you hold until it’s safe.”

“It’s just a candle,” Anton said through his teeth.

“Today,” Eldran said. “Tomorrow it might be your mother. Or a child you’ve never met. Or a fool king who doesn’t deserve you but who holds thousands of lives in his hands. Hold.”

The mention of a king did something to Anton’s face. His expression flickered, some private picture sparking behind his eyes.

His breath steadied. The shimmer firmed, smoothing out.

Mira watched him, the needle forgotten in her fingers.

He held for five minutes that first day. Then the shield snapped like a popped bubble, and the candle flickered wildly before settling. Anton sagged back, chest heaving, eyes snapping open.

“I dropped it,” he said, sounding more disgusted than exhausted.

“Yes,” Eldran said. “And no one died. Today is for learning your limits, not pretending you don’t have them.”

He handed Anton a cup of water. “Sit. Drink. You did well for a beginning.”

“It felt like forever,” Anton muttered.

“It will,” Eldran said. “Time stretches out when you’re responsible for something.”

He said it so quietly that Mira wasn’t sure she was meant to hear.

Mira found her own adjustments to life under the mountain.

She had less to do, in some ways, without a field to tend or a whole cottage and yard to maintain. But living in such close quarters with an old wizard and her magically gifted son presented new kinds of work.

She learned to navigate the labyrinth of shelves without knocking over jars that hummed when you touched them wrong. She memorized which herbs Eldran meant when he said, “the yellow one that smells like old socks,” and which powders not to open unless she wanted the whole cavern sneezing for a day.

She tried, at first, to make herself small. To stay out of the way while Eldran taught. This was Anton’s business, she told herself. She was here to cook, to clean, to keep them from forgetting to eat.

Eldran refused to let her turn invisible.

“Take this,” he said one afternoon, thrusting a small wooden box into her hands.

She opened it and nearly dropped it.

Inside lay a collection of small stones, each etched with a different symbol. They looked ordinary enough until her fingers brushed one with a spiral marked on it and a sharp tingle shot up her arm.

She snapped the lid shut. “What are these?”

“Charms,” Eldran said. “Beginnings of them, anyway. Some set to awaken, some to sleep, some worse if you mix them up. You’re going to learn which is which and how to lay them around the door.”

“I’m not a ” She stopped herself before she said witch. “I’m not like Anton.”

“No,” Eldran said. “You’re not. You are like yourself. You have a sharp mind and good hands. You’ve lived close to the earth all your life. That is more compatible with the work of wards than you think.”

She hesitated. “Is this necessary?”

“I am old,” he said for what felt like the hundredth time. “One day I will not be here to fuss with stones and doors. If you’re going to live under my roof, you will learn to maintain it. Besides, if you understand how the protections work, you will sleep better. Ignorance and fear make poor bedfellows.”

It was uncomfortably similar to what she’d told Anton.

So she sat at the table with the box of stones and listened as Eldran explained the basics of wards: how you could convince the world to remember certain shapes, how lines scratched into rock could guide energy like grooves guide water.

“You’re not casting anything,” he said. “Think of it as weaving. You lay threads. The power comes from the ground, the sky, the simple fact that things have patterns. You’re just... nudging those patterns into ones that make sense to you.”

She didn’t fully grasp it, not at first. But when she followed his instructions placing a stone here, another there, drawing a line between them with chalk mixed with ash and then stood back, she felt something similar to what she’d felt at the wall outside: a faint hum under her skin, as if the space in front of the door had thickened.

“If someone unfriendly walks up now,” Eldran said, “they will feel the urge to turn aside. Or their foot will find a root and trip. Or they will remember something they forgot to do at home. Protection does not always mean walls. Sometimes it means... inconvenience.”

“That’s magic?” she said, half in disbelief.

“That’s one kind,” he said. “The less impressive kind to look at. The most effective in the long run.”

As she traced the last line of the ward, Mira realized that the air didn’t feel as heavy as it had when they’d first arrived. The mountain still loomed above them, but she no longer felt like it might fall at any moment. It felt... held.

She glanced at Anton.

He was seated on the floor across the room, eyes closed, hands resting on his knees. The candle in front of him burned steadily, wrapped in yet another shield. Sweat darkened his hairline, but his breathing was smoother now than it had been days before.

Eldran’s voice echoed softly in her memory: One day, if I do my job properly, he will leave whether I like it or not.

She pressed her hand lightly to the stone beside the door, feeling the hum under her fingers.

For now, she thought, let him be here. Let him be a boy who sweeps and sulks and holds candles safe.

Not every lesson went smoothly.

“Again,” Eldran said one morning.

Anton threw up his hands.

“No,” he snapped. “I’m tired of ‘again.’ I’ve done this a hundred times.”

“And ninety-nine of those times, you lost your temper halfway through,” Eldran replied, unfazed. “We aim for a hundred. Then perhaps we move on.”

They were standing outside now, on a ledge of rock just beyond the tunnel entrance. Eldran had judged the boy ready to practice where a mistake wouldn’t send sparks into his shelves.

The sky overhead was a bright, clear blue for once. The wind chased tattered clouds across it, tugging at Anton’s hair and robe. The view of the forest below was dizzying in its beauty.

“Why can’t I learn something else?” Anton complained. “Everyone in stories throws fire or makes things fly. I’m still pushing air around rocks.”

“Stories are written by people with no patience for what actually keeps kings unburned,” Eldran said. “Fire and flight make for better songs. No one ever sits around an alehouse saying, ‘And then the great wizard held his shield steady for three hours and nothing bad happened.’”

Mira, perched on a flat stone nearby mending a torn sleeve, snorted.

Anton shot her a betrayed look. “You’re laughing at me?”

“I’m laughing because he’s right,” she said. “If the king’s alive and no one died, people get bored.”

“I’m bored,” Anton muttered.

“Excellent,” Eldran said. “Now we know you’re not dead. Again.”

Anton clenched his jaw and focused on the three stones Eldran had placed on the ground in front of him.

“Push,” Eldran said. “Gently. Just enough to move them. No more.”

Anton narrowed his eyes.

The air rippled.

The stones jumped.

Eldran had arranged them in a neat line. Now they rolled haphazardly to the side, one thudding into another. It was not a powerful effect not compared to stopping a falling tree but it was deliberate. Controlled.

“Good,” Eldran said. “Now stop.”

Anton frowned. “I already did.”

“You stopped pushing the stones,” Eldran said. “Now stop pushing the air. Feel where your intention is still grabbing, and let go.”

Anton’s brow furrowed as if he’d bitten something sour. His shoulders dropped slightly.

Mira, watching, felt a subtle shift. The odd pressure that had been in her ears eased. A twig that had been trembling on the ground stilled.

She hadn’t even noticed it moving until it stopped.

Eldran nodded. “Better. You’re starting to notice when you’re still reaching.”

“Why does it matter?” Anton asked. “If the stones moved like I wanted, who cares how much... grabbing I did?”

“Because,” Eldran said evenly, “one day the ‘stones’ will be people. Or arrows. Or a king’s ribcage. And if you don’t know how to let go, you’ll crush the very thing you’re trying to save. Or you’ll hold so long you break yourself instead.”

He leaned on his staff, gaze steady. “We are not here to make you impressive, boy. We are here to make you safe. For others. For yourself.”

Anton looked down at his hands. For a moment, he seemed younger again, the weight of the world too big for his narrow shoulders.

“I didn’t ask for this,” he murmured.

“Few do,” Eldran said. “But you do have it. That part is not negotiable. What you do with it is.”

He stepped closer, tapping Anton lightly on the chest with the end of his staff.

“Do you remember what you thought when the tree fell?” he asked.

Anton’s face went tight. “I thought Mother was going to die.”

“And?”

“And I didn’t want her to,” Anton said, almost angrily. “I wanted her to be safe. I wanted there to be something between us and the tree.”

Eldran nodded. “Good. That thought that wanting is your power’s true shape. All we are doing here is teaching your body and mind how to listen to it without panicking. How to do on purpose what you did by accident.”

“Feels like you’re making it harder,” Anton muttered.

“Of course,” Eldran said cheerfully. “We’re turning breathing into a skill. It’s always harder to do things with awareness. But it’s also the only way you get to choose.”

Mira watched Anton’s expression shift slowly from resentment to reluctant understanding.

He drew a breath. Let it out. Faced the stones again.

“Fine,” he said. “Again.”

Eldran’s mouth twitched.

“For someone who complains so much, you’re remarkably stubborn,” he said. “That will serve you. If it doesn’t kill you first.”

Weeks turned into months.

The days shortened. The light from the small opening above Eldran’s bed grew weak and pale. Mira watched frost creep up the edges of the stone outside, turning the world beyond their door into a fragile, glittering thing.

Inside, the cavern remained warm. Eldran had carved clever channels for smoke and heat; the hearth’s fire rarely went out completely. When wood ran low, he and Anton trudged down the slopes with sacks, returning with bundles of fallen branches.

As the first snow dusted the trees below, Anton’s shields took on new shapes.

At Eldran’s guidance, he learned to mold them not just as bubbles around himself, but as walls, domes, slanted planes angled to deflect rather than simply block. They practiced with pebbles, then larger stones, then blunt wooden darts that Eldran flicked toward him with unsettling speed.

“Do not think of stopping them,” Eldran said. “Think of redirecting. Let your shield kiss their path and send them elsewhere.”

The first time, Anton flinched. Half the darts bounced off his hastily formed barrier and scattered in random directions. One clipped Eldran’s robe; another smacked Mira’s shoulder hard enough to make her hiss.

“Sorry!” Anton yelped, dropping the shield entirely.

“Do not apologize, adjust,” Eldran snapped, though not unkindly. “Your first attempt was always going to be sloppy. Next time, narrow your shield. Curve it. Think of the way rain slides off a roof.”

They tried again. And again.

By the time snow lay thick outside, Anton could stand in the middle of the cavern while Eldran launched darts from all directions, and only one or two would slip through. Those that did usually clattered harmlessly to the floor, slowed by the fringe of the shield.

Mira still ended the sessions with her heart in her throat, but she couldn’t deny the change. Her son was no longer just reacting wildly to danger. He anticipated, adjusted, thought.

Sometimes she caught him sitting alone, staring into space with a strange intensity.

“What are you doing?” she asked once.

“Feeling,” he said.

“Feeling what?”

“The room,” he said. “Where it pushes. Where it’s soft. Eldran says if I can feel when the world is quiet, I’ll notice faster when it’s not.”

She didn’t fully understand, but she listened.

Their conversations with Eldran stretched beyond magic.

At meals, he spoke of the wider world, of cities they’d never seen and kings who’d ruled before Johan. He told them about the old days, when magic had been common enough that people had grown complacent around it, using it for foolish things until someone did something terrible and fear consumed the rest.

“The problem was never the power,” he said once, stirring his stew. “It was the people who wanted to own it. To say, ‘This is mine. I will decide who lives and who dies.’ Magic is a tool. As with a knife, we judge the hand that holds it, not the metal.”

“People in the village judged the metal,” Mira said.

“Yes,” Eldran said. “And they still have to eat with knives. Fear makes us stupid that way.”

He talked about the current king too, sometimes, when Mira or Anton asked.

“Johan,” he said, rolling the name in his mouth. “His father was a cautious man. Too cautious, perhaps, but not unkind. Johan has his mother’s softness and his father’s stubbornness. Dangerous combination in a ruler.”

“Dangerous how?” Mira asked.

“He believes people can be better,” Eldran said simply. “And he is willing to stake his life on that belief. Men like that either change the world or die for it. Sometimes both.”

Anton listened with a fierce, quiet attention that Mira recognized. The same way he watched Eldran’s hands when they demonstrated a new pattern, or the way he studied the way water flowed around rocks in the stream.

“Do you like him?” Anton asked.

Eldran’s gaze slid toward the small opening above his bed, where a thin shaft of grey light fell. “I like the man he is trying to be,” he said. “I like less the world that will punish him for it.”

“Couldn’t you help him?” Anton said. “You’re strong.”

Eldran’s mouth quirked. “Flattery. Dangerous tool. I have helped, now and then. Quietly. A word here, a gust of wind there. Enough to nudge. Not enough to be seen.”

“Why not?” Anton pressed. “If you did more, he might not be in danger.”

“He will always be in danger,” Eldran said. “So long as he is good. That is the cost of making yourself a shield for others. For a time, at least.”

Anton looked down at his hands.

Mira watched the thoughts forming in his eyes and wondered if Eldran did too.

One night, months after they’d arrived, Mira woke to find the bed beside her empty.

She sat up, heart lurching, hand groping for the knife she kept near the mattress now.

Then she noticed the faint glow.

Not from the hearth its embers had burned low but from the far end of the cavern.

She slid her feet to the floor and padded softly across the cold stone, careful not to knock anything over.

Anton sat in the middle of the cavern, cross-legged, eyes closed.

A faint, pale light curved around him in layers thin shells of shimmering air, each nested inside the next like the skins of an onion. They pulsed faintly with his breath, expanding and contracting.

He didn’t look strained, for once. His face was calm, almost peaceful.

Mira stopped at the edge of the light. The outermost layer brushed her skin like the touch of a cobweb. She lifted her hand, hesitated, then slowly pressed her fingers forward.

The shield resisted gently, then gave way, allowing her hand through without breaking.

She frowned in wonder.

He’s letting me in, she thought.

He opened his eyes.

“Sorry,” he whispered. “Did I wake you?”

“No,” she lied. “What are you doing?”

“Practicing,” he said. His voice sounded different deeper, maybe, or just more settled. “Eldran says I should learn to make layers. One for force, one for heat, one for sound. So I can let some things through and not others.”

She stepped closer, carefully navigating through the sphere. Each layer felt slightly different: one cool and stiff, one warm and springy, one so subtle she barely noticed it except for a faint pressure on her ears.

“Can you talk in here?” she asked softly.

“Yes,” he said. “The sound one’s only keeping things out. If I did it the other way, you’d hear nothing from outside but you’d hear me very loud and then I’d have to listen to my own breathing until I went mad.”

She huffed a quiet laugh. “Eldran teaching you to be dramatic now?”

“He says if I can’t laugh at this, I’ll drown in it,” Anton said.

Mira studied him. In the dim light, it struck her how much he’d changed. His face had lost some of its roundness; his jaw had a hint of the sharpness she imagined his father’s might have had. His hands looked stronger too calloused from wood chopping and stone work, steady when they cupped the air.

“You’re... happy?” she asked, the question slipping out before she could stop it.

He blinked. “Here?”

“Yes.”

He thought about it.

“I miss Den sometimes,” he said. “And the tree. And the way the air smells before a storm over the fields. And I don’t like that sometimes when I think of the village, I feel more scared than sad.”

Mira’s chest clenched.

“But...” He looked around the cavern. At the shelves and the hearth, at Eldran’s bed, at the faint seam where the tunnel led to the world outside. “I like understanding. I like not feeling like I’m going to explode every time I get upset. I like that when I do this ” He tapped one of the shimmering layers with his knuckles. “ I know how to stop. And I like that you’re here. And Eldran. Even when he’s annoying.”

Mira smiled, a small, crooked thing.

“So... yes?” he said. “I think I’m happy. Mostly. Is that allowed?”

“Yes,” she said. “It’s allowed.”

She sat down beside him, inside the nested shields. The stone floor was cold against her legs, but the air here felt oddly comfortable, like being inside a shell.

“Do you ever... feel strange?” he asked suddenly. “That we’re under a mountain? That the village might as well be on the moon?”

“All the time,” she said. “Sometimes I dream I’m back there, and when I wake up I have to remember where the door is.”

“Do you regret it?” His voice was so tentative it hurt.

She didn’t answer immediately.

She thought of the night of the storm. Of Torgan’s face, of the word witchcraft. Of the smoldering memory of a girl whose house had burned. Of walking away from everything she’d known with a bundle on her back and her son at her side.

She thought of the warmth she’d felt when his shield wrapped around her the first time he controlled it on purpose. Of the quiet inside the nested spheres now, where the outside world felt just far enough away.

“No,” she said, and realized she meant it. “I regret that we had to. But I don’t regret that we did.”

He nodded, relief softening his features.

Outside the sphere, the embers of the hearth glowed faintly. Somewhere in the darker part of the cavern, Eldran snored once, a soft, unthreatening sound.

“What were you thinking about?” she asked. “When you woke and came out here.”

He hesitated.

“Eldran says good kings are like shields,” he said. “I was trying to imagine what it would feel like to protect someone like that. Not just from trees and stones, but from... everything. From people who hate him. From poison in his cup. From knives when he goes out to talk to people.”

Mira swallowed.

“Why that?” she asked carefully.

“I don’t know,” he said. “He talks about him sometimes, and it’s like... there’s a gap. Like the world has a wall with a crack in it, and something’s going to hit that crack soon. Hard.”

Mira didn’t like the sound of that. “That’s very dramatic,” she said, trying to keep her tone light.

He smiled faintly. “Maybe I’m learning from the best.”

They sat in silence for a while, wrapped in shields and echoes and the soft, distant sounds of the mountain breathing.

Mira listened to her son’s steady inhalations, to her own slightly faster ones, and to the quiet thrum of something she was beginning to recognize as the mountain’s own heartbeat.

“You should sleep,” she said eventually. “Even sorcerers need rest.”

“Are we sorcerers?” he asked, eyes already half-closed.

“You are,” she said. “I’m just a woman who knows how to stack rocks and yell at men when they’re being foolish.”

“You yelled at a wizard,” he mumbled, smug even through the approach of sleep. “That makes you special.”

She brushed his hair back from his forehead. “Sleep, Anton.”

He nodded, though his head drooped with the motion.

As he drifted off, the layers of his shield thinned one by one, dissolving as gently as morning mist. By the time his breathing deepened into true sleep, only the faintest hint of a shimmer remained, like a promise more than a presence.

Mira sat with him until the cold stone began to seep through her clothes and into her bones. Then she rose carefully and guided him back to his bed, tucking the blanket around his shoulders and placing the little carved bird in the crook of his arm.

When she finally lay back down beside him, her mind would not quiet immediately. Images tumbled: a tree held in the air, a stone door opening, a boy wrapped in light, a distant king she’d never seen.

Eldran’s words echoed: One day, if I do my job properly, he will leave whether I like it or not.

She stared up at the curved stone ceiling.

“One step at a time,” she whispered into the dark, stealing the old man’s phrase. “First we teach him to breathe. Then...”

Then the world would come knocking, one way or another.

For now, under the mountain, with her son’s warmth at her side and the faint hum of wards in the stone, she let herself rest.
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Chapter 5 – Rumors on the Wind
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Fourteen years passed before Anton realized he no longer tripped on the same stone outside the door.

When they’d first come to the mountain, a jagged rock jutted from the ledge just far enough to catch his toe every time he forgot to look down. He’d cursed it, kicked it (and bruised his foot), and sworn vengeance upon all stones that thought they were clever.

Now, climbing back up from the wood-cutting path with a bundle of branches over his shoulders, he stepped neatly around it without thinking. The movement was smooth, automatic, as much a part of him as breathing.

He noticed it only because Eldran’s voice floated from behind him, dry as ever.

“Congratulations,” the old wizard said. “You’re finally smarter than a rock.”

Anton snorted, breath puffing white in the chill air. “It took you how many years to see that?”

“Longer than I like to admit,” Eldran said. He carried a smaller bundle, but his steps were steady despite the slope. “Some students never reach that level. They just keep throwing themselves at the same obstacle until something breaks. Usually them.”

Anton shifted his bundle, feeling the strain in his shoulders. “You could move it, you know. The rock. With magic.”

“I could,” Eldran agreed. “But then you’d never learn to step around it.”

They reached the ledge. The wards hum-tickled Anton’s skin as they crossed the invisible boundary. The door stone whispered open at Eldran’s touch and closed again behind them with a familiar sigh.

Inside, the cavern smelled of baking bread and rosemary.

“Good,” Eldran said. “She remembered.”

“Remembered what?” Anton asked, shrugging off the branches by the hearth.

“That I’m not fond of being old,” Eldran replied. “And bread helps.”

Mira appeared from the side passage that served as their larder, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. Flour dusted her hands, a faint white smudge on her cheekbone.

“You say that as if I bake for your benefit,” she said. “I bake for mine. Yours is a side effect.”

Eldran placed his hand flat against his chest. “Wounded.”

“Bread in half an hour,” she said, ignoring him. “If you want more than crusts, wash your hands.”

Anton headed obediently for the small basin near the back wall. As he splashed cold water over his fingers, feeling the familiar sting in old, half-healed scrapes, he realized the room felt different not in any physical way, but in the shape of the air.

Something was coming.

He dried his hands and turned.

Eldran had noticed it too.

The old man stood very still, his head cocked like a bird’s. His eyes unfocused, looking at something far beyond the stone walls.

“What is it?” Mira asked, pausing with a kneaded loaf cupped in her hands.

“Hush,” Eldran said, but not unkindly.

The cavern quieted. The only sound was the faint hiss of the fire and the drip of water from a crack in the ceiling.

Anton felt it then: a vibration in the wards, like a plucked string.

“Someone’s near,” he said.

“Yes,” Eldran murmured. “At the second ring. Stumbling. Cursing. Not turning aside, which means either stubbornness or stupidity.”

“Both,” Anton offered.

“Most likely.” Eldran’s mouth twitched. He picked up his staff. “We’ll find out which.”

The second ring of wards lay lower down the slope, hidden among boulders and scrub. Eldran had woven them with Mira’s help the previous spring gentle bends of intent designed to nudge casual wanderers away and make hunters suddenly remember they’d left something on the fire at home.

They had never pushed back this hard before.

Eldran led the way through the narrow tunnel and out onto the ledge. The air outside bit sharper than it had an hour ago, the sky bruised with a thick layer of cloud. Snow clung stubbornly in the shadows, crusted with old ice.

“Stay behind me,” Eldran said, not bothering to look back. “If whoever it is means harm, I’d rather they trip over my bones than yours.”

“Comforting,” Anton muttered, falling into step beside him anyway.

They followed a goat path down to a place where the rock shelf narrowed into a natural choke point. From here, Eldran said, he could feel the wards most clearly.

Anton felt them too: a prickling along his skin, as if the air were charged with some invisible tension. His own magic stirred in response, like a river noticing a change in the current.

Eldran lifted his staff.

His eyes half-closed, lips shaping words too soft for Anton to catch. The wards’ hum shifted, as if something in the pattern had been gently adjusted.

“Ah,” Eldran said after a moment. “Just a man. And half frozen, at that.”

“Just a man can still carry a knife,” Anton pointed out.

“True,” Eldran said. “So can you.”

Anton’s hand went instinctively to the small knife at his belt the practical kind for cutting rope and wood, not for stabbing. He doubted it would do much against someone determined.

The wards rippled.

A figure stumbled into view around a clump of scrub.

He was wrapped in a patched coat, hood pulled up against the wind. A bulging pack sagged on his shoulders. His boots were caked with frozen mud. His beard was rimed with ice.

“ stupid mountain,” he was muttering. “Stupid rocks, stupid... oh.”

He broke off, blinking at them.

From the look of him, he’d been walking for days. His face was flushed with windburn, his eyes red-rimmed with exhaustion and something else. Worry. Fear.

Eldran leaned slightly on his staff. “You’ve come a long way to swear at my mountain, stranger.”

The man squinted, as if trying to bring Eldran into focus.

“You...” he said. “You’re... I didn’t think ”

“That I’d actually be here?” Eldran’s smile was thin and humorless. “Most don’t. Then they leave. You, however, tripped over my wards and gave me a headache, so you’d better have a good reason.”

The stranger’s gaze bounced from Eldran to Anton and back. He swallowed.

“I’m looking for Eldran,” he said.

“You’ve found him,” Eldran replied. “Unfortunately for you.”

The man’s shoulders sagged with a rush of relief so real that Anton felt it like a gust of warmer air.

“Thank all the saints,” the stranger said. His voice shook. “I thought I’d gotten lost. Or that you were just a story.”

“Many things are,” Eldran said. “One of the advantages of being old is picking which ones you bother being real for. What do you want?”

The man’s hands fumbled at his pack. “I... I have a letter. I was told to bring it personally. To no one else. It’s from ” He hesitated, as if unsure he should say it aloud in the cold open air. “From the king’s court.”

Anton’s stomach did a strange little flip.

Johan.

Eldran’s face did not change. If anything, it became blanker.

“Hand it here, then,” he said.

The man didn’t move.

“Uh,” he said. “They said I had to put it in his hands. Eldran’s hands. So I know it’s really... you.”

“Well,” Eldran said, “you’re in luck. My hands are attached today.”

Anton rolled his eyes.

The stranger hesitated a heartbeat longer, then stepped forward carefully, as if afraid the ground might open.

Up close, Anton could see he was no simple farmer. Lines of tired dignity etched his face, and his coat, though worn, had once been made with care. A small pin gleamed at his throat: a crown worked in simple brass.

A royal courier, then. Or something like it.

He drew a small, sealed packet from his coat. The wax bore the impression of a crest Anton had seen only in Eldran’s old books: a stylized stag within a ring.

The man extended it, both hands shaking.

Eldran took it lightly, as if it weighed nothing.

“You’ve done your duty,” the old wizard said. “Go back down the slope. My wards will be kinder now that I know you’re not a drunk hunter in the wrong valley. If you walk steadily, you’ll find the lower path by sundown.”

The man blinked. “That’s it?”

“What else were you expecting?” Eldran asked. “A bed? A feast? A song?”

The courier’s expression tightened. “I was told... to wait. For an answer.”

“Of course you were,” Eldran sighed. “Kings and their habits.”

He glanced at the sky. “You won’t make it back to any sensible shelter before nightfall. Come up, then. We’ll feed you. You can dry yourself by the fire. I’ll read your precious letter. Then we’ll see if there’s anything in it that needs answering.”

Relief washed over the man’s face again. He nodded quickly. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” Eldran muttered. “You haven’t tasted my cooking.”

The cavern felt smaller with a stranger inside it.

Mira greeted the courier calmly enough, offering him a cup of hot broth and a blanket for his shoulders, but Anton saw the way her eyes measured him: his boots, his hands, the way his gaze jumped now and then to the corners as if looking for hidden exits.

The man gave his name as Thom, from the capital. He cradled the cup in both hands, shivering as the warmth seeped into his fingers.

“Can I... can I ask how you knew I was there?” he said after the first few sips. “I didn’t see any watchfires. Or guards.”

“You walked into my web,” Eldran said, setting the sealed letter on the table. “It hummed.”

Thom’s eyes widened slightly. “You have... protections.”

“Of a sort,” Eldran replied. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t list them all. It spoils the surprise.”

Thom managed a weak smile.

“Eat,” Mira said, placing a chunk of warm bread on the table before him. “You look like you’ve been walking for days.”

“Because I have,” he muttered, tearing off a piece and popping it into his mouth. “The last inn I saw was two valleys back.”

“Foolish route for a court messenger,” Eldran said.

“The court didn’t choose it,” Thom replied after he’d swallowed. “I did. My orders were to find you. No one knew exactly where your... home is. Only rumors. I followed the most persistent ones and hoped.”

“That’s a terrible way to run a kingdom,” Eldran said.

“It’s the only way to find a man who hides on purpose,” Thom shot back, some of his tiredness burning off into irritation.

Eldran’s eyes crinkled faintly. “Fair.”

He broke the wax seal with a small, decisive gesture.

Silence stretched as he unfolded the letter. The only sounds were the crackle of the fire and the soft scrape of Thom’s spoon in the bowl.

Anton watched Eldran’s face.

The old man’s expression was unreadable at first: calm, mildly bored, as if he were reading a shopping list. Then his gaze sharpened. The corners of his mouth tightened. His hand, holding the page, trembled once.

“Is it from the king?” Anton asked before he could stop himself.

Eldran didn’t answer immediately.

He read the letter twice more, slower this time, lips moving slightly. Then he set it carefully on the table, smoothing the creases.

“Yes,” he said at last. “It is from Johan.”

Mira’s eyes flicked to the paper. “What does he want?”

Eldran’s gaze remained on the words, though Anton had the sense he wasn’t really seeing them anymore.

“He wants what every good man with power eventually realizes he cannot have,” Eldran said softly. “He wants to keep his people safe from those who have none.”

Thom stirred. “He wants your help.”

“Yes,” Eldran said. “That too.”

“What kind of help?” Anton asked.

“The kind I used to give,” Eldran replied. “A whisper in the right ear. A gust of wind at an awkward moment. A shield no one can see, guiding blades away from flesh. A presence that makes assassins reconsider their careers.”

“Assassins?” Mira repeated, sharp.

Thom set his spoon down. His face had gone still.

“The king has made enemies,” the courier said quietly. “Within and without. Dravorn is the loudest, but not the only one. His reforms have... unsettled certain powerful men. Some of them would see him dead rather than lose their comfortable rot.”

Mira felt cold despite the fire behind her.

“Dravorn,” Anton said. He’d heard the name in Eldran’s stories always in the same tone one used for rot in the grain or sickness in the well.

“Their border raids have grown bolder,” Thom went on. “And there have been... attempts.” He swallowed. “The king survived, but not everyone near him did.”

Anton’s hand tightened around the back of his chair.

Attempts. Knives in the dark. Cups of wine that smelled subtly wrong. Horses spooked at the wrong moment, carriages that “accidentally” lost wheels on the steepest road.

He’d never seen such things. But his imagination, fed by Eldran’s stories and his own budding power, supplied images too easily.

Eldran picked up the letter again, though he didn’t need to. “He asks me to come,” he said. “To stand at his side for a time. To help him navigate the snakes and surprise storms. He is not a fool. He doesn’t believe magic can solve politics. But he thinks, perhaps, that it might keep a knife from finding his ribs long enough for him to make something better of the world.”

Anton heard the unspoken part: Long enough for him to change things. Long enough that the cost of his death would be too great for those who wanted him gone.

“Will you go?” Anton asked.

The question came out sharper than he meant. Like he already knew the answer and didn’t like it.

Eldran looked at him then.

For a heartbeat, Anton saw all of the old man’s years at once: the thinness of his wrists, the shadows under his eyes, the way his shoulders stooped when he thought no one watched.

“No,” Eldran said quietly. “I will not.”

Thom straightened in his chair. “You can’t mean that.”

“I can and I do,” Eldran replied. “If I leave this mountain, I leave my wards, my work, my students.” He glanced briefly at Anton, then Mira. “And if I go to Johan’s court, I walk into a nest of basilisks who would be delighted to have a visible sorcerer to blame for every ill wind. My presence there would paint a target so bright even a blind assassin could hit it.”

“But the king ” Thom began.

“Has survived this long without me,” Eldran cut in. “He is not helpless. And magic is not the only shield a man can have.”

“But he asked you,” Thom said. There was no accusation, only desperation.

“He did,” Eldran agreed. “Because he remembers what I did for his father. He assumes I am still the man I was then.”

He set the letter down once more and blew out a long breath.

“I am not,” he said simply. “My bones protest when I climb stairs. My heart stutters on cold mornings. I grow tired holding a ward for an hour that I once could maintain for a day. If I go to Johan, I will give him hope and then die, and his enemies will laugh and say the wizard failed him.”

Silence settled over the cavern.

Anton felt something hot and tangled knotting in his chest. “So... you’ll just say no?” he asked. “Let him die?”

“Do you think so little of him?” Eldran asked, eyes sharp.

Anton flushed. “That’s not what I ”

“I will not let him die,” Eldran said. “But I will not stand between him and every arrow myself. That is not the lesson I came here to teach.”

Mira folded her flour-dusted hands. “What will you do, then?”

Eldran’s gaze slid back to Anton.

The knot in Anton’s chest pulled tighter.

“No,” Mira said immediately. “He’s a boy.”

Anton startled; he hadn’t realized he’d stepped forward until she said it.

“I was less than his age when I first held back a hail of blades over a prince too foolish to wear armor,” Eldran said. “And he is not a boy. Not anymore. Not in the ways that matter here.”

“He is my son,” Mira snapped. Her voice cracked on the last word.

“And the king is someone else’s son,” Eldran replied, not unkindly. “And a hundred thousand people are someone else’s children. Do their mothers’ fears count for less because they never walked up my mountain?”

Mira opened her mouth, then closed it. Pain flared in her eyes.

Thom watched the exchange with mounting bewilderment. “Are you saying... you’d send him?”

Eldran tapped his fingers on the table.

“I am saying,” he replied slowly, “that I have spent two years training a shield. A good one. One whose instinct is to protect before he thinks of himself. One who can shape his power with more care than many grown mages I knew in my youth.”

He nodded at Anton. “Show him.”

Anton blinked. “Now?”

“Yes, now,” Eldran said briskly. “Unless you’ve forgotten how to breathe.”

The familiarity of the chiding steadied Anton more than any gentle encouragement could have.

He took a breath. Let it out. Felt the river inside him stir, then flow.

He didn’t raise his hands.

The shield formed in front of Thom not as a bubble, but as a curved plane, transparent as glass, arcing from the floor to a little above the man’s head. The firelight warped slightly as it passed through.

Thom jerked back. “What in ”

“Don’t move,” Eldran said.

He plucked a small stone from a bowl on the shelf and tossed it casually at the messenger’s chest.

Anton felt the contact before it happened, like the moment before a hand meets water.

His shield flexed.

The stone hit the curve and slid sideways, dropping harmlessly to the floor.

Thom stared.

Eldran picked up another stone and threw harder, aiming for the man’s face this time.

Anton’s breath caught, but his shield was already there thickening at the point of impact, spreading the force. The stone bounced away.

“Enough,” Mira snapped. “We know he’s good at this. We don’t need bruises to prove it.”

Eldran let the next stone fall back into the bowl.

Thom exhaled slowly. “You... you did that without moving.”

Anton shrugged one shoulder, though his heart was pounding. “That’s the idea.”

“How long can you hold it?” Thom asked.

“Depends,” Anton said. “On how big, how much is hitting it, whether I’m tired. Long enough to be inconvenient to anyone who thinks stabbing is a good plan.”

Eldran picked up the letter again, waving it slightly.

“There are other talents too,” he said. “He can anchor shields to objects now. Walls, doorways. Horses. Thrones, if we’re feeling poetic. He feels disturbances in the air before most people hear a shout. He’ll get better still, with practice.”

Mira’s voice was tight. “You’re talking about him like he’s a tool.”

“I’m talking about him like he’s a fact,” Eldran said. “He is what he is. Pretending otherwise helps no one.”

Anton swallowed.

He knew, in some part of himself, that this moment had been coming since the first time he’d stopped a falling tree. Since the first time he’d heard Eldran speak of King Johan with that complicated mix of respect and dread.

He just hadn’t expected it to feel like this. Like the floor had tilted and he was either going to fall or learn to walk on a slope.

“Do I get a say?” he asked. His voice came out quieter than he liked.

Eldran’s gaze softened. “Of course you do. I am old, boy, not a tyrant.”

“Could have fooled me,” Mira muttered.

Eldran ignored her. “If you do not want to go, if the thought fills you only with dread and disgust, I will not send you. I will make my apologies to Johan and watch from here as best I can, shouting at the wind when fools in his court do foolish things.”

Thom snorted despite himself. “You already do that, from what I hear.”

“Hush,” Eldran said.

He looked back at Anton.

“If you go,” he said, “you will not be a soldier. You will not be a court pet to do tricks when they clap. You will be one thing, for one man: a shield. For his body. For his work. You will put yourself between him and harm. And you will not, under any circumstances, let anyone convince you that your power entitles you to decide who deserves to live beyond that. Do you understand?”

Anton thought of the candle. Of the weight of holding, breath after breath, until his arms ached though they never moved.

He thought of the layered shields in the night. Of Mira’s fingers passing through one layer and stopping at another, because he chose to let them.

He thought of a distant king, a man he’d never met, whose choices seemed to ripple outward even up to this mountain.

He thought of the village. Of Torgan spitting the word witchcraft. Of Halen’s tired eyes, the way he’d said, He’s not evil. Of the crack in the world Eldran had spoken of the place where something would hit sooner or later.

Fear pulsed through him. Not just for himself. For Mira. For this cavern that had become their home. For Eldran, who suddenly looked more fragile than ever under the weight of the letter in his hand.

“I’m scared,” he said.

“Good,” Eldran replied. “It would worry me if you weren’t. Courage is not a lack of fear. It’s what you decide to do while it’s gnawing on your ankle.”

Mira closed her eyes briefly.

“You’re still young,” she said. “Too young to be put in front of kings and knives.”

Anton looked at her.

“Mother,” he said softly. “If I can stop the knives... and I don’t... what does that make me?”

The question hung between them like a blade.

Mira’s hands tightened around the edge of the table until her knuckles whitened.

“It makes you my son,” she whispered. “The only thing in this world I can’t lose.”

“You won’t,” he said, with more certainty than he felt. “I’ll come back.”

“How do you know that?” Her voice broke.

He didn’t.

But he had held shields against stones and darts and the weight of Eldran’s expectations. He had held them against his own panic. He had learned to feel the difference between a reflex and a choice.

“I’ll try,” he said instead. “With everything I have. And if I stay here while someone dies because I was afraid... I don’t think I’ll sleep again anyway.”

The honesty of it seemed to cut through something in her. Tears burned in her eyes. She blinked them away angrily.

“You sound like him,” she said hoarsely, jerking her chin at Eldran.

“Rude,” Eldran murmured.

“I’m not saying that’s good,” she added.

Anton managed a shaky smile.

They stood in a fragile balance for several heartbeats.

Then Mira exhaled, a sound that was almost a sob and almost a laugh.

“Of course it’s a king,” she muttered. “Of course it couldn’t just be some farmer who needs help mending a fence.”

“Yes,” Eldran said. “Kings tend to make their problems everyone else’s.”

She shot him a glare so sharp it could have cut stone.

“If you send him,” she said, “you don’t stay behind.”

Eldran blinked. “I just finished explaining ”

“I heard you,” she said. “You’re old. You’re tired. You wheeze when you lift heavy things. I’m not deaf. But if my son walks into a nest of basilisks, you don’t sit up here and shout at the wind. You go with him. Or I do. Or both.”

Thom’s eyes widened. “The king’s court is no place for ”

“For what?” Mira snapped. “Women? Mothers? People who aren’t comfortable in silk? I’ve lived through storms and fever and men who thought my son should burn. I’ll manage some nobles with too much perfume.”

Eldran’s lips twitched despite himself.

“You’d be noticed,” he said. “Both of you.”

“Good,” she said. “Let them see what kind of shield he has behind him.”

Anton’s chest felt too tight.

“Mother,” he said, “you don’t have to ”

“Of course I do,” she said. “You think I’m letting you go alone? Not a chance. If you’re determined to stand between a king and a knife, I’m standing between you and whatever nonsense comes with it.”

For a moment, the image that flashed in Anton’s head was so absurd he almost laughed: himself, in some grand hall, raising invisible shields while his mother scolded dukes for putting their elbows on the table.

The laugh never made it to his mouth, but the thought loosened something.

Eldran sighed.

“You’ll both complicate everything,” he said. “Which, given the mess in Caelis, might actually be an improvement.”

He picked up the letter once more.

“Very well,” he said. “I will not go to Johan’s court as his wizard. I will go as a tired old man escorting a boy who owes me several carpets’ worth of sweeping and a woman who frightens me more than any assassin.”

Mira snorted. Anton blinked.

“So that’s a yes?” Thom asked, leaning forward.

“It is a ‘we will come,’” Eldran said. “With conditions.”

He dipped a quill into ink and began to write on the blank half of the letter. His hand, though lined, moved with a sure, flowing grace.

“Tell your king,” he murmured as he wrote, “that I am sending him something far more valuable than my own presence. Tell him he will have a shield no one has seen before. Tell him that he must treat that shield as a person, not a wall. And tell him that if he wastes this gift, I will curse his wine to always taste faintly of goat.”

Thom choked. “Is that... a real curse?”

“It’s worse than death,” Eldran said calmly. “He will consider every sip a reminder of his folly.”

Anton exhaled, tension breaking into a shaky smile.

Outside, the wind picked up, rattling unseen branches against unseen stone.

Inside, in the warmth of the hidden cavern, a path began to unfold one that led away from the mountain, toward a city Anton had never seen and a man whose life, it seemed, would soon lie in his hands.

He felt afraid. He felt unready.

He also felt, deep under the fear, the same fierce wanting that had surged up under the falling tree: the refusal to let someone die if he could stand between them and the blow.

That, Eldran had said, is your power’s true shape.

Anton straightened his shoulders.

“Then I’ll be ready,” he said quietly.

Eldran didn’t look up from his writing, but his voice was softer when he answered.

“We’ll make sure of it,” he said. “We have some time yet before the mountain lets you go.”

Mira rested her hand lightly on Anton’s arm, fingers strong and warm.

“Then we start tomorrow,” she said. “Today, we eat.”

Thom blinked. “Eat?”

“You walked through snow and wards to get here,” Mira said briskly. “My son’s about to march off to play shield to a king. Eldran’s committing war crimes on wine. We’ll all do it better with bread.”

She turned back to the oven.

As the smell of baking filled the room, Anton stood in the middle of the cavern, feeling the pulse of the wards in the walls, the warmth of the fire, the weight of his mother’s hand, the quiet certainty in Eldran’s voice.

Outside, the wind carried rumors and threats and the distant stirrings of war.

Inside, under the mountain, a shield was being readied for the world.
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Chapter 6 – Sharpening the Shield
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Thom left at dawn.

Snow lay in ragged patches across the slope, crusted and brittle underfoot. The sky was a flat lid of cloud, the pale light making everything look sharper, more fragile.

Mira fussed over his pack one last time at the ledge.

“You have enough bread,” she said, checking blindly for the third time. “And the dried meat. And the salve for your heels. Don’t let the blisters crack. They’ll rot and you’ll lose toes before you get halfway to ”

“I’ve been a courier for twelve years, mistress,” Thom said, trying for a smile. “I’ve still got all ten. I’ll manage this trip too.”

“You didn’t have our weather and our wizard last time,” she muttered, but she stepped back.

Eldran stood a little apart, staff planted firmly, the wind tugging at his grey hair. He looked oddly formal, as if he were seeing a student off rather than a messenger.

“You will give the letter into Johan’s hand,” he said. “No one else’s.”

“Yes, sir,” Thom said. “If I can’t reach him, I’ll burn it rather than let anyone else read it.”

“Good,” Eldran said. “If any snake in his court so much as smells the ink before he does, there will be more than goat-flavored wine to worry about.”

Thom didn’t ask what that meant. He probably didn’t want to know.

Anton shifted his weight from foot to foot, hands jammed deep in his cloak. He’d wanted to say something clever, something that sounded older than he felt Safe journey, perhaps, or Tell the king we’ll come but the words tangled in his throat.

Thom saved him the trouble.

“You’ll be there?” the courier asked abruptly. “Truly?”

Anton swallowed and nodded. “If the mountain doesn’t swallow me and Eldran doesn’t change his mind.”

Eldran sniffed. “If I change my mind, it will be about the king, not you.”

Thom huffed a laugh.

“Well,” he said, “I’ll tell him that, and I’ll tell him this: I’ve seen a lot of men march to war and a fair number walk into death. Not many look like boys who can stop stones without blinking.” He hesitated. “You looked... steady. Yesterday. Like you knew what you were doing.”

Anton’s cheeks warmed. “I was trying very hard not to let you get a bruise on your nose.”

Thom’s hand brushed that nose unconsciously. “Appreciated.”

The wind gusted, carrying the distant scent of snow and pine.

“All right,” Thom said. “If I don’t go now, I won’t go at all.”

He bowed awkward, but genuine and started down the path.

The wards hummed briefly as he passed through the invisible threshold. Eldran had eased them for him; they nudged rather than pushed, guiding his feet toward the safer trail.

“Thom,” Anton called suddenly.

The man glanced back.

“Tell him...” Anton faltered, then pushed the words out. “Tell him we won’t be long.”

Thom’s gaze softened.

“I will,” he said.

Then he was gone, slipping around a bend and out of sight, his figure swallowed by rock and distance.

The mountain felt oddly quieter without him.

Mira hugged her arms around herself. “That’s that, then,” she said. “We’re committed.”

“We were committed the moment you walked through my door,” Eldran said. “This just put ink to it.”

He turned to Anton.

“Come,” he said. “If we’re to throw you at a king’s enemies, we ought to make sure you can land without breaking.”

They did not leave the mountain that winter.

Eldran claimed it was because the passes would be treacherous, the roads half-blocked, and an escort from the capital more likely to freeze than to fight.

Mira suspected he also wanted every day the snow bought him.

“Spring,” he said. “When the thaw starts. When the roads are passable and the fools in armor are less inclined to slip and break their necks. We’ll go then.”

Spring was months away.

Anton woke the next morning to find a second candle beside the first.

He squinted at them blearily. “Is this your idea of a joke?”

“It is my idea of progression,” Eldran said. “Candle, candle. Two flames, one shield. Both must burn. Neither must flicker. Begin.”

Anton groaned, but he sat up, crossed his legs, and placed his hands on his knees.

The river stirred.

He could feel it now more quickly than ever before: that gathering of pressure under his ribs, that sense of something waiting to be directed. It no longer frightened him, but it never quite felt normal.

He pictured the two candles. The little tongues of fire. The space around them.

He exhaled.

Light warped faintly, a curved skin folding around both flames at once.

Eldran walked around him once, watching the shimmer. Then he nodded.

“Now hold,” he said. “And listen.”

“Listen to what?” Anton asked.

“To me,” Eldran said. “I will talk. You will listen. And you will not let your irritation poke holes in your shield.”

He began.

At first, Anton thought it would be some simple story, something to distract him. But Eldran’s voice dropped into a tone Anton rarely heard: the one he used when talking about the past.

“I was not always clever enough to hide in a mountain,” the old wizard said. “Once, I lived where fools in silks argued about whose line traced closer to the first kings.”

Anton frowned, focusing on the candles. The shield held steady, humming softly.

“There was a boy,” Eldran went on. “Not unlike you, except he thought himself very unlike anyone. He believed his gift made him special. Untouchable. The world existed to be impressed by him. He served a prince. Protected him, in his own mind. In truth, he used the prince as a stage.”

Anton’s jaw tightened. The shield wobbled.

“Easy,” Eldran reminded him. “Breath, remember? Stories are just stones. They only bruise if you clutch them too hard.”

Anton breathed.

“One day,” Eldran said, “the prince rode out to meet envoys. Peace talks, they called it. The boy was there. The prince ordered him to stand aside ‘It will frighten our guests if you hover,’ he said. The boy knew better, felt in his bones that something was wrong. But he obeyed. Because power had made him arrogant, but he was still trained to bow.”

The candle flames wavered inside the shield, catching the subtle shiver in Anton’s focus.

“What happened?” Anton asked through his teeth.

“An arrow happened,” Eldran said simply. “From the trees. The prince fell with a shaft in his throat. The boy’s power exploded too late, turning a second arrow into ash. Impressive, that using fire he barely knew he had. Very dramatic. The prince, however, was still dead.”
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