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  Part 1
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The Night of the Storm
Dorian had inherited the Thessarin estate—its crumbling walls, groaning beams, and roof tiles that seemed determined to leap to their deaths in every storm—nearly a decade ago. He’d been nineteen then, barely grown himself, expected to shoulder grief, land, and legacy all at once. Most days, he endured the estate’s decay because it still held one redeeming treasure: its overflowing library. He had learned his letters there at his father’s knee, escaped into its shelves when the world pressed too heavily, and clung to its quiet order long after his mother returned to Kether. He might even have been content managing books and broken floorboards forever, if not for two ongoing complications: the first, his younger sister, Tavia, who delighted in turning every formal dinner into an unsanctioned costume ball; the second, a guest who refused to leave. 
The bard had washed in during a fierce midsummer storm. The wind howled like wolves at the door, and the sky was moonless—Delwyn’s gaze absent. Dorian had been in his study agonizing over the ledgers when the incessant knocking began. With Jansen already retired for the night, he was the one who answered the door.
His lamp lit the pale face of a hooded man, his amber eyes glinting in the flickering light. 
“My dear friend!” the man said. “I am in much need of shelter this night. May I come in?”
Dorian hesitated. He hadn’t been expecting any visitors—especially at such an hour. Still, it would be poor hospitality to leave someone out in this weather. 
“Of course, of course.” He stepped aside and lit the entry torches while his new guest stepped inside. 
The man’s dark green cloak dripped steadily onto the marble floor. He shook it off and hung it on the rack with a practiced flourish. 
“Do you have a horse to tend? Or more belongings to fetch?”
“Alas,” the man said, spreading his arms to reveal worn traveling clothes and a lute case on his back, “this is all I have. It has been a harrowing journey, and I am much appreciative of your generosity. If I am not mistaken, you are no butler, but the Lord of the land, am I correct?”
Dorian sighed and rubbed his forehead. He was already doing terribly at this hosting thing—guests were a rare thing in this part of the woods. His mother, Natalia, had often said that “hospitality was the only power left to a fifth-born Kether princess”—a bitter joke about the marriage the crown arranged to ease tensions with Vernissia long before he or Tavia were born. 
“I am Lord Dorian Thessarin. Welcome to my home.”
The man gave a sweeping bow, which would have been even grander if he still wore his cloak. “Halen Cade of Arania, at your service. Bard and storyteller extraordinaire. Perhaps on the morrow I can repay you and your household with some entertainment.”
“I don’t believe we’ve had the honor of housing a bard in Thesswood before. At least not in my lifetime. But the hour is late. Let me wake Jansen, and he will get a guest room ready for you.”

      [image: ]The Morning After
Sunlight filtered through the arched dining hall windows, gilding the chipped silverware and bouncing off the bard’s already-too-bright smile. Dorian sat at the head of the table, sipping lukewarm tea and regretting his hospitality in slow degrees.
Halen Cade was in the middle of a tale about a song so moving it had made a phoenix cry when Tavia burst into the room, barefoot, humming, and—worse still—wearing hair the precise shade of pondweed.
“Good morning, dreary brother,” she chirped, grabbing a pear from the sideboard. “You didn’t tell me we had a guest.”
“I was going to,” Dorian muttered. “You were asleep.”
“You should have woken me. I love guests.” She turned her vivid green gaze on Halen Cade. “Especially ones with instruments. Are you cursed, mysterious, or both?”
Halen grinned and tapped the side of his nose with one long finger. “An observant one, you are. But if I answer your question, that would kill the mystery, would it not?” He picked up his lute—propped in the chair beside him as if it, too, was an honored guest—and played a chord. 
“A lovely lass, with eyes of green, 
Her hair does match a watery scene.
A wild youth, her feet so bare —
She attacks strangers without care!” 
Tavia raised an eyebrow, which perfectly matched her colored hair, unbothered by the verse. “Care is for hosts and housekeepers. I prefer chaos and curiosity.”
She took a bite of her pear, then pointed it at him like a wand.
“But beware, bard. I’ve been known to hex wandering minstrels who rhyme ‘scene’ with ‘green.’ Lazy poetry is a punishable offense in this house.” She grinned, all mischief and menace. “You might wake up with matching hair tomorrow.”
Dorian’s face was as red as the table runner. “Halen, I do apologize for my sister. She is not used to guests.” Was it too much to wish for a peaceful breakfast?
“It’s because no one wishes to be bored to death. I apologize for my dull brother.”
Halen laughed good-naturedly and strummed his lute once more before setting it back on its chair. “Quite a pair you make indeed. No apologies are necessary, on either side. I am pleased with the company and the hospitality. I expect I will be well delighted with my stay.”
“And how long will that stay be?” Dorian inquired.
The bard shrugged. “After such a storm as last night—fierce enough to bring down half the branches in Thesswood—the roads will surely be impassable. Even a mild rain turns them into a maze of mud. And I have been afoot for so long, I yearn for a few nights of rest in a soft bed. Sleeping beneath the stars is romantic, yes, but terrible for the bones.”
Dorian couldn’t argue; even by Thesswood standards, it had been a rough night, and the roads would certainly need clearing. Another unwanted responsibility. He pushed the thought aside. Problems for after the meal. “Let’s not allow this fine breakfast to go to waste. Hedda would have my hide if we don’t eat our share.”
Thankfully, there was some peace and quiet while everyone dug into the meal. Hedda had outdone herself. Perhaps she had wanted to impress the new guest. Eggs with forest mushrooms, smoked ham, and fresh bread from the oven, dripping with warm honey butter. Dorian used the finger bowl and a napkin to clean the stickiness from his fingers. He bit his tongue to avoid criticizing Tavia for licking her fingers. But he knew it wouldn’t do any good. She never listened to him.
Hedda herself came in to clear the table. Her tawny hair was pulled into a loose bun. She still wore her stained apron over a sunny yellow dress.
Dorian introduced their guest. “This is Halen Cade of Arania. He will be staying with us for the time being. Halen, this is our fine cook, Hedda.”
“Fine, indeed. In both talent and looks.” 
Hedda blushed. “My thanks, Sir Halen Cade. It is said you will be entertaining us tonight.”
Gossip spread through the kitchen like steam. Hedda never missed a thing.
“It will be my pleasure to serenade you tonight, my lady.”
“Oh, I’m no lady.” How was it possible for Hedda to get even redder? She fluttered her hand at her chest and did a little curtsy. “I will look forward to it.” She cleared the table with a brightness in her steps.

      [image: ]After the meal, Dorian retreated to his study, calling for Jansen to sort out this road business—leaving Tavia to entertain their guest.
Tavia watched her brother go with a mixture of relief and anticipation. At last, she had the bard to herself.
“What does a bard do in their spare time?” she asked as she stood from the table, wiping crumbs off her dress. She wore a simple dress—bolder green to match her mood, or perhaps her hair. 
“I seek inspiration.”
“Are you in need of a muse then?”
His expression shifted, the glint in his eyes clouding. For the briefest moment, his voice lost its lilt. “I care not for muses. Inspiration snatched from another’s hand is a cheap substitute for one’s own craft.”
Tavia blinked, startled by the sudden weight in his words. A pause lingered—then, as swiftly as it came, the shadow passed. Halen smiled, all warmth and twinkle once more.
“I find inspiration in all places, and all sorts of people,” he said, rising and reaching for his lute. “Perhaps you could show me around?”
“Of course.” Tavia offered a half-curtsy, slipping into her hostess role with an amused grin. “You arrived so late, you haven’t seen anything properly.”
Truthfully, she didn’t mind. There was something about him—something layered beneath the charismatic bravado. That flicker of darkness only made her more curious.
She breezed past the practical. “Kitchen and pantries are off the dining hall,” she said, already moving toward the main hall. “We don’t have a formal lunch, so you’ll need to save something from breakfast or find something in the kitchen if you get peckish midday.”
They passed the staircase. She gestured to a heavy door carved with elaborate scrollwork. “Here’s where Dorian escaped to. His study is tucked away in the library. There’s a cozy tower nook up there too, perfect for brooding. But we mustn’t disturb the dragon.”
“You have mythical creatures here?” Halen raised a brow.
She leaned in with a theatrical whisper. “Dorian is the dragon.”
Halen gave a solemn nod, playing along. “Noted.”
They crossed the foyer and headed into the west wing. “Bedrooms down that hall. You’ve already seen the guest wing—right branch. Household rooms to the left. Staff quarters are farther back. Hedda’s family lives in a cottage near the garden.”
Tavia didn’t linger. She swept straight through to the back of the house and, with a flourish worthy of a stage reveal, threw open the arched courtyard doors. “Behold! The Courtyard of Quiet Whispers. Ideal for poetic brooding, composing ballads, or pretending to be a ghost.”
Halen’s boots crunched softly on the gravel as he stepped into the circular courtyard. Ivy clung to the pale stone walls, and the trickle of a small fountain echoed like murmurs. The wind stirred the leaves, and for a moment, he tilted his head as if listening.
“You hear it, don’t you?” Tavia asked, arms folded proudly. “It always sounds like that breath of air before someone reveals a secret.”
He smiled, but his amber eyes lingered a little too long on the ivy.
“Bathhouse is tucked behind the courtyard garden,” she added, waving a hand toward a curved path partially hidden by a hedge. “Steam it up in there and it smells like rosemary and rosehips for days.” 
Tavia breezed on. “Come! There’s more nonsense to see.”
She led him through winding halls, down a narrow passage that clearly hadn’t seen a feather duster in years, and burst into a faded door with glass panes.
The greenhouse groaned as it opened—sunlight streamed through fractured glass. Inside, a riot of overgrown plants leaned and tangled toward them. Some glowed faintly blue. One had what looked suspiciously like freckles.
“Welcome to the Glass Garden,” she said. “Half nursery, half hazard zone.”
Halen crouched beside a velvety fern with shimmering tips. “Do they all… glow?”
“Not all. That one’s bioluminescent. That one sings. That one sulks if you look at it wrong.” She nudged a vine out of the way. It hissed. “See?”
He straightened, watching her with a grin. “You keep dangerous company.”
Tavia tossed her hair, which transformed into a bold lavender, catching the light like spun magic. “I attract dangerous company. You’re proof.”
At that, Halen laughed—a low, melodic sound that made a few blossoms quiver on their stems.
“Come on,” she said, grabbing his hand. “You haven’t seen the best part.” 
They went back to the main hall. She stopped at a small doorway tucked nearly out of sight. “Servant stairs! Entirely improper for the household to use. Which is why we must.”
She pulled him up the narrow stairway, then out a crooked window onto the sloped roof. From there, they climbed up to a flat stone ledge tucked between gables.
The forest stretched out before them, golden-green and endless. Below, the greenhouse roof shimmered like a cracked jewel.
“This,” Tavia said, breathless from the climb, “is the best spot in the whole estate. At night, you can see every star. Especially during the new moon.”
Halen didn’t respond right away.
She turned. He was staring not at the view, but at her, golden eyes unreadable.
“What?” she asked.
“I was simply wondering,” he said softly, “how you shine so brightly when even Delwyn’s gaze is turned away.”
Tavia flushed. “That’s either the best line I’ve ever heard or a suspiciously poetic threat.”
“Why not both?”
Tavia arched a brow. “You know, most guests thank their hosts with compliments about the view. Not about their questionable levels of luminescence.”
Halen gave a half-smile, the kind that hinted at secrets and stories untold. “The view is lovely. But it doesn’t usually talk back.”
Tavia blinked, caught off guard. Was that an insult or a compliment?

      [image: ]“So if a stranger flatters and asks you to dine — 
Check your pockets, your price, and your favorite wine.”
“The moon has no memory, but I always do — 
Of laughter, or silence, of eyes like dew.
So I wait in the dark, for the one who won’t stay —
My heart a small candle… 
She blows it away.”
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