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The Night of the Storm

Dorian had inherited the Thessarin estate—its crumbling walls, groaning beams, and roof tiles that seemed determined to leap to their deaths in every storm—nearly a decade ago. He’d been nineteen then, barely grown himself, expected to shoulder grief, land, and legacy all at once. Most days, he endured the estate’s decay because it still held one redeeming treasure: its overflowing library. He had learned his letters there at his father’s knee, escaped into its shelves when the world pressed too heavily, and clung to its quiet order long after his mother returned to Kether. He might even have been content managing books and broken floorboards forever, if not for two ongoing complications: the first, his younger sister, Tavia, who delighted in turning every formal dinner into an unsanctioned costume ball; the second, a guest who refused to leave. 

The bard had washed in during a fierce midsummer storm. The wind howled like wolves at the door, and the sky was moonless—Delwyn’s gaze absent. Dorian had been in his study agonizing over the ledgers when the incessant knocking began. With Jansen already retired for the night, he was the one who answered the door.

His lamp lit the pale face of a hooded man, his amber eyes glinting in the flickering light. 

“My dear friend!” the man said. “I am in much need of shelter this night. May I come in?”

Dorian hesitated. He hadn’t been expecting any visitors—especially at such an hour. Still, it would be poor hospitality to leave someone out in this weather. 

“Of course, of course.” He stepped aside and lit the entry torches while his new guest stepped inside. 

The man’s dark green cloak dripped steadily onto the marble floor. He shook it off and hung it on the rack with a practiced flourish. 

“Do you have a horse to tend? Or more belongings to fetch?”

“Alas,” the man said, spreading his arms to reveal worn traveling clothes and a lute case on his back, “this is all I have. It has been a harrowing journey, and I am much appreciative of your generosity. If I am not mistaken, you are no butler, but the Lord of the land, am I correct?”

Dorian sighed and rubbed his forehead. He was already doing terribly at this hosting thing—guests were a rare thing in this part of the woods. His mother, Natalia, had often said that “hospitality was the only power left to a fifth-born Kether princess”—a bitter joke about the marriage the crown arranged to ease tensions with Vernissia long before he or Tavia were born. 

“I am Lord Dorian Thessarin. Welcome to my home.”

The man gave a sweeping bow, which would have been even grander if he still wore his cloak. “Halen Cade of Arania, at your service. Bard and storyteller extraordinaire. Perhaps on the morrow I can repay you and your household with some entertainment.”

“I don’t believe we’ve had the honor of housing a bard in Thesswood before. At least not in my lifetime. But the hour is late. Let me wake Jansen, and he will get a guest room ready for you.”
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Sunlight filtered through the arched dining hall windows, gilding the chipped silverware and bouncing off the bard’s already-too-bright smile. Dorian sat at the head of the table, sipping lukewarm tea and regretting his hospitality in slow degrees.

Halen Cade was in the middle of a tale about a song so moving it had made a phoenix cry when Tavia burst into the room, barefoot, humming, and—worse still—wearing hair the precise shade of pondweed.

“Good morning, dreary brother,” she chirped, grabbing a pear from the sideboard. “You didn’t tell me we had a guest.”

“I was going to,” Dorian muttered. “You were asleep.”

“You should have woken me. I love guests.” She turned her vivid green gaze on Halen Cade. “Especially ones with instruments. Are you cursed, mysterious, or both?”

Halen grinned and tapped the side of his nose with one long finger. “An observant one, you are. But if I answer your question, that would kill the mystery, would it not?” He picked up his lute—propped in the chair beside him as if it, too, was an honored guest—and played a chord. 

“A lovely lass, with eyes of green, 
Her hair does match a watery scene.
A wild youth, her feet so bare —
She attacks strangers without care!” 

Tavia raised an eyebrow, which perfectly matched her colored hair, unbothered by the verse. “Care is for hosts and housekeepers. I prefer chaos and curiosity.”

She took a bite of her pear, then pointed it at him like a wand.

“But beware, bard. I’ve been known to hex wandering minstrels who rhyme ‘scene’ with ‘green.’ Lazy poetry is a punishable offense in this house.” She grinned, all mischief and menace. “You might wake up with matching hair tomorrow.”

Dorian’s face was as red as the table runner. “Halen, I do apologize for my sister. She is not used to guests.” Was it too much to wish for a peaceful breakfast?

“It’s because no one wishes to be bored to death. I apologize for my dull brother.”

Halen laughed good-naturedly and strummed his lute once more before setting it back on its chair. “Quite a pair you make indeed. No apologies are necessary, on either side. I am pleased with the company and the hospitality. I expect I will be well delighted with my stay.”

“And how long will that stay be?” Dorian inquired.

The bard shrugged. “After such a storm as last night—fierce enough to bring down half the branches in Thesswood—the roads will surely be impassable. Even a mild rain turns them into a maze of mud. And I have been afoot for so long, I yearn for a few nights of rest in a soft bed. Sleeping beneath the stars is romantic, yes, but terrible for the bones.”

Dorian couldn’t argue; even by Thesswood standards, it had been a rough night, and the roads would certainly need clearing. Another unwanted responsibility. He pushed the thought aside. Problems for after the meal. “Let’s not allow this fine breakfast to go to waste. Hedda would have my hide if we don’t eat our share.”

Thankfully, there was some peace and quiet while everyone dug into the meal. Hedda had outdone herself. Perhaps she had wanted to impress the new guest. Eggs with forest mushrooms, smoked ham, and fresh bread from the oven, dripping with warm honey butter. Dorian used the finger bowl and a napkin to clean the stickiness from his fingers. He bit his tongue to avoid criticizing Tavia for licking her fingers. But he knew it wouldn’t do any good. She never listened to him.

Hedda herself came in to clear the table. Her tawny hair was pulled into a loose bun. She still wore her stained apron over a sunny yellow dress.

Dorian introduced their guest. “This is Halen Cade of Arania. He will be staying with us for the time being. Halen, this is our fine cook, Hedda.”

“Fine, indeed. In both talent and looks.” 

Hedda blushed. “My thanks, Sir Halen Cade. It is said you will be entertaining us tonight.”

Gossip spread through the kitchen like steam. Hedda never missed a thing.

“It will be my pleasure to serenade you tonight, my lady.”

“Oh, I’m no lady.” How was it possible for Hedda to get even redder? She fluttered her hand at her chest and did a little curtsy. “I will look forward to it.” She cleared the table with a brightness in her steps.


      [image: ]After the meal, Dorian retreated to his study, calling for Jansen to sort out this road business—leaving Tavia to entertain their guest.

Tavia watched her brother go with a mixture of relief and anticipation. At last, she had the bard to herself.

“What does a bard do in their spare time?” she asked as she stood from the table, wiping crumbs off her dress. She wore a simple dress—bolder green to match her mood, or perhaps her hair. 

“I seek inspiration.”

“Are you in need of a muse then?”

His expression shifted, the glint in his eyes clouding. For the briefest moment, his voice lost its lilt. “I care not for muses. Inspiration snatched from another’s hand is a cheap substitute for one’s own craft.”

Tavia blinked, startled by the sudden weight in his words. A pause lingered—then, as swiftly as it came, the shadow passed. Halen smiled, all warmth and twinkle once more.

“I find inspiration in all places, and all sorts of people,” he said, rising and reaching for his lute. “Perhaps you could show me around?”

“Of course.” Tavia offered a half-curtsy, slipping into her hostess role with an amused grin. “You arrived so late, you haven’t seen anything properly.”

Truthfully, she didn’t mind. There was something about him—something layered beneath the charismatic bravado. That flicker of darkness only made her more curious.

She breezed past the practical. “Kitchen and pantries are off the dining hall,” she said, already moving toward the main hall. “We don’t have a formal lunch, so you’ll need to save something from breakfast or find something in the kitchen if you get peckish midday.”

They passed the staircase. She gestured to a heavy door carved with elaborate scrollwork. “Here’s where Dorian escaped to. His study is tucked away in the library. There’s a cozy tower nook up there too, perfect for brooding. But we mustn’t disturb the dragon.”

“You have mythical creatures here?” Halen raised a brow.

She leaned in with a theatrical whisper. “Dorian is the dragon.”

Halen gave a solemn nod, playing along. “Noted.”

They crossed the foyer and headed into the west wing. “Bedrooms down that hall. You’ve already seen the guest wing—right branch. Household rooms to the left. Staff quarters are farther back. Hedda’s family lives in a cottage near the garden.”

Tavia didn’t linger. She swept straight through to the back of the house and, with a flourish worthy of a stage reveal, threw open the arched courtyard doors. “Behold! The Courtyard of Quiet Whispers. Ideal for poetic brooding, composing ballads, or pretending to be a ghost.”

Halen’s boots crunched softly on the gravel as he stepped into the circular courtyard. Ivy clung to the pale stone walls, and the trickle of a small fountain echoed like murmurs. The wind stirred the leaves, and for a moment, he tilted his head as if listening.

“You hear it, don’t you?” Tavia asked, arms folded proudly. “It always sounds like that breath of air before someone reveals a secret.”

He smiled, but his amber eyes lingered a little too long on the ivy.

“Bathhouse is tucked behind the courtyard garden,” she added, waving a hand toward a curved path partially hidden by a hedge. “Steam it up in there and it smells like rosemary and rosehips for days.” 

Tavia breezed on. “Come! There’s more nonsense to see.”

She led him through winding halls, down a narrow passage that clearly hadn’t seen a feather duster in years, and burst into a faded door with glass panes.

The greenhouse groaned as it opened—sunlight streamed through fractured glass. Inside, a riot of overgrown plants leaned and tangled toward them. Some glowed faintly blue. One had what looked suspiciously like freckles.

“Welcome to the Glass Garden,” she said. “Half nursery, half hazard zone.”

Halen crouched beside a velvety fern with shimmering tips. “Do they all… glow?”

“Not all. That one’s bioluminescent. That one sings. That one sulks if you look at it wrong.” She nudged a vine out of the way. It hissed. “See?”

He straightened, watching her with a grin. “You keep dangerous company.”

Tavia tossed her hair, which transformed into a bold lavender, catching the light like spun magic. “I attract dangerous company. You’re proof.”

At that, Halen laughed—a low, melodic sound that made a few blossoms quiver on their stems.

“Come on,” she said, grabbing his hand. “You haven’t seen the best part.” 

They went back to the main hall. She stopped at a small doorway tucked nearly out of sight. “Servant stairs! Entirely improper for the household to use. Which is why we must.”

She pulled him up the narrow stairway, then out a crooked window onto the sloped roof. From there, they climbed up to a flat stone ledge tucked between gables.

The forest stretched out before them, golden-green and endless. Below, the greenhouse roof shimmered like a cracked jewel.

“This,” Tavia said, breathless from the climb, “is the best spot in the whole estate. At night, you can see every star. Especially during the new moon.”

Halen didn’t respond right away.

She turned. He was staring not at the view, but at her, golden eyes unreadable.

“What?” she asked.

“I was simply wondering,” he said softly, “how you shine so brightly when even Delwyn’s gaze is turned away.”

Tavia flushed. “That’s either the best line I’ve ever heard or a suspiciously poetic threat.”

“Why not both?”

Tavia arched a brow. “You know, most guests thank their hosts with compliments about the view. Not about their questionable levels of luminescence.”

Halen gave a half-smile, the kind that hinted at secrets and stories untold. “The view is lovely. But it doesn’t usually talk back.”

Tavia blinked, caught off guard. Was that an insult or a compliment?

“Well,” she said, dragging her gaze away and flopping back against the gable with casual defiance, “you’re not the first guest to try and charm their way into a second breakfast.”

Halen settled beside her, careful not to crowd, but close enough she felt the warmth of him even through the breeze. “And have any succeeded?”

“None as irritating as you.”

“High praise.”

They sat in comfortable silence for a beat. Below them, a bird called across the treetops. A cloud passed over the sun, dimming the glow of her lavender hair.

Tavia turned to glance at him. “So, truly. Why were you out traveling in a storm last night? The roads here are nothing but mud this time of year.”

Halen didn’t answer right away. He was watching her again with that unblinking intensity. When he spoke, his voice was soft.

“Let’s say I was looking for something. A thing long gone—but every so often, you feel like it’s almost within reach again.”

Tavia tilted her head, curious despite herself. “A lover?”

“No.”

“A home?”

He looked out over the Thesswood canopy. “Something older than either.”

She narrowed her eyes. “That sounds like something a forest spirit would say before turning into smoke and disappearing.”

He smiled. “Would that frighten you?”

“I don’t scare easily. Ask the last traveling merchant who tried to sell me fae love potions.”

“I’ll assume he now sells fish instead.”

“Pickled herring, last I heard.”

Their laughter echoed across the roof tiles, light and real.

And then the moment stretched—just long enough for the space between them to hum with something unsaid.

“You really don’t belong here, do you?” she blurted, the teasing gone from her voice.

Halen didn’t deny it. “No,” he said. “But I think, for now, I’d like to.”

Tavia’s smile faltered at the edges. She didn’t know why that made her chest ache a little.

“…Come on,” she said, standing and brushing off her skirts before her thoughts wandered somewhere dangerous. “If you fall off the roof and die, Hedda will have my hide.”

He rose more slowly, slinging his lute over his shoulder. “And here I thought you liked a little danger.”

“I like a manageable amount of danger,” she said over her shoulder. “You’re already skirting the limit.”
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Tavia wrapped a quilt around her shoulders as she tucked her feet beneath her on one of the stone benches. Halen perched on a stool brought from the kitchen. Tavia watched his slender fingers as they caressed the lute, adjusting the strings, strumming until he looked up and grinned at his audience.

The first song he sang was a lively folk reel about a fox and a fool that had toes tapping before the second verse.

“So if a stranger flatters and asks you to dine — 
Check your pockets, your price, and your favorite wine.”

Everyone laughed, but Dorian shifted. That one seemed close to home. He already regretted letting this stranger into his home.

Halen gestured for a wineskin and took a long drink before settling in for a second song. He closed his eyes and strummed a few muted chords until the crowd quieted. This ballad was haunting, his voice low and wistful as he sang of a lover lost beneath the new moon.

“The moon has no memory, but I always do — 
Of laughter, or silence, of eyes like dew.
So I wait in the dark, for the one who won’t stay —
My heart a small candle… 
She blows it away.”

Tavia’s throat tightened, the last note lingering in the stillness like a held breath. Her eyes shimmered, tears gathering before she could blink them away. She drew in a shaky inhale, but it didn’t steady her. That song—something in it unmoored her, tugging at places she didn’t know were fragile.

When Halen’s eyes opened and met hers, it was like a sudden spotlight in the dark. His gaze didn’t just meet hers—it searched her, as if he could see every ripple his words had stirred.

She swallowed hard. No one could sing like that without knowing what it meant to lose something—someone.

He wasn’t just telling a story.

He was confessing.

And now she couldn’t look away.

Then the courtyard burst into applause, and the spell was broken. Halen put down his lute and circled the courtyard, shaking hands with a broad smile, promising a brand new song for tomorrow.

Tavia caught Dorian watching from the edge of the courtyard, his mouth set in that familiar line of disapproval. Whatever he saw in the bard’s smile, he didn’t like it—but she also saw him exhale, shoulders sagging, as the staff clustered around Halen in delight.
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The next day, the staff was in brighter moods, moving briskly, speaking cheerfully. The bard’s performance had enlivened them. 

Halen spent the morning in the courtyard with Tavia. After lunch, he approached Dorian with a request. “I confess I didn’t come upon your estate by accident. I came for your fabled library. I collect stories and would love the chance to peruse your collection.”

Dorian hadn’t realized their library had such a reputation. He invited Halen in. “My study is that room off the back. I’d prefer you to stay out of it. But the rest of the library is yours to explore.” Bookshelves lined the walls. A skylight and two arched stained-glass windows let in plenty of light. 

Halen approached the shelves with something almost like reverence, trailing his fingers across the books. “Most households have only a handful of books. You have quite a treasure trove here.”

“My father was a scholar, often called upon to do research by the Vernissian family. He was also a collector of stories, as well as of science. There’s even a telescope in the library tower, where he studied the stars.”

“Impressive indeed.” The bard picked up a book labeled Folk Tales of Vernissia, then excused himself to read in a seat beneath the windows.


      [image: ]Three days. Three days of humming in the library, misplaced books, and Halen Cade’s relentless commentary. Dorian wished his study had a door. He relished the time the bard spent wandering the estate with Tavia. It kept them both out of his hair. Though it also worried him. Mischief squared was an uncomfortable equation to consider. He mistrusted the bard’s intentions. And though Tavia was fully an adult at twenty-one, she was still his little sister. Nearly a decade apart, Dorian had practically raised his sister himself once their father passed and their mother abandoned them to go back home to Kether. He had a right to look after her.

Dorian was relieved when news came that the roads were cleared and repaired. He gave Halen the great news during supper that evening. 

“That is truly wonderful news,” Halen said. “Once I complete my research, I will return to the road. But I am working on a new song as well and hope to have a ready audience for it upon its completion.”

Tavia jumped in. “But of course you must stay until it is complete. We would be honored to be the first to hear your composition.”

Dorian mumbled something that the bard took for assent.
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Dorian’s nerves had completely frayed. 

The household, once orderly and dull (as it should be), was now a parade of complaints. On day five, Hedda reported missing eggs, swearing she’d seen fox prints near the henhouse. Her husband, Barin, set traps, but the creature remained elusive.

On the sixth day, the steward added his own concerns: silverware vanishing, jars of honey disappearing, half-eaten rolls turning up in odd places. A fox couldn’t carry off candles. And no new staff meant only one possible culprit. Dorian assigned the steward to search Halen’s room while the bard was distracted in the library. Nothing suspicious turned up. 

By day seven, Dorian had had enough. His books were out of order, the staff on edge, and the bard’s humming intolerable. When Halen entered the library that afternoon, Dorian pounced.

“Where are you hiding them?”

“Whatever do you mean?” Halen was the icon of innocence, eyes wide.

“The silverware, the linens. The missing items! You are a rogue and a thief, and if you don’t give them up, you are out of this house.”

Halen tipped his head to the side. “I promise you, I have taken nothing. Perhaps there is a poltergeist. Or mischievous fae. It sounds like one of the stories I read in this very library. I think there is an entrance to the Gloaming Realm in these woods.”

“But none of this started until you came!” 

“That night was quite a fierce storm. It could have blown in all sorts of trouble. Do you have any proof against me?”

Dorian’s cheeks were aflame and his heart pounded, but he had nothing to seal the deal.

“As I thought. Let me take a break from my studies for today. You look like you need some calming down.”

What he needed was for Halen to leave. He wanted his quiet, predictable household back.
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“Don’t you have staff to do that for you?”

Tavia turned around, startled. “I thought you were in the library for the day. I am going for a ride. Would you like to accompany me?”

The horse huffed, and Halen took a step back. “I am afraid horses and I don’t get along.”

“A traveling bard who has never ridden a horse? How do you get around? On foot?”

“Something like that.”

“Well, Annabelle here is nearly ready and expecting to go out. I suppose you will be on your own this afternoon.”

“Can you speak to horses then?”

“Oh, I speak to all animals. Unfortunately, they don’t speak to me back.”

“Unfortunate indeed. I am sure they would have quite the tales to share with you. Have you ever wished to see the world through their eyes?”

Tavia smiled wistfully. “I would love the freedom they have. But I will have to settle for communing in other ways. There is such strength in feeling a horse between your legs, its power as it moves through the world. Galloping through the fields, with our hair streaming in the wind. We are one.”

“That is a sight I would love to see.”

“Then come with me! We can ride double; Annabelle is a sweetheart. You’ll be perfectly fine.”

Halen shook his head. “I really must decline. But you enjoy your freedom. You deserve it.” He bowed and left her.

Tavia wondered if he’d been thrown as a child or bitten by some ill-tempered mount. Most people feared dogs, not horses—but she wasn’t about to judge. After saddling Annabelle and leading her through the gates, she relaxed into familiar territory. Tavia preferred the unbeaten paths, the quiet twists no one else bothered to follow. A flicker of red caught her eye through the trees, but when she halted her mare and looked again, nothing stirred. She continued on to the river, spread a blanket across a sun-warmed rock overlooking the water, and unpacked a small picnic from her saddlebag. 

Then she was rewarded, as she glimpsed the red again, downstream. A fox came out of the reeds and drank from the water. She had never seen one so close before. As if sensing her thoughts, it lifted its head and turned toward her. It tilted its head to watch her as she ate her sandwich. Feeling bold, she took a slice of the meat and tossed it toward the creature. It crept forward, then snatched and ate the meat in one bite. Then it sat back on its haunches and watched her while she ate, with its beautiful golden eyes. When she shifted to wash her hands in the river, it dashed back into the woods. What a unique encounter. She couldn’t wait to tell Halen about it when she returned.
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“I have a story for you today,” she said, breathless with excitement. “My turn.”

Halen closed the book and smiled. “Oh? Is it a tragic tale or one with teeth?”

“Well, there were teeth. An animal encounter,” she said, perching beside him. “I went riding—alone, since someone refused to join me—”

“I did warn you, horses dislike me.”

“Well, you missed out. I met a fox. Not just saw one—he came right up to me. Let me feed him. He had the most beautiful amber eyes.”

She watched him closely. His smile didn’t falter, but something behind it shifted—tensed.

“Amber, you say?” he asked, voice light but careful.

“Yes.” Her own smile faded slightly. “Like yours.”

“That’s a common enough shade,” he said, plucking at a thread in his sleeve. “Especially for stories. The clever fox, the glowing eyes.”

“But this wasn’t a story,” she breathed. “He watched me like he understood.”

For a moment, they sat in silence, the hush between them filled only by the distant ticking of the library’s old clock.

“Foxes are good listeners,” Halen said at last, his voice unusually soft. “They keep secrets better than most people.”

She blinked. “You talk like you’ve known one.”

“I’ve known many things,” he said, then leaned forward with a grin to break the tension. “But enough about my imaginary fox friends. Did he give you a name? A moral to your tale?”

“No name,” she said, watching him. “But I don’t think the story’s over.”

He didn’t answer—just looked at her a moment too long, as if weighing the truth in her gaze.

“Come,” he said, standing and offering a hand. “I’ll trade you a song for your tale.”
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The following day, Halen agreed to a picnic on the estate. Tavia spread the blanket beneath an old willow tree, tossing her canvas bag beside a basket of bread, cheese, and sliced pears. Her hair had settled into a rich honey-blonde, soft with contentment.

Halen arrived a few moments later, lute slung across his back. He gave a theatrical bow.

“My lady of wild picnics and wilder hair, I apologize for my earlier cowardice.”

“Forgiven,” she said. “But only if you sit and eat.”

He sat cross-legged beside her, letting the lute rest on his knees. “I’m more used to courtyard performances than rustic luncheons.”

Tavia handed him a pear slice. “This is better than courtyards. Look.”

She pointed up. The branches above filtered sunlight into soft shifting beams, the leaves whispering in a breeze.

“It’s quiet here,” she said. “Not silent like the chapel, not mysterious like the courtyard. Just… right.”

Halen plucked a lazy chord. “Perfect place to fall in love.”

Tavia gave him a sideways glance. “With the estate?”

“With the air,” he said, grinning. “Or the girl who commands it.”

Heat bloomed in her cheeks. She broke eye contact to fuss with the cheese. “You say things like that to everyone, don’t you?”

“Not everyone,” he said. “Only those who change their hair with the weather and feed foxes like forest queens.”

They shared the meal in companionable silence for a while, then she leaned back, resting on her elbows.

“If you could be any animal, what would you be?”

He didn’t hesitate. “A fox.”

“Of course you’d say that.”

“No, really,” he said. “Clever, underestimated. Always watching.”

“And always stealing?”

Halen laughed. “Only hearts.”

She rolled her eyes but smiled. “You owe me another tale. For not riding with me.”

Halen strummed his lute, mischief bright in his eyes. “Then lie back, my wayward lark, and I shall repay my debt.”

Heat crept up her neck at the nickname, but she managed a steady breath. “Wayward?” she echoed, settling onto the blanket. “Says the man who washed in with the storm.”

He only smiled—one of those unreadable smiles that felt like a secret he wasn’t ready to share—and began to play. Tavia closed her eyes, letting the melody curl around her like sunlight through leaves… but even long after the last note faded, the name lark lingered, warm and fluttering beneath her ribs.


      [image: ]The music followed her home like an echo she couldn’t quite shake. All evening, as she helped Hedda in the kitchen and listened to Orin chatter about his day, the memory of Halen’s voice—my wayward lark—kept drifting back to her. It shouldn’t have meant anything. But it did. More than she cared to admit.

That night, Tavia stayed up later than usual, too restless to sleep. She crept onto her rooftop perch with a blanket wrapped around her shoulders, watching the stars wink into view. The moon was just a sliver—Delwyn’s gaze barely present.

A flicker of movement caught her eye below, near the courtyard.

Someone was there.

Red hair glinted in the moonlight. Not Halen—she would know the shape of him by now. This figure moved differently. Feminine.

Tavia blinked. She was certain no one else was awake. The figure drifted, almost weightless, before slipping through the garden arch and vanishing.

Hedda? A spirit? A trick of the light?

Maybe the courtyard was haunted after all. She’d joked about it, but the thought suddenly seemed less absurd. A tale come true—exactly the sort of nonsense Halen would tease her with.
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