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the quiet dawn 
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It has been a year since what they are calling The Quiet Dawn.

It was nice not bringing in the brink of hell on earth.

Kraelus’s omission of guilt brought a truce between the King and Queen—or so it seems.

The new academy gleamed. Its walls stood straight, pale, and polished. Light streamed in from high glass arches, casting long, golden bars across the stone like a cage I was meant to be grateful for.

Families from across the realm—houses once estranged by the Thousand Year War—had returned to rebuild their names beneath one roof.

I began hearing names like Vladwick and Deathridge thrown around like they were supposed to hold value to me.

The students divided themselves without anyone ever saying so.

I guess power recognized power and blood recognized blood.

The Pureblood Casters of the North passed first, all polished glass and sharper pride. Their crests held a drop of their own blood, sealed in translucent rings that shimmered when they spoke. Proof, apparently, that purity could be bottled.

Down the corridor, laughter cracked like flint. The Elementals from the West—jokesters with power to match their arrogance. Their crests spun with every element at once, changing colors when they wanted attention, which was always. You never knew what they were until they pranked you, and by then, you were probably on fire.

The shadows deepened near the stairwell. The Southern-born liked it that way. Stoic, unreadable. Their crests—black crescents cradling silver eyes—blinked faintly in the torchlight. They didn’t talk much, but when they looked at you, it felt like being weighed.

They all wore their crest openly like a badge of honor, but all I saw was a scarlet letter from cowards who fled when times got tough.

It was all performance.

A world rebuilt on etiquette and ancestry, dancing around in a house made of glass.

The banners changed near the grand hall—emerald threaded with gold. The East’s colors. But all the girls’ cardigans and plaid skirts shimmered green and gold under the torchlight—symbols of “rebirth,” they said.

The boys’ coats were black and green-threaded, their collars high and sharp, medals stitched where merit hadn’t been earned yet.

But the East wing housed the Bloodwrights.

They didn’t rebuild a name; they rebuilt a dynasty, once again at Valyn’s mercy.

Thalia stood among them now—Elaris’s successor, the new heir to the East. The future Queen.

It was strange seeing her wear that legacy so easily—like she’d been born for it.

Maybe she had.

Then there was me.

The proverbial scholarship kid in a room full of bloodlines.

They called the academy the House of Accord—a symbol of unity between the King and Queen. Their banners hung everywhere. Green with gold trim—the Sigil no longer hidden but centered proudly; a triangle crowned with two curved horns, and below it, a barbed tail curling like a signature.

Green to symbolize growth and rebirth. Gold to symbolize divinity and the sacred. And the sigil to honor The Crimson Scale.

But I knew a forced smile when I saw one. Most of my life was a forced smile.

These weren’t the halls where Kraelus had plotted.

Or where Valyn had been reawakened.

Those were now ruins, like a bloodstained chapter they didn’t want anyone rereading.

I walked the polished corridors in a black mage uniform that always itched at the collar. The kind of outfit meant to blend me in, even though everyone knew I didn’t belong here. Not by blood. Not by name. Only by obligation.

I’d helped stop a war. That bought me a seat.

But it didn’t buy me a place.

The House was filled with chairmen from The Guild, scholars from the Queen’s line, combat-trained tacticians from all over—each trying to prove their worth to this new alliance.

And somewhere in the middle—me.

I didn’t complain. I was advancing in my classes faster than most. Air bent to me now without effort. My magic was steady, refined. But there was always a ceiling. Always a pair of eyes in the room watching, waiting for me to slip up.

I passed the grand hall on my way back from a Spellcraft exam that I just aced, and that’s when I saw her.

Thalia.

She stood at the center of the hall’s elevated platform, draped in royal crimson, head slightly tilted as she listened to an instructor reciting policy on alliance renewal protocols. She didn’t look like a student anymore.

She looked like a Queen being shaped before the crown ever touched her brow.

I watched from the shadows just outside the doorway. She didn’t see me. Or if she did, she didn’t react. Either way, it stung.

A voice wheezed behind me.

“Apparently I slouch like a peasant and blink like a traitor,” Vilo said, out of breath. “And if I have to go through another noble posture drill and a lecture from a man whose spine is straighter than nails in a coffin, I’m going AWOL.”

I didn’t say anything at first. I just shook my head.

Vilo was a lot of things. Loyal. Sharp. Unfiltered.

But around here, that kind of eccentricity had a short shelf life.

They’d already told him he needed to tighten up.

Learn discipline.

Become a “real Meron.”

He laughed it off, of course.

But I’d seen the way the instructors looked at him.

Like a loose thread they couldn’t wait to cut.

We started walking toward the dorms, passing a trio of polished recruits who barely looked at us.

I glanced back one more time. Thalia was still on the platform, nodding thoughtfully as the instructor spoke. A room full of people watching her rise.

Thalia was proof that even when she stood a few feet away, it felt like she was worlds off—and they liked it that way.

I was insignificant and she was next in line.

I guess I can take comfort in the fact that I was still breathing.

The secret that made me both weapon and outcast, she kept it.

Only her and Vilo knew what I really was.

What bit me.

She kept me safe.

She always had.

I loved that about her.

Even if that left me just passing through the shadows.
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[image: ]




shadows and silverware
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The first sound I heard that morning was mumbling and growling coming from the bathroom.

Vilo stood hunched over the basin, fangs bared, brushing like he was trying to scrub out memories.

“I swear,” he muttered, spitting foam, “if I have to be taught how to hold a fork one more time, I’m going to snap it in half and jam it in my eyes.”

I smirked and scrubbed my own fangs. “Didn’t know table etiquette could be so visceral.”
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