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✶
Chapter One



The iron gates of Thornwood Academy loomed like ribs of some ancient beast, and Eira forced her shoulders to stay loose, her stride unhurried. Every instinct screamed to run, to vanish into the shadowed treeline, but she had spent twelve years learning to ignore instincts. Instincts got princesses killed. Instincts left kingdoms to rot under usurpers. 



She stepped through the gates, and the air changed. 



It hit her first as a weight, a pressure against her skin like walking through deep water. The wards here were old, layered over centuries, humming with a resonance that made her teeth ache. She let her gaze drift, cataloging: the ivy-choked towers, the gargoyles with their blind stone eyes, the students streaming past in clusters of velvet and silk. Their laughter rang too bright against the ancient stone. 



Her own clothes marked her. Plain wool, patched at the elbows. A satchel of scuffed leather. Boots that had been resoled three times. She had chosen the disguise with care, but wearing it felt like wrapping herself in a lie that could unravel at any moment. 



You are Elara Vance, she reminded herself. Common born. Scholarship student. No one. 



The dining hall opened before her, a cavern of vaulted ceilings and stained glass that bled colored light across the long oak tables. The noise hit second; hundreds of voices layered into a roar that vibrated through the flagstones. She breathed through her mouth, tasting dust and roasted meat and the sharp tang of magic. 



Find the Relic. Find the archives. Don't draw attention. 



A hand clamped onto her shoulder. 



Eira spun, instincts screaming, and caught herself before her blade hand could move. The boy behind her was broad-shouldered, his face round and friendly, a smear of ink across his cheek. He grinned, unbothered by her flinch. 



"You're the new scholarship student, right? Elara?" He didn't wait for an answer. "I'm Finn. I'm supposed to show you around. The Dean's orders." He rolled his eyes. "As if you're going to get lost between the gate and the dormitory." 



Eira forced her shoulders to relax. Forced a smile. "I appreciate it." 



"Don't thank me yet." Finn's grin turned sly. "Wait until you meet the dining hall hierarchy. See that table?" He nodded toward the far end, where a cluster of students sat in high-backed chairs, their uniforms immaculate, their postures radiating privilege. "House Thornwood. Don't sit there unless you want to be eviscerated." 



Her gaze tracked to the center of that table, and her blood went cold. 



Caelum Thornwood sat like a king on a throne, one elbow propped on the table, his chin resting on his fist. He wasn't eating. He was watching. 



The dining hall was full of motion, full of noise, but his attention had found her the moment she stepped through the doors. His eyes were the color of winter storms, pale gray with flecks of silver, and they did not blink. 



Eira's lungs paused. She forced them to resume. 



"Which table can I sit at?" she asked, her voice steady. 



Finn shrugged. "Anywhere but theirs. The middle tables are for the unremarkable. The left side is for the ambitious. The right side is for the desperate." He laughed. "You'll figure it out." 



She chose the middle. A long bench, worn smooth by generations of students, already half-filled with faces that glanced at her and away. She slid into a space between a girl reading a book while she ate and a boy who smelled of horses. No one spoke to her. 



Perfect. 



The food appeared as if summoned; bowls of stew, crusty bread, a pitcher of water that tasted faintly of iron. Eira ate mechanically, her mind spinning through the academy's layout. She had memorized the maps, but maps never showed the hidden passages, the warded doors, the patrol routes. She needed eyes on the ground. She needed time. 



A shadow fell across her plate. 



"Mind if I sit?" 



The voice was silk over steel, polite and dangerous. Eira looked up, and there he was. Caelum Thornwood stood at the end of her bench, a tray in his hands, his expression unreadable. The students around her had gone still, their forks frozen mid-air. 



The air stilled. The noise of the hall seemed to recede, leaving only the space between them. 



Eira's jaw tightened. She could not refuse him. That would draw more attention than accepting. She could not welcome him either, because that would seem like groveling. 



She tilted her head, a gesture of neither invitation nor dismissal. "The table is free." 



He sat across from her, close enough that she could smell the cedar and ink that clung to his coat. Up close, she saw the fine lines of exhaustion at the corners of his eyes, the controlled precision of his movements. This was not a boy who lounged through life. This was a boy who calculated every breath. 



"You're the scholarship student," he said. Not a question. 



"Elara Vance." She let her accent slip slightly, roughening the edges of her words. The common districts of Valdris had a particular lilt. She had practiced until her throat ached. 



"Vance." He tested the name, rolling it over his tongue. "From the eastern farmlands, I believe the records say. Your father was a shepherd. Your mother died of fever when you were young. You taught yourself to read using a stolen primer." 



Eira's stomach dropped. He had read her file. He had memorized her file. 



"That's right," she said, and kept her voice steady. "Is there a test?" 



A flicker at the corner of his mouth. Not quite a smile. "No test. I'm simply curious how a shepherd's daughter earned a scholarship to the most prestigious academy in the realm." 



The question hung between them, barbed and waiting. The students around them had stopped pretending not to listen. Even the girl with the book had lowered it, her eyes wide. 



Eira reached for her bread, tore a piece, chewed slowly. Buying time. "The Dean's office sent an examiner to our village last spring. He tested all the children. I scored highest in magical aptitude and theoretical history." She met his gaze. "Is there a problem with that?" 



"No problem." Caelum's eyes never left hers. "Merely an observation. The examiner who visited the eastern farmlands last spring was recalled for falsifying records. He's currently awaiting trial in the capital." 



The bread turned to ash on her tongue. 



She had known this. She had prepared for this. The examiner had been a necessary risk, a man she had blackmailed into adding her name to the list. But she had not expected Caelum Thornwood to know about a minor bureaucrat's downfall. 



"The examiner's crimes have nothing to do with me," she said. "I took the test. I passed. The Dean confirmed my scores." 



"Indeed she did." Caelum leaned back, his tray untouched. "The Dean is a woman of impeccable integrity. If she vouched for you, I'm sure your scores are genuine." 



The words were honey. The tone was vinegar. 



He knew. He didn't know what he knew, but he suspected. Eira could see it in the way his gaze lingered on her hands, on the calluses that came from sword work, not farm work. On the straightness of her spine, the tilt of her chin. She had spent years learning to look common, but some things could not be unlearned. 



She needed to redirect. To throw him off. 



"The heir of House Thornwood," she said, letting a hint of skepticism creep into her voice. "I thought you'd be eating at the high table, not slumming with the scholarship students." 



The barb landed. His eyes sharpened, and for a moment she saw something real beneath the mask; annoyance, perhaps, or curiosity. "I prefer to know the people who study in my academy." 



"Your academy?" 



"Thornwood Academy has been in my family for three centuries. Yes, I consider it mine." He picked up his fork, finally, and speared a piece of meat. "And I consider it my responsibility to ensure its students are... what they claim to be." 



The threat was velvet-wrapped, but a threat nonetheless. 



Eira smiled. It was a careful smile, one that showed no teeth. "Then I hope I meet your standards, Lord Thornwood." 



"I hope so too, Miss Vance." 



He held her gaze for a long moment, and the air between them grew thick, charged with something that was not quite hostility on her side. On his, she could not tell. His face was a fortress. 



Then he stood, his tray still full, and walked away without another word. 



The students around her exhaled as if they had been holding their breath. The girl with the book leaned closer, her voice a whisper. "What did you say to him? He never sits with new students. He never talks to them." 



Eira shrugged, forcing her hands to remain steady. "He was just introducing himself." 



But she felt his gaze on her back as she finished her meal, a weight that pressed against her spine, a promise of future scrutiny. The Relic of Rivenstar waited somewhere in this academy, hidden behind wards and secrets. She had one year to find it. One year before the usurper's spies caught up with her. 



And now she had Caelum Thornwood's attention. 



She pushed her plate away, her appetite gone. The dining hall's stained glass cast a crimson light across her hands, and she watched the color pool in her palms like blood. 



One year, she told herself. One year, and then Valdris rises again. 



But the memory of those winter-storm eyes lingered, and for the first time since she had crossed the border, Eira allowed herself to feel afraid. 



The color pooled, and she watched it pulse as if alive. The stain of Valdris' blood, the blood of her mother and father, the blood spilled in the night of the invasion. She pressed her palms flat against the table's surface, the light crawling up her wrists like veins of fire. The wood beneath her fingers was worn smooth by generations of students, each scratch and groove a story she would never know. She envied them their ignorance. 



The dining hall hummed around her, a sea of voices and clinking cutlery, the scrape of benches against stone. Someone laughed too loudly near the far wall, and a few heads turned. Eira did not look up. She focused on the weave of her sleeve, the coarse wool she had chosen to hide her identity, and the faint ache in her shoulders from hours of training that morning. Her body remembered every parry, every lunge, every stolen moment of swordplay in the woods before dawn. 



A servant passed with a basket of bread, the yeasty scent drifting across her table. Her stomach turned. She had barely eaten, and now she could not force another bite. The weight of Caelum Thornwood's attention sat like a stone in her chest, pressing against her ribs. He had looked at her as if she were a riddle he intended to solve. And she had shown him nothing, she hoped. But the way his jaw had tightened when she spoke of the fallen king. That was a crack she had not intended. 



She moved her hand from the red light, and the color slid away, leaving only the pale skin of her palm. She flexed her fingers, counting each digit as if confirming she still held control. One breath. Two. The air in the hall was thick with roasted meat and woodsmoke, and beneath it, the faint tang of old magic seeping from the walls themselves. Thornwood Academy breathed with enchantments, wards layered like sediment. Somewhere in this fortress of stone and secrets, the relic waited. 



A group of students nearby resumed their conversation in hushed tones, casting glances her way. She caught the word king and then fallen. They did not know who she was. They could not know. But the whispers followed her like a shadow. 



She straightened her spine, letting the stiffness settle into her bones. Fear was a luxury she could not afford. She had crossed borders in the dead of night, slept in ditches, stolen food from market stalls. One glance from a guarded lord would not break her. 



The crimson light faded as clouds crossed the sun outside, and the hall dimmed. She rose, gathered her tray, and let her gaze sweep the room once more. Caelum was gone. But his absence felt no lighter than his presence. 



One year, she told herself. One year, and then Valdris rises again. 



But the memory of those winter-storm eyes lingered, and for the first time since she had crossed the border, Eira allowed herself to feel afraid. 



✶
Chapter Two



The library of Thornwood Academy smelled of ancient parchment, beeswax, and something metallic; old blood, maybe, or old magic. Eira pressed her palm flat against the stone wall, counting her breaths as she crept past the reading alcoves. Midnight had stripped the stained-glass windows of their color, leaving only silver moonlight and the faint glow of enchanted sconces that flickered low, as if the academy itself slept. 



Her fingers found the gap in the shelving before her eyes did. Third row from the east window, seventh shelf from the floor; exactly as the smuggled map had promised. The architect who built this place had been fond of hidden passages. Generous with them, even. Generous enough that a common scholarship student might slip through the cracks if she knew where to press. 



Eira pressed. 



Stone groaned. A section of shelving swung inward, exhaling a breath of cold, musty air. The passage beyond was narrow, barely shoulder-width, and the darkness inside was absolute. She slipped through before the mechanism could close, her heart steady as iron. 



The Archives of Rivenstar. The name alone made her blood hum. Valdris had fallen fifteen years ago, and with it, the Relic; a piece of the old crown, a shard of the true king's power. Her father's power. Her inheritance. And somewhere in this labyrinth of forbidden texts and sealed artifacts, it waited. 



She lit a small flame in her palm; a trick her mother had taught her before the usurpers took her head. The fire danced blue, eating no fuel, casting no heat. It showed her a corridor of packed earth and cobwebs, roots pushing through the walls like the fingers of buried things. 



Eira moved. 



The passage wound downward, then right, then down again. The air grew heavy, pressing against her lungs. She counted her steps. Seventy-two. A hundred and ten. At one hundred fifty-three, the corridor opened into a chamber. 



She stopped. 



The room was round, domed, lined with shelves that curved like ribs. A single pedestal stood at the center, and on it rested a book bound in what looked like bark and bone. No dust. No cobwebs. As if someone had been here recently. 



Eira's throat tightened; no, that was forbidden phrasing. Instead she noted the stillness, the way her own pulse seemed too loud in the sudden hush. The flame in her hand flickered, and she let it die. 



Darkness. Pure. Total. 



She listened. 



Nothing. No breathing but her own, no shift of fabric, no whisper of movement. The silence was so thick it felt like a weight on her shoulders. She reached into her pocket for a second flame, but her fingers brushed something cold. 



A note. 



She hadn't put a note in her pocket. 



Eira's blood chilled. She brought the paper close to her face, letting her eyes adjust. Dim light from the corridor behind her caught the ink. 



You are not the first to look for what is hidden. You will not be the last. But if you want to leave this room with your bones intact, turn back now. 



The handwriting was elegant, sharp. Male, she guessed. Or someone trained to write like a noble. 



She crumpled the paper. Turn back. As if she had that luxury. As if the ghosts of Valdris would let her rest if she abandoned their only hope. 



"The Relic," she whispered to the empty room, "is mine by blood. And blood remembers." 



The book on the pedestal seemed to thrum in response, a low vibration that traveled through the floor and up her spine. She stepped toward it, her boots silent on the packed earth. Her fingers reached for the cover. 



A torch flared to life behind her. 



"You have three seconds to explain why a scholarship student is in the restricted archives." 



The voice was smooth, cultured, and cold as winter iron. Eira knew it. She'd heard it in the great hall during the welcoming address, heard it in the training yard when he'd corrected a fencer's form with surgical precision. 



Caelum Thornwood. 



Son of the usurper. Heir to the throne that should have been hers. And currently blocking the only exit. 



Eira turned slowly, arranging her face into a mask of startled innocence. "I got lost. The library is very large." 



He stood in the doorway, torch in one hand, the other resting on the hilt of a sword she doubted he'd need to draw. He was tall, broad-shouldered, with dark hair that caught the firelight like polished obsidian. His eyes; gray, like a storm-touched sea; fixed on her with the intensity of a hawk watching a mouse. 



"Lost," he repeated, as if testing the word for flaws. "The restricted archives are behind a hidden door that requires a specific sequence of pressure points to open. The same door is concealed by a glamour that most faculty members cannot see through. But you, a common scholarship student from a village that doesn't appear on any map, simply got lost and stumbled inside." 



Eira's jaw tightened. She forced it loose. "I have a good sense of direction." 



"Evidently." He stepped into the chamber, and the torchlight shifted, casting long shadows that danced like hungry spirits. He stopped three paces from her, close enough that she could smell cedar and old books on his clothes. "What is your name?" 



"Lira." The alias slid off her tongue with practiced ease. "Lira Ashford." 



"Lira Ashford." He said it as if tasting something bitter. "And what were you looking for in the archives, Lira Ashford? A book on herbology? The history of agricultural reforms? Or something more... interesting?" 



The book on the pedestal sat between them like an accusation. Eira didn't look at it. She kept her gaze on his, steady and unblinking. 



"I told you. I was lost." 



"You're lying." 



The words fell like a blade. She felt the weight of them, the precision. This was not a man who tossed accusations casually. He knew. Or at least, he suspected enough to press. 



Eira let a small, embarrassed smile touch her lips. "Fine. I was curious. There are rumors in the common halls about what the Thornwood family keeps hidden. I wanted to see if they were true." 



His expression did not change. "And are they?" 



"I haven't gotten that far yet. You interrupted." 



Something flickered in his eyes; not anger, not amusement, but a sharp, assessing interest. He took another step closer, close enough that she had to tilt her chin up to hold his gaze. The height difference was infuriating. 



"You're either very brave or very foolish," he said. "I haven't decided which." 



"Can't I be both?" 



"No. Brave people know what they're risking. Foolish people don't." He gestured at the book with his free hand. "That is a sealed text. Touching it without authorization triggers an alarm that alerts the headmaster and the royal guard. You would have been caught before you turned the first page." 



Eira's stomach dropped. She kept her face smooth. "I didn't know." 



"Now you do." He lowered his hand, and for a moment, she thought he would let her go. But his eyes narrowed, and he added, "I'll escort you back to the common dormitory. And I'll be watching you, Lira Ashford. If you so much as sneeze near a restricted section again, I'll have you expelled before you can pack your bags." 



"Generous of you." 



"I'm not generous. I'm thorough." He stepped aside, leaving her a path to the doorway. "After you." 



She walked past him, close enough to feel the warmth radiating from his body. The torchlight caught the silver thread embroidered on his collar; the Thornwood crest, a crown encircled by thorns. Her father's sigil, twisted and claimed. 



Hatred coiled in her chest, cold and familiar. She buried it deep. 



The climb back to the library felt longer than the descent. Caelum followed two steps behind, his presence a constant pressure at her back. She counted the stones in the wall, the roots overhead, anything to keep her mind from spiraling into the dark fantasy of turning around and driving her elbow into his throat. 



At the hidden door, he reached past her to press the release sequence. His arm brushed hers, and she stiffened. 



"Relax," he murmured. "If I wanted you dead, you'd already be dead." 



"Is that supposed to reassure me?" 



"Take it as you will." 



The shelving swung open, and they emerged into the library's main aisle. Moonlight painted the rows in silver and shadow. The fire in the great hearth had burned down to embers, casting a dim, sleepy glow. 



Caelum extinguished his torch and set it in a bracket near the door. He turned to face her, his expression unreadable. 



"The archives are off-limits for a reason," he said. "Whatever you were looking for, it isn't there." 



"Then there's nothing to worry about, is there?" 



He studied her for a long, uncomfortable moment. "You speak like someone who's used to being in control. That's unusual for a commoner." 



"I read a lot." 



"Reading and living are different things." He inclined his head, a gesture that was almost a bow, but not quite. "Good night, Lira Ashford. Stay out of trouble." 



He walked away, his footsteps echoing on the stone floor. She watched him disappear into the shadows of the east corridor, and only then did she let herself breathe. 



The note. The torch. The way he'd known exactly where to find her. 



How long had he been watching? And what else did he know? 



Eira touched the crumpled paper in her pocket, the words still sharp in her memory. Turn back now. 



She wouldn't. Couldn't. But she had underestimated the heir of Thornwood, and that was a mistake she could not afford to repeat. 



Tomorrow, she would have to be smarter. Tomorrow, she would find another way into the archives; one that didn't rely on hidden doors and silent passages. 



Tomorrow, she would learn what Caelum Thornwood was hiding behind those gray, storm-touched eyes. 



But tonight, she would slip back to her dormitory, lie in her narrow bed, and listen to the wind howl through the academy's towers like the ghosts of her ancestors, hungry and waiting. 



And she would plan. 



The stone corridor seemed to hold its breath after Caelum’s footsteps faded. Eira pressed her palm flat against the wall, feeling the chill seep through her glove. The torch he had extinguished left a ghost of smoke in the air, acrid and sharp. She inhaled it anyway, letting the sting ground her. 



Her fingers curled into the fabric of her coat. That note. His timing. The way he had listed her supposed shortcomings as if reciting a prepared script. He had been baiting her, testing her. And she had walked right into it, armed with nothing but borrowed arrogance. 



A draft whispered from the direction of the archive door, carrying the faint scent of old paper and dust. She turned her head, studying the brass handle. Locked now, of course. He would have made certain of that. 



She slid the crumpled note from her pocket again, smoothing it against her thigh. The ink had smudged from the damp of her skin. Turn back now. The handwriting was precise, elegant. Noble. Not a servant’s scrawl. Which meant he had written it himself, or someone very close to him had. 



Eira’s jaw tightened. She had played the role of a scholarship student for weeks, smiling through meals, keeping her head down in lessons. But Caelum Thornwood had seen through her with unsettling ease. He had called her Princess without irony. That word was a blade he had deliberately laid against her throat. 



She folded the note into a tight square and tucked it inside her boot, near the hidden seam where she kept a lockpick and a dried thistle. Then she straightened her spine, rolling her shoulders back. The cold had settled into her bones, but she did not shiver. She could not afford to. 



The moon was higher now, casting silver bars across the floor. She followed them like a path, stepping from one stripe of light to the next until she reached the intersection. Her dormitory lay to the left. She paused, listening. No footsteps. No breathing but her own. 



But the silence felt heavy. Watchful. 



Eira allowed herself one last glance down the east corridor where Caelum had vanished. Then she turned left, moving as quietly as the shadows themselves. The wind howled above the towers, rattling a loose shutter somewhere. She matched her stride to its rhythm, soft and relentless. 



Tomorrow she would be smarter. Tomorrow she would learn the gaps in Caelum Thornwood’s watch. Tonight, she would lie awake and let the cold sharpen her resolve. 



✶
Chapter Three



The lock clicked open with a sound too loud in the silence. 



Eira froze, her fingers still pressed against the iron mechanism, the key she'd stolen from Professor Ashwood's office cold against her palm. The Restricted Archives stretched before her, a cathedral of forbidden knowledge, shelves rising three stories high into darkness. Moonlight cut through the high windows in long slices of silver, illuminating dust motes that danced like dying stars. 



She slipped inside and pulled the door closed behind her. The lock re-engaged with a soft snick that echoed through the empty chamber. 



The air tasted old. Paper and leather and secrets steeped in centuries of stillness. Eira breathed it in and let the familiar weight of the archives settle over her shoulders. This was her element. Not ballrooms, not courtly dances, not the endless games of the living. Here, in the silence of dead things, she could think. 



The Relic of Rivenstar waited somewhere in these stacks. Her father had described it a hundred times before the usurpers' blades found his throat. A circlet of silver and moonstone, forged in the heart of Valdris's dying sun, capable of breaking any enchantment woven by the Thornwood bloodline. If she could find it, she could dismantle the kingdom's false rulers piece by piece. She could reclaim what they stole. She could— 



Footsteps. Soft. Deliberate. Coming from the east aisle. 



Eira's lungs paused. Her hand drifted to the knife hidden beneath her coat, the blade cold and familiar against her palm. The footsteps continued, unhurried, the rhythm of someone who owned the silence rather than borrowed it. 



She pressed herself against the nearest shelf, the spines of ancient texts digging into her spine through her coat. The footsteps drew closer, and then a shadow separated itself from the deeper darkness of the archives. 



Caelum Thornwood stepped into a shaft of moonlight. 



He wore no coat tonight, just a dark shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows, revealing forearms corded with muscle. His hair was disheveled, as if he'd been running his fingers through it, and his eyes caught the silver light with an unsettling intensity. 



"Out past curfew, scholarship girl?" His voice carried that particular edge of amusement she'd come to dread. "I expected better from someone who lectures others about following rules." 



Eira's tongue pressed against the back of her teeth. "I could say the same about the heir to Thornwood Academy." 



"Ah, but the rules were written by my family. They bend for me." He took a step closer, and the moonlight shifted across his face, illuminating the sharp line of his jaw, the cruel curve of his mouth. "They don't bend for common thieves." 



"Then it's fortunate I'm not a thief." 



"No?" He tilted his head, studying her with the careful attention of a predator. "Then explain why the Restricted Archives were locked, and I find you standing inside them, reaching for books you haven't permission to touch." 



Eira's fingers curled tighter around her knife. Her father's voice whispered in her memory: When cornered, don't defend. Attack. 



"My scholarship requires a thesis on the Fall of Valdris," she said, letting the name of her lost kingdom roll off her tongue like poison. "The public archives have nothing useful. Just propaganda written by the victors. I needed primary sources." 



"The victors' accounts are the only ones that matter." 



"To the victors, perhaps." 



Something shifted in Caelum's expression. A crack in his armor, quickly sealed. He moved closer still, and Eira's grip on the knife tightened until her knuckles ached against the bone. 



"You play a dangerous game, Eira." He said her name like he was testing its weight, measuring it against some standard only he could see. "You ask too many questions. You look too closely at things that don't concern you." 



"Everything concerns me. I'm a student of history." 



"History is written by those who survive." 



"And I intend to survive long enough to write my own." 



The words hung between them, sharp as steel. Caelum's eyes narrowed, and for a moment, Eira saw something other than amusement in their depths. Something hungry. Something that recognized a threat. 



He reached out and brushed his fingers along the spines of the books beside her head, causing a faint cascade of dust to drift down around her shoulders. 



"The archived accounts of Valdris are in the eastern wing," he said, his voice dropping to something almost conversational. "Third shelf from the top. You'll want the ones bound in red leather. The ink is fading, but the truth is still legible if you know how to read between the lies." 



Eira's stomach dropped. He was helping her. Why would he help her? 



"Why are you telling me this?" 



"Because I want to see what you'll do with the information." His fingers stopped moving, resting on a single volume. He pulled it free and held it out to her. "Take it. Read it. And then tell me what you find." 



She didn't move to accept the book. "You expect me to trust you?" 



"I expect nothing. I only offer." He set the book on the shelf between them, then stepped back, giving her space. "The archives close at midnight. You have twenty minutes." 



He turned and walked away, his footsteps fading into the deeper darkness of the stacks. Eira waited until she could no longer hear him, until her pulse stopped beating a war drum against her ribs, before she reached for the book. 



The leather was warm from his touch. 



She opened it to the first page and found a map. Not of Valdris as it was, but of the catacombs beneath the Thornwood estate, with a single X marking a location deep underground. 



Her blood rushed cold. 



He was testing her. Offering her a clue to something she hadn't asked about, something she hadn't revealed she was searching for. The Relic of Rivenstar had been hidden beneath Thornwood's foundations for thirty years, and Caelum had just handed her the key to finding it. 



But why? 



She closed the book and tucked it into her coat, then slipped back through the archives with silent footsteps, retracing her path to the locked door. The mechanism clicked open, and she stepped into the empty corridor beyond. 



The moonlight had shifted, casting longer shadows now. She moved through the halls with the practiced ease of someone who had spent years learning to be invisible, her footsteps silent on the cold stone floors. 



Her chambers were sparse, a reflection of her scholarship-student disguise. A narrow bed, a writing desk, a trunk with three changes of clothes. She lit a single candle and spread the book open on her desk, tracing her finger along the map's faded lines. 



The catacombs beneath Thornwood. The heir's handwriting, precise and deliberate, marking the path she'd need to follow. 



She should burn the book. It was a trap, a lure, a web she'd never escape once she stepped inside. 



But the X on the map called to her with the voice of her father's ghost. 



She would go. She would walk into whatever trap Caelum had laid, because the Relic was worth any risk. Her kingdom was worth any price. 



Eira blew out the candle and sat in the darkness, waiting for dawn. 



Tomorrow, she would descend into the catacombs. 



Tomorrow, she would claim her birthright. 



Tonight, she let the silence hold her, and dreamed of fire. 



The candle's smoke curled upward, a thin ghost in the moonlight that slipped through the narrow window. Eira watched it dissolve into nothing, much like her own breath had done moments ago when she had first traced the map's lines. The darkness now pressed against her from all sides, thick and familiar. She had learned to read shadows before she had learned to read letters, to move through blackness without stumbling, to let the absence of light become a kind of sight. 



Her fingers remained on the book's spine even after the flame died. The leather was warm, still holding the residual heat of the candle, and the stitching along the binding felt uneven beneath her touch. Old. Handmade. Someone had bound this book with care, with purpose, perhaps the same heir who had marked the catacombs path. She wondered if that heir had died before they could use it, or if they had simply chosen not to descend. 



The cold from the stone floor seeped through her thin boots, climbing into her ankles, her calves. She did not move to find slippers. The discomfort kept her present, kept her from drifting too far into the memory of her father's voice, the way he had described the Relic of Rivenstar as something almost alive. "It remembers," he had said, crouching beside her in the ashes of their hidden library. "It remembers who it belongs to." 



She had been nine. She had believed him. 



Now she was nineteen, and belief felt like a luxury she could not afford. 



Eira let her head fall back against the wall, the stone biting through her hair, cold against her scalp. She stared at the ceiling, though she could see nothing but the faintest suggestion of rafters where the moonlight did not quite reach. The academy was quiet. Not the quiet of peace, but the quiet of held breath. Students slept behind their locked doors, dreaming of examinations and rivalries and the petty dramas of noble courts. None of them dreamed of fallen kingdoms. 



A floorboard creaked somewhere down the hall. She did not flinch. Her muscles remained loose, her breathing steady. She had learned to distinguish between the sounds of a passing student and the sounds of a threat. This was neither. Just the old bones of Thornwood settling in the cold, a building that had stood for centuries and would stand for centuries more. Long after she was gone. Long after Valdris was forgotten. 



Her fingers found the edge of the map again, tracing the path without looking. The catacombs entrance was beneath the east tower, hidden behind a section of wall that had been bricked over and disguised as a support pillar. The heir's handwriting, precise and deliberate, had included a note about the keystone: a loose brick three rows up, pressure applied at the lower left corner. She had memorized it in a single reading. Memory was the first weapon her tutors had sharpened. 



She thought of Caelum's face as he had handed her the book. The slight tilt of his head, the way his eyes had lingered a beat too long. He knew. He had to know. But knowing and understanding were two different things, and she could not decide which game he was playing. Perhaps he was a traitor to the crown that had conquered Valdris. Perhaps he was a fisherman casting a line, waiting for the bite. 



Either way, she would bite. 



Eira drew her knees up and wrapped her arms around them, a habit from childhood that she had never quite broken. The position made her smaller, less visible, but it also made her feel held. In the darkness of the burned library, her father had held her like this, his arms around her, his chin on her head, telling her stories of the Relic until she fell asleep. She had woken to the smell of smoke and the sound of soldiers' boots. 



That was the last time she had seen him alive. 



The anger was still there, banked but not extinguished, a coal beneath the ash of years. She let it warm her now, let it steady her hands. Anger was cleaner than grief. Anger did not make her chest ache with the weight of what had been lost. 



Tomorrow, she would go into the catacombs. Tomorrow, she would find the Relic, or she would find a trap, but either way she would not be the same person who crawled out. She could feel it already, the shift at the edges of her identity, the way the mask of the scholarship student was beginning to crack. 



She pressed her palm flat against the book's cover one last time, then laid it aside. The darkness held her, patient and indifferent, and she let herself be held. 



In the hours before dawn, Eira dreamed not of fire, but of water. A river beneath the earth, cold and dark and moving without sound. And on the other side, her father's voice, calling her name. 



✶
Chapter Four



The restricted section of Thornwood Academy's library smelled of secrets. Dust motes danced in the sliver of moonlight that cut through the gap between velvet curtains, and the air hung thick with the weight of old parchment and dried lavender. Eira pressed herself against the cold stone wall, her fingers tracing the spines of forbidden texts as she counted her heartbeats. 



Twenty-seven. Twenty-eight. Twenty-nine. 



The guard patrol passed the arched doorway every three minutes. She had mapped their rhythm over the past four nights, learning the precise gap between the clank of armor and the soft tread of leather boots. Tonight, she would slip through that gap and find the Relic of Rivenstar before the midnight bells rang. 



Her hands trembled against the leather bindings. Not from fear. From the cold that seeped through the academy's ancient stones, or perhaps from the knowledge that each passing day brought her closer to the anniversary of Valdris's fall. Three years since the usurper's forces had stormed the castle. Three years since she had watched her mother's crown tumble down the marble steps, rolling to a stop at the feet of King Thornwood. 



Focus. 



The library stretched before her like a labyrinth of knowledge and forgotten magic. Shelves rose three stories high, their contents protected by spells that hummed beneath her skin when she drew too close. The restricted section occupied the eastern wing, sealed behind a door of wrought iron and silver that sang with enchantments. 



Eira reached into her pocket and pulled out the key she had spent two weeks forging. The metal felt warm against her palm, still carrying the heat of her blood magic. She had poured a drop of her own essence into the iron, binding it to her lineage. The lock recognized royal blood, even if the kingdom no longer did. 



The key slid into the mechanism with a whisper. The tumblers turned, each click sounding like a thunderclap in the silence. 



Come on. Come on. 



The door swung open, and she slipped through before the sound could settle back into the walls. 



The air changed on the other side. Thicker. Older. It tasted of copper and forgotten promises, of spells woven so tightly into the fabric of reality that they had become part of the stone itself. Eira pressed her palm flat against the nearest shelf, feeling the magic pulse beneath her fingers like a second heartbeat. 



Somewhere in this maze of forbidden knowledge, the Relic waited. A shard of the Rivenstar, the crystal that had once powered Valdris's greatest enchantments. Without it, she could never hope to break the Thornwood family's hold on the throne. 



She moved deeper into the stacks, her boots making no sound on the worn stone floor. The shelves here held texts on necromancy, blood binding, and the darker arts that the academy claimed to forbid but clearly preserved. Her fingers brushed against a tome bound in what might have been human skin, and she pulled her hand back as if burned. 



Not here. The Relic would be hidden, not displayed. 



The archives had been reorganized after the Thornwoods took control. She had learned that much from the academy's records, from the whispers of servants who remembered the old ways. King Thornwood had ordered the destruction of all Valdris artifacts, but Eira knew better. Power like the Rivenstar could not be destroyed. It could only be hidden. 



A sound behind her. Soft. Deliberate. 



Eira froze, her hand hovering over a shelf of scrolls bound in crimson silk. The guard patrol wasn't due for another two minutes. She had counted. She had always counted. 



"You're not supposed to be here." 



The voice came from the shadows, low and smooth as aged whiskey. Eira's blood turned to ice, then fire, then something in between that she couldn't name. 



Caelum Thornwood stepped into the moonlight. 



He wore no uniform tonight, just a dark shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows and trousers that hugged his legs like a second skin. His hair fell loose around his face, unbound from the careful style he wore during lessons. In the dim light, his eyes looked almost silver, catching the moon's glow and holding it. 



"Neither are you," she said, forcing her voice steady. "I imagine the heir to Thornwood Academy has better places to be than a dusty library at midnight." 



"Yet here we are." He moved closer, each step measured, deliberate. "Both of us in a place we shouldn't be. Both of us with secrets we shouldn't keep." 



Eira's fingers curled around the scroll she had been reaching for, using the motion to steady herself. "I couldn't sleep. I came looking for something to read." 



"In the restricted section." His mouth curved, not quite a smile. "For a common scholarship student, you have expensive insomnia." 



"Perhaps I'm a quick reader." 



"Perhaps you're a liar." 



The words hung between them, sharp as glass. Eira held his gaze, refusing to look away first. She had learned that lesson early, in the court of Valdris, where kings measured each other in the space between blinks. Show weakness, and they would carve you apart. 



"What do you want, Thornwood?" 



"Straight to the point." He circled her slowly, and she turned to keep him in her sight. "I admire that. Most people dance around the truth until they collapse from exhaustion." 



"Most people have time for dancing." 



"Ah, but you don't." He stopped directly in front of her, close enough that she could smell the cedar and smoke that clung to his skin. "Because you're not here to read. You're here to find something. Something specific." 



Eira's heart slammed against her ribs, but she kept her face still. "I don't know what you mean." 



"Let me make it clearer." He reached past her, his arm brushing her shoulder, and pulled a book from the shelf behind her. The leather cover was black, unmarked, but when he opened it, the pages glowed with silver script. "The Rivenstar fragments. Their history, their locations, their properties. A very interesting choice for a student who claims to be studying agricultural magic." 



Her stomach dropped. He knew. He had known all along. 



"You've been watching me." 



"Since the day you arrived." He closed the book but didn't return it to the shelf. "You're too careful. Too precise. You move like someone who has been trained to survive, not someone who grew up in a village. Your hands are soft, but your posture is regal. You flinch at the wrong sounds and hold your tongue when other students gossip." He tilted his head, studying her. "You're hiding something, Eira. Or whatever your real name is." 



"Maybe I'm just private." 



"Maybe you're a spy." 



The word hit her like a physical blow. She had prepared for this moment, had rehearsed a dozen different responses, but now that it was here, all her careful planning dissolved into raw instinct. 



"If I were a spy," she said slowly, "do you think I would tell you?" 



His laugh was soft, almost admiring. "No. I don't suppose you would." He stepped closer, and she had to tilt her chin up to meet his eyes. "But I'm not your enemy. Not yet." 



"Then what are you?" 



"I'm curious." His voice dropped, intimate and dangerous. "I want to know who you are. What you're looking for. Why you came to this academy when you could have gone anywhere in the kingdom." 



The question carried weight she hadn't expected. Not the weight of accusation, but something else. Something that sounded almost like loneliness. 



Don't fall for it. He's a Thornwood. His family destroyed yours. 



"The academy has the best library," she said flatly. 



"The academy has the best restricted library." He held up the book. "This is worth more than most villages in the kingdom. And you knew exactly where to find it." 



"I got lucky." 



"You got caught." He tucked the book under his arm. "I could report you. Have you expelled, or worse. The academy takes its secrets seriously." 



"Then why haven't you?" 



The question slipped out before she could stop it. She watched his face, searching for the lie, the manipulation, the trap. But his expression was unreadable, carved from the same stone as the castle walls. 



"Because I want to know what happens next." He stepped back, creating space between them. "Consider this a warning. The next time I catch you in a place you shouldn't be, I won't be so generous." 



He turned and walked away, his footsteps echoing through the silence. At the door, he paused. 



"And Eira?" 



She didn't answer. Couldn't. Her throat had closed around words she couldn't afford to speak. 



"Whatever you're looking for," he said, "I hope you find it. Before someone finds you first." 



The door clicked shut behind him, and she was alone again. 



Eira stood motionless, her hands shaking at her sides. The moon had shifted, casting longer shadows across the floor. She had lost time. Precious, irreplaceable time. 



But
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