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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Renwick

      

      The throne room of Klamere burns bright with golden light that flickers along with laughter. A string quartet plays from the dais beneath giant twin dragons carved in shadowglass, their instruments sawing through memory like a blade through silk. I’ve rebuilt this dream a dozen times in story form, never quite getting it right—never quite brave enough to face what really happened.

      But tonight, I let it play out. All of it.

      Across the polished marble floor, nobles twirl in gowns that shimmer. Goblets catch the chandelier light, sparkling with stardust, the illusion perfect in its deception. It was a celebration, after all. The new dragon library was finished, the finest, most revered collection of knowledge and stories in the realm. The air smelled of roasted meat and honeyed wine, and my father wore a smile that reminded me of a wolf with a crown.

      And me? I was the young prince in velvet who thought prophecy couldn’t touch us.

      The air glimmers, bubbles. Dessalyn appears near the edge of the ballroom, barefoot in the dream, her moss-green cloak fluttering as if caught in a phantom wind. Her eyes—sharp, guarded—match the cloak’s hue. She looks around, her back going straight as a blade when she spots me. It’s not the first time we’ve met in dreams, and it’s one of the only ways I can communicate with her. She’s the only one who still has some memory of Drakenholt, my kingdom. Of me.

      I cross through the ghosts on the dance floor, moving slowly, carefully, so as not to frighten her. I fail. She takes a step back, fear and wariness in those pretty eyes, but lifts her chin in defiance. “Where are we?” she asks.

      “Home,” I answer, though the word tastes like ash in my mouth.

      The music stops, the dancers freezing in mid-step, my father’s goblet suspended in a toast. Her eyes go sharp as flint when they land on the throne. “The palace in Klamere?”

      I nod. “The night your mother spoke the prophecy of Drakenholt.”

      She stiffens. Her fists curl at her sides. “I’ve seen this,” she says. “In a mirror.”

      A mirror? Has she forgotten she witnessed it in person? “You were here.” I point to a table in the far corner of the giant hall. She gasps as she sees herself, her younger sister Calliope, and her parents. Thand Lorewyn was the architect of the library, and the Lorekeeper family had been here for weeks. “The mirror only made you remember.”

      Dessalyn covers her mouth with a hand, her eyes tearing up as they rest on her mother. I let the dream play out, and the scene jolts to life. Laughter resumes. The music swells. A pair of dancers twirls past us without seeing either of us, their smiles unnaturally wide.

      If only I could stop have stopped time.

      Dessalyn’s mother, Serenelle Lorewyn, a Fae woman of indescribable beauty, rises from the table to present herself to my father. Dressed in sunflower gold, her hair braided with glimmering ribbons, she walks with regal grace. The crowd parts, barely disguising their curiosity, their whispers like wind through reeds.

      My father lifts his chin, intrigued. He cuts off the band with a flourish of his wrist before waving her forward.

      I tense, remembering the moment as if my bones recorded it. He expected flattery, perhaps a gift. Instead, he received a prophecy.

      “A thief will come,” she says, her soft-spoken voice clear enough throughout the crowded hall, “not for your riches, but your remembrances. He will wipe your story from the realm.”

      A shocked silence falls. Everyone holds their breath. Even the chandeliers flicker and dim, waiting for the king’s reaction.

      My father laughs, a low, patronizing chuckle. I remember joining in from my perch at the royal table, swirling wine in a goblet too fine for my years. I am seventeen and drunk on importance. “Our story will live forever,” I say.

      If only I’d known…

      Dessalyn, barely fourteen but wise for her age, rushes to her mother’s side, glaring at me like she could set me aflame with her scowl. Elbows too sharp for court, chin too high to bow. She starts to speak, but Serenelle hushes her, saying the words I see in Dessalyn’s eyes. “You arrogant, stupid boy.” Serenelle’s voice is almost sad. “You fancy yourself a king, but you will never sit on the throne.”

      I had earned her wrath. Now, I hope to earn her daughter’s help.

      “You didn’t believe her,” Dessalyn says from her dream place.

      The sound of her low voice tightens my insides. She owes me nothing. I owe her much.

      I don’t look at her. No matter how much I hate the younger version of me, I can’t change the facts of that night. “No. I didn’t,” I say.

      She steps closer, her bare feet silent on marble that doesn’t exist anymore. Her hand reaches out as if she could touch her mother’s dress. “Why show me this?”

      “Because it matters. Because you’ve forgotten.”

      Her eyes don’t leave her mother, who stands now with her hands clasped in front of her like she’s holding her own anger in check. “I remembered this night for years. Then…”

      I risk a glance at her. The music shifts. The dream stutters.

      She inhales a sharp breath. “I don’t want to see her like this.”

      I don’t want to see my kingdom the way it is now, everyone gone. “She deserves to be remembered.”

      “She deserved to be believed.”

      If I could, I would rewrite the story and change the past. While my dragon magic once made me a scribe to rival any in our realm, even that can’t undo what’s been done.

      She rounds on me, only now fully remembering what happened. “You and your father ignored her warning. You buried it as if that would stop it from coming true.”

      I can’t argue. I don’t try. “It didn’t work.”

      Her eyes glimmer with unshed tears. “She died believing no one had listened.”

      Died? The word spears me right in the gut. I step forward, voice faltering. “Serenelle is…dead?”

      Dessalyn sucks in another breath. She looks nothing like the girl in the dream. This version is not only older; she’s haunted. Strong. Filled with grief, just like me. She doesn’t need to confirm it’s true.

      I reach for her, but she recoils. I drop my hand. “I’m sorry. No one told me.”

      Her eyes flash with anger. “Why would they? You cared nothing for us. Your father banished us from the kingdom after Mother delivered that prophecy, sending us home as outcasts.” She takes a step back as if being too close to me is offensive. “She was never the same after that night. She faded into…nothing.”

      The dream begins to fracture. The chandeliers above us crack. The walls tremble.

      “Wait—“ I reach for her. “Don’t go.”

      But her emotions cause her form to flicker and unravel, smoke caught in the wind.

      “Dessalyn—”

      Her eyes turn hollow. She speaks, the words too faint for my ears before she vanishes.

      Smoke coils where she stood. A single gold ribbon flutters to the marble and disintegrates before it can land. The ballroom collapses. Flames lick the curtains. The musicians crumble to dust. My family fades into nothingness.

      I’m left standing in the ruins of the dream memory, alone with the echo of what I could’ve done differently. Above me, the throne sits empty. Cracked. The golden crest of our house is fractured down the middle.

      I kneel in the ruins, alone again, as I always am.

      Only now, I know something I didn’t before.

      Serenelle died. A pure-blooded Fae’s life expectancy is thousands of years. She faded into nothing. I clutch my chest and shake my head. She didn’t pass from time or illness. Not from some natural end.

      She was severed.

      My father’s banishment was more than it seemed. The Severance Decree, a curse spoken in the old language and sealed with his blood, could cause Serenelle to fade.

      I never realized the Decree had been used. Not then. Not until now. It explains so much.

      Dessalyn’s mother, the great Fae Lorekeeper with ties to every kingdom, was severed from Drakenholt. From our magic and our laws. My father’s decree made that kind of exile a death sentence for someone like her.

      Lorekeepers don’t just live inside stories. They breathe them. Strip away a thread woven tight inside one, and what’s left unravels.

      The heat of my dragon magic flares under my hand with the realization, but just as quickly burns out. Creating these dreams leaves me drained, vulnerable to the Story Thief. “You were right, Serenelle,” I say to the air. “I was the stupid boy who thought himself a king.”

      But what I don’t say, not even here, in the safety of a memory-dream, is what I now suspect—my father didn’t simply try to erase Serenelle’s prophecy.

      He erased her.
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      A quest never begins when you expect it to—it waits until your guard is down and your heart is unready.

      Dessalyn

      

      I wake with fire searing in my chest, heat coiling beneath my ribs. My fingers twitch against the blankets, still reaching for the gold ribbon that slipped from my mother’s hair in the ballroom before dissolving into nothing. For a moment, I’m still there, in Drakenholt’s throne room, with Renwick’s gaze fixed on me in the midst of the smoke and gilded ruin. Then the dream splinters into smoke, and I’m alone in my narrow bed, the dark of night pressing close like it means to keep me.

      I shove upright, the quilt slipping into my lap. My breath is uneven, each inhale edged with the phantom burn of fire. The air in the room feels close, heavy with the scent of rosemary from the bunches drying above the window, and faintly of ink and parchment from the desk crammed against the wall.

      I grope for the oil lamp on my bedside table and strike the flint. The flame flares, casting a golden haze over the sloped ceiling patched with story parchment. The parchment is warped now, the ink faded to ghost-gray, but still holding on.

      Like me.

      Barefoot, I pad across the faded blue rug. My boots—two pairs lined in a neat row on the edge of it—watch me like silent sentries. I unhook the window latch and push it open.

      Cool night air spills in, brushing my damp temples. Below, the garden sleeps, the rows of herbs silvered under the partial moon. Beyond, the barn’s dark shape hunches against the hill, no sound from the animals inside—no restless stamping of hooves, no cluck of disturbed hens. Only the hum of the night and the thrum of my own unsettled heart.

      I press my palms to the sill, gripping the cool wood, and replay the dream in my head—the ballroom, my mother, Renwick’s voice threading between us like smoke. His insistence that I’m the only one who remembers him, the only one who can save his kingdom.

      The fact should make me want to help him. It doesn’t.

      Underneath it all is the same old anger—the memory of Drakenholt’s prince who stood silent while his father humiliated my family and cast us out. Who laughed when my mother delivered her prophecy. Who thought himself above me in every way.

      And yet, there’s an undeniable pull. Always the pull I feel to him.

      I have my mother’s gift. The dreams have never lied to me, no matter how much I’ve wished they would. My visions, either. And the soul-deep certainty that my quest is somehow bound to Ren’s—that’s the cruelest part of all.

      I let my hand drift to the pendant at my throat, the one Mom gave me the day before she disappeared. The familiar azurite stone warms under my fingertips, though it can’t warm the cold twist inside me.

      A breeze caresses my cheek, strands of my hair tickling my neck. My braid has unraveled completely, my hair a wild snarl from my restless sleep. I rake my fingers through it, more to occupy my hands than to fix it, and glance over at my cramped desk.

      My quest journal lies there, closed, its leather cover catching the lamplight. My pulse quickens.

      Besides the dreams, it’s the only way Renwick and I can speak. The Story Thief—a nameless, faceless shadow I can’t seem to find—has stolen his kingdom and his voice. Any attempt to speak directly to me of Drakenholt’s fall leaves Ren in crippling pain. Any attempt to rewrite its stories makes them vanish all over again.

      Except when he writes them for me.

      He, too, is a storyteller, only not of Fae heritage like me, but of a dragon lineage. As his world has been erased, he’s tried to rewrite it, only to fail over and over again because of the Story Thief’s curse. He’s the only one left behind, and the rest of the realm—except me—has forgotten them all.

      Why hasn’t the Story Thief erased him yet? I’ve questioned this a dozen times. The only answer I’ve found is me. As long as I still remember him, even if it’s only a few images, his voice, it’s enough. I’m connected to him, and it is this connection that keeps him from completely disappearing.

      I doubt there’s anything Ren could compose right now that would make me feel better. Yet, the pull to check my journal is too strong. There’s no undoing what the dream has reminded me of or what my quest to restore Drakenholt demands—there is only going forward from this moment.

      If he’s written an apology, will I accept it? If he’s recorded more of Drakenholt’s fall, will I have the courage to save the legend?

      If he hasn’t written anything, leaving the next page in my journal empty…

      I don’t know what I’ll do.

      Fiddling with the edges, I take a deep breath. This is my quest. The thing I’ve longed for my whole life. There’s no backing out now.

      I run my hand over the cover, steel my nerves, and open it.

      The page is blank.

      My heart falls. I stare at the empty page as the lamplight flickers, shadows pooling in the corners of my room. Then I feel it—low and steady, a pulse that’s not mine.

      Vellicor.

      The sensation is faint at first, the thrum of a distant drumbeat, but grows stronger with each breath. The Lore Language stirs in my chest, its syllables ghosting in my lungs and tingling my fingertips, urging me toward the scriptorium.

      Vellicor doesn’t summon without reason.

      I close the journal, the leather warm from my hands, and slip it under my arm. My robe hangs from a peg by the washroom door; I wrap it tight around me, tugging the sash until the knot bites. My bare feet make no sound as I take the lamp and ease into the hall.

      Calliope’s door is shut. Moonlight through the nearby window pools at its threshold. I pass by slowly, holding my breath as if the floorboards might betray me.

      A shadow moves at the far end of the corridor. My heart jumps—until the shadow meows.

      “Marsh,” I whisper.

      Calliope’s cat stares at me from the spot in front of the invisible scriptorium door, pupils wide as coins. His bushy tail lashes once, twice, then he slips into the shadows, a hunter on the prowl.

      The heartbeat draws me farther down the hall, where my fingers trace along the plaster until they meet an invisible seam. The air is cooler here, edged with a whisper only I can hear.

      I stretch out my hand. The scriptorium only reveals itself to Lorekeepers. The concealed brass knob blooms into existence, warm beneath my palm as if it’s been waiting. The latch clicks, and I slip inside.

      The scriptorium exhales around me.

      Ink and parchment, sharp and comforting, wrap me in their familiar scent—but beneath them lingers the ghost of jasmine. My throat tightens. No matter how many moons pass, my mother’s perfume clings to this space as if she’s only just stepped out, leaving the air tasting faintly of summer nights and secrets.

      Candle stubs are scatter over our Lorekeeper desks like tiny monuments to a thousand unfinished pages. Their wax has congealed into trays we never remember to replace. My favorite bottle of violet ink hums on the nearest, eager to record the next story Vellicor gives me.

      Will it be mine?

      Beside the ink bottle rests Mom’s heirloom quill, the silver feather catching the lamplight. It sleeps now, its magic dormant, but I know it would flare gold in the presence of corruption. It never tolerates lies.

      Setting down the lamp, my gaze assesses the shelves lining the walls with hundreds of volumes bound in leather and paper. Shadows thrown by the flickering light creep over legends, fairytales, myths, maps, and more. The thrill of so many stories always stirs my blood, and their whispers invite me to get lost in them.

      But it’s Vellicor that demands my attention tonight.

      The sentient book lies in its cradle of carved blackthorn, as old as our bloodline. Its cover shifts like a living hide, symbols crawling faintly across the surface before fading into stillness.

      Bulin watches me from his perch above the sentient book, unblinking. The owl’s feathers are shadow and starlight, his gaze stoic. A Fae creature, he never eats, never sleeps, only guards.

      I step closer, my journal still tucked under my arm, and the book’s pulse strengthens. The Lore Language shivers in my bones. Vellicor’s cover stirs as if it’s breathing, and then, slowly, the single eye with its predator’s slitted pupil opens.

      “Hello, friend.” Pulse. I murmur the words to unlock him: “Once upon a story…”

      With a shudder, the cover opens. The first page flips past. Then another and another. They eventually still themselves, the pulse slowing to a steady rhythm under my fingertips. A single line of script unfolds across the open parchment in shimmering gold, the Lore Language ink curling into letters I can read.

      “Seek the border where two stories meet—one lost, one about to be stolen.”

      My heart lurches. One lost—Drakenholt. One about to be stolen?

      A map unfurls across the page, in the same shimmering gold that makes me thing of sunrise on water. Landmarks rise and fade, borders shifting as though the realm is breathing. Evermere’s familiar outline takes shape, our town of Fablehollow marked with a quill and storybook. My breath catches when my finger traces northward—past the river lands, past the high forests—to a narrow, shaded strip Vellicor names: Jairton.

      The word pulses. I trace it with my finger.

      It appears to be a border town—the kind of place where travelers slip between kingdoms unnoticed. But here, it’s drawn like a seam in fabric, fraying at the edges, and on the other side…there’s only fog.

      Where Drakenholt should be.

      A thrill runs through me, sharp enough to chase away some of the anger curdling in my belly. If Vellicor is pointing me there, it means the next piece of my quest is waiting—something important enough for the book itself to stir from its slumber.

      I place my quest journal on my desk and start pulling down reference tomes from the shelves. Their spines creak in protest, coughing up dust. Jairton appears in a handful of them—always mentioned in passing, never as the subject. A trading hub and temporary garrison for border skirmishes, nothing more. But the older the book, the more the details blur.

      One crumbling gazetteer shows a caravan route that vanishes halfway across the border. Another lists a series of taverns that no longer exist, their names scratched away as if the parchment itself refuses to remember.

      The Story Thief’s shadow is here. I can feel it.

      And somewhere beyond that fog, so is Ren.

      The lamp flame dances low, throwing pools of gold across the desk as I flip to another atlas, hunting for a sharper outline of Jairton. My pulse is too loud in my ears. Vellicor rarely speaks so plainly—if plainly is even the right word—and the urgency in that single line won’t let me sit still.

      I’m leaning over the map, tracing the fogged edge of Drakenholt’s absence, when a faint creak snaps my head up.

      Footsteps.

      I snap the atlas shut, slide it under the desk, and pull the quest journal onto my lap just as Calliope’s sleepy voice floats from the hall.

      “Dessa? What in the stars are you doing up⁠—”

      She stops in the doorway, her robe belted haphazardly, blond curls spilling loose over her shoulders. Her eyes are puffy from sleep, but there’s a glint of suspicion in them that could pierce steel, even in the dim light. “You’re in the scriptorium. Again.”

      I force a smile. “Couldn’t sleep. Thought I’d sort the—“ I wave vaguely toward the shelves “—Fablehollow trade records.”

      Her gaze sweeps the desk, catching on the stack of open books, the map edges peeking from beneath them. “At midnight?”

      “It’s…calming.” I shrug, the lie heavy on my tongue and on my shoulders. “Like counting sheep, but with more dust and fewer hooves.”

      She pads closer, eyeing me the way she does when she knows I’m keeping a secret—which, in her mind, is always. Marsh slips past her ankles, tail flicking high, and hops up onto the desk with the imperious grace of someone who owns every surface in the room.

      He noses at the quest journal on my lap, and I have to tighten my grip to keep it shut. The little traitor purrs, like he’s announcing I’m hiding something.

      Calliope narrows her eyes. “You’ve been dreaming again.” It’s not a question.

      My pulse quickens. “We all dream.”

      “Not like you do. Every time you have a Fae dream, you look like this.” She gestures at me—hair wild, eyes too bright, nightdress rumpled from tossing. “And you’re always down here afterward, pawing through books and parchments like the next page is going to leap out and crown you quest-queen.”

      I snort, searching to keep her from knowing she’s hit the mark. “Quest queen. I’m not—” I start, then stop.

      Calliope folds her arms, waiting.

      Denial is useless with her. I glance at Marsh, who blinks at me like he knows exactly which border I’ve just been told to cross. I stroke a hand down his back, the purr vibrating through my palm like it might steady my thoughts. But Calliope is still staring me down, and the longer I keep my mouth shut, the more I feel the pressure building inside.

      So I let the words slip. “Vellicor gave me a message.”

      Her arms drop, and she leans toward the sentient book. “What kind of message?”

      I slide the journal aside and go to the cradle, fingers brushing its scaled, breathing leather cover. The clue is still there, golden ink sunk deep into the parchment: Jairton.

      Calliope’s frown deepens as she traces the map with her eyes. “That’s on the Evermere border.”

      “Exactly.” My pulse skitters at the thought. “It must be the next thread in the Drakenholt story. Maybe even a way past the fog.”

      Her answer is instant, sharp. “Dessa, Father will never let you go. Not after Longmere.”

      I flinch at the memory of that night—the reek of blood, the Storyspawn wolves attacking us, their eyes glinting like oil in moonlight. The way they’d circled, cutting us off, faster and more vicious than anything I’d ever seen.

      And the moment Renwick had slipped like armor between us and them and told us to run.

      I hadn’t recognized him then, the Thief having already nearly erased all of my memories, along with everyone else’s. But if Ren hadn’t been there…

      We would have died—me, Calliope, and Falena, the young girl traveling with us.

      What happened after I did run was even more shocking. As we fled, I looked back, sure that our savior would be torn to pieces by the unnatural wolves, but he…

      Transformed.

      Into a dragon.

      I shut down the thought. “I have to go, Calli. Read that line about one lost, one about to be stolen. Evermere borders Drakenholt. Our kingdom could be next to be erased. Jairton could have answers.”

      She shakes her head, curls bouncing. “Or more wolves.”

      The scriptorium presses in on me, as if even the ink and parchment know I’ve stepped too close to dangerous ground. Calliope’s right—Father will never let me go—but I can’t let that be the end of this. The next step of my quest is within reach. I must accept it.

      I open my mouth to argue, but a rustle from my journal cuts me off. It’s faint at first—paper shifting against paper—then sharper, like something dragging across the parchment. A quill?

      Heart hammering, I open it to the last written page. Ink stains the empty space beneath it, spilling into words before my eyes, each stroke jagged and uneven.

      Don’t come to Jairton.

      My hand flies to my mouth.

      Beneath the warning, a single drop of something dark soaks into the parchment. Not ink.

      Blood.
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      All warnings are stories in disguise—some too late, some too true.

      

      Dessalyn

      

      The page drinks his blood.

      The words spread, adding to his warning. It’s not safe. The Story Thief’s evil is here.

      I can’t breathe. My eyes stay locked on the words, afraid they’ll vanish. Is there more to come? The crimson gleam glistens under the lamplight, but nothing else appears.

      The heat from earlier—the dream fire lodged under my ribs—ignites again, sharper now. Raw. His words crawl beneath my skin, into the hollow place that hasn’t known peace since I remembered Drakenholt.

      Renwick Ravelle, dragon prince and ghost of a forgotten kingdom, has bled to send me this. Every word trembles with his pain, the letters uneven, clawed in desperation. How did he know Vellicor was directing me there? How did he know I would come? Is it our connection?

      Well, he’s followed up the dream with a message, just not the one I anticipated.

      I brush trembling fingers over the parchment, careful not to smudge the ink or blood. My pendant warms, the way it always does when the Lore stirs. And beneath my fingertips, the page hums.

      Vellicor is listening.

      The sentient book stirs in its cradle. Calliope leaves my side to rush to it, but shakes her head. The words on the page in my journal shiver.

      Another line begins to write itself below Renwick’s warning—not in his hand this time, but in the curling script of the Lore Language.

      To find what’s lost beyond the flame,

      seek the border etched in blame.

      When memory frays and dragons fall,

      the silent call will break them all.

      A riddle. A summons.

      Or a curse?

      “Look.” I show it to Calliope.

      She pales. “That’s…Mom’s handwriting.”

      Goose flesh rises on my arms, but it seals the truth in my gut. This is part of my quest. Jairton lies on the edge of Evermere and the forgotten land of Drakenholt. Ren’s trail leads there. The Story Thief’s, too.

      I continue to stare at the writing, my pendant pulsing as if it senses Mom near. “The prince is in danger.” My voice shakes. “I have to go to him—before it’s too late. Before it’s too late for all of us.”

      Because if I wait—if I hesitate again—he might be gone.

      I jump up, closing my journal and heading for the door.

      Calliope grabs my wrist. “You can’t just go running off again. Not after Longmere.”

      Her voice cuts through the spell of the moment, yanking me out of the dream’s haze. I blink at her, the journal a heavy weight in my hands, and see the fear rising in her eyes—sharp and familiar.

      “I have to.” Even now, a ticking clock beats in my heart along with my pulse. “Mom even wants me to.”

      She steps between me and the door, a shield blocking my path. “No,” she says, firmer now. “You could have died in Longmere. Falena and me, too. Storyspawn wolves, remember? If Renwick hadn’t—“ Her voice breaks. “It’s a long journey to Jairton, and you don’t know what you’ll find once you get there. You need a plan.”

      My pulse pumps hot with anger. “I remember. All of it. Every breath, every vision. And I remember that you chose to come with me.” It’s not a plea for her help, because I can do this on my own, but we’re always there for each other. Going to Jairton alone is my quest, and yet, I can’t imagine being separated from her for days, weeks, maybe months.

      She crosses her arms. “And I still would—but not like this. Not in the middle of the night, chasing a blood-soaked riddle and some prince’s warning. I don’t care if Mom sent the riddle or Vellicor orders you to leave right now. You’re the smartest person in this family, so act like it. We have to talk to Father, form a plan, make sure this isn’t some clever trick by the Story Thief.”

      She’s right, but I laugh, short and bitter. “Oh, yes. Let’s ask the great Thand Lorewyn for permission. After he forbade me from ever leaving again after what happened in Longmere.”

      Calliope’s jaw tightens. “You know I don’t agree with him, and I know this is your quest, but you think I would let you make a stupid decision based on emotion and too little information?”

      “I think you’re trying to stop me.”

      “I’m trying to protect you!” Her nostrils flare before she softens her voice. “Please, Dessa. Sleep. Just a few hours. We’ll speak to Father in the morning. If this truly is your quest path, he can’t stop you. You know that.”

      The tension stretches between us, a string pulled taut and on the verge of snapping.

      Marsh jumps down from my desk and circles my ankles. Vellicor’s pages twitch behind us. The journal falls open in my hand, and I glance once more at the riddle, the curling words that might be my mother’s, and the glimmer of Ren’s blood now drying to rust.

      Could this be a trick?

      Calliope places a hand on my shoulder. “You always say no one should quest alone.”

      My breath stutters. She’s right. And yet⁠—

      I nod once. “Fine. I’ll wait until morning after I speak to Father.” But as I turn away, I already know I won’t be sleeping.

      Calliope and Marsh walk with me to my room. The house is too quiet when I slip inside, too still. I’m going to go crazy in here.

      I leave the lamp burning low on my desk and drop onto the edge of the bed, quest journal in hand. The heat from it has dissipated, but the impression of Renwick’s blood on the parchment burns behind my eyes.

      I don’t change out of my nightdress. Don’t braid my hair again. Just sit there, listening to the distant ticking of the old clock in the kitchen and the soft creak of the rafters above me. What is usually a lullaby when I can’t sleep grates on my nerves now.

      Eventually, I lie back, curling onto my side, the journal beside me. My pendant slips to the spot over my heart, warm against my skin. It pulses, throbs.

      Like a heartbeat.

      Like his heartbeat.

      I shouldn’t care. I shouldn’t.

      But the image of him bleeding to send me a warning keeps slicing through me like a dragon’s claw through parchment.

      Renwick Ravelle. The boy who laughed at my mother’s prophecy. The prince who let his father cast us out in shame. The arrogant, stupid boy I swore I’d never forgive.

      Yet in the dream, in Longmere, he wasn’t that boy anymore. He’s older. Tormented. Like he carries the weight of a kingdom alone. I guess he does now. Maybe he’s even...regretful. But I don’t know if I can believe that—not yet.

      I peek toward my window at the stars. Is my mother one of them, looking down on me?

      My chest aches, the fire curling tighter beneath my ribs—resentment, worry, and something I don’t want to name smoldering there. It hasn’t gone out. It never really does. Not since I remembered Drakenholt. Not since I began this cursed quest that keeps pulling me toward the crown prince without a throne, no matter how hard I resist.

      The wind brushes against the glass panes of the window, and I breathe deeply, watching those stars so far away. I try not to think about Jairton. About the riddle. About what I’ll say to Father in the morning.

      I try not to remember the way Ren looked at me in the ballroom ruins—like I was his last hope.

      My eyes drift half-shut. The faintest trace of jasmine teases my nose. The pendant pulses.

      And then⁠—

      A flicker on the backs of my eyelids. A warmth that spreads from under my ribs to my lungs, my heart. A whisper brushes against the edge of my drifting thoughts. Not words—just a presence.

      Mom?

      No. It’s not my mother.

      It’s Ren.

      My eyes fly open. I sit up. There’s no dream pulling me under this time. No liminal fog. There’s darkness, and the journal humming beside me. But the connection—my bond to the dragon prince—is there. Faint, but real.

      He’s close. Or he’s in pain.

      I fling off the covers, pulse thundering. If he’s reaching for me, I have to find a way to reach back.

      I drag the journal into my lap, breath snagging on the edge of hope. Maybe the riddle wasn’t all. Maybe there’s more—something hidden, something meant for my eyes alone.

      The lamplight flickers as I open it. At first, nothing is different. The page is still stained where the drop of blood sank into the paper. I reread the riddle, hearing my mother’s voice in my head.

      As if I conjured her or maybe Ren, the page vibrates. In the margin, near the edge of the parchment where the leather binding stretches thin, new ink begins to curl.

      Hope soars in my chest. I smile. Yes. Talk to me…

      A word appears. Just one, and as the letters form it, my smile falters.

      Danger

      It’s jagged, written in the same desperate hand as Ren’s message. The moment it dries, the ink smokes at the edges, twisting up like burning leaves before vanishing entirely.

      Gone.

      Erased.

      Like his name from the stories. Like his kingdom from the maps. Like everything that once mattered.

      “No—“ I press my fingers to the spot, as if I can pull the word back. Pull him back. “Don’t go. Tell me what’s happening.”

      Only silence answers.

      I race to my desk and grab a quill, dipping it in ink. Ren, I write. What’s happening to you? Talk to me. Please.

      The pendant at my throat throbs. No ink fills the space under my plea. I swallow hard. Ren doesn’t want me to come. He’s there, tracking the Story Thief, but he fears what the thief might do to me.

      Danger… Calliope and Father won’t want me to go, either, even though they didn’t see this last missive.

      And yet, I’m going. Even if I have to face my father’s wrath. Even if it means defying everything that’s expected of me. Even if Ren doesn’t want me there.

      Because it’s not just about saving only him anymore, or Drakenholt.

      It’s about saving Evermere and all the other kingdom’s the Story Thief seeks to erase. I must save the story. Ren’s, mine, ours—before it vanishes forever.
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      All quests steal something first—the ordinary, the expected, the quiet rhythms of before.

      

      Dessalyn

      

      The rooster crows before the sun crests the eastern hills. I swing my legs out of bed and wince at the stiffness in my spine. Sleep came in fits, full of half-dreams and smoky thoughts. Ren’s warning still echoes in my mind.

      The morning air has a bite to it, carrying the earthy scent of dew and hay through my cracked window. I dress quickly, forgoing a braid for a simple ponytail, and pull on my garden boots before slipping out of my room.

      The house is still, my father, sister, and Falena, our fairytale princess without a story guest, asleep.

      I grab the feed bucket from the porch hook, already rehearsing what I’ll say to Father. How I’ll explain everything—Ren’s messages, Vellicor’s riddle, Mom’s message, and the call of the quest that won’t let me stay.

      The screen door creaks open. I glance back.

      Calliope, wrapped in a shawl and blinking blearily, steps outside and hugs herself against the chill. “I couldn’t sleep. I’m betting you didn’t either.”

      Morning duties typically fall to me. I don’t mind. I enjoy the quiet of the early hours. But today? I welcome her appearance.

      I drop a pointed look at her feet and arch a brow. “You planning to feed the chickens in slippers?”

      She looks down. “Ugh, I forgot my boots.” But she doesn’t go back inside. Just trudges across the dirt with me, yawning into her sleeve.

      “You don’t usually do farm girl duty,” I say, trying for lightness. “Too rustic for a poet and dreamer.”

      A pained look crosses her face. “I need to move. Sitting still with that riddle in my head is inviting madness.”

      “You love riddles.”

      Her fingers graze a morning glory vine along the fence. “Not those that come from Mom’s quill, or that might be tainted by evil.”

      If only we knew which. Hope and fear war inside me. The quill hasn’t moved or scribbled a single word since the night before Mom faded into the woods, her eyes wide as if she were glimpsing something beyond our physical world.

      We pass the herb beds, dew glittering on the lavender and sage. At the chicken coop, the hens cluck softly, rustling in their straw as I unlatch the door. Calliope takes the scoop from me and scatters feed, careful not to end up with it in her pretty slippers. The grain tinkles against the coop floor, and the hens flutter and squabble as they scramble for it.

      Memories of Mom’s passing try to take root, but keep fading away as fast as I latch onto them. It’s always the same—as if I can’t come to grips with the details, so they stay just out of reach.

      “Dessa?”

      I realize I’ve paused, mind drifting, while reaching for a hen’s nest of eggs. Blinking, I glance back at her through the small door of the coop. “Yes?”

      “I’ve decided something.” She shakes out the last of the bucket’s contents. The greedy chickens are a quilt of red, yellow, black, and white feathers. The rooster stomps around, head high. “If you’re going to Jairton, I’m going with you.”

      I leave the eggs and straighten. “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      I’m relieved, even though this is a bad idea. I must protest. Father and Falena need her more than I do. “I know you long for adventure, but you hated traveling to Longmere.”

      “I hate getting attacked by monsters and having to flee for my life. That’s not the same.”

      The cow lows in the barn, a sleepy protest. I sigh and head that way, knowing she’ll follow. “Calli, you don’t have to⁠—“

      “Yes, I do. Think about it—Father might be more open to allowing you to go if I go with you. He knows how protective you are of me. You won’t do anything impulsive or too risky if I’m with you. Appeal to his logic, sister.”

      I glance over my shoulder. “You think I’m impulsive?”

      “Hardly. If anything, I’m the impulsive one. You’re…passionate.” Her expression softens. “And sometimes reckless when it comes to protecting the people you care about. Like this Renwick.”

      I bristle. “I don’t care about him. Not in the way you’re suggesting.”

      Her lips quirk. “Mm-hmm.”

      “I don’t. But he’s in need, and it’s my duty to help him. We have to stop the Story Thief.”

      “We don’t even know who that is, or why he’s erasing kingdoms.”

      Just like her penchant for figuring out riddles, understanding the why behind something is important to her. I’d like to know, too, but no matter, it won’t change my plan to stop the Thief. Fables and lore expound that greed and the hunger for power are at the root of most evil actions.

      “I would never want to leave father in a lurch, but I’m old enough to make my own decisions. If I have to force the matter, then I will, and you need not be caught in the middle of it.”

      “Always looking out for me.” The smile returns. “I appreciate your concern, but I’m also old enough to make my own decisions. If you’re leaving, I’m going with you.”

      We fall into the rhythm of milking Marigold—me handling the bucket, Calliope smoothing the cow’s flank and murmuring nonsense poetry to keep her calm.

      “I’m not going just to keep you out of trouble,” she says after a moment. “I want to see it. Jairton. Drakenholt, whatever might be left beyond the fog you mentioned.”

      I look at her, unsurprised. I may be passionate, but she is an adventurer at heart. “Looking for your own quest, sister?”

      “A change of scenery would do me good. I don’t deny that I dislike travel, but I do long for something more beyond Fablehollow.”

      The bucket’s nearly full. The goat bleats for attention. I clean Marigold’s teets. “Do you really believe Father will say yes?”

      She shrugs and then adjusts her shawl. “I think he’ll be adamantly against it, but in the end, he’ll realize he can’t say no to both of us.”

      I huff a laugh, and the cow flicks her tail at me.

      “Still,” Calliope continues, brushing hay from her skirt, “we need to offer him a solution. Falena has learned how to stock the shelves, and he trusts her with the quest scrolls. Aileen can help with the rest. She’s a hard worker, and her crush on him is cute.”

      Father has never loved anyone but our mother. Still, he deserves kindness, and Aileen does treat him like a king. I only hope she doesn’t get her heart broken, because I doubt he’ll ever return her feelings. “She’ll might ask too many questions.”

      “Then we lie,” Calliope says sweetly. “Or bend the truth into a prettier shape. He’ll manage. He always does. Besides, we won’t be gone long…right?”

      I don’t answer as we move to the goat and lug the bucket of milk out of the barn.

      We enter the kitchen with our breakfast. Calliope hums a half-forgotten lullaby, her shawl trailing hay as she sets the basket of eggs on the counter. The familiar smells of wood smoke, sweet oats, and cinnamon fill the air.

      Father stands at the stove in his usual dark blue pants held up with suspenders, his socks sporting holes in the toes. His shirt is striped, the cuffs frayed, the fabric wrinkled. Mom used to sew all his clothes, and while he could afford to replace the ones that are worn out and holey, he won’t, because every stitch carries her memory.

      His back is to us, stirring the oats in the iron pot. He’s been up longer than we thought.

      He doesn’t look up when he speaks. “The cow complained less than usual. What did you bribe her with?”

      “Calli’s poetry,” I say.

      He chuckles and shoots my sister a wink over his shoulder. “Well, no wonder then. No man or creature can resist that.”

      He freezes when he sees our faces, his gaze bouncing between us—my boots, muddy hem, the way Calliope’s slipper is coming untied. Something flickers in his eyes. A small crease appears between his brows.

      “Father?” I set down the pail. Did he somehow overhear our conversation? Can he suddenly read my mind? “What is it?”

      He blinks, and the crease disappears, along with that look. “Nothing.” He swallows hard and returns to stirring. “You’re both up early.”

      It’s not nothing. “I know it’s unusual for your youngest daughter to be up this early.” I playfully elbow Calliope. “But you look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      The spoon stops, and his shoulders droop. “In a way, I guess I have.”

      My sister and I exchange a glance. She shrugs.

      I go to him and place a hand on his back. “You’re scaring me. Tell me what’s wrong.”

      He gives a half-hearted smile when his eyes meet mine. “There are just times when I look at you two and see your mother.”

      My heart twins. Memories from the dream last night assault me. Her face. How beautiful she was in that dress. The ribbon from her hair. I wrap my arm around his shoulders and lean my head onto one of them. “That must be hard for you.”

      He abandons the spoon and pats my cheek with a rough hand. “Don’t be silly. It’s wonderful. I’m grateful every day for you two girls.”

      Girls. That’s what he still sees when he looks at us. I’m sure he always will.

      Which makes what I have to do even harder. I decide to wait until after we’ve eaten. Some things go better on a full stomach.

      Falena joins us just as we sit down to eat, her youthful personality commanding the conversation. Today, she wears one of Calliope’s dresses with a full skirt that she can barely tuck under the table. It’s too big in the bodice and hips, but she’s used a sequined sash to tuck it in around her waist. Her blue eyes are full of cheer, and she delights in the brown sugar Father has added to our meal. “I read the most enlightening tale last night,” she says.

      We listen to her recount it over our breakfast of eggs and oatmeal, and it eases the nerves in my stomach enough that I can at least get down some of it down.

      Father leaves to open the store, and the three of us clean up. Calliope asks Falena to wash the dishes, and the princess sighs but nods. “Can I borrow another book from the scriptorium for tonight?”

      “Of course,” my sister and I say in unison.

      We fall into our usual routine of waking the mercantile while Father prepares the cashbox and checks over the account ledgers. Like Vellicor and Butin, our shop has its own magic, its own personality. Hidden hands move things around at night; displays rearrange themselves.

      Minutes before we open, I grab my chance to speak to him. “Father, can I talk to you?” Calliope gives me a tiny nod, letting me take the lead. I inhale to steady my nerves. “It’s about my quest.”

      His expression tightens. He sets the quill in his hand down, as if bracing himself. “What of it?”

      “Last night, I had a message from Vellicor.” I wait for him to ask about it. His brows rise but he doesn’t say a word. Fear is evident in the way he tenses, though. “I’m going to Jairton.”

      That crease appears again, deeper this time. “Why?”

      “I know you’re worried about the risk, but the Story Thief is real, and so is the danger he poses. Vellicor’s word is the Language, and the Language cannot be denied. I believe Prince Ravelle is there, and that’s where I’m meant to follow.”

      Father crosses his arms, silent.

      “There was a riddle.” Calliope fiddles with the rolls of quest parchments in their bin. Vellicor gives them to us, and folks who are meant for them find their way to our shop. “We think it’s from Mom. It also directs Dessa to Jairton.”

      At the mention of Mom, his lips thin. He picks up his quill again, not believing our mother has spoken from the Fade, where all Fae go at death. “No.”

      My focus drops to the floor. My shoulders droop like his did earlier. I knew this would be a fight, but it’s still disheartening. “Ren is in trouble. He needs me.”

      Father scratches something in his ledger. “The prince should be capable of taking care of himself. He doesn’t need a girl to save him.”

      My fists ball at my sides, and I step forward. “I’m not a girl! And you know as well as I do that he’s being erased by the Story Thief. He needs a Lorekeeper to save his story and his kingdom. He needs me. You can’t deny me this.”

      Calliope steps forward. “We’ve talked it through, Father. I’m going with her.”

      He exhales sharply, shaking his head, and smacking his hand on the counter. “Calliope—no.”

      “Yes.” She lifts her chin. “We’re not children anymore. You raised us to be brave, clever, and kind. All of that matters, and it matters right now with this decision.”

      He removes his reading glasses and tosses them on the open ledger. “You don’t understand what you’re stepping into. This Story Thief is using old magic. Magic this kingdom has never faced.”

      “And if we do nothing?” I demand. “How many more stories will he take? Yours? Mine? Mom’s? How many more kingdoms will forget themselves? Vellicor’s message stated that another kingdom bordering Drakenholt is about to be erased. It could be ours.”

      He looks at me, really looks at me, and for a heartbeat, I see his defenses falter. His eyes flicker the way they did in the kitchen when he saw Mom in me and Calliope. “You sound like her,” he says. “Like your mother, when she took up the quill. There was no stopping her.”

      I step closer. “Then let me do this for her.”

      He paces a short circle, running a hand through his hair, streaked more with silver than I remember. “This is a dangerous, dangerous quest. I won’t stop you, although everything inside me demands I do so, but I can’t give you my blessing. I’m your father. It’s my duty to protect you at all costs.”

      Each quest has some level of danger. We all know this. “It is dangerous,” I concede, “but I will not fail. I can’t. Too much rides on it.”

      I go to him and hug him. The shop goes silent, broken only by the arrival of our first customers on the other side of the door, talking and laughing while they wait to be let inside.

      After a long pause, he nods once. “If you’re going to do this, then do it wisely. Take the maps. Speak to Halden at the old ferry—he still owes me a favor. And promise me one thing.”

      My pulse races. “What?”

      “If the road turns against you—if something feels wrong—don’t press forward out of pride. Come home.”

      Calliope and I exchange a look. “We promise,” she says for both of us.

      He presses his hand to his eyes, then rubs his jaw. “Falena stays. I’ll make arrangements if I need more help than that.”

      I throw my arms around him before my courage slips. For a moment, he’s stiff as driftwood—but then he crumples into me, as if he can’t hold his grief any longer. He holds Calliope next, and I see the tear he wipes away when he turns back to his ledger.

      At the door, I flip the sign around and unlock it. I’m eager to set off, but for this morning, I’ll stay and help him.

      It may be for the very last time.
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      NEEDS QUEST QUOTE

      

      Renwick

      

      She’s coming.

      I feel it in my bones—and that’s precisely why I bled the warning across the page. But whether she read it or not, whether it was enough, I can’t know.
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