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            The silence stretched until Queen Ellis broke it, her voice steady despite the tension in her face.

 "Tartus, which society removed their magic?" The ancient mage blinked twice, seeming to gather himself. When he spoke, his voice carried both regret and fear.

"My Queen," he said, "I am sorry to say it was the Dragons that withdrew."
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Chapter 1 - The Ceremony of Making
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Night devoured the poppy field. Shandar ran, each breath burning in her lungs, the weight of darkness pressing against her spine like a physical force. Ahead, a golden light pulsed between the distant trees, salvation, if she could reach it.

The light retreated as she advanced. Always the same distance away, no matter how she strained.

Behind her, laughter rippled through the darkness, low, patient, amused. The sound of a predator toying with its prey.

Shandar's foot caught. The ground rushed up to meet her, and she landed hard, palms and knees scraping against...

Not dirt. Not poppies.

Amber wheat stalks swayed around her, bathed in sudden, impossible sunlight. Her heart hammered against her ribs, the tranquility more terrifying than any darkness. This peaceful field didn't belong in her nightmare. Something was wrong.

Fire bloomed across her neck. She slapped at it, finding nothing.

A lone bird wheeled overhead against a brilliant blue sky. Its cry pierced the silence, a single note of warning.

"Soon," whispered the laughter, now at her ear.

Darkness flooded back like ink in water. Shandar scrambled upright, clawing at the air, trying to escape what she couldn't see. When she turned, the sound slammed into her skull. She clapped hands over her ears.

And saw it.

The dragon's face materialized from shadows, scales like blackened armor, eyes burning with ancient knowledge. It regarded her with the patient malice of a creature that had watched empires crumble.

"The Mistress will fail," it said, each word grating like stone against stone.

Shandar dropped to all fours, memory of her mother's stories flashing through her mind, dragons meant death, always death. She crawled over sharp rocks that bit into her palms. Ash filled her nostrils, the scent of destruction already accomplished.

The dragon's prophecy followed her: The Mistress will fail. Was she the Mistress? Would she fail?

Through tear-blurred vision, she spotted it, the source of the golden light. A medallion spinning slowly, suspended from a low branch at the forest's edge. Not retreating now. Waiting.

Shandar lunged to her feet and ran. The dragon's breath scorched the air behind her.

As she crossed the threshold into the trees, the chaos stilled. The light steadied, illuminating a path that led to a small stable nestled against rolling hills, her childhood home before everything changed. Dawn light bathed the weathered wood in amber hues, promising safety that had never truly existed.

Her fingers closed around the medallion. The metal was cool against her skin, then warmed, and vanished.

It reappeared, hanging from a leather cord around a man's neck. He stood before her, steel-blue eyes regarding her with a gentleness she hadn't expected, hadn't known to want. Something in her recognized him, though they'd never met. His presence called to something buried deep within her, something that had survived her mother's betrayal and her own broken childhood.

Before she could speak his name, a name she somehow knew, icy fingers clamped around her ankles. She looked down in horror as skeletal hands erupted from the forest floor.

"No!" she cried, reaching toward the man with desperate fingers.

The hands yanked her backward, out of the forest's protection. The man's face contorted in alarm, one hand outstretched toward her, too late.

Darkness swallowed her as dragon fire roared overhead, consuming everything in its path.

Shandar bolted upright in her cot, a half-scream dying in her throat. The darkness pressed against her skin like a living thing, but the nightmare burned brighter, dragon scales, skeletal hands, that medallion. She forced air into her lungs, one breath, then another.

Outside, morning sounds filtered through the warped window frame. Fishmongers shouting prices. Cart wheels on cobblestones. The salt-tang of sea air mingled with roasting meat from the street vendor's cart. Her stomach clenched with hunger, but she couldn't move yet. Not until the city's familiar rhythm drove back the dream's whisper: The Mistress will fail.

Shandar stretched her arms overhead, focusing on the wooden ceiling slats where shadows played in the early light. Reg returns today, she thought, allowing herself the smallest smile. That meant meat pies if she could manage to look happy for him. Sixteen now. Her season of Making had finally arrived.

"Soon," she whispered to herself, the word an echo from her nightmare that she reclaimed as her own. Soon she would lead her own life, away from this place. Away from Mother. Away from what had happened. The thought hardened within her like a stone. No one at the temple would ever know what Mother did.

Her home, a crumbling adobe hovel called Seer's Tears, huddled against the city wall beside War Gate. Fishwives and merchants mocked its grandiose name when they thought she couldn't hear. Shandar tied back her copper-red hair with a leather cord, letting the breeze cool her neck as she stared out at the harbor.

A floorboard creaked. Mother stood in the doorway, rocking on bare feet, her eyes too wide, too fixed. That familiar emptiness where sanity should live.

"He's coming." Mother's lips stretched into a smile that never reached her eyes. "I've seen it."

Shandar turned away. "Who?"

"The prince." Mother's voice lilted with childish excitement.

"Not Blair. Not this again." Shandar focused on the dream catcher hanging from the ceiling beam, the one spot in the room Mother's gaze always skipped over, as if it didn't exist. Shandar had woven it herself, hiding three drops of her blood in the center where the threads crossed.

"He's hiding as Luther, but it's him." Mother's fingers plucked at nothing in the air. "Just in time for your Making ceremony."

"I'm not princess material." Shandar swung her legs off the bed, planting her feet on the cool dirt floor. She stood, using her body to push Mother back toward the doorway. "Besides, you always said I'd marry Blair anyway."

Mother grabbed Shandar's wrist, her grip surprisingly strong. Her gnarled fingers dug into the skin. "I've seen it." Her voice dropped, suddenly lucid. "Six hundred fifty years of peace have left us vulnerable. No palace guards anymore. Just ceremonial fools in pretty uniforms." She leaned closer, her breath sour. "The time of change is here. The stars are shifting. You must be with Blair."

Something in Mother's eyes, a clarity that frightened Shandar more than the madness, made her shrink back, hands rising to shield her face. An old habit. A child's defense.

"After what you did to me," Shandar whispered, "why would he want me?"

Mother's face went slack, the moment of clarity vanishing like mist. Shandar slipped past her into the narrow street, where dawn painted the eastern sky blood-red.

Hours later, Shandar returned, stepping silently through the doorway. Mother lay curled on her pallet in the corner, finally asleep, her breathing shallow and quick like a frightened animal's.

Shandar gathered her meager possessions: a wool dress for winter, a linen cloak for rain, three copper coins hidden beneath a loose floorboard. She wouldn't need much at the temple. That's what Reg had promised when he'd offered to take her north with him.

Something glinted at Mother's feet, a small yellow-red god's eye woven from yarn and sticks. Shandar's throat tightened. They had made it together when she was seven, before the visions came, before Mother changed. Before that night when Mother had...

Shandar snatched up the god's eye and tucked it into her pocket, hating herself for wanting it, for still loving some ghost of the woman who had once been her mother.

Reg would be waiting by the harbor gate at noon. He was like the brother she never had, steady as the tides. He would take her to the temple where her new life waited, no princes, no prophecies, just the path she chose for herself.

But as she shouldered her small pack, doubt gnawed at her certainty. The dragon's warning echoed in her mind: The Mistress will fail. Was she running toward her destiny or away from it?

***
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DAWN'S COLD LIGHT CREPT across the Temple of Lashnar's ancient walls as Shandar paused at the threshold. Her heart hammered against her ribs, each beat a reminder that this day would change everything. The gate towered before her, twice her height, its pale wood carved with hundreds of hands cupped toward a rising sun, both welcoming and warning.

She took a breath and stepped through.

Inside, Head Mother Sido Byers stood waiting, her earth-toned robes flowing like autumn leaves around her sturdy frame. Her brown eyes, calm as still water, assessed each sixteen-season-old who entered. When those eyes found Shandar, they lingered for just a heartbeat longer than necessary.

"Welcome to your Making," Sido said, her voice carrying to every corner without seeming to rise above a whisper.

Shandar hesitated before stepping into the courtyard. An ancient oak dominated the center, its gnarled branches reaching toward the lightening sky like supplicants. Around its massive trunk, sixty or so young ones gathered with their guardians. They lined the ivy-draped stone walls, their whispers and nervous laughter tangling in the morning air.

No one looked at her twice. No one's eyes widened in recognition. No pitying whispers followed in her wake. The anonymity was a balm she hadn't known she needed.

She squared her shoulders and clutched her small travel sack tighter. One night here, she promised herself, then my real life begins. Away from Mother's prophecies. Away from the shame of Seer's Tears.

The murmurs faded as Sido raised her weathered hands. The ceremony began with a chant that started low and swelled until it filled the courtyard:

"May the gods grant us vision..." The crowd's voices rose in unison.

"Make us whole!" The words resonated against the stone walls.

Silence fell like a heavy cloak. Sido stood motionless beside the oak, her eyes closed, her face turned skyward. The quiet stretched until it became uncomfortable, until Shandar felt the weight of it pressing against her chest.

Then something nudged at her mind, not a voice, but a pressure, urging her forward, pulling words from somewhere deep inside her.

Her feet moved before she willed them to. "I..." Her voice cracked, and she swallowed hard against the dryness in her throat. She tried again, louder this time, the words ringing clearer: "I am Shandar, daughter of the Seer of Tiereny. I seek my purpose." A pause, then words she hadn't planned: "Who will guide us?"

The hush that followed crushed against her like a physical force. Faces turned toward her, eyes widening, mouths parting in surprise. Her momentary courage withered. She took a half-step backward, wishing she could disappear into the ivy-covered walls.

Then Sido's head tilted at an unnatural angle. Her eyes rolled upward until only whites showed, glowing faintly in the dawn light. She raised her palms, and Shandar gasped. Symbols burned on the Head Mother's skin, a dragon writhing on her left palm, an oak tree spreading roots across her right.

The symbols pulsed once, twice, three times.

Sido clapped her hands together.

The sound cracked like thunder, and golden light erupted from her palms. It rippled outward in a shimmering wave, washing over each young one in turn. Shandar watched, transfixed, as the light approached her, beautiful and terrifying all at once.

When it touched her skin, her breath caught in her throat. Heat and cold battled within her chest. The courtyard, the oak, the faces, all blurred and faded. Memories flashed behind her eyes, her mother's unblinking stare, the dream catcher above her bed, the steel-blue eyes of the man from her nightmare.

Then the world went black.

***
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BLAIR GUIDED BLAZE down the frost-bitten trail that snaked above Tiereny, each breath clouding before him like fleeting ghosts. Twelve seasons gone since he'd last walked these hills. Twelve seasons since he was seven, when the wild-eyed Seer had cradled a red-haired infant girl and proclaimed their marriage.

"How would the third son of the realm ever hope to be King?" His father's laughter had cut deeper than the winter wind that day.

Blair's hand drifted to the nearly empty coin pouch at his belt. He needed Rowan's promise of work to be real, not another tavern boast. The familiar weight of hunger had become his most loyal companion these past months.

By midday, Moor's Tavern would appear around the bend. One more job. One more expedition into the Waste. Then perhaps enough coin to silence the hollow ache in his belly, and the deeper one in his chest.

***
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IN THE TEMPLE COURTYARD, young initiates knelt before the ancient oak, faces solemn with anticipation. Sido moved among them like water, her weathered hands guiding each to touch the carved wooden gate that stood sentinel beside the tree.

When Shandar's turn came, her fingers trembled. The polished wood felt unnaturally warm against her palm, almost alive. She closed her eyes.

Darkness. Then...

A silver path unfolded before her, winding through mountains that scraped the sky with jagged teeth. Dark forests breathed around her, branches reaching like grasping hands. The path ended at a cathedral whose spires pierced the night beneath the glow of twin moons.

A sound tore through the vision, laughter that froze her blood and cracked the air itself. Behind her, something massive shifted. Heat washed over her neck. She turned.

A beast loomed, scales black as midnight but threaded with veins of brilliant turquoise. Wings unfurled like storm clouds. Eyes that held galaxies fixed upon her.

Shandar gasped, the connection severing like a cut thread. Her knees struck stone as she collapsed, the vision's fragments still burning behind her eyes.

***
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AS TWILIGHT PAINTED Moor's Tavern in shades of amber and shadow, Blair nursed his last cup of watered ale, watching the door. One client. That's all he needed, someone willing to pay for his knowledge of the Waste, that barren hellscape where most men perished within days.

His fingers traced the worn grip of Comet, the sword he'd carried since his fourteenth naming day. The court's gilded halls seemed a lifetime away now. He missed the certainty of his place there, if not the suffocating weight of protocol. Out here, he answered to no one, a freedom that tasted sweeter than any palace wine, yet left him adrift.

A shadow detached itself from the gate's postern, an old man with hair like storm clouds and eyes as green as spring leaves.

"Where is my wife?" Blair called the old joke spilling from his lips before he could reconsider.

The stranger's response came soft as falling snow. "She departed for the Coven of Making not a full moon past."

Cold flooded Blair's veins. His hand found Comet's hilt, drawing the blade in one fluid motion. "How do you know me?"

The man's smile spread slowly, revealing teeth too sharp for comfort. "Everyone knows the third jewel of the crown carries the sword Comet."

Blair's mind raced through possibilities, assassin, spy, madman, but found no answer that didn't end with blood. After a heartbeat's hesitation, he sheathed his weapon with a nod that committed him to nothing and stepped toward the tavern door.

Behind him, a sound like crackling parchment made him turn.

The stranger's form rippled like heat above summer stones. His eyes narrowed to reptilian slits. Twin flames curled from his nostrils, illuminating scales that had been skin moments before. The creature, no longer remotely human, sank into the earth as though it were water, leaving only scorched grass and the echo of whispered words:

"Wait until you see what we build for you, young king."

Blair stood frozen, staring at the empty space where impossible had become real. Within the tavern, voices rose in drunken song. Beyond the village, darkness gathered like an army. And somewhere between, a third son with an empty purse and a legendary sword wondered which threat would claim him first.

***
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BENEATH THE SHADOW of a distant mountain, wizard Gwydion stood before his creation, breath shallow with anticipation. The bronze colossus towered three paces tall in the forge's dancing light, its bull-necked frame promising destruction, metal hands crafted for a single purpose, to crush the Willow dynasty that had stolen everything from him.

Arcane veins pulsed beneath the stone floor, feeding the black altar at the chamber's center. Each throb sent tremors through Gwydion's boots, the magic hungry, impatient. His round face and wild, untamed eyebrows gave him the look of a kindly uncle, a disguise that had served him well in the years since his parents' public execution. Twenty years had passed, but he still saw their faces when he closed his eyes. Still heard his mother's final words as the Willow soldiers dragged him away: "Remember who you are."

He had remembered. Through his sale to the mountain smiths, through the beatings and burns, through the nights spent memorizing forbidden texts while others slept. Hatred had been his companion, his teacher, his only friend.

From within his robes, Gwydion withdrew two objects: a chalice rimmed with thirteen blood-red rubies and a knife of black iron, its edge thinner than a whisper. The chalice had belonged to his father, the only possession he'd managed to hide when they came. The knife he had forged himself, tempering the metal with his own blood.

"It is time," he whispered, his voice echoing in the chamber.

He pulled a rusted chain hanging from the wall. Stone ground against stone as a section of wall rotated, revealing an alcove where a girl no older than sixteen stood bound with silver wire. Blonde hair hung limply around her tear-streaked face. Her eyes, wide with terror, reflected the forge's flames.

"Please," she whispered. "My father has gold..."

Gwydion summoned the chalice to hover before her with a mere thought. The girl's pleas died as he approached, knife raised. He felt nothing as he drew the blade across her throat, no remorse, no pleasure, only purpose. Her blood, surprisingly hot against his fingers, cascaded into the waiting vessel. Before the last drop fell, he pressed his palm against her wound, sealing it with a whispered word of power. Not from mercy, but necessity. The spell required her to remain alive, at least until the final verse.

He turned to the bronze colossus, its hollow chest cavity open and waiting. Carefully, Gwydion began the blood-magic incantation, words older than the mountains themselves. Each syllable burned his tongue, tasting of metal and ash.

"Flesh of demon, heart of steel, Through sacrifice, I bid thee real."

The blood in the chalice began to bubble, then boil, though no heat touched the vessel.

"Hatred forged through years of pain, Rise now at my command to reign."

The liquid glowed with sickly light, illuminating the chamber's shadows with crimson radiance. The girl whimpered as the magic pulled at her life force, her skin growing ashen.

"Blood of innocent, freely taken, Power of vengeance, now awaken!"

With steady hands that belied his racing heart, Gwydion poured the glowing blood down the creature's throat. For a heartbeat, nothing happened.

Then energy erupted from the colossus with the force of a thunderclap. Gwydion was hurled backward, skull cracking against his workbench. The forged altar split down its center, ancient stone shrieking in protest. Darkness flooded the chamber, extinguishing every torch and candle, leaving only the creature's pulsing red glow as illumination.

Through watering eyes, Gwydion watched his creation transform. Bronze plates shifted and separated as scales formed beneath, iridescent black with edges sharp as razors. Muscle and sinew wove themselves between metal joints. Coarse hair sprouted along its spine, each strand writhing like a living thing.

The girl's final scream pierced the chamber as the last of her life force transferred to the beast. Her body crumpled, empty now, nothing more than discarded material.

With its first inhalation, the creature's massive chest expanded, shoulders straightening to their full, terrible height. The sound of its breathing, wet, heavy, hungry, filled the chamber. Candles rekindled themselves, flames burning blue, then white, illuminating the newborn horror.

Gwydion struggled to his feet, tasting blood where he'd bitten his tongue. Two crimson eyes, like molten iron fresh from the forge, studied him with unnerving intelligence. The beast took one lumbering step forward, then another, each footfall cracking the stone beneath. Gwydion's hand moved to a protective amulet at his throat, old fear warring with newfound power.

The creature halted before him, its shadow engulfing the wizard. It lowered its massive head until those burning eyes were level with Gwydion's own.

"Master," it rumbled, voice like stone grinding against stone, resonating in Gwydion's chest.

The word sent a surge of dark pleasure through him. He straightened, wiping blood from his lip, triumph replacing fear. This was the moment he had sacrificed everything for.

"Nudzh," he named it, the ancient word for vengeance in his mother's forgotten tongue. "The world shall tremble before you. We go to meet the Conqueror."

The beast inclined its head in acknowledgment, a terrible smile revealing teeth of jagged bronze.

And thus, the days of the Willow dynasty, seven centuries of rule, of prosperity, of arrogance, teetered on the brink of annihilation.
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Chapter 2 - Visions of Lashnar
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Shandar jolted upright, every sinew taut. Sido’s calm command still rang in her ears: “Meet your roommates. Assemble at dusk.” The soft edge in Sido’s voice, like concern, haunted her even now.

She swung her legs over the edge of the simple bed and winced as the polished floor sent a cold shock through her feet. Five identical beds formed a row; each held a sleeping figure. Underfoot, wooden planks wove into shifting patterns charged faintly with the Temple’s magic. No candle on any dresser flickered, though the windows yawned open. The whitewashed walls were bare, unyielding.

Through one pane she glimpsed the meditation glade, a single bench beneath twisted grapevines. Through the other lay the courtyard where she’d crossed into the Temple of Lashnar hours ago. That memory sent a ribbon of ice through her veins.

A groan broke the hush. One girl pressed trembling fingers to her temples. Another stuttered about strange disorientation. A third, tall and defiant, claimed no effect. Shandar slipped to the window overlooking the glade, back to them, voice low but steady: “This isn’t ordinary magic. Lashnar’s power saturates every stone here.” She turned halfway. “Any lasting weakness?” She watched their faces. None but her seemed merely tired.

At the far end, a smaller figure huddled against the wall. Shandar strode across and crouched beside her, laying a hand on her knee. The girl’s clasped hands didn’t loosen. Fear or reverence, Shandar couldn’t tell.

Movement outside caught her eye. Four novices pressed against the glass. Three young men strolled below with carefree laughter, swords at their hips. Behind her companion, Shandar felt the group lean in, hearts racing at a glimpse of normalcy.

She allowed herself a ghost of a smile before the footfalls returned. A thin elder in white robes stamped with Lashnar’s silver emblem knocked once, then swung the door open. His pale gaze lingered on the trembling girl before he announced in a voice dry as autumn leaves: “Time for the Ceremony of Making. Follow me.”

They filed down identical corridors until late-afternoon light spilled into a grove of lilac trees. A polished path wound toward a grassy amphitheater ringed with silent spectators. At its center, an oblong fire pit burned with unearthly steadiness. Behind it, a pole etched in shifting glyphs rose skyward.

Eleven robed figures sat cross-legged around the fire. Sido was among them, perfectly still in meditation. Shandar found her place at the far right of the initiates’ line and braced herself.

A hush fell. Then the dancers rose in unison, weaving around the pit and tossing handfuls of shimmering powder into the flames. With each offering, columns of solid white light shot upward. A chant swelled:

Lashnar, Lashnar, hear our call!

Make these young souls whole!

Shandar felt the words tremble onto her lips. The pole’s glyphs flared orange in time with her racing heart. She closed her eyes, letting the ancient tide pull at her mind, until the world snapped silent, the white fire hanging heavy in the air.

A voice, deeper than human speech, rolled out from the flames:

“Oh, mighty Lashnar, father of our fathers, grant these young souls their vision. Begin the cycle. Make them whole.”

The ritual resumed, the fire pulsing white then orange. Visions barreled into Shandar’s consciousness, burning through fear, leaving a crystalline calm in their wake.

Then came the scream. A sound she had only heard in nightmares. One of the novices collapsed, arms flailing. Sido stumbled as if struck, caught by another dancer before she could fall into the pit. Across the fire, Shandar saw a smaller figure rise with unnatural force. A second, more inhuman scream shredded the air. The pure white flames fractured into molten reds and yellows.

Shandar stood rooted, vision still half-lost in trance. Tiny flame-creatures skittered from the pit, their laughing sparks licking the ground. The dancers recoiled. Sido recovered and opened her mouth to shout, but a massive fist of living fire burst free and struck her, hurling her against the glyph-pole with bone-shaking force.

The smaller flame-creature darted back inside the pit. All but one. That last ember skittered toward the trembling girl Shandar had comforted. Before anyone could move, it dove into her open mouth. Her scream cut off mid-breath. With jerky, puppet-like motions she sprinted to the pit, shouted a single word, “GWYDION!”, and hurled herself into the inferno. The flames soared in a pillar of white light, then settled back into a natural orange glow.

The amphitheater froze. The robed dancers blinked, releasing their visions. But Shandar remained statuesque, eyes rolled back in some lingering trance.

Hands shook her shoulder. “Wake up!” a frantic whisper hissed. But she did not move. Others rushed forward, alarm etched on every face, to carry her away.

***
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BEFORE DAWN, SIDO BYERS awoke in her private chamber, the echo of that last scream burning behind her eyes. She probed the angry bruise on her side, every nerve alive with pain. In the corner, Landon lay slumped, knife still in his hand.

She touched his knee. “Landon.” Her voice was low steel. “You need rest. In two hours, sound the horn. I want every acolyte, especially Shandar, in that hall.”

He blinked awake, fear and questions in his gaze. “For what?”

“We’re under attack,” she said, voice sharp. “I don’t know how far this reaches, but you will prepare every mind and blade within these walls.”

***
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RAIN DRUMMED ON THE dormitory roof as Landon arrived. Shandar sat on her bed, back rigid, eyes empty. Around her, novices whispered grief and dread. Landon’s orders had already spread: the Head Mother would address them at first light.

In the vast dining hall, acolytes crowded the front rows, scholars huddled at the back, parents clutched children, guards stood rigid. When Sido entered, her gray robes plain, her bearing unbroken, a hush swallowed the room.

She met each terrified face. Then she spoke, voice honed by urgency: “Listen closely. Gwydion is no legend dormant in our texts, he is very real and he is here. He assaulted our sacred ritual and claimed one of our own. This darkness will not stop at this Temple.”

Murmurs rippled through the hall. Sido’s gaze sharpened. “We will not cower. In fifteen hundred seasons no soul has died during the Making, until now. We must steel ourselves.”

She leaned on the long table, fists clenched. “At sunrise I leave to consult the ancient guardian. Riders will spread word to every city. We meet at the next full moon in the Place of Making. Until then, watch the skies, trust nothing, and prepare.”

Without pause, she turned and strode out. Landon found her at the rain-streaked window, packing a travel satchel.

“Feed the novices. Enforce prayers, no exceptions, especially for Shandar,” she ordered, dropping the bag onto the bed. Then she gripped his shoulders. “Pray for guidance... and for time. Someone else must know what we face.”

He swallowed hard. “A girl died in our fire. What happens next?”

Sido closed her eyes, every year of her sixty-three pressed onto her chest. When she opened them, her resolve gleamed. “We will find out... and we will stand against it.”
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Chapter 3 - Seeds of Discontent
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A spring breeze stirred the royal gardens, sending willow branches to kiss the still pond's surface. Moonlight transformed the water into a silver mirror. Rika Gresso knelt at its edge, her reflection fragmenting where ripples broke. One week as the queen's maid, and already failure's shadow dogged her. Disgrace here meant returning to her village with nothing but shame.

The pond stilled. Her reflection reformed: golden hair fastened with her father's silver filigree comb, evergreen eyes wide with doubt. A village girl among courtiers whose whispers cut like knives.

A second reflection materialized beside hers.

"Admiring the view?" The voice sliced the silence.

Rika spun around, pulse hammering. Prince Saad stood watching her, ash-blond hair falling across his brow, dark eyes set beneath copper-hued eyebrows. Court whispers named him the queen's unacknowledged son, gossip never spoken in polite company.

She dropped to her knees. "My prince."

"Rise." His hand brushed her shoulder. "Fresh faces at court are... exhilarating." He leaned closer, his breath warm against her neck. "Surely my attention honors you more than mere service?"

A chill ran through her despite the night's warmth. "I live to serve you, my prince. Command me." The words were proper, but beneath them ran iron.

His cheeks flushed. "A willing subject. Far more gratifying." He seized her shoulders and pulled her onto his lap. His mouth covered hers, insistent, demanding.

Rage exploded in her chest. She twisted free and struck him, the slap cracking across the garden. Silence fell.

Horror replaced anger. She had struck royalty. The law demanded her life.

Saad's hand flew to his reddened cheek, shock hardening to fury. "Come back here," he barked. "This instant."

Rika snatched her cloak and ran, tears blurring the moonlit path as she fled toward the palace.

***
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KING VARDON WILLOW pressed his palms against the cold stone sill of his tower study, watching his son climb the garden path, one hand pressed to his cheek. The king's chest tightened. Memory flashed, Ellis Whyte sweeping his legs from under him, her knee connecting with his temple when he'd presumed to touch her without permission.

"Ellis Whyte," Merric had said afterward, helping him up, "may I present Prince Vardon Willow, our next king. Told you not to touch her."

A soft cough pulled him back. Sholin A'Tai entered, his black wool cloak embroidered with a quarter moon and solitary star.

"Your Majesty," Sholin said, voice barely above a whisper. "Your son's improper attentions to new maids have continued two seasons now. Some refused him. This one struck back." He paused. "If witnessed, she must die."

"I will deal with that if it arises." Vardon's unspoken thought hung between them: She will not die. "Two seasons? I heard whispers but never connected them to Saad. How did I miss this?"

"That which is closest is often overlooked." Sholin moved to the desk. "He needs discipline. Send him with the Morag patrol at dawn. No rank, no privilege. The wasteland's harshness may teach him what words cannot."

Vardon's throat tightened at the thought of the frozen steppes beyond the Wall. But justice demanded action. "Very well."

A knock. Both men turned. Prince Saad entered, pale but defiant.

"You summoned me, Father?"

"Sire," Vardon corrected, his voice cold. "Sit." He paced the floor, boots striking the polished wood. "Your conduct disgusts me. You provoked her response. You're a prince, not a common brute. Do you understand the harm you do?"

Saad's knuckles whitened on the chair's armrests. He said nothing.

"At dawn you leave with the Morag patrol. Commander Andreas will know how to treat you."

Saad's face crumpled. "Sire, she is only a commoner."

"She, and all of her station, are why you wear that crown." Vardon's voice cut like steel. "Remember that in the ice and storms."

Saad rose and left without another word.

"He's bound for the docks," Sholin observed. "He hides something I cannot see. An astral scout might uncover it."

Vardon set down his goblet. The memory of Ellis's refusal burned in him. "I must see her," he said, and left before Sholin could respond.

***
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RIKA RAN THROUGH EMPTY corridors, lungs burning. Armored footsteps echoed behind her. She yanked open an unmarked door and slammed it shut, pressing her back against it until the footsteps passed.
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