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    Prologue


  


  
  
    
      In a humble corner of the square, far from the orb-jugglers and fire-breathers, a crowd had begun to gather around a woman perched on a wooden stool. Her silver-kissed hair was bound with ribbon, and she carried no divine signs, no insignia of noble patronage—only a bowl for coins and a shawl embroidered with stars. Children sat on the cobbled ground at her feet, their festival sweets forgotten, while adults lingered at the edges, drawn in from the bustling market stalls.

    


      The woman waited. Then, she spoke.

      “In the beginning,” she said, her voice dropping to a resonant hush, “before time had meaning, there existed Father Earth and Mother Ocean.”
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      The Earth and the Ocean are in love. Where shore meets sea, their fingers interlace—rough stone against cool water, soft sand yielding to foaming tide. Ocean kisses Earth with lips of salt and ancient secrets, whispering sweet nothings that hiss and gurgle along His shore. Her touch leaves trails that shimmer in the moonlight, and she drapes seaweed scarves along His shoulders. He enfolds Her in cool, solid strength, sending arms of stone deep into Her darkest depths. His forest hair rustles with laughter, and He whispers back with the sighing boughs of shivering trees.

      And always, ever watching, is the Sighted One, whose countless eyes are the stars themselves. The Sighted One has been watching since before Earth and Ocean first embraced, before the first mountain rose, before the first river flowed. The Sighted One always watches, and He judges—though not with mortal understanding and never with mortal eyes. When we stand beneath the night sky, where the stars gaze upon us, we know we are never alone.

      Love creates life, and so it was that we were born. We came from the union of the Ocean, the mother of mankind, and our father, the Earth. We are nothing but an accident, a mistake in the mystery of existence, but at least we were made with love.

      The first humans formed in the depths of Mother Ocean until our fingers grew wrinkled and our lungs yearned for air. She birthed us onto sun-warmed shores, and our skin glistened with Her salty tears as we took our first steps upon Father Earth.

      Father Earth welcomed us with soft grasses for our tender feet, and sweet fruits that burst in our mouths and ran sticky down our chins. He gave us grains that waved in golden fields, and trees that shaded us from the sun. He gave us little sisters and brothers in the animals—the quick rabbit, the powerful bear, the clever fox—so that we would have family to play with and love.

      But when the First Winter came, Father Earth fell into deep slumber, dusted with snow like a burial shroud, and Mother Ocean retreated into Her depths, falling still and silent as Her shores turned to ice. 

      It was then that the Sighted One saw what Earth and Ocean, in their slumber, could not see: the humans did not sleep, but instead remained awake. Cold bit into their flesh with teeth of ice until skin turned blue-white as the moon. Hunger hollowed their bellies and dimmed their bright eyes. The proud, strong bodies that had lazed beneath summer skies became hunched and small, growing feeble against the merciless cold. Then came rattling breaths, stillness, and silence. Death.

      Nothing had ever died before. And in that moment, the humans discovered something new to all existence: the desperate need to survive.

      The Sighted One watched as the humans savaged each other, blood steaming in the cold air as it spilled across pristine snow. Brother against brother, sister against sister, stone against skull, teeth against flesh. Desperation taught them to attack their kindred and devour them, animal and human alike, while Father Earth slept beneath His quilt of snow and Mother Ocean dreamed in Her depths, unaware of Her children’s fate.

      In our grief and our pain, we did what we have always done: we begged for salvation. Our voices rose, raw with grief and thick with despair. We cried out to Father Earth, whose body we stood upon; to Mother Ocean, whose blood flowed in our veins; to the vast and empty expanse of the sky:

      “Why have you done this to us? Please help us! We cannot bear this suffering alone!”

      No one listened, no one noticed, except for the stars. And there grew within the Sighted One an idea, a purpose formed from compassion and calculation. Suffering gives birth to wishes, and those wishes can be granted by those with power. He would grant them, He decided, not because He had to, but simply because He could.

      The Sighted One gathered cosmic dust that glowed with inner fire. From the raw stuff of stars, the same material from which all is created, He spun the Nine. As They crystallized from dust into divinity, He gave each a fragment of His awareness and a portion of His power. When He was done, Their skin glowed with internal radiance, Their hair rippled like water shot through with light, and Their eyes held the depth of the universe itself. He saw that They were perfect, and so He smiled. 

      Then the Sighted One cast a gossamer web across the world that caught wishes like dew captures the first light of dawn. He gave each god the wishes, tidily tucked into bags of cosmic silk, and He spoke His first and only commandment:

      “Go to the creatures of this world. Bring them peace and end their torment, for they cannot save themselves alone. Be their guides, their teachers, and their protectors.”

      And so the Nine descended from the heavens, each bearing gifts that would transform humanity forever:

      The Healer found pain and sickness and drew them out, leaving soothing, blessed health in their place.

      The Forestborn knew the secrets of plants and crafted powerful remedies from them.

      The Hearthkeeper brought the first fire to change crude hovels into homes.

      The Cultivator coaxed fruit from reluctant trees and tamed the beasts until they gladly offered their milk and eggs.

      The Smith crafted tools from stone and ore, transforming rock and earth into hammers and plows.

      The Voice spoke of justice and truth, and demonstrated that words, when properly chosen, could bind us together in strength.

      The Dancer showed how melody could mend hearts torn by grief and that, in shared movement, even strangers could become family.

      The Child bestowed imagination and wonder, teaching the wisdom of play and the power of believing in impossible things.

      And lastly, the Lifekeeper, who honored both beginnings and endings, taught humans to find meaning in mortality instead of just fear.

      Farmers would rise before dawn to find the Cultivator walking their fields in the morning mist. Children would race behind Him, laughing as green shoots erupted into heavy, golden wheat where His shadow fell. In the orchards, trees bent their backs under the weight of fruit so flawless it seemed carved from sunlight. One apple would sustain a family for days, its flesh never browning, its sweetness never fading.

      Women who had wept from empty arms would receive the Healer’s blessing, and nine months later the cries of healthy babies would fill their homes. Men whose bodies had been broken would walk again after the blue glow of Her hands passed over their twisted limbs.

      Festivals lasted for weeks in the wake of the Dancer. Wine flowed from dry fountains, tasting of berries never grown on mortal soil. Music played itself on instruments no human had touched, notes so pure they brought both laughter and tears. The old danced like the young, their aching joints forgotten, and the grieving discovered joy breaking through their sorrow like stars breaking through the night sky.

      As their blessings spread across the land, the Nine reached into themselves and drew forth tendrils of starlight. This they wove into the bodies of their most favored disciples. These were the first Acolytes, people who bore godblood in their veins. Where ordinary humans saw only the world before them, Acolytes felt the shimmering threads that bind all creation together. The Nine blessed them with just enough power to help with Their mission, that they might help spread blessings throughout the known world.

      And so we entered an age of wonders when suffering became a distant memory. All was well for quite some time, but then came the day that changed everything.

      The Severing.

      The Nine tried to save us, and perhaps They succeeded too well. For one day, morning dawned and they were simply… gone. We found no gods in their temples, only strange objects: a box that showed hidden paths, a hammer that shaped metal with thought alone, a vial of water that could extend life beyond its natural span. Artifacts: fragments of divinity left behind in physical form, without the Nine to guide them.

      Where divine footsteps had nurtured abundance, hunger carved out hollows in bellies once more. Where healing hands had banished suffering, disease now claimed souls like autumn claims leaves. The towers built with divine guidance crumbled, their foundations suddenly as fragile as promises whispered in dreams.

      Humanity, abandoned once more, fell back into old habits. They tore at each other like dogs fighting over scraps. Villages burned. Cities emptied. The golden age tarnished in a single season.

      Among this darkness walked the Acolytes, lost without their celestial anchors. Some of them became as wild as storm winds. Their eyes glowed with madness as they tore reality itself, becoming the first Apostates: living nightmares that shattered everything they touched before burning out like meteors striking earth.

      Others maintained their divine light, though dimmed like candles in a drafty hall. These Acolytes became precious beyond measure, for they were the last embers of a divine fire nearly extinguished, the last hope of humanity capturing blessings once more. They gathered beneath the banners of their lost gods, forming the Orders that would reshape the world.

      The Order of the Voice seized control, promising an end to the Apostate scourge. They worked with the Smiths to forge silver collars, then marked them with the Divine Brand. “For protection,” they claimed. “For stability,” they insisted. And they fastened cold metal around Acolyte throats, and there were no more Apostates. We were, again, saved.

      What began as salvation has been twisted into bondage. The first divine gift became the first divine burden, and souls that had once served the Nine are now bound to mortal masters.

      Now, six centuries of prayers have gone unanswered. We have rebuilt our lives among the remnants of our past. We have harnessed the power of what Artifacts we could salvage. The Acolytes still walk among us, their collars catching the sun, their gifts captured and applied for our comfort. And we, the children of Earth and Ocean, still tell stories of the beings who saved us, then left us to save ourselves.

      But what happened to our Gods?

      Some say They grew tired of human need and turned their backs on us. Others whisper that the Sighted One took them back because we became too dependent. The truth, like all important things, remains hidden… perhaps in the Artifacts themselves, perhaps in the Celestial Realm, or perhaps in the stars that watch us still.

      One thing remains certain: we cannot save ourselves alone. We never could. But our story is not yet done.
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      The storyteller’s voice faded like the last notes of a song, leaving a moment of silence. Then, all at once, the crowd erupted in applause. Coins clinked into her collection bowl as children tugged at their parents’ sleeves, asking questions about gods and stars. She gathered her shawl around her shoulders and smiled at the crowd, waiting until they dispersed. Then she gathered her collection bowl and placed it on her lap.

      At the edge of the crowd, two figures stood apart. Evander, a Voice official, wore formal violet robes that were pristine despite the dusty festival square. A silver collar marked with a stylized eye gleamed at his throat. Adren, his broad-shouldered and watchful companion, wore leather armor over an orange Smith tunic, with Divine-Branded restraints hanging off his belt.

      Evander traced the edge of the notebook where he’d been recording the storyteller’s words.

      “Entertaining nonsense.” He paused. “But dangerous.”

      Adren’s calloused hand absently fiddled with one of his restraints. “The crowd seemed to enjoy it.”

      “People enjoy many things that aren’t good for them.” Evander’s eyes narrowed as he watched the storyteller count her coins. “I’ll have someone speak with her about more... appropriate versions of the creation myth.”

      Adren’s gaze swept over the storyteller, then the bustling market square. “Sometimes I wonder what They would think of all this.”

      “Who?”

      “The Gods. If they returned today and saw what we’ve become in their absence.”

      Evander closed his notebook quietly and tucked it under his arm. “They abandoned their responsibilities. We preserved order. There’s nothing to wonder about.”

      Adren averted his eyes. His fingers brushed the silver collar at his own throat, his expression unreadable as he touched the hammer symbol burned into the metal. They continued their patrol without another word, beneath a sky where the stars waited, invisible in daylight, yet ever-present. Watching, as they had since before the first mountain rose, before the first river flowed, and before humans learned that even gods can disappear.

  




  
  
    Chapter One

    An Unfortunate Morning


  


  
  
    
      The sun spilled into the room like a secret river, slow and silver-gold at Wisterly’s feet. She laid each item on the vanity with the solemn care of a priestess arranging offerings on an altar. The Festival of the Child had arrived—three days when the Child Himself was said to turn His gaze upon the young—and her lady would be honored at the coming-of-age ceremony. The day demanded perfection: crystal vials twinkling like trapped stars, silver brushes with soft bristles, and ribbons that shimmered like butterfly wings.

    


      Wisterly trembled as she adjusted a ribbon, then adjusted it again.

      “Third time means you’re worried,” came a hushed voice from the doorway.

      Her hand flew to her chest, nearly knocking over a vial. Tara, one of the kitchen maids, stood with a breakfast tray balanced on one hip. She offered a comforting smile.

      “I just want everything to be perfect.” Wisterly glanced nervously toward Lady Elise’s bed. The young noblewoman was still asleep, a tangle of golden curls peeking out from Hearthblessed coverlets.

      Tara set the tray down on the nightstand, and Wisterly caught the scent of fresh berries and buttery pastry. Her mouth watered, but she forced herself to look away. Those tarts were for Lady Elise, not for her.

      Tara’s hand found her arm, and Wisterly looked up. Then Tara tucked a curtain of hair behind one ear—deliberately revealing a fresh, ugly bruise on her cheek.

      “Lord Caldwell was in the kitchens already.” She tried to keep smiling, but it no longer reached her eyes. “Best tread lightly today.”

      Wisterly opened her mouth to speak, but Tara stilled her with the smallest shake of her head, then slipped away as silent as a secret.

      A cold knot of dread swelled in Wisterly’s chest, and her collar suddenly felt too tight. She pushed the feelings away. There was no time for such things—she had to get back to work.

      She reached out with her mind, and the room whispered its wishes into her waiting heart. Soon, a subtle magic began flowing from her fingertips, and her Hearthkeeper gifts manifested around her.

      When Wisterly cared for a space, it came together like a forgotten melody gently remembered—a sense of rightness that went beyond mere tidiness or order. Curtains that had hung askance now framed the window perfectly. The festival gown, once lying with its ribbons in a playful tangle, soon stood proudly on its stand. The jewels, formerly in a careless heap, now shone in a glittering constellation.

      She felt a small swell of pride. She could almost believe in the old adage—that a Hearthkeeper could make a home out of anything. Even House Caldwell.

      And yet, her fingers trembled like candlelight in a draft. She fought to contain the tide of panic rising in her chest, that familiar dark water that threatened to drown her from within. She fumbled a small ceramic vase and memory rushed in before she could stop it, a terrible wave from an ocean she thought she’d escaped.

      She’d felt her body slam into the cold marble floor. She’d cried out in pain, then felt herself being dragged by her collar—by her neck—down a seemingly endless hall. Lord Caldwell had moved her as though she were a broken chair or table, as though she had done nothing but upend his comfort. She’d seen the distress in the faces of other Acolytes and servants. They’d peeked through half-closed doors, watching as she fought to breathe against the cold metal biting into her windpipe.

      Lord Caldwell threw her into her quarters, his eyes flashing with anger and disdain. He’d left her with these words: “Think about what you’ve done, and what I’ve given you. You should be grateful for my mercy.”

      She’d been left there, alone with the bitter taste of shame and regret. She knew it then more than ever: she was nothing but a tool, a mere Acolyte who had been born to serve others. That was the only life she would ever know.

      She touched her neck, fingers brushing against the old bruises as if they could still feel the first sting of them.

      “It’s hot in here,” came a petulant voice from the bed.

      Wisterly straightened instantly. She forced herself back to the present—back to the Festival of the Child and everything she still needed to do.

      “Good morning, my lady. Would you like me to open the window?”

      Lady Elise sat up, her face flushed with the remnants of deep sleep. At sixteen she was already beautiful in a cold, flawless way, like fine porcelain.

      “I shouldn’t have to ask, should I?” she yawned.

      “No, my lady. Forgive me.”

      Wisterly unlatched the window, hoping a cool morning breeze might carry away both the heat and her mounting dread, but the air outside hung still and heavy.

      Lady Elise pushed herself upright and turned her attention to the breakfast tray. She glared at it as if its very presence was an insult.

      “I said honey cakes, not tarts. Are you trying to ruin my day?”

      “I’m sorry, my lady. The kitchen must have—”

      “Must have what? Forgotten? Failed? Like you always do?” She waved it away in disgust. “I can’t eat this. Throw it out.”

      Wisterly moved to take the tray, but her lady was already rising. She rushed to offer a dressing gown instead, keeping her eyes lowered. Lady Elise slipped into it, glaring.

      “Today is important, Wisterly. Father says Loreli and Mersenne will be there today. If you embarrass me…”

      She left the threat unfinished, but Wisterly felt it. “Yes, my lady.”

      “Yes, my lady? No, my lady? Is that all you can say?” Lady Elise snapped. “Sometimes I wonder if they remove your minds when they put those collars on you.”

      The words stung, but Wisterly’s expression revealed nothing. She’d learned long ago that reactions only invited more cruelty. Instead, she patiently guided her lady to the plush stool at her vanity. The noblewoman sat with a huff, and Wisterly began brushing her hair with long, careful strokes.

      “The jewels Lord Caldwell chose are waiting for your approval, my lady.”

      Lady Elise consulted the jewels displayed on her vanity. She picked up a sapphire earring, holding it to the light like a judge examining evidence.

      “These are old-fashioned. Loreli will be wearing the new drop style from Illustria.”

      She flicked the earring away and it landed with a loud ping, scattering jewels across the glossy hardwood. Then, she pinned Wisterly with a sharp stare through the mirror.

      “I want my hair braided into a crown, with ribbons.”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      Wisterly sectioned the golden hair, fingers nimble despite her racing heart.

      “Faster,” her lady commanded as she applied rosewater to her cheeks. “If you make me late, Father will hear of it.”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      Wisterly’s pace increased. The threat had already become a living thing that twisted in the pit of her stomach.

      Lady Elise played idly with a ribbon, more interested in the way it shone than the Acolyte who made it shine.

      “My father should have purchased a more skilled Acolyte,” she offered, stifling another yawn.

      “Almost done.” Wisterly secured the final braid with a pearl-tipped pin, forming a crown around her lady’s head.

      Lady Elise stood. “Good. Now help me with the gown. You’ve wasted enough time already.”

      The gown was a masterpiece of gossamer shimmerweave, sewn with tiny crystal beads that sparkled in the light. Wisterly lifted it from its stand, then held it open for her lady. When Lady Elise stepped into the gown, Wisterly drew its delicate sleeves up her arms. Then she began tightening the criss-crossing ribbons up the gown’s back.

      Lady Elise twisted to see herself in the mirror. “You’re making it too loose. I’ll look shapeless!”

      Wisterly hesitated. “If I tighten them further, you might grow faint during the ceremony.”

      “Are you contradicting me?”

      “No, my lady. I only meant—”

      Lady Elise’s voice dropped dangerously, and her eyes turned violent and piercing. “I know what’s best. Tighter.”

      Wisterly pulled the laces tighter, securing them with a careful knot. Lady Elise drew air carefully, her rib cage straining against the bodice. Satisfied, she sat on the edge of her bed.

      “Now my slippers,” she ordered.

      Wisterly knelt, sliding smooth silver slippers onto her lady’s feet. She secured the laces around the slim ankles, mindful not to pull too tight against tender skin.

      “The laces are uneven. Redo them.” Lady Elise pointed to her right foot. “If my father saw you leaving me in such a state, he would be furious.”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      Wisterly untied and retied the laces, though they had been even before. The scent of beeswax polish filled her senses as she bent closer to the floor. She could hear the distant sound of bells drifting through the window as a clock began chiming the hour.

      She straightened, glancing at the jewels on the vanity. Her perfect constellation had lasted all of ten minutes, but that was alright.

      “We should move on to your jewelry, my lady,” she suggested.

      Lady Elise shot to her feet and stepped forward, eyes flashing. “Don’t presume to manage me! I’ll decide when—”

      Her foot slipped on the polished floor. She pitched forward, arms flailing for balance.

      Time seemed to slow, as if the Child Himself had stretched the moment into eternity. Wisterly lunged forward to catch her, but her fingers grasped only air.

      Lady Elise tumbled forward in a blur of golden braids and shimmerweave. The edge of the hardwood vanity met her head with terrible precision. The sound was like a stone dropped into still water—a sharp crack, then absolute silence.

      “Lady Elise!” Wisterly gasped, dropping to her knees.

      Blood. Blood pooled beneath Lady Elise’s head, bright red spreading across the pale wooden floor. The young woman’s eyes remained closed, each rise of her rib cage faint and uneven.

      Wisterly’s hands hovered uselessly above her, shaking uncontrollably.

      “Please,” she whispered. “Please get up.”

      Heavy footsteps sounded in the hall outside. She knew those steps: it was Lord Caldwell, coming to check on his daughter on her special day.

      Wisterly’s heart stuttered in her chest.

      She knew what would happen. It wouldn’t matter that it was an accident, that she had tried to catch Elise. It wouldn’t matter that the slippers were too smooth or that the floor had been polished. All that would matter was the result: the daughter of House Caldwell, unconscious and bleeding on the day of her coming-of-age ceremony—and on Wisterly’s watch.

      The footsteps grew louder. A shadow passed beneath the door.

      Terror propelled her to her feet. She backed toward the balcony with her heart leaping against her ribs.

      The handle of the bedroom door began to turn with agonizing slowness.

      Without conscious thought, Wisterly ducked out the balcony doors. The lazy heat of the air felt suffocating as she pressed herself against the wall.

      From inside came a bellow of rage that shook the very walls, a sound so primal and furious that birds took flight from the garden below.

      “GUARDS! FIND THE HEARTHKEEPER!”

      There was no choice left, no future in this house, or perhaps anywhere.

      She peered over the stone balustrade. She was three stories above the garden, but there was thick ivy climbing the stonework. Without allowing herself to think, she swung her legs over and grasped the vines.

      The ivy tore at her hands, and its leaves crumpled in her desperate grip. Twice she nearly fell, her feet slipping on the uneven stones. The ground seemed impossibly far below—then suddenly it was beneath her, and the impact jarred through her ankles.

      She crouched among the rose bushes. Thorns snagged at her crimson dress and added fresh tears to the sleeves. Blood, her own this time, trickled from scratches on her palms. She could hear the house ringing with discordant shouts of panic and fear. If she stayed much longer, she knew they’d find her.

      Her mind raced. She needed something—anything—that might help her survive outside the walls of the Caldwell Estate.

      Her hand went to the small pocket sewn into her dress. There, along with a tiny golden thimble gifted by Tara last solstice, was the one true thing of value she possessed: a leather purse containing a generous handful of coins. It had been meant to purchase trinkets from the festival for Lady Elise, but now it might keep her fed and sheltered while she figured out a plan.

      She touched her collar once, taking comfort in its familiar presence at her throat—her safety, her identity, her curse. Then she ran, keeping to the shadows of the garden wall until she reached the gate. It was unlocked, a careless mistake that now seemed like impossible fortune.

      She passed through the gate onto a winding dirt road that wove between fields of sun-golden grain. She could see the majestic spires of Verasanct in the distance, silhouetted against the sky. The air hummed with purpose and excitement as travelers converged on the city for the festival: Cultivators with wagons brimming with harvests, merchants with carts of shining wares, and nobles in lavish carriages.

      She immediately bent her head, adopting the hurried, purposeful gait of a servant on an errand, though all of her wanted to run. With her eyes downcast, she fell in step behind a family herding their children toward the city. Her crimson dress marked her as a Hearthkeeper, sure as the collar at her throat, but she was just one of many Acolytes in the crowd. No one paid any mind to another body in the throng.

      Each step took her farther from House Caldwell and farther from her old life. She tried to stay small and unmemorable. She never once looked up.

      Eight furlongs down the road, Verasanct towered above her, festooned with ribbons in the Child’s soft pink. Guards stood watch, but they were focused on noble carriages and merchant wagons, barely glancing at the stream of folk entering the gates. She walked through with a group of tittering kitchen maids, heart pounding as she passed between the great stone walls.

      The festival wrapped around her like a dream come to life. Vibrant pink banners drooped lazily against an impossibly blue sky. Children darted like minnows through the current of bodies, laughing with carefree joy. Merchants hawked treasures that winked and beckoned: Smith-crafted jewelry that glowed like forge-embers, Hearthkeeper textiles from the far north, Forestborn elixirs in vials made from root and resin. Dancers, bright as a field of wildflowers, whirled like untethered spirits, their voices lifted in song. The air was a rich tapestry of scents, and the wafting aromas of decadent pastries, roasting meat on smoky fires, and the earthy warmth of spices mingled with those of hay and sweat.

      Wisterly’s senses spun wildly, each new sight and sound a shock to her system. It was all so overwhelming that it smothered the anxious beat of her thoughts, leaving her stunned and breathless.

      She had no plan, no future she could imagine. But for the first time in her life, even if just for a brief moment, she had something impossible:

      Her freedom.

  




  
  
    Chapter Two

    The Thief and the Apprentice


  


  
  
    
      Rhidon’s seal stared up at Mordred like a baleful eye. The crimson wax bore the impression of a dagger crossed with a quill—the tools of persuasion, as his handler liked to say. Mordred turned the letter over, then tossed it to the floor.

    


      Let it lie, he thought. Let everything wait, just for this one moment.

      He pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. His mind wandered back through the years.

      He was twelve again, alone on the streets, hollow-cheeked and trembling. Rhidon had pressed a chicken handpie into his chest, still steaming from the baker’s. He remembered how its savory scent made his mouth water and his eyes burn with shameful gratitude.

      A year later, Rhidon had praised his small, clever fingers as they twisted the lock on an estate’s back gate. He could still see Rhidon’s smile and hear his steady, unwavering voice.

      “I knew you had potential.”

      Mordred shook his head, willing the memory away. His eyes fell to the letter again. The seal still glared at him, demanding his attention and his subservience.

      Resigning himself to his fate, he picked up the letter from its place on the floor. He broke the seal with his thumb and unfolded the paper.

      The note inside was terse, but it told him what he needed to know: There was a job coming for him, and Rhidon was on his way to bring the details—personally.

      What was the life he could have had, if only—

      A grin broke across his face, swift and sudden. “If onlys” would ruin him faster than the Guild ever could. He couldn’t afford such luxuries. The Guild’s grip on him was a steel trap, teeth sunk deep. He might wiggle free for a day or a week, but it would always close again, tighter and more certain than before.

      Maybe this time he would stop pretending that he could escape.

      He pushed the window open a fraction, letting in the dull roar of the festival below. Even this high up, the scent of roasting meat and sticky-sweet pastries rose to meet him. It was a good smell, a free smell. He wanted to savor it, to let it wash away the ink and the wax and everything they represented, but he had work to do.

      His gaze swept across his quarters. A stolen silver mirror hung beside a set of lockpicks, and a brass lamp sat on a barrel near the door. Thick leather-bound books lined the wall on the left. To the right was a narrow bed with a trunk at its foot. A modest desk stood near the bed, cluttered with writing supplies and a single iron key. And in the corner, tucked discretely from casual view, was a violin case inlaid with mother-of-pearl.

      Mordred opened the trunk, then dressed quickly in a plain linen tunic and dark breeches—nothing to draw attention, nothing to remember. Only his boots betrayed any quality: supple leather with stitching so fine it was nearly invisible.

      He tucked a thin dagger into each boot, another at his belt, and two more up his sleeves. The weight of them was comforting, familiar. Then he tucked the letter inside his tunic, close to his skin, where it burned like a brand against his chest.

      With a final glance around his room, he took the key from his desk and stepped into the hall.  He locked the door behind him and tested the handle. When the door held fast, he nodded with quiet satisfaction. One could never be too careful. 

      He walked down the hall to descend the cramped, creaky stairs at its end.

      With each step, Mordred felt himself transforming. He could indulge in memories and regrets in his room but out here, he needed the mask—the calculated smile, the watchful eyes. The tavern rose to meet him: fresh bread and stale ale, the din of many conversations, and someone’s harsh laugh piercing the noise.

      When he finally reached the landing, he squared his shoulders, settled his face into careful neutrality, and pushed through the door at the bottom.

      The Copper Crown hummed with activity. Even though the tavern wouldn’t open until midday, the taproom was crawling with Guild. Snatches of conversation reached Mordred as he made his way through: a job gone wrong, a mark too clever, a guard paid off at twice the usual rate.

      At one table, Allen and Briss huddled over a crude map of the city, marking patrol routes with small stones.

      “—doubled the guard at the north entrance,” Allen was saying, his broad shoulders tense as he leaned forward, “but left the western approach with just two. Classic Acolyte arrogance.”

      Briss flipped a coin between her fingers. “Their loss, our gain.”

      At another table, laughter burst from a group of card players, as loud and rumbling as thunder.

      Mordred glided through the room, smooth as a shadow, until he reached the bar. Within moments, Harrick’s massive frame appeared in the kitchen doorway, eclipsing the light behind him. His belly strained against a stained apron, and his bearded face split into a wide smile.

      “There he is!” he boomed. “Thought you might sleep straight through the festival!”

      Despite his jolliness, Harrick’s eyes were sharp as a cutpurse’s blade. He plunked a mug of steaming tea on the counter with a hand the size of a dinner plate.

      Mordred hooked his fingers through the handle, accepting the gift. “And miss all the fun? Not likely.”

      Harrick had been housing him since he was fourteen—nine years now—treating him with the gruff affection of an uncle who preferred actions to words. At this point, they understood each other.

      Harrick came close, his voice dropping to a rumble only Mordred could hear. “Heard anything?”

      Mordred felt the letter under his tunic like a splinter in his skin. He made a face. “He’s coming.”

      Harrick’s expression darkened, his bushy eyebrows drawing tight. Then his attention snapped to something past Mordred’s shoulder. A drunk had wandered in early from the festival.

      “We’re closed! Can’t you read the sign?” Harrick bellowed. He shook his head as he herded the man toward the door, his conversation with Mordred clearly tabled for now.

      With Harrick gone, a small figure burst from the kitchen and launched over the bar, nearly tipping over before skidding to a halt. It was Finch. The boy was scrawny and perpetually dirty, with quick eyes that missed nothing. He’d been working in the tavern’s kitchen for three months, ever since Mordred had caught him trying to pick his pocket in the marketplace.

      Finch bounced on the balls of his feet. “Today’s the day, isn’t it? You promised! Festival day, you said.”

      Mordred took a slow sip of tea. “Did I?”

      “You said you’d teach me for real!” The boy’s earnestness was almost painful to witness. “I’ve been practicing every night, just like you showed me.”

      Mordred raised an eyebrow. “Have you now? Show me.”

      He turned around, presenting his back.

      Finch’s first attempt was eager, his hand diving straight for Mordred’s belt. Mordred caught the boy’s wrist before he was halfway there.

      “I can hear you breathing and feel you leaning forward.”

      The boy’s face fell. “But I—”

      Mordred released his wrist. “It’s alright. Just move like you’re not trying to get close at all. Like you’re just another part of the crowd.” He turned back around.

      Finch held his breath. This time, his fingers brushed Mordred’s coin purse before he was caught.

      “Better.” He released the boy’s wrist again, but this time with a grin. “Much better.”

      Hope rekindled in Finch’s eyes. “So you’ll take me today?”

      Mordred sighed, knowing he should refuse. The boy was eager but untested. The Festival of the Child was crawling with guards, and Rhidon’s letter scratched against his skin, a reminder of more important matters. Yet something in Finch’s expression—the desperate need to prove himself, maybe—struck an uncomfortable chord of familiarity.

      “Fine. But you watch first. Closely. And you do exactly as I say.”

      Finch’s whoop of excitement drew glares from Allen and Briss. Harrick, back behind his bar, shook his head, but Mordred caught the slight softening around his eyes.

      Mordred sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose again. “Meet me out back in ten minutes. Change your clothes. And for gods’ sake, wash your hands!”

      As Finch dashed away, Harrick leaned across the bar.

      “Teaching him your tricks now?”

      “Better he learns from me. He might get his fingers cut off trying to learn alone.”

      Harrick snorted. “That kind heart will be your undoing.”

      “Bold of you to assume I have one,” Mordred replied, but the words rang hollow even to his own ears.
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      The Festival of the Child swallowed Verasanct whole. Pink banners shimmered as the city sweltered in the summer sun. The crowd surged and retreated like a living tide, and the air was perfumed with the musky scent of humans packed too close in the heat. Sweat beaded on foreheads and collected in the creases of palms. Laughing children darted around, and musicians competed at every corner—he could hear a lutenist and a drummer trying to outdo each other, neither yielding to the other.

      Mordred’s gaze tracked it all: the guard’s gauntlet resting too casually on his sword hilt, the noblewoman’s rings catching the sun as she gestured, the weight of purses pulling at belts made loose by festival ale. It was a good day to train after all.

      He moved through the chaos effortlessly with one hand on Finch’s shoulder to guide him. Wonder and anticipation lit the boy’s eyes. Mordred was surprised to feel a swell of warmth in his chest—a feeling he remembered from years past, before Rhidon had burned it out of him.

      “Don’t stare,” Mordred murmured to the boy. “See without being seen.”

      Finch dropped his gaze as instructed. “How do you choose?”

      Mordred spoke close to the boy’s ear. “Opportunity, risk, reward. That merchant, see how he fans himself while ignoring his purse? Or the lady in blue? Her rings would slide right off in this heat. Look for someone who’s distracted, unguarded, and has an obvious prize.”

      He scanned the crowd more thoroughly, selecting a man in garish clothes—distracted, slightly tipsy, his coin purse hanging loose. He tilted his chin toward the target.

      “That one. I’ll show you how it’s done.”

      Finch watched intently as Mordred melted into the throng. A feigned stumble, a murmured apology, and the man never noticed the blade that severed his purse strings. Seconds later, Mordred stood several paces away, the prize already tucked in his own pocket.

      He circled back to Finch.

      “Did you see? The art is in looking unremarkable. People only guard against what they notice.”

      The boy’s face was a mixture of wonder and awe. “I get it, I really do!”

      “Your turn, then.” Mordred gestured toward a noblewoman admiring a display of shimmerweave scarves. The fine fabric gleamed in rippling hues that flowed like water. “When she talks to the merchant, you grab a scarf.”

      Finch hesitated, so Mordred ruffled his hair and offered him a rare smile. “It’s easier than you think. Go on.”

      The boy gulped, then ventured out into the crowd.

      Mordred watched him go. A pang of protectiveness struck him—the foolish impulse to shield Finch from the harsher truths of their world. But such sentiment was dangerous, and he forced it down. Instead, he remained still, watching.

      Finch approached his target too eagerly, but the timing of the lift was clean. As the noblewoman haggled with the merchant, Finch palmed a lustrous scarf from the edge of the display, tucked it into his sleeve, and stepped away. His expression remained carefully blank as he disappeared into the crowd.

      Soon, he was back at Mordred’s side, flushed with exhilaration.

      Mordred raised his eyebrows. “Well?”

      The boy pulled back his sleeve just enough to reveal a glimpse of shimmerweave. His grin was as wide as the merchant’s ignorance.

      Mordred allowed himself a nod of approval. “Not bad. But we do need to work on your exit. You moved too quickly, and that draws attention. Otherwise, good work.” His eyes searched the crowd. “Let’s try something more challenging.”

      A man with gold-rimmed glasses argued with his partner, the perfect distraction for a light touch and a clever hand. Mordred pointed to him with a tilt of his head.

      “Try that one. Remember, timing is everything.”

      Finch’s approach was smoother this time. His nimble fingers dipped toward the man’s purse, closing around it just as he turned away from his partner. Finch cut the purse free and continued walking, never breaking stride.

      When the boy rejoined him this time, Mordred felt a surge of pride. “Good work! You’re learning faster than I did.”

      “Really?” Hope bloomed in Finch’s voice.

      “Really.” Mordred ruffled the boy’s hair again.

      He wouldn’t tell Finch how he had bungled his first jobs, nor how Rhidon had punished him for his failures. The boy would find his way under kinder guidance.

      They drifted through the festival crowds. Mordred let Finch set the pace and learn the game at his own speed. Their pockets were already heavy by the time Finch froze mid-step.

      “Wait,” he gasped. “What about her?”

      Mordred followed his gaze to a young woman who had just entered the market through the main gate.

      She stood frozen in the flood of festival-goers, eyes darting in every direction. Dark locks of hair hung around her face, plastered to skin that was too pale against the crowd’s summer tan. She made herself small and skirted away when bodies passed too close—the minuscule flinches of someone who expected contact to bring pain.

      Her dress caught his attention next. It was the deep crimson of the Hearthkeeper Order, but it was torn, and soil stained the fabric. Then he spotted the silver collar at her throat.

      A Hearthkeeper Acolyte, alone and clearly distressed, was an unusual sight.

      “Her,” Finch whispered, voice tight with excitement. “Look at the bulge in her pocket!”

      Mordred studied her, considering. There was indeed a bulge in her pocket.

      “Good eye,” he finally said. “Distracted, alone, and a visible prize.”

      Normally he’d advise against targeting an Acolyte—their divine gifts made them unpredictable. But this one seemed particularly vulnerable. Scared.

      The Hearthkeeper approached a food vendor, pulling a fist-sized purse from her pocket. She trembled as she counted coins, clearly calculating what she could afford. The purse, still heavy, disappeared back into her dress.

      “Is it okay to steal from an Acolyte?” Doubt had crept into Finch’s voice.

      Mordred smirked and gave him an encouraging nudge. “Come on, are you afraid of the Gods? She’s a good mark, and none of the coins are hers anyway. Simple approach, direct lift. Think you can manage it?”

      Finch drew himself up. “I’ll try.” He darted away from Mordred’s side.

      In seconds, Finch reappeared next to the Hearthkeeper. Just as the merchant handed her a blueberry tart, the boy dipped his hand into her pocket and lifted the purse. Then he walked away, face forward, at a slow and steady pace.

      For a moment, Mordred was impressed. But the moment died as quickly as it had come, for the Hearthkeeper’s head turned with unnatural precision, and her eyes locked directly on Finch.

      Her voice punched through the festival noise. “You! Stop right there!”

      Finch’s training evaporated instantly. With a panicked glance at Mordred, he began forcing his way through the crowd.

      The blueberry tart dropped to the dusty ground, forgotten, as the Hearthkeeper raced after him.

      Mordred watched them cross the crowded square. The crowd shifted and surged as Finch shoved them aside. Even though he was shorter than most, the Hearthkeeper stayed on his heels, relentless as a prized hound on a royal hunt.  

      When Finch made it through to a side alley, he ran. And the Hearthkeeper followed him, yelling.

      Two guards straightened at the commotion, reluctantly pushing away from their shaded post. Hands moved to sword hilts.

      “By the stars,” Mordred muttered, already moving.

      He carved his own path through the crowd. The festival’s music twisted into discord around him, clashing with the rising shouts of the guards. The taste of urgency, bitter and familiar, flooded his mouth as he sprinted for the alley where Finch and the Acolyte had vanished.

      The Acolyte’s divine gifts, whatever they may be, wouldn’t save her from him.

      He launched himself over a wooden cart, swerved around a Dancer’s whirling skirts, and plunged into the shadows.

  




  
  
    Chapter Three

    The Pursuit


  


  
  
    
      Alleys twisted through Verasanct like veins in marble, dancing with shifting shadows. Finch darted through them with the grace of a street-born sparrow, each turn precise, each shortcut intimately known.

    


      Behind him, the Hearthkeeper’s steps followed, steady and relentless as a city clock’s chime.

      Curiosity bloomed in Mordred’s mind, and he decided to take a different route. While Finch and the Hearthkeeper ran through the warren of side streets, he scaled a barrel, caught the edge of an awning, and pulled himself onto the roof. From his perch, he watched them race through the city like pawns moving across a giant game board.

      The girl moved like nothing he’d ever seen. When the boy slipped through a thin gap between buildings, she went directly to it. When he doubled back, attempting to cross his own trail, she wasn’t fooled for even a moment. No one tracked like her—not Guild scouts, not Voice investigators, not even Smith guards with decades on Verasanct’s streets. Even when Finch employed tricks that had lost pursuers twice his size and experience, her steps never faltered.

      He didn’t think anyone could track like that. Yet there she was, moving with the focus of an arrow in flight.

      He couldn’t imagine what else she could do.

      He kept pace from above, leaping between buildings, his boots whispering against clay tiles that radiated heat from the sun. How was she doing it? How could she know where Finch would go? He could sense the answer was within reach, yet it eluded him like the shadows beneath his feet.

      He vaulted over a chimney stack, then pivoted. Below, Finch took a turn so quickly that it nearly sent him sprawling. The boy was panicking now, abandoning technique for raw speed—a mistake. His pursuer adjusted course without breaking stride, cutting the distance between them with every step.

      A glimmer of admiration sparked within Mordred. Whatever strange skills this Hearthkeeper possessed, it was clear that Finch was no match for them.

      Time to intervene.

      He quickly calculated Finch’s trajectory. He dropped from the rooftop, caught a clothesline to slow his fall, and landed in a crouch on the side of a street. The impact shot through his knees. He ignored the pain.

      He righted himself just as Finch barreled toward him, arms pinwheeling with fear.

      “She won’t—” the boy gasped. “She won’t lose me!”

      He rushed past Mordred, trailing the acrid scent of fear-sweat and panic. The Acolyte appeared a heartbeat later.

      In that suspended moment, Mordred saw her clearly: the Hearthkeeper brand on her collar, the torn sleeves of her dress, the delicate hands clenched into desperate fists. But what was most striking was her eyes. They were honey-brown and wild, filled with the madness that comes when everything safe has been stripped away, leaving only raw survival.

      Mordred knew that look intimately. He’d seen it in his own reflection years ago, on the night he’d realized no one was coming to save him.
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      Wisterly’s thief was just ahead, his skinny frame outlined in the dim light of the alley. Her lungs burned, unused to such exertion, but her focus remained unbroken. Each footprint in dust, each displaced pebble, each disturbance in the air left a trail of disorder. Her Hearthkeeper senses saw the path, clear as a written sign, and she would follow it all the way to the end.

      The passage narrowed before her, walls leaning inward as if to watch the chase. Festival music drifted between the buildings, transformed by distance into something dreamlike and surreal. None of it mattered. Nothing mattered except her purse. It was her future. Her safety.

      Her freedom.

      When the boy slowed, forced to navigate around a tall figure, she saw her chance.

      Her body reacted before she could think, and her muscles surged with a strength she’d never known they possessed. She launched herself forward. Her fingers closed around the boy’s tunic, and they crashed down onto the filthy stone street together.

      “Give it back!” The words tore from her throat, both a command and a plea.

      The boy’s body was all angles beneath her, bird-boned and wiry. She could feel his heart hammering against her grip. She could even smell the lingering sweetness of festival candy on his breath.

      In her eighteen years of controlled existence, she’d never confronted anyone with such fierceness. The surprise registered somewhere deep inside, but there was no time to think about it.

      “Let go!” The boy’s voice cracked with fear, high as a child’s scream.

      Wisterly tightened her grip. “Please, I need my coin!”

      The boy twisted beneath her, trying to break free, but she wouldn’t let him. She couldn’t. She had nothing left, nothing but this.

      A blur of motion from the side.

      Something seized her shoulders, yanking her off the boy and slamming her against a nearby wall. Her back struck the stone, knocking the air from her lungs, and her vision swam. Strong arms restrained her, immovable as iron brackets.

      When her vision steadied, she found herself pinned by a stranger with golden hair. His face held a crafted elegance—the kind that could charm or threaten with equal ease—and his eyes were as green as spring leaves.

      She knew because they were locked onto hers.

      “Persistent, isn’t she?” he growled.

      The boy scrambled to his feet, dirt streaking his face where it had pressed against the ground.

      “She wouldn’t stop following me!” the boy squawked.

      It was Wisterly’s pulse that hammered now. She was caught, her collar a glaring mark against her skin. She had spent her life in service, protected by the power of the Acolyte Orders. But here she was alone and outclassed, at the mercy of these dangerous strangers.

      “If you would be so kind as to release me and return my purse?” She tried to keep her voice steady despite her fear. The formal phrasing came automatically, drilled into her through years of service to Lord Caldwell’s house.

      “I don’t think so.” The man’s gaze moved to her collar, then back to her face, lingering there. “Not until I understand what I’m seeing.”

      He kept her restrained as the boy peeked around his shoulder, watching her with wide eyes.

      She glared at the boy, lifting her chin despite her position. “That boy stole from me.”

      “And you chased him halfway across Verasanct for it.” A hint of amusement colored the man’s words. “That’s quite determined for a Hearthkeeper.”

      Anger flared within her, unfamiliar and raw. “He stole my coin!”

      He shrugged. “Can’t blame a thief for thieving.” There was no malice in his tone. It was almost singsong.

      She forced herself to stillness, glaring. “Return my property, or I’ll call the guards.”

      His green eyes narrowed, but his next words ignored her threat entirely. “How did you track him? He knows these streets better than most Guild twice his age.”

      The word “Guild” struck her like ice down her back. Tales of the Guild had reached even her sheltered world: midnight assassinations, blackmail of nobles, thieves who stripped houses bare while families slept. These two weren’t just common cutpurses, then—these were members of the shadow empire itself, and she had stumbled into their grasp.

      “If I tell you,” she countered, striving to keep her voice steady, “will you return my purse?”

      “Maybe.”

      Wisterly’s mouth was too dry. It tasted like dust. She cleared her throat uselessly, then continued.

      “When something’s out of place, I can sense it. The disharmony he created, the way he disturbed the natural flow... I could feel it.”

      The boy scowled. “What’s wrong with my flow?”

      “Fascinating.” The man’s face brightened with wonder. “I didn’t realize Hearthkeepers could hunt.”

      “We can’t—” she began, then caught herself. “That is, we don’t usually use our gifts this way. But circumstances have made this necessary.”

      He tilted his head, studying her as one might examine a rare manuscript. “Who taught you to speak so properly, Princess?”

      “My name is not Princess, and how I speak is none of your concern. This is your last warning: I will call the guards.”

      She searched his face to see if he’d respond to her threat this time.

      “You’ll call the guards?” His voice dropped lower, soft as velvet sliding over steel. “I wouldn’t recommend it. Tends to invite questions about Hearthkeepers and why they’ve run away from their assignments.”

      The silence that hung between them said more than words ever could.

      Her composure broke. “Just give it back,” she blurted, her voice raw and pleading. “Those coins are all I have. Please!”

      The man’s eyes widened as realization dawned on his face. “Gods, you actually did run.”

      She felt shame burning in her cheeks. Her voice shook. “You
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