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For those who have ever felt like their story was not their own—
for those who have carried chains unseen,
for those who have been told who they are, and who they must be.

This is for the ones who fought to remember themselves,
who walked through the shadows and still reached for the fire.

And for my children—Skyler, Grayson, and Noah—
you are my truest magic, my brightest flame,
the reason I choose to rise again and again.
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Introduction

There are places the light has never touched, places where stories are not told but buried. Every family keeps secrets. Every city holds its ghosts. And sometimes, the two are the same.




In the heart of the old lands, the witch factions rise and fall like the turning of seasons. Alliances shift, bloodlines fracture, and power—always power—waits to be claimed. It is here that Mariselle awakens, with no past to guide her and no name she can trust. She is told who she is, where she belongs, what she owes. But memory is not so easily replaced, and the shadows do not yield their truths without a price.




This tale is not a simple one of good and evil. It is a tale of masks and mirrors, of twin flames divided by loyalty and betrayal, of chains forged not only by sorcery but by blood itself. At its center stands a young woman with fire in her veins and silence in her mind, and beside her a man shaped by ruin who walks the line between salvation and damnation.




To enter this story is to step into a world where nothing is certain—where the past is a weapon, the present a battlefield, and the future a crown of ash.




The shadows are waiting.


Preface

Memory is a fragile thing.

It can be stolen, broken, twisted until truth feels like a lie whispered in the dark. Yet even when stripped bare, something remains—an ember waiting to burn again.




This story began as a whisper in the shadows, a question that would not let me rest: What happens when the past you are told is yours does not belong to you at all? From that question grew Mariselle’s journey—a tale of fractured identity, of blood and betrayal, of chains forged by love as much as by cruelty.




But at its heart, this book is not only about darkness. It is about defiance. It is about choosing who you will become when the world would rather decide for you. It is about finding fire in the ashes, and refusing to let it die.




I wrote House of Shadows for anyone who has ever stood at the edge of themselves, unsure if they could take the next step forward. It is a reminder that even in ruin, there is rebirth.




So step into the silence. Walk with Mariselle through the halls of forgotten memory, through fire and storm, through love and loss. Let the shadows speak—and listen to what burns beneath them.




Because in the end, it is not the darkness that defines us, but what we choose to carry out of it.


Prologue

The first thing she knew was the silence. Not the natural quiet of night, but a silence heavy enough to press against her skin, as if the world itself were holding its breath. When she opened her eyes, the ceiling above her was carved in shadow, candle flames bowing low in their sconces, their light quivering across walls lined with sigils she did not recognize.

Her body felt wrong. Heavy. As if it did not belong to her.

“Breathe,” a voice whispered, close enough to brush her ear. A woman leaned over her, cloaked in black, her eyes rimmed in coal-dust. Relief softened the stranger’s face. “You’re awake. Thank the Mother.”

She wanted to speak—ask who she was, where she had come from—but her tongue clung to the roof of her mouth like a dead thing. The name the woman spoke over her did not feel like hers, though the witches gathered around nodded, their lips moving in a low chant that wrapped her like chains.

A name. A story. A history. They laid it before her like a robe she was expected to wear.

But somewhere deep in the hollow of her chest, another name stirred. A faint pulse. A memory too sharp to be a dream—another voice, identical to hers, whispering in warning before being swallowed in fire and smoke.

The chanting grew louder. The silence collapsed. And in the last heartbeat before the candles guttered out, she realized with cold clarity: someone had stolen the thread of her life and stitched her into a tapestry she did not recognize.


Chapter One

The room reeked of smoke and herbs, sharp enough to sting her nose. She lay on a narrow bed dressed in dark linens, her fingers curling against the fabric as if gripping an anchor in a storm. Shapes moved around her, blurred in the unsteady candlelight, and for a moment she thought she was watching shadows dance instead of people.

“Drink,” someone said. A silver cup was pressed to her lips before she could protest. The liquid inside burned, bitter as ash, but it spread warmth through her throat, steadying the tremor in her hands.

“She’ll be fine,” the coal-eyed woman murmured. “The spell held. The fragments will mend with time.”

Spell. The word lodged in her mind like a thorn.

She sat up too quickly. Pain shot behind her eyes, bright and searing, and she clutched her skull as though it might split. Flashes came unbidden—black feathers falling, a girl’s laughter that sounded exactly like hers, the press of cold fingers on her wrist—but each vanished before she could grasp them.

“You’re safe,” another voice insisted. A man stood at the foot of the bed, tall, his robe stitched with runes that shimmered faintly in the light. His face was lined but stern, his eyes piercing, and when he spoke, it carried the weight of command. “Do you know your name?”

She opened her mouth. Nothing came. Her chest tightened.


He supplied the answer for her: “You are Mariselle Draemont, heir of the Hollow Veil. My daughter.”


The word daughter cracked against her like thunder. It meant nothing—and yet everyone in the room bowed their heads as if the name was sacred.

Mariselle. Draemont. The syllables were foreign on her tongue, like trying on a stranger’s shoes. Wrong size. Wrong fit.

She managed a whisper. “I don’t… remember.”

The man’s mouth curved, though it was not kindness. “That is the price of salvation. You were lost, nearly broken. But we have brought you back. You belong here, with us, with your blood.”

The witches closed in, their chant rising once more, and though the walls were firm stone, she felt caged. Somewhere in the depths of her mind, a faint echo whispered otherwise. A different name. A different life.

She did not know why, but the certainty chilled her: whoever Mariselle Draemont was, she was not her.


The man’s words lingered in the air, sinking into her like poison. My daughter. The title fit him, not her. His eyes, cold and fathomless, watched her too intently—as though daring her to disagree, as though waiting for her to reject what he had declared.


She lowered her gaze, more from instinct than obedience, her stomach tightening. Around her, the witches murmured, their voices weaving into a current that seemed to ripple through the walls themselves. She felt the vibration against her skin, like the hum of a storm trapped in stone.

A woman bent close, fastening a chain around her wrist. Its links were black metal, each etched with tiny sigils that glowed faintly against her pulse. “For your protection,” the woman whispered, though her expression betrayed nothing soft. “It will guard your blood until you are strong again.”


Protection. The word rang hollow. She lifted her wrist, the chain heavy, and something inside her recoiled—not because it was foreign, but because it was familiar. She had worn this before. She knew it. The recognition was sharp enough to sting, yet the memory it should have brought remained locked away.


She forced her voice to work, brittle though it was. “How… long was I gone?”

The coal-eyed woman exchanged a glance with the man. It was the faintest flicker of unease, gone in an instant, but she saw it.

“Long enough,” he said, his tone clipped. “You should not waste your strength on the past. What matters is that you are here now, returned to us.”

She swallowed hard, the bitter taste of the draught still on her tongue. Returned. The word grated. It implied she had belonged here once, had roots in this place she did not recognize. But when she searched her memory, she found only fragments—smoke, laughter, another voice like hers whispering her name… and then silence.

Her chest grew tight.

“Rest,” the woman urged. “Your mind will clear with time. The Hollow Veil waits for its heir, but tonight you must sleep.”

They guided her back onto the bed, and though her body yielded, her mind raged against the stillness. She felt eyes on her even after the candles were snuffed, felt the weight of that name pressing against her skull.

Mariselle Draemont.

It echoed like a curse, foreign and cold.

And in the quiet that followed, before sleep dragged her under, a single thought surfaced with cutting clarity:

If I am Mariselle Draemont… then why does every part of me scream that I am not?


Sleep did not come easily. Every time her eyes fluttered shut, the darkness behind them filled with shifting shapes: flickers of firelight, the brush of wind in a forest, a girl’s face that was her own—but smiling with a mischief she did not feel. She woke each time with her pulse racing, her throat dry, and the bitter aftertaste of the draught clinging like soot.


At some point, the chamber emptied. Only one candle remained, guttering low in its iron holder. The man—her supposed father—was gone, though she felt the residue of his presence, a shadow pressed into the stone. She pulled at the chain on her wrist. It did not break. The runes pulsed faintly with her heartbeat, as though aware she resisted.

A sound drew her attention. Whispering. Not the low chant of earlier, but a single voice, hushed and urgent, slipping through the crack beneath the door. She strained to hear.

“…shouldn’t have brought her back…”

The words froze her.

“…not the same… she doesn’t remember…”

Her chest constricted. Whoever spoke was quickly silenced—shuffling steps, a sharp reprimand—and then silence reclaimed the hall. But the echo lingered, striking a chord of truth deep in her chest.

Not the same.


She sat upright, fists clutching the sheets, mind racing. If she truly was this Mariselle Draemont, why would they fear her not remembering? Wouldn’t her return—whatever it meant—be enough? Unless… they weren’t certain who she was at all.


Her eyes flicked to the walls, to the strange sigils carved into stone. None of them answered.

The door creaked open, and she flinched. A witch entered, younger than the others, carrying a basin of water. Her steps faltered when their gazes met. For an instant, the girl’s face softened—not with reverence, not with fear, but with something like pity.

“Drink,” the girl murmured, setting the basin down.

She obeyed, though suspicion burned her throat more than thirst.

The girl hesitated, fingers tightening on the rim of the basin. Her lips parted, as though she might speak—but a second figure appeared in the doorway, and whatever the girl had meant to say died on her tongue. She bowed quickly, retreating without another glance.

Left alone again, she pressed her hands to her face, nails biting into her palms. Fragments of memory shifted restlessly just beyond her reach, refusing to settle. A laugh like her own, a voice calling a name she couldn’t grasp, the brush of fingers against hers in the dark.

When she finally lay back down, her heart still racing, one truth remained like an anchor:

Whatever name they gave her, whatever story they wove, she was not who they claimed.

And she would not rest until she uncovered why.


Chapter Two

The door opened at dawn. Gray light slipped through the hall like a blade, pale against the candlelit gloom of the chamber.

“Come,” the coal-eyed woman commanded. Her voice left no room for refusal.

The chain on Mariselle’s wrist had been quiet through the night, its runes a faint throb against her skin. Now, as she rose, it brightened as if awakened, binding her steps to theirs. She hated the way it pulled—subtle but insistent, a leash disguised as protection.

They led her through corridors cut from stone, each wall lined with sconces and carved sigils that pulsed faintly with light. The air was damp, scented with ash and something older, something that smelled of graves. She tried to memorize turns, arches, stairwells—but the passages wound in strange patterns, designed to confuse.

“Where are we?” she asked.

The woman’s eyes flicked toward her. “You are home.”

Home. The word rang false.

At the end of the passage, doors of black wood groaned open to reveal a vast hall. Torches blazed along its length, their flames tinted green, casting sickly light across rows of kneeling witches. They bent as one, their murmurs swelling in unison.

“Hail the heir of the Hollow Veil.”

Her skin prickled. Their eyes lingered too long, their reverence brittle, as if practiced. It wasn’t worship. It was performance.

At the far end of the hall stood the man—the one who had called himself her father. His robes were darker than night, his staff crowned with a shard of bone that glowed faintly. He watched her approach with the cold patience of a predator.

“Mariselle,” he said, his voice carrying easily across the chamber. “You walk among us once more.”

The witches answered in chorus, the words slamming against her skull. She forced her breath steady, though her insides twisted.

He descended the dais and circled her slowly, the way a collector might examine a rare artifact. “You are Draemont blood. Our blood. The Veil breathes through you.”


Her throat tightened. Does it? She wanted to ask. But she bit down on the words.


His hand brushed the chain at her wrist. “Until your memory returns, this will keep you tethered. Do not resist it.”


A whisper, feather-soft, brushed the edge of her mind then: Don’t trust him.


She flinched, eyes darting to the crowd. No one had spoken. The witches’ chants carried on, unbroken. Yet she was certain she had heard it. A voice that sounded like her own.

The man’s gaze sharpened. “Something troubles you?”

She shook her head quickly, though the lie settled like a stone in her chest.

He gestured, and the coal-eyed woman led her away, into a side hall. There, smaller groups of witches stood waiting. Some studied her with curiosity, others with veiled hostility. One, a girl not much older than she appeared to be, met her eyes and whispered so softly Mariselle wasn’t sure she had heard right:

“You’re not her.”

The girl bowed quickly to mask her words. No one else seemed to notice. But the phrase burrowed deep, echoing the voice she had heard only moments before.

Her pulse quickened.

The Hollow Veil had claimed her as their heir. But even among their ranks, there were those who doubted.

And if they doubted… perhaps she should, too.

They led her from the great hall into a chamber carved deeper into the stone, where smoke from braziers curled along the ceiling like restless spirits. Witches in gray robes lined the walls, their faces obscured, each carrying bowls filled with black salt and bundles of dried herbs. At the center stood a stone altar streaked with old stains.

Her father placed his hand at the small of her back, guiding her forward. His touch was deceptively gentle, but the chain at her wrist flared hot, driving her steps until she stood at the altar.

“Your blood was nearly lost to us,” he said, his tone measured and grave. “But now the Veil is whole again. Today you will be marked once more, so all may see you for who you are.”

A blade glimmered on the altar, thin as a whisper.

She froze. “Marked?”

The coal-eyed woman stepped forward, expression unreadable. “A rite of restoration. It will not harm you. The bond has always been yours.”

Her pulse hammered. Every instinct screamed to pull away, to run—but the witches’ circle pressed closer, their chants rising like a tide. Her father lifted the blade, and though his gaze never wavered, she felt no love in it. Only possession.

When the edge bit into her palm, the pain was sharp and swift. Blood welled bright against the steel, spilling into a carved channel in the altar. The runes etched into the stone came alive, pulsing red, then black. The witches’ voices rose, filling her skull until she thought it might split open.


And then—just as the blood sealed the pattern—she felt it. A spark, not from the Hollow Veil, but from somewhere else. A voice again, faint but insistent, breaking through the chant:


Not him. Not this. Remember.

Her knees buckled. The coal-eyed woman caught her before she fell, forcing the cut hand closed, binding it with a strip of cloth marked with symbols she did not know.

“Rest,” the woman said, though there was no warmth in her tone.

Mariselle’s vision swam. The chamber blurred, the faces of the witches twisting, unfamiliar, monstrous. She swayed as they led her back down the corridor.

But one thought burned steady through the haze, as unshakable as the chain on her wrist:

If the Hollow Veil had to carve her blood open to prove she was theirs, then perhaps she wasn’t.

Perhaps she never had been.

The corridor narrowed as they guided her deeper into the stronghold. Torches hissed along the walls, their flames bending toward her as if drawn to her blood. The air pressed close, thick with iron and incense.

They passed a set of barred gates, and Mariselle slowed despite herself. Behind them stretched a stairwell spiraling downward into darkness. A shiver prickled her skin. She didn’t need to be told what lay below. The air that drifted up reeked of damp stone and despair.

The coal-eyed woman’s hand closed on her arm, firm enough to bruise. “Do not linger. The lower halls are not for you.”

“Who are they for?” The words slipped out before she could stop them.

The woman’s expression didn’t change. “Those who fail.”


They moved on, but the echo of that single word clung to her—fail.


At last they reached a heavy door of black oak, etched with spiraling sigils. It opened without a touch, swinging wide on silent hinges to reveal a chamber lit by a single window slit carved high into the wall. The light that seeped through was dim, colored by wards she could not see but felt in her bones.

“This will be your quarters until you are ready to resume your place,” the woman said. She gestured toward a narrow bed, a desk of dark wood, shelves lined with empty jars and unlit candles. Everything had been prepared for her, but it felt less like a home and more like a cell dressed to look like one.

Mariselle stepped inside, and the chain on her wrist pulsed in response, binding itself to the threshold. She tested it instinctively—her skin burned as soon as she neared the doorframe. She was trapped.

Her father’s voice carried from the hall, low and measured. “She is not to leave until I command it. Watch her closely. The Veil must not fracture again.”

The door shut with a finality that stole the breath from her lungs.

For a long time, she stood motionless in the center of the room, staring at the barred slit of a window. She pressed her wounded palm against her chest, feeling the beat of her heart beneath the bandages, and thought of the whisper she had heard at the altar.

Not him. Not this. Remember.


But remember what?


She lowered herself onto the bed, exhaustion pulling at her limbs. Still, her eyes refused to close. She did not trust what dreams might come—or what the Hollow Veil might carve from her while she slept.

And so she lay awake, listening to the faint shuffle of footsteps stationed beyond her door, her pulse echoing against the runes on the chain, and the single thought that haunted her:


She did not belong here. No matter what name they gave her, no matter how much blood they claimed, she was not theirs.



Chapter Three

The silence of her new chamber was different from the silence she had woken to before. This was not heavy with ritual, but hollow, stretched thin like old cloth ready to tear. For the first time since her awakening, no one hovered over her. No chanting, no watchful eyes. Only the muffled scrape of footsteps outside the door reminded her she was not truly free.

She rose carefully, testing the weight of the chain on her wrist. The runes pulsed faintly, as though sensing her thoughts, but when she pressed a hand against the wooden desk, no fire licked her skin. The wards were bound only to the threshold.

A small mercy.

The room was spare, stripped of anything that might comfort: a bed with stiff linens, shelves lined with empty jars, a single candle stub in an iron dish. Yet she felt eyes on her, as though the stone itself remembered every soul who had slept within it.

Her hand brushed the desk’s surface—and caught. One corner of the wood was rougher than the rest, a splintered patch. She traced it, feeling the faint groove of carved lines hidden beneath the grain. Leaning close, she realized it wasn’t damage at all, but letters—scrawled so shallowly they were nearly invisible.

Not Draemont.

Her pulse leapt. The words were cramped, hurried, as if carved in secret. She ran her thumb over them again and again, half-convinced her eyes lied. But they remained, etched in defiance of the room’s emptiness.

Her chest tightened. Whoever had been here before her—whoever had carved those words—had known the truth.

She drew back sharply at the sound of a knock. The door creaked open, and the younger witch she had seen the day before slipped inside, balancing a tray of food. Her gaze darted nervously to the hallway before she shut the door behind her.

“You shouldn’t speak to me,” Mariselle said quickly, though her voice came out more desperate than commanding.

The girl set the tray down, then lingered, wringing her hands. “They said you wouldn’t remember. But I thought…” She hesitated, then whispered, “You don’t look like her. Not anymore.”

Mariselle’s breath caught. “Like who?”

The girl’s lips pressed together, as though the name itself was dangerous. “Eat,” she whispered instead. And then she was gone, the door shutting sharply behind her.

Mariselle stared after her, the taste of unanswered questions thick on her tongue. She turned back to the carved words on the desk, tracing them once more.

Not Draemont.

The name they had given her—Mariselle Draemont—settled heavier on her shoulders than ever before.

And for the first time since waking, she felt not just fear, but anger.

She ate little from the tray, only enough to steady the gnawing in her stomach. The rest sat untouched, a silent reminder that even the food here might be another form of control. Her eyes drifted again and again to the words carved into the desk, the grooves catching the candlelight like a secret trying to be seen.

As the hours stretched, her body sagged with exhaustion, yet her mind refused to yield. She paced the chamber until the chain burned against her wrist, forcing her to stop short of the door. She pressed her hand to the wall instead, tracing the cold stone. The surface seemed smooth at first, but when her fingers wandered upward, they brushed another faint indentation.

She leaned close. More letters, faded and incomplete, as if someone had started to carve a message and been interrupted. Only three jagged strokes remained, but they were enough to quicken her pulse. An “E,” or perhaps an “M.”

Her breath came shallow. She imagined another pair of hands pressed against this wall—hands that trembled with urgency. A prisoner before her. Someone who had tried to leave a warning.

Her eyelids grew heavy at last, though sleep was a shallow, restless thing. Images came like fractured glass: a girl who wore her face, laughing in firelight; a mirror that bled instead of reflected; and a voice, always that voice—soft, urgent, and echoing her own.

Wake up.

She startled upright, heart racing. The chamber was quiet, the only sound the drip of water somewhere far down the corridor. For a moment she thought it had been only a dream. But the candle on her desk was still burning steady, and the air seemed to hum with something just out of reach.

Her hand clenched into a fist. She couldn’t stay here waiting for answers to fall into her lap. She would have to find them.

The scrape of the lock startled her. The door opened, and the same young witch from before stepped inside again, her eyes darting nervously. She carried no tray this time.

“You should not be awake,” the girl whispered.

Mariselle rose from the bed, moving toward her before the wards could flare. “Tell me who she is,” she demanded in a low voice. “The one I don’t look like. The one you won’t name.”

Fear flickered across the girl’s face. Her lips parted as though the name hovered there, ready to fall, but she pressed them tight again and shook her head.

“They’ll hear,” she whispered. “Walls carry voices here.” She turned quickly, her steps already retreating, but paused just long enough to add: “You weren’t supposed to return. You were supposed to be gone.”

And then she was gone again, the door shutting with a sharp click, leaving Mariselle trembling in the thick silence.


Her gaze fell once more to the desk, to the words gouged into its surface. Not Draemont.


Her pulse thundered in her ears as a truth began to take shape—not yet clear, but sharp enough to cut.

Whoever she was, whatever name had been stolen from her—she was not their daughter.

And she would not let them keep her caged long enough to forget it.


Sleep would not return. The girl’s words clanged in her mind with the same weight as the carvings on the desk: Not Draemont. You weren’t supposed to return. Each was a crack in the story the Hollow Veil had forced upon her, and with every breath she drew, the cracks widened.


She paced the chamber again, dragging her fingers over the walls as though the stone itself might yield another secret. The runes on her wrist-chain pulsed in answer, hot and insistent, warning her back from the door.

But the warning only fueled her resolve.

She approached the threshold. The wards shimmered faintly there, invisible until she neared them. The closer she drew, the louder the thrum in her bones, like the toll of a great bell. Her skin prickled; her breath grew shallow. She extended her bandaged hand toward the doorframe.

The air snapped. Pain tore across her palm, searing white-hot as if her blood itself were being dragged toward the symbols etched in the wood. She staggered back with a cry, clutching her hand to her chest. The runes on the chain blazed bright, then dimmed again, pulsing in time with her racing heart.

Her breath came ragged, but behind the pain something stirred. For an instant—so brief she almost missed it—she felt the wards falter. As though something deep within her blood resisted their hold.


She sank against the wall, chest heaving. They had carved into her hand, drawn her blood into their altar. They claimed it bound her to them. Yet the wards had wavered.


Which meant there was something in her blood they hadn’t accounted for. Something they feared.

A sound outside the door jolted her upright—the scuff of boots, a low voice murmuring with another. The guards. She pressed herself into the shadows, her hand trembling, the scent of scorched flesh sharp in her nostrils.

When the footsteps faded, she allowed herself a single breath of relief. Her palm throbbed in time with her heartbeat, but beneath the ache a flicker of fierce satisfaction lit within her.

The wards were not unbreakable.

And she would find a way to shatter them.


Chapter Four

The hours bled together. Time in the Hollow Veil felt wrong, measured not by the sun but by the pulse of runes and the echo of distant chanting. Mariselle paced until her legs ached, her thoughts spinning faster than her body could carry her.

She pressed again at the warded threshold, though more carefully this time, stretching her fingers toward the shimmer without crossing it. The air hissed against her skin, and the chain on her wrist warmed in warning. She withdrew before the pain flared, but satisfaction kindled once more. The ward bent. It had bent before. It would again.

A faint scrape made her freeze.

Someone was at her door—not the shuffle of guards she had grown used to, but a softer, deliberate sound, like fingertips brushing wood. She held her breath.

Then, through the narrow slit of the window above, she felt it: a gaze. Someone watching from the shadows beyond the wall. She couldn’t see him, only the outline of a figure half-hidden by torchlight, but the weight of his stare settled like ice along her spine.

She opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came. Her voice seemed swallowed before it left her. The figure did not move. For a heartbeat she thought she imagined it. But then the shadows shifted, and a whisper reached her—low, edged with danger.

“You’re not his daughter.”

Her stomach lurched. “Who are you?” she demanded in a whisper, rushing closer to the barred slit.

Silence. The figure had already melted back into the dark.

Her hand trembled against the wall, pressing to the cold stone as if it might hold his presence. The words rang louder than the runes on her chain. Not Draemont. Not his daughter. They were warnings she had begun to believe, but hearing them in another voice set her blood alight.

She sank onto the bed, heart racing. Whoever that man was, he knew something.

And if he could slip past the Hollow Veil’s watchful eyes to stand in the shadows of her chamber, then perhaps—just perhaps—he could be the key to her escape.

She didn’t sleep. Every time her eyes threatened to close, she snapped them open again, straining for the scrape of movement beyond her door. She told herself it had been a trick of her starved imagination, a hallucination born from too many whispered warnings.

But when the candle guttered low and the guards’ footsteps faded, she heard it again—the faintest shift of air against stone.

Her pulse thundered. “I know you’re there.”

At first, silence answered her. Then, as if humoring her demand, a voice drifted through the slit in the wall. Low. Roughened. Dangerous.

“You shouldn’t speak so boldly. They listen.”

She pressed closer to the stone, ignoring the burn of the ward tugging at her chain. “Then why risk coming here? What do you want from me?”

A pause. She could almost feel him considering. “To see if the rumors were true. That he dragged something back from the dark and called it blood.”


Anger flared hot in her chest. “I am not—” She stopped herself. The words she meant to speak tangled with the truth clawing beneath her skin. I am not his daughter. She swallowed them down. “Who are you?”


A soft, humorless laugh. “No one they’d let you meet. Not yet.”

She caught a glimpse then—just a flicker as torchlight shifted across the outer corridor. A face half-hidden in shadow, eyes that caught the light like steel struck with flame. The impression vanished as quickly as it came, but it was enough to send a jolt down her spine.

“I don’t have time for your riddles,” she hissed. “If you know something—if you know who I am—tell me.”

The silence stretched until she thought he’d vanished again. Then he said, almost gently:

“Not Draemont. Remember that, and you might live.”

Her breath caught. “Wait—!”

But the shadows swallowed him whole.

She sank back against the wall, trembling. The ward on her wrist pulsed, as though mocking her helplessness. Yet for the first time since waking, she felt a spark of something other than fear.

Not Draemont. Not his daughter.

The words were no longer a question. They were a promise.

And she would drag the truth from this place, even if it meant binding herself to the stranger who lurked in the dark.

She remained at the slit long after the shadows emptied, searching for any sign he might return. The torches in the outer corridor hissed and spat, their light sinking low until the walls looked like they bled green fire. Nothing moved. No voice rose again.

And yet she could not shake the feeling that she was still being watched.

She pressed her palm flat to the wall, closing her eyes. The stone thrummed faintly beneath her skin, as though carrying echoes from rooms beyond. Snatches of sound drifted through—ritual chants, the scrape of iron on stone, a low, humorless laugh that could only have belonged to him.

“You’ll burn yourself against these walls,” came the coal-eyed woman’s voice the next morning, catching her in the act. She had slipped in silently, carrying another basin. Her sharp gaze swept over Mariselle’s wrist, lingering on the faint red welt where the ward had scorched her skin. “You test your cage like an animal.”

Mariselle forced her expression to stillness, though her heart rattled in her chest. “I wanted to understand it.”

The woman set the basin down with a thud. “Understand this—your father gave you life twice over. First in blood, and now in salvation. Do not waste either.”


When she left, locking the door behind her, Mariselle let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. She returned to the desk, tracing the words gouged into the wood—Not Draemont—and heard his whisper again, low and certain: Remember that, and you might live.


Her fists clenched. She did not know who he was, or what game he played, but she knew this: if the Hollow Veil feared him enough to keep him hidden, then he was her only thread to the truth.

That night, when the guards’ steps thinned and the torches guttered low, she whispered into the slit of stone:

“Come back.”

For a long while, silence answered. Then a rustle—like a blade sliding free of a sheath—stirred the dark beyond.

“You should be careful what you invite,” his voice drawled, closer this time. A shape shifted in the corner of her vision, no more than a silhouette, but she felt his gaze cut through the dark.

Mariselle’s pulse stuttered. “Then answer me. Who am I?”

Another long pause. His reply was a low murmur, so quiet it felt meant for her alone:

“Not who they want you to be. That’s all that matters.”

Before she could push for more, the guards’ footsteps returned. The silhouette melted into the shadows, vanishing as though he had never been there at all.

Mariselle pressed her burning wrist against her chest, heart hammering with equal parts fear and defiance.

For the first time since awakening, she felt something dangerous bloom inside her.

Not Draemont. Not his daughter.

And if the stranger in the dark was the only one who would speak that truth aloud—then she would find him again. No matter the cost.


Chapter Five

The next morning, the sound of the lock scraped sharper than usual. Two guards entered, their robes stitched with wards that glowed faintly as they moved. One carried a staff, the other a chain coiled like a serpent at his side.

“The Lord commands your presence,” the taller one said flatly.

Mariselle’s stomach tightened. She followed them from the room, the runes on her wrist heating as she crossed the threshold. Though she forced her face into stillness, her heart rattled in her chest. This was the first time she’d been beyond her prison since the altar.

Daylight spilled into the corridors through narrow slits, filtered through layers of wards that made the light look bruised, purple and gray. The air smelled of ash and damp moss, heavy with the trace of incense that never seemed to fade.

They guided her into a courtyard hollowed from the mountain itself. Spires of black stone jutted upward, each etched with sigils that smoked faintly, warding the space. Witches moved between them in ordered lines, chanting as they carried bowls of flame, blood, and salt.

Every head turned as she passed. Some eyes lingered in awe, others narrowed in suspicion. She kept her chin lifted, though the weight of their stares pressed hard on her spine.

And then—she saw him.

Across the courtyard, half-shadowed beneath an arch of stone, stood the figure she had glimpsed through the slit of her chamber. The same stillness. The same eyes that caught the light like steel kissed with fire. He wore the black of the Hollow Veil, but his hood was drawn low, his expression unreadable.

Her breath caught. He was no nameless specter slipping through the dark. He was one of them.

Their gazes locked for a heartbeat too long. Something dangerous flickered there—not recognition, exactly, but challenge. As if daring her to speak his secret aloud.

Before she could, one of the guards pressed a hand to her back, urging her forward. The chain at her wrist flared hot, dragging her toward the dais at the center of the courtyard where her father waited. She tore her gaze from the stranger, but the imprint of his eyes burned against hers.

Her father’s voice rang through the courtyard, commanding silence. “The heir returns among us. Witness her restoration, and remember what it means to bear Draemont blood.”

The witches bowed, murmuring as one. Mariselle stood stiff, her wounded palm hidden within her sleeve, her pulse a drumbeat of defiance.

Out of the corner of her eye, she sought the stranger again—but he was gone, swallowed by the shadows beneath the arch.

She clenched her fist. Whatever mask he wore among the Hollow Veil, she knew this much: he had risked everything to tell her the truth in the dark. And she would find him again, no matter what walls or wards her father placed between them.

The courtyard quieted as her father raised his staff. Shadows stretched unnaturally long across the stone, curling like living things. The witches fell into silence, their bowed heads trembling as the wards on the spires flared with sickly light.

Mariselle’s skin prickled. The chain at her wrist grew heavy, its runes glowing in time with her father’s voice.

“You were torn from us,” he declared, his words resonating with power. “But the Hollow Veil does not lose its blood. Today we seal her return. Today we test her loyalty.”

A ripple of approval shuddered through the crowd.


Mariselle’s throat went dry. She wanted to ask test how? but her body was already moving, drawn forward by the heat of the chain. She mounted the dais, her knees weak, as her father gestured toward the altar waiting at its center. A brazier smoldered there, its coals red as embers, spitting sparks into the air.


“Step forward, daughter.”

The word scraped her raw. She obeyed, though every step felt like it carried her closer to a noose.

From the edge of the dais, a witch approached carrying a cage. Inside, a crow beat its wings frantically against the bars, feathers torn, its cries sharp and ragged. Mariselle froze.

Her father’s eyes gleamed. “The bond between heir and Veil must be proved. Take its life. Spill its blood into the coals, and the ward will recognize you as its mistress.”

The cage was thrust into her hands. The crow thrashed, striking her wrists with desperate wings. Its panic vibrated up her arms, so raw, so alive that it choked her.

The crowd leaned forward, hungry.


Her fingers trembled on the latch. Every part of her screamed against it. Not Draemont. Not his daughter. The whispered words rang louder than the chanting that began to build around her.


“Do it,” her father commanded.

Mariselle’s breath stuttered. She felt the pressure of the runes at her wrist, searing hot, pushing her toward obedience. She squeezed her eyes shut. Her hand lifted.

And then—the weight lessened. For a heartbeat, the heat of the chain dimmed, the runes faltering. She gasped softly, opening her eyes. Across the courtyard, beneath the shadowed arch, the stranger stood again. His hand was raised, subtle, the faintest flick of his fingers tracing a sign in the air.

The chain slackened further, its compulsion weakened.

Mariselle’s heart thundered. She drew a sharp breath—and instead of opening the cage, she lifted it high, casting it into the air. The crow burst free as the latch cracked against the stone, wings scattering feathers like ash. Gasps rippled through the courtyard as it soared up and over the warded walls, vanishing into the light.

Her father’s face turned cold as stone.

“You disobey me.” His voice cut through the courtyard, silencing every whisper.

Mariselle lifted her chin, though her insides shook. “I spared a life. That is not weakness. It is choice.”

The crowd stirred, some murmuring approval, others snarling under their breath. But when she glanced back toward the arch, the stranger was gone again—vanished into shadow as though he had never been there.

Her father lowered his staff, his expression unreadable. “Take her back to her chambers.”

Hands closed hard on her arms, dragging her from the dais. She let them, though fire burned in her chest. She had defied him publicly. She had felt the chain weaken under another’s hand.

And for the first time, she knew she was not alone.


Chapter Six

They shoved her through the black-oak door and locked it behind her. The echo of iron on stone reverberated like a verdict.

Mariselle sank onto the bed, her hands trembling. She pressed her bandaged palm against her chest, heart hammering so hard she feared it might burst. She could still feel the crow’s frantic wings against her skin, still hear her father’s voice ringing with fury beneath its calm.

You disobey me.

She had expected punishment. Pain. A curse laid over her bones. Instead he had simply sent her away, and that unsettled her more than if he had struck her down before the crowd. Her father did nothing without purpose. His silence was worse than wrath—it meant he was waiting, plotting.

The chain on her wrist pulsed with heat, slower now, like a heartbeat tethered to another’s will. She gritted her teeth and tugged against it, but the runes only flared, biting into her skin.

“You’re playing a dangerous game,” a voice murmured from the shadows.

Her breath caught. She spun toward the slit of the window. He was there again—the stranger—his outline blurred against the gloom, hood drawn low to hide his face.

“You saw me,” she whispered harshly, rushing close. “You weakened the chain.”

He didn’t deny it. “And you squandered the chance to win his favor.”

“I won something better,” she hissed. “I kept my soul.”

A pause. Then the faintest sound of amusement. “Brave words for someone in chains.”

Her hand curled against the wall. “If you know who I am—who I really am—tell me.”

Silence stretched. The shadows clung to him like smoke. At last he said, “You’re not who he claims. That’s all you need for now.”

Her pulse stuttered with anger. “That isn’t enough.”

“You want truth?” His voice dropped, low and cutting. “Truth is dangerous. It won’t save you. But it might destroy him. Decide carefully which you want.”

His figure shifted, already retreating. Panic flared hot in her chest. “Wait—”

He vanished, swallowed whole by the darkness.

Mariselle pressed her forehead to the stone, her breath shaking. His words burned sharper than her father’s, but beneath the sting she felt something else—a spark that refused to die.

She was not Draemont. Not his daughter.

And if the truth was dangerous enough to destroy him, then she would tear it from the shadows, no matter what it cost.

She stayed pressed against the wall long after the stranger’s presence had vanished, her body thrumming with equal parts fear and fury. The silence of her chamber seemed louder now, suffocating.

Her father’s lack of reaction gnawed at her. He should have punished her on the dais, before all the Hollow Veil, to make an example. Instead, he had dismissed her like a child sent from the table. That silence meant calculation. It meant he had something worse in mind.

The door scraped open again. The coal-eyed woman entered, carrying another basin. Steam coiled upward, carrying the scent of bitter herbs and iron.

“Drink,” she commanded, setting it down.

Mariselle eyed it warily. “What is it?”

“A tonic for obedience.” The woman’s lips did not curve in a smile, but her tone carried the echo of one. “It will still the unrest in your blood.”

Her stomach tightened. She didn’t touch it.

The woman’s gaze lingered on her, sharp and unyielding, before she turned and left. The door locked with a hollow click.


Mariselle shoved the basin aside. The steam curled across the desk, winding around the gouged words: Not Draemont. They seemed to glow in the candlelight, a defiance etched by another hand, echoing her own.


Her pulse quickened. She would not drink. She would not bend.

Hours passed, though she could not tell how many. At last, footsteps gathered outside her door—more than one set this time. Voices low, muffled. She caught fragments through the stone.

“…trial at dusk…”

“…prove her blood…”

The lock clicked again, but the door did not open. The voices faded down the corridor, leaving her in silence once more.

Her skin prickled. She sat rigid, every nerve burning with the certainty that her father’s punishment had only been delayed. A trial.

She clenched her bandaged hand into a fist. If they wanted proof of her blood, they would find instead the strength of her defiance.

And somewhere in the shadows, the stranger would be watching.


Chapter Seven

The air in the corridor was colder than it had been that morning, sharp enough to bite her lungs. Two guards flanked her as they led her through winding stairwells that seemed to spiral endlessly downward. The runes on her wrist chain pulsed with each step, heavy as a brand.

They brought her into a cavernous chamber hollowed from the mountain’s heart. Torches hissed against the damp walls, their flames guttering green. Witches filled the tiered stone seats above, their faces pale blurs in the sickly light. A ring of sigils blazed on the floor, carved deep into the rock, waiting like jaws.

At the center of it all stood her father.

“Blood is the heart of the Veil,” he intoned, his staff planted firmly in the stone. “It is our chain, our oath, our power. And so, the heir must be tested. Her blood must answer.”

The crowd murmured, their voices swelling like the hiss of a thousand serpents.

A witch stepped forward carrying a blade, its edge blackened with old stains. She offered it to Mariselle’s father, who held it as though it were an extension of his hand. His eyes gleamed, cold and expectant.

“Step into the circle, daughter.”

Her pulse roared in her ears. She obeyed, though her every nerve screamed to resist. The sigils flared as she crossed them, their heat licking her skin. The chain at her wrist grew unbearably hot, forcing her to kneel.

“Cut the palm,” her father commanded, extending the blade toward her. “Let the Veil drink. If you are mine, the circle will recognize you. If not…” His smile was thin, merciless. “…then it will consume you.”

The crowd leaned forward as one. The blade gleamed in his hand.

Mariselle’s breath shuddered. She reached for the weapon—then faltered. The whispers returned, threading through her mind, not from the crowd, but from somewhere else.

Don’t give him what he wants.

Her gaze darted upward, searching. And there, among the shadowed tiers of witches, she saw him. Hood drawn low, face half-concealed, but those eyes—bright as steel catching firelight—were fixed on her. His fingers twitched, almost imperceptibly, tracing a symbol against the stone ledge.

The chain slackened. Just slightly. Enough to remind her she wasn’t entirely at her father’s mercy.

She closed her hand around the blade. Her father’s expression sharpened with satisfaction. But instead of dragging it across her palm, she lifted it high, the tip catching the torchlight.

The crowd hissed. Murmurs rippled like cracks in ice.

Her father’s smile faded. “Do as you are told.”

Mariselle’s voice rang out, louder than she expected. “If the Veil demands proof, then let it take my voice—not my blood.”

Before he could stop her, she pressed the blade to her throat, the edge biting just enough to draw a single line of crimson. The sigils on the floor flared bright, reacting to the offering, though not in the way her father intended. The air shuddered, torches snapping as sparks rained down.
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