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Chapter 1


	 


	The cell stank of iron and rot. Laurena pressed her palm against the damp stone wall, half to steady herself, half to remind her body she was still real. Her memories did not obey her as they once had. They came in flashes blood pooling across cobblestones, the sound of chanting voices, the scent of burning sage and then nothing. Always nothing. Some days ;’'she wondered if the missing months of her life had been torn out of her mind like pages from a book. Other days she feared they were still there, waiting to rise, black and choking, from the pit she carried inside her skull.


	 


	Footsteps scraped against the corridor outside. The necromancer guards never hurried. Their boots dragged as though time itself bent to their leisure. Two shadows stretched long against the wall before the heavy door screeched open. 


	 


	 


	"On your feet, alchemist." 


	 


	The taller of the guards smirked as if the word was a cruel joke. Laurena's wrists ached beneath the manacles that dulled her craft. Without her tools, without the steady burn of transmutation circles, she was less than nothing just another prisoner with dirt under her nails and grief too heavy to carry. 


	 


	She obeyed anyway. Survival demanded it. The guard seized her arm and pulled her into the corridor. Torches flickered in iron sconces, spilling a sickly orange glow across the stones. She tried not to look at the chained corpses propped in alcoves along the hall, their milky eyes staring, their slack mouths whispering prayers to gods that no longer answered. 


	 


	A shiver scraped down her spine. She would not become one of them. "You've been summoned," the second guard muttered, his voice gravelly. "By whom?" Laurena forced her voice steady, though her throat was raw from silence.


	 


	Neither answered. That was answer enough. They led her through corridors that twisted like a serpent, up stairwells that grew colder with every step. Her pulse beat faster. She had heard the name whispered by other prisoners, always with dread, never with hope. 


	 


	The High Reeve. The man who had crushed the Resistance with legions of the dead. The man who now wanted her. As they climbed, fragments of memory sparked again faces she loved, the flash of a sigil burning red, a scream cut short. Laurena staggered, clutching her temple. 


	 


	"What is it you think you're protecting in that brain of yours?" a voice hissed inside her skull. She could not tell if it was memory or madness. "The war is over. Holdfast is dead. The Eternal Flame extinguished. There's no one left for you to save." 


	 


	The guards shoved her forward. Laurena bit the inside of her cheek until she tasted blood, grounding herself in the one truth she still clung to: whatever they wanted from her, they would not take it easily. 


	 


	 


	For her past might be lost, but her will was not. 


	 


	 


	 




Chapter 2


	 


	The chamber they dragged her into was brighter than the dungeons but no less suffocating. Candles burned in clusters along the walls, their smoke curling like black ribbons that clung to the ceiling. A single chair waited in the center of the room, iron shackles bolted to its arms and legs. The air smelled of burnt wax and something metallic, sharp as blood. 


	 


	Laurena did not resist when the guards pushed her into the chair. Resistance now would only waste her strength, and she had learned long ago that strength was the most precious currency in captivity. They bound her wrists and ankles, then stepped back into the shadows, their roles finished. 


	 


	She was alone. 


	 


	No, not alone. 


	 


	 


	The room held memory, and memory was a predator. 


	 


	Her eyes wandered over the chalk-drawn sigils etched into the stones beneath her feet. She recognized some alchemical runes twisted into necromantic patterns. 


	 


	A violation. A theft. The sight of them turned her stomach. Once, she had studied those curves and lines for years, learning to bend matter, to mend flesh, to heal. She had believed in the purity of alchemy, in the promise that science and magic woven together could protect life. 


	 


	Now those same symbols had been perverted into chains. She closed her eyes. The memories came unbidden, rushing like stormwater through a cracked dam. A lab cluttered with glassware, sunlight spilling across copper coils. 


	 


	The gentle hiss of boiling tinctures. Her mentor's voice, warm and patient, guiding her hand as she balanced silver salts with crushed rosemary. "Precision is mercy, Laurena. To heal, you must first respect the fragility of life. 


	 


	"Her chest tightened. She remembered the pride in her mentor's eyes the day she successfully closed a soldier's wound without leaving a scar. She remembered the laughter of comrades when she smuggled extra rations to them, the quiet evenings huddled over forbidden books. 


	 


	Then the flash fractured blood on the floor, a scream, the echo of boots. Laurena snapped her eyes open. The present slammed back into her with the weight of chains. 


	 


	Her abilities were gone, locked behind the dampening manacles that wrapped her wrists. Her mentor was dead. The Resistance scattered, slaughtered, devoured by the very creatures necromancers raised to enforce victory. 


	 


	And she was here. Alive, though she sometimes wished otherwise. The heavy door creaked open. 


	 


	Her breath stilled. 


	 


	A figure entered tall, cloaked in layered robes of black and gray, embroidered with bone-white thread that shimmered faintly in the candlelight. His face was pale, the sharp angles of his cheekbones casting shadows beneath eyes as dark as a starless night. His presence carried a weight that pressed against her chest, heavier than any iron. 


	 


	The High Reeve. 


	 


	Her blood iced. 


	 


	He did not look at her at first. He studied the runes on the floor, trailing a gloved finger across one until it glowed faintly. Only then did his gaze rise, pinning her in place as surely as the shackles. 


	 


	"Laurena Marino," he said, voice low, resonant. It was not a question but a statement, a naming that left no space for denial. "Once the alchemist prodigy of the Resistance. Now little more than a shadow." 


	 


	Laurena forced herself to meet his eyes. "If you already know what I was, why summon me?" 


	 


	The corner of his mouth curled amusement, perhaps cruelty. "Because, my dear, what you were is irrelevant. It is what you *are* that interests me." 


	 


	She stiffened. "A prisoner?" 


	 


	He laughed, soft but hollow, as though laughter had been an art forgotten long ago. "No. A mystery. And mysteries must be solved." 


	 


	He circled her chair slowly, the scent of cold earth and decaying roses drifting from his robes. Every step scraped against her nerves. 


	 


	"You see, the guild records insist you were insignificant," he murmured, pausing at her side. "A healer. A minor alchemist. Nothing worth note. Yet " His gloved hand lifted, not touching her, but close enough that her skin prickled. "you survived where others did not. And when we pry at the vault of your mind, we find locked doors. Sealed chambers." 


	 


	Her heart pounded against her ribs. 


	 


	He leaned close, his voice almost intimate. "What did you hide from us, Laurena? What truth is buried in that fragile skull?" 
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