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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      The forest held its breath.

      Even the wind seemed to hesitate, as if the trees themselves feared to witness what I was about to do. A silver mist clung to the roots and rocks, curling around my boots like it meant to pull me back. I stepped into the glade anyway.

      The stones here were old—older than Viremont’s throne, older than any history the Flamewardens hadn’t burned. Smoothed by centuries of rain, they circled a patch of blackened earth like silent sentinels to rites long forbidden.

      I knelt and set the offering in the center: a twist of ashwood, three drops of blood, and a single strand of hair—mine, wound around the hilt of a broken sigil ring.

      Ashren’s ring.

      My throat tightened, but I forced my hand steady. The ritual demanded precision, but emotion could unravel it.

      “By thread and breath, by bone and bond, I call across the Veil,” I whispered, pressing my palm to the ground. The sigils I’d etched into the soil with a stolen blade pulsed faintly in the moonlight. “To the one lost, to the brother I love. Ashren Vale, blood of my blood…answer me.”

      Nothing stirred. Not even the owls.

      I waited.

      The silence pressed in like a weight, heavy and breathless. Doubt crept up my spine like frost. Maybe I was too late. Maybe he was truly gone.

      But no. I refused that ending.

      I reached deeper, letting my focus slip past the veil of flesh and breath, into the trembling place where the old magic lived wild and silver-bright. The soulweaving flared through my veins, aching like a wound long buried. I hadn’t called on it with such force in years. Not since…

      Crack.

      The air snapped. Light flared between the stones. It was too quick to be fire, too cold to be natural. Then I heard it. A voice, whisper-thin, frayed with distance and pain.

      “Lys…ara…”

      My heart skipped a beat.

      “Ashren?” I breathed. I scanned the trees, the mist, the stones—anything. “Is it you?”

      No answer. Just the wind, finally moving and rustling through the leaves like a dying breath.

      “Run…” the voice prompted. The word shimmered at the edge of hearing.

      And then a torch flared.

      I dropped flat to the ground, heart hammering. Red-orange light slashed through the trees, revealing three torches. Boots snapped twigs. Steel hissed.

      Flamewardens, otherwise known as Gray Cloaks.

      I clenched my fists then reluctantly doused the last threads of magic, smearing the sigils with my palm. The glade fell dark and lifeless, the offering snuffed like it had never been. But it was too late.

      “Fan out!” a voice barked. “The magic spiked just ahead.”

      They were close. Closer than they should’ve been. Why weren’t they patrolling the Wyrdpath like they usually did? Had they tracked me? Or worse, had someone told?

      Briony’s face flashed in my mind. No, she wouldn’t.

      Thalen? He wouldn’t dare.

      I crept backward on my elbows, careful not to snap a branch. The roots seemed to conspire against me, snaring my cloak. I ducked behind a thick oak just as one of the king’s Flamewardens broke into the glade.

      His gaze swept the clearing, torchlight glinting off his helm. “No one,” he growled. “But the sigils are fresh.”

      “A mage is near,” said another. “Fooling around with dangerous magic, no doubt. The emberbrand can smell it.”

      A low snarl answered him.

      My blood turned to ice. An emberbrand. A hound bred with fire and hate. If it caught my scent, well, needless to say I wasn’t waiting around to find out. I jumped to my feet and ran. Branches whipped my face and roots clawed at my ankles. The forest, ancient and thick with shadow, seemed to close behind me with every step.

      Ahead, a faint shimmer in the darkness drew my eye—the standing stones.

      The Wyrdpath.

      They were a relic of a different world. A world where soulweavers walked openly, where unsanctioned magic wasn’t hunted by a paranoid king. Moonlight struck the stones’ edges, illuminating the faint spiral runes carved into their weathered faces. Six stones formed a crescent ring, with the keystone at the center like an open eye. Though faded with age, the magic still clung to the site, thin and waiting, like breath held beneath the surface.

      I dared a glance back. Torches wavered in the trees. Too close. I wished I had greater distance and a little more time. I slowed, drawing shallow breaths. Even in my panic, the stones made my pulse still.

      Another torch flared. I cursed under my breath and bolted past the Wyrdpath, deeper into the woods. The trees thinned as I neared the village, their tall, ancient forms giving way to scrub and soft hills sloping toward the green. Beyond them, the village of Wetherdam lay curled in the half-light of dawn.

      Chimneys stood like watchful sentries against the sky, and the rooftops, slick with dew, glistened faintly under the earliest touch of morning. Smoke hadn’t yet risen from hearths. The baker’s windows were still shuttered. The cobbled paths wound between darkened cottages like old, sleep-soft veins.

      I slowed, breath ragged. My ribs ached from running. But at the sight of home, my home, a fragile warmth fluttered in my chest. Here, I was just Lysara, the apothecary’s quiet apprentice. Here, no one called me mage with an air of disdain as the soldier had whispered through the glade. No one watched my hands too closely or marked the way I winced when the wind passed over old magic-infused ruins.

      Safety, I’d learned, was never absolute. But it felt close here. In the hush before sunrise, with the familiar scent of damp grass and woodsmoke trailing on the air, I could almost pretend I hadn’t just brushed against something ancient and forbidden. I could almost believe I was still just a girl with stained fingers and worn boots, not a soulweaver being hunted through the dark.

      And then, I saw him.

      A figure moving across the damp grass near the edge of the green. He was hooded and cloaked. His stride was easy, unhurried. A travel sack was swung over one shoulder, and a dark crimson sash peeked out from beneath his cloak. Its black sigil, stitched in thread, was unmistakable.

      The Unbound Circle.

      My heart nearly stopped.

      He looked up as I staggered into the clearing, our gazes locking for half a breath. His intense blue eyes were sharp and unreadable beneath the shadow of his hood, but he saw the torches behind me and the panic in my face. A moment later, the distant howls of emberbrands split the morning hush. They were ragged, feral, and far too close.

      His jaw tensed, but he didn’t flinch.

      Either this man would remain neutral and let me slip away unnoticed, or he’d throw me to the wolves to avoid drawing their teeth himself. If there was one thing the Flamewardens despised more than mages they couldn’t control, it was members of the Unbound Circle—rogues, rebels, remnants of old magic who refused to bow, grovel, or kneel.

      To be seen with one was to be marked. To be helped by one…worse.

      And yet, he smirked. Just slightly. As if he were amused by my terror or perhaps impressed I’d made it this far. Then, without a word, he strode into the woods—right into the path of the approaching Flamewardens.

      A few moments later, I heard shouting. Then I detected what I could only guess was his voice. It was low at first, almost swallowed by the wind, then rising in rhythm and weight. A dark chant in an old tongue filled the clearing, each syllable like silk dragged over stone. The words curled through the trees like smoke, and the air shifted, thickening with a pressure that made the hairs on my neck rise. A flare of light burst in the woods, violet-edged and bright. Not firelight, but something colder.

      The emberbrands snarled, then whimpered.

      One gave a yelping cry, the sound twisted and pitiful, like a creature choking on its meal. More shouting followed. Armor clattered. Branches snapped. Something large crashed through the underbrush, and then only silence remained. I stood frozen at the edge of the path, staring into the trees, heart thudding against my ribs.

      The Unbound rogue was gone.

      So were the Flamewardens.

      And I?

      I ran for home.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      By the time I made it through the heart of the village, the stars had already faded. My boots thudded softly against the uneven stones as I passed sleeping houses—stone and timber, moss-eaten at the corners, their gardens overgrown with ivy. A bucket creaked gently on its rope near the well. Someone had left a lantern on their stoop, its wick long gone out.

      No one stirred.

      The village was wrapped in its usual silence, but in this moment it felt fragile, like a breath held too long. Like the hush before something breaks.

      I moved quickly, keeping to the edges where the shadows still clung to the hedges and fences. My feet carried me past the crooked blacksmith’s post and the row of empty market stalls draped in burlap and twine. I went across the old stone bridge where Briony and I used to race chalk leaves in spring.

      At the far end stood the apothecary—modest, sturdy, and half-covered in climbing mint. It had a low slate roof and wide front porch, with herb crates stacked neatly beside the door. Behind it stretched a small, fenced yard, and beyond that, a sloping field that caught the morning light in summer and the frost in winter.

      The shutters were drawn, and no smoke rose from the chimney. Good, they were still asleep.

      I slipped through the back, careful not to rattle the latch. Inside, the familiar scent of dried herbs, beeswax, and something faintly sour invaded my nostrils. I passed shelves cluttered with mortar bowls, parchment labels, and Briony’s half-finished tinctures. My feet crept up the narrow stairs to the loft.

      My fingers trembled as I tugged off my boots. I’d scrub the mud from them later. Maybe burn the hem of my cloak if the blood couldn’t be washed out. I reached for the curtain to my sleeping nook, already rehearsing the lies I’d tell Thalen.

      A walk to clear my head. A dream I needed to chase. Nothing dangerous. Nothing real.

      But before I could pull back the curtain, a voice cut through the quiet—low, steady, and sharp as a blade.

      “You reek of aconite and ash.”

      I froze.

      My guardian stood in the corner, arms crossed, lantern in hand. His gray beard looked more shadow than silver in the dim light, but his eyes, those healer’s eyes that missed nothing, were fixed on me like a scalpel about to cut.

      “Where were you?”

      The question was soft. Too soft.

      I turned slowly, cloak still damp against my back. “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “You left shortly after midnight. Don’t insult me.”

      Silence thickened between us.

      “I was careful,” I said at last.

      His gaze dropped to the smudge of dirt on my wrist, where a sigil mark hadn’t fully faded. His mouth pressed into a thin line. “Careful?” He exhaled through his nose, slow and tired. “You risked your life. Again. And for what?”

      I hesitated.

      “Lysara…” His voice cracked like old wood. “If they catch you, if they even suspect⁠—”

      “They won’t,” I snapped, harsher than I meant to. “They didn’t.”

      He looked at me for a long moment. Then he set the lantern on the table and rubbed a hand over his face. The disappointment there hurt more than if he’d shouted.

      “I buried your parents,” he said. “Don’t make me bury you too.”

      My breath caught.

      He stepped past me, heading down the stairs without another word.

      And just like that, the quiet returned, heavier than before.

      I slipped into my bed, the sheets cold against my skin, and stared at the ceiling until the sun rose, knowing sleep wouldn’t come.

      Not now, especially after the evening I’d had.

      Not with Ashren’s voice still whispering through the cracks of my soul.
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      The sun had barely crested the distant hills when I found myself ankle-deep in chicken muck, a wooden pail of grain in one hand, and a bundle of linens slung over the other. One particularly bold hen pecked at my boot with determined malice, while another fluttered up onto the fence post and screeched with the kind of fury usually reserved for old grudges and stolen corn. A third darted between my legs, nearly knocking the pail from my grip.

      Thalen’s punishment, of course.

      “Bright as first fire,” I muttered under my breath, scattering feed as the hens pecked and squawked around my boots. “I spend one night soulweaving, and suddenly I’m reduced to poultry duty.”

      Briony leaned against the fence nearby, arms crossed, an amused look on her face. Her cropped silver-lavender hair caught the early light like frost, and the morning breeze tugged at the hem of her apron. “Careful, Lys,” she said, “that righteous fury might curdle the milk.”

      I gave her a withering look, but she just laughed.

      “I’m not twelve anymore,” I grumbled, tossing another handful of grain. “I’ll be eighteen in three days. This is hardly befitting a nearly grown woman.”

      “True,” she said, moving to grab a linen sheet from the basket. “But you did sneak out and nearly get caught by the Flamewardens. You’re lucky Thalen didn’t lock you in the root cellar.”

      I rolled my eyes. “That would’ve been more dignified than this.”

      We worked in companionable rhythm, moving from the henhouse to the clothesline strung across the back garden. I pinned up the damp linens while Briony handed me clothespins. The scent of sun-warmed earth and lavender from the nearby hedge filled the air, almost enough to make me forget the tension still lodged in my shoulders from the night before.

      Briony passed me another sheet. “You going to tell me what you saw out there, or do I have to bribe it out of you with lemon scones later?”

      I hesitated, fingers tightening around the linen. “Ashren. I heard his voice.”

      Her expression sobered. “You think he’s still alive.”

      “I know he is.”

      Before she could reply, a voice shouted from the front of the apothecary. “Thalen! Help, please!”

      Heavy footsteps pounded the path. Briony and I exchanged a glance then dropped the linens and hurried around the side of the house. Hesta Fenward emerged into view, her shawl clutched tightly around her shoulders, supporting the weight of her grandson Nico. The boy looked barely conscious. His skin was ash-pale, dark shadows bruising the skin beneath his eyes. His fingers twitched uncontrollably, and strange silver-veined blotches spiraled up his left arm like living ink.

      Briony rushed forward. “Here, bring him inside.”

      We flanked Hesta and guided them into the apothecary. My magic stirred the moment we crossed the threshold, reacting instinctively to whatever clung to Nico. It prickled along my skin like static, a warning woven deep into the threads of my soul. The sensation wasn’t like typical illness or injury—it was unbalanced, like stepping into a room where something terrible had just happened. I could sense a distortion in the boy’s aura, a chaotic hum laced with cold pulses and flashes of something older than either of us. It made the power within me bristle in defense, already anticipating the fight ahead.

      Thalen appeared from the kitchen, wiping his hands with a cloth. His eyes widened the moment he saw the boy. “What in the name of the flame happened?”

      “He brought home a glass shard,” Hesta said breathlessly. “From the Wetherdam Wood. Said it shimmered, and that it called to him.”

      Thalen paled. “I hope you got rid of that thing. I hope you burned it.”

      Hesta bristled. “Do you take me for a fool? I most certainly did, as soon as I saw it was touched by wild magic.”

      “Briony, grab my kit. Quickly!” Thalen moved to Nico’s side as we laid him on the nearest cot.

      Briony fetched the apothecary bag, placing it beside Thalen. He reached for a poultice, uncorking a small vial of starroot essence. I stepped closer, the wild magic rippling off Nico like heatwaves.

      I balled my fists so no one would see my fingers tremble. “I can help, Thalen.”

      He didn’t look up. “No. You’ve done enough over the last day or so, don’t you think?”

      Nico’s eyes snapped open, burning like twin embers. A deep voice echoed from his throat, layered with mockery and menace. “I see your dreams, soulweaver. All of them.”

      Thalen didn’t flinch. He lifted his chin slightly, eyes narrowing with that same wry defiance he used when lecturing noble clients who thought they knew better. “Then you’ll know mine are too damn dull to haunt,” he said dryly, brushing a strand of hair back from Nico’s brow like he hadn’t just been threatened by a possessed thirteen-year-old.

      Nico then turned his gaze directly on me. “Beware the Nightmare...”

      A jolt of magic surged through me, sharp and cold, like a wire of lightning pulled taut in my chest. My breath caught, and every soulthread in me snapped awake. I felt it—raw, writhing, and ancient—curling around the edges of my senses like smoke looking for a crack in the wall. It tasted like burnt metal and old nightmares, scraping against my wards with greedy insistence. The wild magic wasn’t just clinging to the boy, it was watching us, reacting, feeding on fear and reshaping itself into something sentient and malicious, something that wanted to stay.

      Thalen forced a thick amber brew between Nico’s lips, the boy thrashing as he choked it down.

      “It’s mirrorveil syndrome,” Thalen and I said in unison.

      Briony strapped down Nico’s limbs with worn leather bindings. Thalen’s hands filled with a soft white-gold light as he began to weave, fingers moving in precise patterns above the boy’s chest. The glow pulsed with a gentle rhythm, like a heartbeat made of light. Threads of soulweaving shimmered outward, forming delicate sigils in the air, each one flaring briefly before fading. I could feel the magic as he worked; it was measured and controlled but edged with strain. It reached into the boy’s soul like sunlight through water, searching for the sickness buried beneath. Every movement was steeped in quiet power, and every flick of his fingers told me how close he was riding to the limits of his strength.

      Hesta clutched her shawl tighter. “What’s happening? What is mirrorveil?”

      I stepped beside her, guiding her gently to a stool and placing an arm around her shoulders. “It’s a sickness of the soul. Wild magic can slip into someone’s spirit through cursed objects and root itself there. It reflects their fears, feeds on them. If it’s not pulled out in time…”

      Her eyes welled. “Will he⁠—?”

      “He’ll be fine,” I said, more firmly than I felt.

      Nico screamed, his voice splitting into many. The sound rattled the jars on the shelves. The light from Thalen’s hands dimmed, flickering like a dying lantern. His brow dripped with sweat, soaking into his collar, and his shoulders hunched beneath the weight of the strain. His hands trembled slightly, the soulweaving threads beginning to fray at the edges. I could see the wear grinding him down, the toll of too many years and too many battles waged in silence. He swayed, just a fraction, but enough to make my stomach twist.

      I stepped forward and laid my hand against Thalen’s shoulder. Our magic brushed, then linked. Soulthread to soulthread.

      He stiffened. Then nodded.

      Together, we pushed into the maelstrom.

      The wild magic snarled, clawing back as we pulled it from Nico’s soul. It resisted like a living thing, flailing through layers of fear and memory. Each tug sent sharp pulses of resistance through our linked threads, like trying to uproot something with barbed roots sunk deep in poisoned ground. It felt like cold corridors, cracked mirrors, and laughter in the dark. There were twisted reflections of Nico’s fears and maybe others not his own. Dread tugged at the edge of my mind over echoes of things that didn’t belong. A door slammed somewhere deep within, followed by the sound of dripping water. The magic lashed out again, its presence flickering like a storm of thorns, but we held fast, bracing against the current until it began to loosen its grip.

      Finally, it broke.

      The silver mist spiraled out of Nico’s mouth in a single, shuddering breath. As it left him, color returned to his face, slowly at first, like sunrise creeping over frostbitten ground. The twitching in his fingers eased. The dark hollows beneath his eyes lightened shade by shade, and the blotches on his arm began to recede, their silver veins fading into pale skin. His chest rose and fell in smoother rhythm, and the tremors that had wracked his limbs stilled, leaving only exhaustion in their wake.

      Then, without warning, Thalen opened his mouth and inhaled the menacing silver mist. It coiled in the air for a heartbeat longer, as if resisting, then dove into him like a snake into a burrow. His eyes fluttered closed and his entire body seized for a breathless moment. The soulweaving threads clinging to his hands snapped inward, vanishing as the last of the wild magic vanished into his lungs. A faint tremor ran through him, barely visible, but I felt it in the link between us like a string pulled too tight.

      I gasped. Soulweavers didn’t do that. We dispelled wild magic by scattering it in the atmosphere or driving it into the earth if needed. But swallowing it? Even I wasn’t that reckless. Thalen shuddered, doubling over with one hand braced on the cot. Then he stood straight, jaw tight, pride intact.

      He met my gaze and gave me a curt nod.

      Nico blinked, dazed. Hesta sobbed with relief, falling to her knees beside him. “Bless you,” she wept. “Bless you both. Auraleon guide your hands.”

      Briony loosened the straps and helped Nico sit up. “Come on, brave heart. Let’s get you some tea.”

      They shuffled toward the kitchen, and I waited for them to be out of earshot before turning to Thalen. “Why did you do that?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “You reprimand me for using a ritual to try and find my brother, but then you consume wild magic?”

      Wild magic wasn’t meant to be absorbed. It was unstable by nature—raw, untamed, and often touched by forces that didn’t belong to this world. To take it in was to invite corruption, to tangle your soul in things that weren’t meant to be woven. Even for a soulweaver, there were limits. Thalen was no longer a young man who could bounce back from magical strain. He hid it well behind gruff words and steady hands, but I’d felt the tremor in his magic, seen the pallor under his skin. He was pushing himself too hard. And this…this could have broken him.

      He stared at me, quiet. “The boy is healed. That’s all that matters.”

      I crossed my arms. “And what about you?”

      He stepped closer and kissed the top of my head. “I was never the best example, eh? Try to do as I say and not as I do.”

      I softened. “I’m sorry about last night. Are you okay?”

      He nodded. “Just tired.”

      Liar. He was more than that. I could feel it. No matter how many soulweaving threads or wards he spun to hide it, something was wrong with Thalen.

      And that scared me more than any mirrorveil ever could.
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      The scent of thyme and simmering stew drifted through the open apothecary windows, curling into the sun-warmed air. Briony and I sat on the porch, perched on old stools, our bowls of vegetable stew warm in our laps. The cicadas were already droning in the tall grass, and the chickens scratched lazily at the earth beyond the garden.

      I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and paused, the scent of rosemary clinging to my skin. I was still surprised that old Farmer Braysen had stopped by yesterday to inquire if we had any spare seed or another batch of the moor brew tonic Thalen crafted from ash leaf and powdered glow moss to enrich poor soil. He hadn’t needed it in years.

      I’d noticed some of the crops wilting in the fields along the southern ridge, leaves curling in on themselves like dying parchment, soil becoming cracked despite the rains. It gnawed at the edge of my mind, making me feel that something was wrong.

      When I voiced my worry, Thalen simply rested a hand on my shoulder and said, “There are always bad cycles, Lysara. The land wanes and waxes like the moon. We’ll make it through.”

      Still, I wasn’t so sure. The land had its own language, and lately, it felt like it was whispering warnings.

      I sipped more stew, my thoughts lingering. “Have you noticed anything off about Thalen lately?”

      Briony paused mid-bite. “Off, like grumpier than usual or off like possibly dying?”

      I gave her a look.

      She shrugged. “He’s been making himself that pain relief tincture every night. Takes it before bed. I figured it was for joint aches or to keep nightmares at bay. Being a healer isn’t exactly restful.”

      “Still,” I said, frowning, “he’s slower. Something in his eyes, like he’s carrying too much, but pretending he’s not.”

      Briony gave me a glance. “He’s not exactly young, Lys. What is he now, sixty?”

      “Sixty-two,” I said quietly. “He used to be the High Healer to King Edric.”

      She let out a low whistle. “Right. I always forget that. Now he’s out here yelling at chickens.”

      I gave a weak smile, but my thoughts tugged me somewhere darker. “If it weren’t for him, I’d be dead. Or exiled to some desert province, pretending I never existed.”

      After the assassination attempt on King Edric, everything shattered. The kingdom needed someone to blame, and they didn’t look far. My parents, Tavian and Rowena Vale—renowned soulweavers and trusted members of court—were accused of orchestrating the attack. A mockery of a trial. No defense. Just a swift and brutal execution, carried out within days. I was six years old, too young to fully grasp what had happened, yet old enough to feel the silence their absence left behind.

      Ashren, who was sixteen at the time, was supposed to be traveling under guard. However, the same night they came for our parents, he vanished. Some said he was killed. Others whispered he fled. All I knew was that he never came back.

      That left me, a young, confused girl who was suddenly branded a traitor’s daughter.

      And Thalen...he stepped into the fire for me. Risked everything. He stood before King Edric and pleaded for my life, using every last thread of influence he had as High Healer of the court. I was spared. Not pardoned, not redeemed. I was just quietly removed. Hidden away here, in Wetherdam, far from the capital’s eyes. Safe, but never truly free.

      “Thalen stood before the king and demanded clemency for a girl who didn’t even understand what treason meant. He gave up everything for me.” I fell quiet.

      Briony reached over, resting her hand on mine. “He gave you a home,” she said softly.

      “A home,” I echoed. “But not freedom. I’ve never left Wetherdam. And the way people look at me, the way they whisper—if that’s how I’m treated here, what would they do in the capital?”

      Before she could answer, the sound of hooves thundered down the road. My heart skipped. For a terrible moment, I thought it might be the Flamewardens. Perhaps word of the ritual last night or the presence of the Unbound rogue had reached the wrong ears. Perhaps they’d come to drag me away in chains.

      But then I saw the royal banner of House Rhyen fluttering from the tall gray mare’s saddle, and behind it, a massive coal-black warhorse bearing a rider clad in the polished scale armor of the Royal Guard. No. This wasn’t how the Flamewardens operated. They didn’t send heralds and guards. They preferred shadows, chains, and silent disappearances. If this were their doing, I’d already be gone.

      That left only one explanation—something bigger. Something worse.

      I stood up, heart lurching. “What in the⁠—”

      Before we could call for Thalen, the door creaked open behind us. He stepped out onto the porch, wiping his hands on a cloth that was already stained with tonic and dye. When his gaze landed on the two horses and the banner snapping in the breeze, he went still. For one brief, raw second, his face drained of color. He quickly tucked it behind a composed mask, his shoulders squaring like he expected this and hated it.

      The knight dismounted first, moving with a crisp authority that pulled the eye. Silver scale mail gleaming in the sun, polished and unblemished, the knight’s every motion was precise and rehearsed. Etched across the front of the scale shirt, barely visible unless the light hit just right, was the argent flame sigil of the Royal Guard—stylized with a crowned phoenix, the mark of the Knight Captain.

      “Briony,” I whispered, recognition slamming into me. “It’s her…”

      My heart clenched. The warhorse behind her tossed its head and let out a low, rumbling snort, as if even it understood the weight of her presence. She reached up and unclasped her helmet, pulling it free and revealing a blunt cut of rich, fiery red hair.

      “Damaris Veyne,” I said in a low voice.

      Briony blinked. “Who?”

      “Captain of the Royal Guard. I would see her whenever I’d visit the palace when I was a child. But back then, she was just a Royal Guard.”

      Damaris approached with a scroll in hand. Her expression was unreadable. “A summons,” she said, her voice sharp and clear.

      Thalen stepped forward. “I’m the king’s former High Healer. If this is about⁠—”

      “It is Crown Prince Kayel who requests the soulweaver of House Vale,” she said, cutting him off. Then her gaze shifted to me.

      My stomach dropped. I rose slowly, heart hammering in my chest. When she extended the scroll, I hesitated, then took it. The crimson wax seal broke easily beneath my thumb. The words inside were elegant and direct.

      I looked up. “I’m summoned to the capital. No reason given.”

      Thalen moved to stand between me and Damaris. “There must be a mistake. If a healer is needed, I should go. I’m a friend to the royal family.”

      “The prince asked for her,” she said with a nod in my direction. “That is the only explanation I was given.”

      Thalen sighed. “I see.”

      She turned to me fully. “Will you answer the call?”

      My mouth went dry. I looked at Thalen whose brow furrowed and jaw was tight with worry. Then Briony, whose hands were clenched in her skirts, trying to appear braver than she felt. I looked down at the scroll again, at the curling ink that bound me to a future I hadn’t chosen.

      The weight of everything pressed in at once. This was it. The moment my quiet, contained life cracked open. For years, I’d longed to step beyond the borders of Wetherdam, to clear my parents’ names, to find Ashren...but I’d always imagined I would choose that moment. That I’d be ready.

      I wasn’t ready. Not really.

      But if Prince Kayel had summoned me—me, the disgraced soulweaver of House Vale—then something was wrong. And maybe, just maybe, this was the opportunity I needed. If I could aid the prince, if I could earn his trust, I might finally find someone willing to hear the truth. Someone who could help me uncover what really happened twelve years ago.

      I couldn’t walk away from that. I wouldn’t.

      I took a steadying breath and lifted my chin. “I will go. I will answer the call.”
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        * * *

      

      My hands shook as I shoved a folded tunic into my travel bag. My loft area, which had always felt like a sanctuary, suddenly felt stifling. The shelves of tinctures and soulweaving scrolls, the familiar worn blanket on my cot, even the little charms I’d strung over the windows—they all felt too small now, too still. This place had been my refuge for so long, the one corner of the world that was mine. But now, it felt like a cage I’d mistaken for safety.

      I couldn’t help but feel torn. Part of me would always love this house, this village, because it was where Thalen had welcomed me, raised me, and taught me how to heal. But deep down, I knew what this place truly was: my exile. A quiet prison painted in herbal greens and dawn light. My birth family, my ancestral home where I should have lived had all been ripped away the moment the executioner’s blade fell. Wetherdam had become the story written over my silenced past.

      The walls seemed to press in with every breath I took. Was I truly leaving? After so many years of wondering, imagining, aching for truth, was this the beginning of it? My thoughts raced with questions I couldn’t answer. What if this was a trap? What if I walked straight into chains? What if Prince Kayel only wanted to parade me as the broken daughter of traitors?

      And yet...what if it wasn’t? What if this was the chance I’d been waiting for? To find Ashren. To clear my parents’ names. To reclaim something of the life that had been stolen from us. My fear was thick and cold in my chest, but so was my determination.

      And still, I couldn’t help wondering what it would be like going back to court after all these years. The last time I was there, I was a child, clutching my mother’s hand in wide-eyed awe at the grandeur. I remembered flashes of etiquette lessons: how to curtsy without wobbling, when to speak, how to sip from a crystal goblet without leaving prints. But those lessons had long since faded, replaced by years of chasing chickens, mixing tinctures, and soulweaving broken villagers back together.

      Would I even recognize myself among the ladies of court? They would be beautiful, refined, draped in silk and quiet power. Many of them would have porcelain skin from lives spent behind shaded windows and parasols, untouched by labor or sun. I, by contrast, had the bronze-toned skin of a girl who spent her days outside, sleeves rolled, hands stained with salve and ink. My thick, wavy chestnut brown hair was usually pulled into a braid and tied off with a strip of linen. I’d inherited my hair color from my mother, whose fair skin had glowed like starlight in the palace gardens. My father’s deeper hue—warm and rich as riverstone—came from his Dravenholt roots, the son of a merchant who’d made his life in Viremont.

      The court might whisper about that too. They always had a way of noticing the things that set you apart.

      “What could Prince Kayel possibly want with me?” I muttered.

      Briony stood across from me, carefully arranging vials in an apothecary satchel. “Something magical. Or something deeply dangerous. I don’t like this.”

      I nodded in agreement. “Why not Thalen? He’s the one they know. I’m...just an apprentice.”

      She paused, slipped a scrying mirror into the side pocket. “You also just helped extract a dangerous affliction from a boy touched by wild magic.”

      I sighed and sat heavily on the edge of my bed. “Maybe this is my chance to find the truth. If I can speak to the Archmagus, or the king himself, maybe I can clear my family’s name.”

      Briony joined me, placing the satchel beside me and tipping my chin up. “You are Lysara Vale. One of the most gifted soulweavers any of us have ever seen. You would chase a wraith to the gates of the underworld if someone you loved needed saving. Be proud of that.”

      She handed me the satchel and smirked. “You’re going to the palace, so try not to bond your soul to anyone, stab anyone, or kiss anyone. Actually—scratch that. Kiss the prince. But then stab him. For balance.”

      Despite everything, I laughed. I pulled her into a tight hug. “I’ll be back soon. Maybe this is all some test to prove my loyalty.”

      “In theory, you’re loyal,” she muttered.

      The sound of heavy footsteps caught our attention. Thalen ascended the stairs then stood at the top, his face solemn. “Ready?”

      I nodded. Briony hugged me once more, tighter this time, and then I followed him downstairs and outside. The young squire who had ridden with Damaris stood beside his horse, unreadable. He couldn’t have been more than a year or two older than me.

      Damaris stood near her steed, assessing me with narrowed eyes. She didn’t say a word, but I could feel the question in her gaze: Why you?

      I turned to Thalen and threw my arms around him. “Be safe,” I whispered.

      He held me close. “And you. I’ll come for you the moment you need me. May Auraleon’s light guide your path.”

      I swallowed the lump rising in my throat. No tears. Not yet.

      Damaris helped me into the saddle, and I tried not to show how awkward I felt hoisting myself up onto a warhorse built for armored knights. The beast was taller and broader than any horse I’d ever ridden. Its muscles shifted beneath me like coiled springs, and the height made my stomach lurch. My legs barely reached the proper grip, and I clung to the saddle pommel harder than I wanted to admit. I hoped that I wouldn’t fall off in front of everyone.

      The leather beneath me was warm from the sun, and the scent of sweat, steel, and horse filled my nose. My heart thudded like I was about to ride into battle, not just away from a sleepy village garden. Damaris swung up beside me with ease and poise, as though she and the warhorse were a single creature. I did my best to mimic composure.

      Whatever waited for me at the capital, I couldn’t afford to look like a frightened girl playing dress-up in a life that wasn’t hers.

      As we rode from the apothecary yard, I glanced back only once. Thalen stood at the edge of the porch, hand raised in farewell.

      Please, I prayed silently. Don’t let this be the last time I see him.
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      Three days. That was all the time that separated me from my eighteenth birthday—and from meeting the prince whose summons had shattered the rhythm of my life. I didn’t know what to expect when I arrived in the capital. Would he be kind? Cold? Regal and unreadable, like so many stories of royals depicted? Would he see me as useful, or dangerous?

      Part of me had always imagined what it might be like to walk the halls of court again, but not like this. Not summoned out of nowhere and escorted across the countryside like a secret weapon no one wanted to name. I didn’t even know what I was walking into, only that Prince Kayel had asked for me by name. That alone was enough to keep my stomach twisted in knots.

      Was I going to be tested? Used? Could I trust him? Could I even help him?

      Whatever lay ahead, I knew one thing for certain: I would meet him not as the frightened child they once spared, but as a soulweaver ready to claim the truth.

      As the sun dipped lower behind the trees, I stifled a yawn and shifted in the saddle. Riding Brimstone was like trying to balance atop a muscle-bound avalanche. Every stride reverberated up my spine, and I was certain I’d be sore in places I didn’t even know existed by nightfall. Warhorses were bred for strength, endurance, and presence—not comfort. Damaris sat behind me with perfect posture, steady and unfazed, as if she’d been carved from stone and battle-trained steel. I envied her composure. Not many women served in the Royal Guard, and fewer still rose to command. Yet here she was, every inch the warrior I was not.

      What kind of person was she, really? She hadn’t spoken much since we left Wetherdam. Was she always cold, disciplined, and loyal to duty? Or was she just playing a role, pretending I wasn’t a burden she had to escort through the wilds on royal orders she didn’t understand?

      The horses slowed as we approached a glinting ribbon of water, and Damaris signaled for a stop. We dismounted—at least, they dismounted. I stumbled off the saddle with a grunt, trying not to wince too loudly. The squire, Gavran, took both horses by the reins and led them to the stream to drink.

      Damaris removed her helmet and wiped her brow. Her red hair stuck slightly to her temple. She sat on a smooth rock, back straight but clearly savoring the moment off her feet. I untied the satchel from my belt, rummaged through it, and pulled out two slightly bruised apples. With a hesitant breath, I crossed the clearing and held one out to her.

      “Fruit?”

      She raised an eyebrow, the corner of her mouth twitching. “Trying to poison me with kindness, Miss Vale? Bold strategy. But I’ve had worse from palace cooks.”

      “I know it’s not as fancy as the exotic fruits they must have at the palace, but it’s…something.” I wondered if they encountered the same issue of withered crops or cracked earth near the capital city. In any case, at least these apples were still good enough to eat.

      With a twinge of playful skepticism in her eyes, she took it with a nod. I settled onto another nearby rock, mirroring her posture. “Do you know Prince Kayel?” I asked.

      She bit into the apple, chewed thoughtfully. “I imagine so, since I’m responsible for his protection.”

      I laughed softly. “I meant...do you know him? As a friend? Someone close?”

      Damaris tilted her head, her sharp gaze studying me. “Why do you ask?”

      I shrugged, unsure how to explain the knot in my chest. “I want to know what he’s like. What kind of person he is.”

      I’d heard stories. Thalen had shared whispers of court life once, back when I was younger and wide-eyed. Scandals and betrayals, alliances made and broken over tea and titles. But I no longer clung to those tales like fairy stories. I didn’t want drama or intrigue. I wanted answers. I wanted to help, to complete whatever task he’d set for me and then go home.

      Damaris looked back toward the stream. “He’s a prince. He thinks, speaks, and acts like one. Regal, one would say. He bears his responsibilities well, and he’s a spitting image of his father, Edric.”

      So much for real answers.

      Gavran returned with his mare, reins in hand. He was Damaris’s squire, barely nineteen, and he looked every bit the part, though there was a quiet sharpness to him that made him seem older. His ash-brown hair was unruly, the sort that looked like it had resisted every comb that had ever tried to tame it. It was tied back with a leather cord, though several strands had already worked themselves loose. His pale blue-gray eyes scanned the clearing—quick, calculating, and always watchful, even when he said nothing. His skin was lightly tanned from constant travel, and though his scale armor wasn’t as fine as Damaris’s, he wore it with the ease of someone used to moving in it. There was a natural rhythm to him, the confidence of a young man who knew his place beside a knight and was steadily becoming one himself.
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