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PROLOGUE
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The House That Burned Without Fire

The first noble house burned on a night with no flame.

That was what made the servants whisper.

Fire, they understood. Fire was honest in its hunger. It cracked wood, blackened stone, swallowed curtains, and left ash behind. Fire announced itself with heat, smoke, and screams.

But the House of Veyr did not burn honestly.

It glowed green from within, as if some ancient lantern had been lit behind its walls. The windows pulsed. The marble pillars sweated. The portraits in the long gallery opened their painted mouths and began crying soot.

Lord Amand Veyr woke to the sound of children singing.

He sat up in his canopied bed, heart hammering beneath the silk nightshirt embroidered with his family crest: seven silver hearths around a golden cradle.

The song came from the nursery wing.

That was impossible.

The Veyr nursery had been empty for thirty-two years.

Lord Veyr reached for the bellpull beside his bed. Before his fingers touched the cord, it twisted away from him like a snake.

The children sang louder.

“Mother lost us, Mother cried, Noble doors were locked inside, Seven cradles, seven names, Who will answer for the flames?”

Lord Veyr’s wife stirred beside him. “Amand?”

“Stay here,” he whispered.

She did not argue. In old families, fear was inherited with table silver and debt.

He took a candle from the bedside table. The wick lit itself green.

Lord Veyr dropped it.

The flame did not touch the rug. It hovered an inch above the floor, bending toward the door like a finger pointing.

Follow.

The corridor outside his chamber was wrong.

Family portraits lined the walls, each ancestor painted in proud profile, powdered, jeweled, and morally edited. Tonight their eyes had shifted. Every painted gaze looked toward the nursery wing.

As Lord Veyr passed, his great-grandmother whispered from her frame, “We told you not to keep the bracelets.”

He froze.

The portrait smiled with blackened teeth.

“We told you old names rot under new floors.”

Lord Veyr ran.

The nursery door stood open.

Green light spilled from within.

Seven cradles had appeared in the room. They were not the polished walnut cradles once commissioned for legitimate heirs. These were rough wooden things, poor people’s cradles, carved by hand, each marked with a child’s name.

Alba.

Niro.

Cessa.

Tomlin.

Rue.

Marett.

Sol.

Lord Veyr stumbled back.

A woman stood by the window.

Her dress was ash-gray. Her hair streamed upward like smoke though there was no wind. Around her head sat a crown of blackened twigs, and in her arms she carried a doll burned down one side.

“Good evening, Lord Veyr,” said Seraphine Ash.

The Witch in the Burning Tower.

Lord Veyr’s mouth opened, but no prayer came out.

The witch touched one cradle. “Where is Alba?”

“I don’t know.”

The candle flame at his feet screamed.

Seraphine looked at him with eyes the color of funeral fire. “Lie better. Or burn faster.”

He fell to his knees. “Please. That was generations ago.”

“Names do not age in darkness.”

“The children lived! They were raised well. They had tutors, estates, inheritance...”

“They had stolen names.”

“They had futures!”

The witch moved closer. The room smelled of smoke and milk gone sour. “A future purchased by erasing a mother is only a prettier grave.”

Lord Veyr pressed his forehead to the floor. “What do you want?”

Seraphine bent down until her lips almost touched his ear.

“I want my children to remember me.”

The nursery walls split open.

Behind the plaster were documents: adoption contracts, priestly seals, midwives’ silenced statements, bloodline charts, payments, threats, false death certificates. They fluttered out like trapped birds.

Lord Veyr sobbed.

Seraphine straightened.

Her voice carried through the entire house.

“Let every noble wall that hid a stolen child learn to speak.”

Green fire bloomed across the ceiling.

It did not consume wood.

It consumed secrets.

Every hidden document burned through the walls. Every painted ancestor screamed. Every servant woke knowing the names that had been buried beneath the Veyr crest.

By dawn, the House of Veyr still stood.

Its curtains were untouched.

Its roof remained whole.

No living body had burned.

But every mirror in the house reflected seven empty cradles, and every wall bore the same words in green ash:

GIVE ME BACK MY CHILDREN.

Far beneath Eldervale University, in the Library of Living Villains, Seraphine Ash’s book opened by itself.

A line in Mara Quill’s handwriting tried to hold.

Seraphine Ash’s children were stolen by the Seven Hearth Families. Their names are Alba, Niro, Cessa, Tomlin, Rue, Marett, and Sol.

Black ink crawled over it.

The line fought back.

The ink thickened.

Then another hand, older than mercy and colder than law, wrote beneath it:

THE WITCH LIED. WITCHES ALWAYS DO.

​

PART ONE: THE FIRE THAT REMEMBERED

​
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Mara Quill and the Uncooperative Morning

Mara Quill woke to three knocks, one explosion, and Professor Inkwood shouting her name through a speaking pipe.

Only one of these qualified as unusual.

The three knocks came from Elias Grimm, who had developed the irritating habit of waking her before disasters had fully matured.

The explosion came from the apprentice laboratory next door, where someone had apparently confused a shelving charm with a soup recipe.

Professor Inkwood’s voice came through the brass pipe above Mara’s bed.

“Miss Quill. East Review Chamber. Now. Bring gloves, your key, and whatever remains of your judgment.”

Mara sat up, hair in her mouth, spectacles crooked, blanket tangled around one ankle.

“I need a more generous definition of morning,” she muttered.

The speaking pipe clicked.

Inkwood’s voice returned. “I heard that.”

Mara stared at the pipe.

“I intended you to.”

Silence.

Then, very faintly, “Three minutes.”

Mara rolled out of bed.

Since the containment of Rowan Vale, the First Author, former hero, current prisoner of his own account, the Library of Living Villains had become less a library and more a patient on an operating table who kept trying to bite the surgeons.

Books rewrote themselves. Index cards developed opinions. Hero biographies demanded legal counsel. Villain volumes filed counterclaims. Three apprentices had transferred to Herbology, which was embarrassing because Eldervale did not have a Herbology department.

Mara dressed quickly: black apprentice coat, gray scarf, ink-proof gloves, boots she trusted less each week, and the silver probationary key that no longer bit her unless she deserved it.

It bit her as she picked it up.

“Rude,” she said.

The key clicked once.

“Fine. Perhaps deserved.”

She opened her door.

Elias Grimm waited in the corridor, already armed. He wore a dark hunter’s coat, leather bracers, and an expression that suggested he had been awake long enough to resent everyone who had not.

“Witch file,” he said.

“Good morning to you too.”

“It isn’t.”

“Obviously.”

They hurried through the apprentice level. The corridors of the underground library shifted around them, adjusting toward crisis. Doors that usually led to storage now opened into staircases. Lanterns burned green instead of gold. Somewhere behind a wall, a book sobbed in Old Tharnish.

Mara tightened her scarf. “What happened?”

“House of Veyr burned.”

“Burned burned?”

“No bodies. No structural damage. All hidden records exposed. Every wall now says, ‘Give me back my children.’”

Mara stopped.

Elias took two more steps before realizing and turned back. “Mara.”

“She didn’t kill anyone?”

“Not this time.”

“This time matters.”

“So does the word burned.”

They continued.

Elias had changed in ways that made him both better company and worse at pretending not to care. He was still a hunter trained to kill escaped villains, still annoyingly competent with locks, crossbows, and pessimism, but his certainty had cracked. Through that crack, conscience had taken root.

Mara liked him more for it.

She also worried cracks could widen under pressure.

At the East Review Chamber, Professor Elara Inkwood stood over a table covered with ash-gray pages. Her black robe was buttoned crookedly, which Mara found more alarming than any fire report. Caelan Varr stood near the far wall, unchained but ringed by a respectful amount of silver salt. The Wolf King looked like a visiting storm cloud: tall, dark-cloaked, silver-eyed, and very awake.

He glanced at Mara. “Your hair is arguing with gravity.”

“Your face is arguing with warmth.”

“Children,” Inkwood said, without looking up.

Elias raised a hand. “I object to being included.”

“Then behave less inclusively.”

Mara approached the table.

The file of Seraphine Ash: The Witch in the Burning Tower lay open. Its pages were scorched around the edges, though the paper itself was not consumed. Lines Mara had restored after the East Tower incident were being overwritten by crawling black script.

Mara read:

THE WITCH STOLE HER OWN CHILDREN AND LIED ABOUT THE NOBLE HOUSES.

Her stomach turned.

“That’s false.”

“Yes,” Inkwood said. “And persistent.”

Mara put on her gloves. “Can I cut it?”

“You can attempt to cut it. The distinction may become painful.”

Caelan stepped closer. “The system is defending a noble bloodline structure.”

Inkwood looked at him sharply. “You know this how?”

“Because kings and noble houses always call records stable when they mean useful.”

Mara studied the page. The false line had hooks. Tiny barbs of ink dug into the paper fibers, anchoring themselves beneath the restored testimony.

“This isn’t Rowan’s handwriting.”

Inkwood’s expression tightened. “No.”
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