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​Prologue – Before the Roots Split

Long before there were kingdoms, there was balance.

The world had two hearts: one of wild flame and fertile earth, and one of quiet shadow and still stone. Together, they sang harmony into the land. Where roots grew, shadows cooled them. Where rivers roared, mountains steadied their path. Magic flowed freely—neither tamed nor feared, but known and respected.

Then came the first war.

No one remembers who lit the fire, but it burned centuries long.

When the blood stopped falling, the world had been carved into two:
Verdantia, land of breath and bloom.
Umbriel, land of silence and shadow.
The magic split with them. Verdantia's became wild and emotional—felt, not controlled. Umbriel’s turned cold and structured—bound by oaths, memory, and order. Each feared what the other had become. Each blamed the other for what had been lost.

Peace came in pieces: uneasy treaties, shattered alliances, and an ancient artifact buried at the border, meant to seal the magic in balance once more. Neither side was to touch it. Neither side was to trust the other again.

But balance is a fragile thing.

And something has begun to stir beneath the soil—something old, something angry.

Whispers say the artifact is awakening.
Some say it’s breaking.
And in the center of it all, a prophecy long ignored resurfaces:


When fire meets stone, and root touches shadow,
Let the thorn and blade walk side by side.
For if they fall apart, the world shall fall with them.




Now, in the season when the roots should be strong...
Verdantia’s magic falters.
Umbriel’s silence cracks.
And two enemies are about to meet.
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Chapter 1: The Vine and the Thorn
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The roots had always listened to her—until today.

Molly Greenwood crouched near the edge of the ancient grove, her fingers buried in warm earth, willing the vines to respond. She muttered the old words under her breath, the ones passed down through her mother’s line. Magic shimmered at her fingertips... and fizzled out like a dying ember.

She cursed under her breath. “Stubborn things.”

The grove, sacred to Verdantia’s people, stood at the western border—too close to the Umbriel line for her liking. Rumors had been circling: Umbriel soldiers spotted near the pass, border stones shifting, and worst of all—a diplomatic envoy expected tonight. Peace talks. Again.

She stood, brushing dirt from her palms, and stared into the canopy. Sunlight laced through the green like spilled gold. A place this old should have thrummed with life. Instead, the air felt... off. Thinner. Still.

Something was wrong with the magic.

A whistle echoed behind her. “Molly! Don’t tell me you’re poking around the roots again.”

She turned with a sigh as Kael jogged toward her—her childhood friend and the closest thing she had to a voice of reason. He wore the crest of the village’s elder guard, though the smirk on his face made it look less intimidating.

“I’m not poking,” she said. “I’m investigating.”

“You’ve got less authority than a squirrel,” he said, arms crossed. “And the elders don’t want anyone near this grove. Especially not today.”

“Because of the Umbriel envoy?” she asked, already turning back toward the trees. “Maybe if they weren’t letting ash-bloods walk our land, we wouldn’t be here right now.”

Kael winced. “Molly—don’t say that. You sound like your father.”

Her jaw tensed. “Good.”

He sighed. “You don’t trust them. I get it. But starting trouble tonight will only make it worse.”

Molly said nothing, but the fire in her chest flared.

The last envoy had walked away with promises. Two moons later, Verdantian rivers ran dry, and half their forest was dead. And now they were supposed to welcome Umbriel into their sacred grove like peace was a hand-shake away?

Over her dead body.



By sundown, the square was draped in green banners and ceremonial garlands—decorations meant to symbolize peace and rebirth. Molly stood at the edge of the crowd, arms folded, teeth clenched.

Then she saw them.

Three Umbriel riders dismounted from obsidian-colored horses, cloaked in shadow-dyed fabric, every movement too precise to be natural. And in the center of them:

Him.

He stepped forward—taller than the others, cleaner lines to his armor, darker eyes. His hair was tied at the nape of his neck, and there wasn’t a single speck of dust on his boots despite the long road.

Alex Moonshard.

The Greenwood elders began their formal greeting, but Molly didn’t hear the words. Her magic pulsed at the edge of her skin, sharp and electric.

He looked around slowly, like he was already measuring who could be a threat. His gaze paused on her.

And held.

For a second too long.

Molly didn’t smile. She didn’t look away.

Let him see her.

Let him know she would not bow.



He would learn soon enough:
Molly Greenwood was no diplomat.
She was the vine in the path.
And he had just stepped into her forest.
The elder council welcomed the envoy with stiff smiles and flowery greetings. Molly didn’t bother pretending. She remained at the edge of the gathering, arms folded, her eyes locked on the Umbriel soldier in the center.

Alex Moonshard stood like someone carved from the stones of his kingdom—rigid spine, unreadable face, wrapped in the cool gray cloak of Umbriel’s elite. Even among the stone-eyed men around him, he looked colder. Sharper.

The air around him felt still, like sound refused to move too close.

He said nothing, not even when Elder Faryn offered the ceremonial branch of Verdantia’s peace tree. His second-in-command took it instead, barely bowing. A quiet murmur swept through the villagers—some in offense, others in fear.

Molly’s jaw tightened. This wasn’t peace. This was performance.

A boy near her whispered, “Is he really the Moonshard Knight?”

She didn’t look away from him. “Only if you believe bedtime stories.”

Alex’s gaze swept across the crowd once more—and landed on her again.

Their eyes met.

She raised her chin.

He blinked once. No reaction. No nod. Nothing. As if he were staring at a curious stain on the ground.

Molly’s skin burned. She didn’t know whether it was anger or something worse—something that sent a strange flutter through her chest. She pushed it down hard.

Elder Faryn cleared his throat, voice heavy with diplomacy. “In the spirit of renewal, Verdantia invites you to partake in the Blooming Feast, where our gifts will be shared, and—”

“No,” Alex said.

The word was soft. Unapologetic.

Faryn faltered. “...No?”

“We don’t share food with strangers. It's not our custom.”

Another murmur swept the crowd—this one more hostile.

“Then perhaps,” Faryn said delicately, “your kingdom should’ve stayed on its side of the trees.”

Molly was already moving before she could think. She stepped out of the crowd, pulling something from the small satchel at her hip.

A single blossom—vivid crimson with golden veins—plucked from the edge of the sacred grove earlier that day. Not just any flower.

A Heartvine bloom.

The flower of memory. Of magic. Of truth.

“You don’t want food?” she called out, lifting the bloom for all to see. “Then take a token of honesty.”

Alex looked at her.

Truly looked.

Molly walked forward, each step deliberate. Every eye was on her now, but she only saw him. When she reached the envoy, she extended the bloom.

“This grows only from places where Verdantia’s magic is strongest,” she said clearly. “It blooms in the presence of change.”

Alex said nothing.

She took a step closer. “Take it.”

He stared at the blossom like it was a blade.

Then, after a long moment, he reached out... and took it.

The moment his fingers touched the petals, the wind stopped.

A crack sounded behind them—loud and sudden. The vines wrapped around the village’s ceremonial tree shriveled, leaves curling inward like they’d been scorched. A gasp rippled through the crowd.

Molly turned slowly. Her stomach dropped.

The tree—Verdantia’s Heartroot, blessed for generations—was dying.

Black veins spread along its trunk like infection. Magic stirred in the air, chaotic and wrong.

Everyone looked to the elders. Then to the envoy. Then to Molly.

Someone shouted, “She brought it here!”

Another voice rose, “No—it’s Umbriel’s fault!”

Chaos spread like wildfire.

And through it all, Alex Moonshard stood silent, the Heartvine bloom in his hand.

Watching her.

​
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​Chapter 2: Orders of Ice
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Alex Moonshard hated heat.

He hated the way Verdantia smelled—like crushed petals and lies. Sweet things that clung too long. Magic that pulsed through the soil like a drumbeat, alive and unpredictable.

Back in Umbriel, magic was still. Quiet. It obeyed rules. Here, it breathed like a beast.

He stood alone on the northern terrace of Verdantia’s guest quarters, the Heartvine bloom still in his hand. It had withered since the incident—petals curling in on themselves, the veins darkening to black.

Just like the ceremonial tree.

Just like the balance.

He should’ve burned the flower already.

But he hadn’t.

His thoughts returned—unbidden—to her. The girl with the fire in her stare. Unafraid. Reckless.

“Take it.”

Her voice echoed in his memory. Not pleading. Not polite. A challenge.

Molly Greenwood.

He’d read the briefings. Daughter of the late General Greenwood, hero of the Eastern Stand. Known troublemaker. Magic-born. A risk.

But none of that had prepared him for the feeling of her gaze. Like she saw straight through the polished armor and stone-cold discipline to something he hadn’t felt in years.

Heat.

Not desire—yet. But something dangerous.

And now, thanks to her little gesture of “truth,” the most sacred symbol of Verdantia was dying—and the treaty that held the kingdoms in fragile balance teetered on the edge of collapse.

His orders were clear: Observe. Investigate. Do not engage.

But something was wrong.

Very wrong.

A knock interrupted his thoughts.

He
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