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Dedication

For every quiet soul who has ever lived unseen, loved in secret, and still found the courage to step into the light.

Author’s Note
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Prologue: The Veil That Hid a World
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The morning did not arrive so much as gather itself, pale and watchful, between the black pines.

Blackpine border carried its own kind of warning. Nothing in that place hurried, yet everything seemed prepared for the moment fear would stop whispering and begin to speak plainly.

The air smelled of wet bark, cold iron, and the faint sweetness of moonflowers opening beneath the roots.

The heart of this part of the journey was sacrifice and secrecy. It did not arrive as a lesson neatly written in a book; it arrived as muddy hems, unsettled glances, half-finished questions, and danger that refused to wait until anyone felt brave.

Lyra Vale ran with her newborn daughter pressed beneath her cloak, the child's silver hair bright against the darkness. Behind her, the red mountain horns groaned, not as music, but as a sentence passed by men who had mistaken power for law.

Rowan Ashgrave waited at the black pine border with blood on one sleeve and a sword in his hand. He had fought warlords, border beasts, and men who smiled while speaking of mercy, yet the sight of Lyra carrying the sleeping child made his courage feel suddenly thin.

Varric Duskbane had not reached the cottage yet, but his name had. It moved through the woods like smoke. He wanted white witch blood because white witch blood could soothe warlord flame, command it, bind it, or break it. Lyra would let the forest take her before she let anyone make a leash of her daughter.

She pressed a charm beneath the cottage floorboards and whispered the old house awake. The walls shivered. The door bowed in its crooked frame. Every nail, stone, and beam promised to hide Seraphina from the world until the day hiding hurt her more than danger did.

Rowan swore an oath beside the blue chimney smoke. He would watch from a distance. He would keep the red mountains away. He would never tell the child why she had been left with a cottage, a forest, and a silence shaped like a mother.

When Lyra stepped back into the trees, she did not cry. The forest did it for her. Dew rose from the grass and fell upward into the night, and the veil folded over the cottage as if an entire world had closed its hand around one small life.

Seraphina had learned to live with silence, but silence was not the same as peace. Peace did not follow her from room to room like a shadow waiting to be named.

Rowan did not waste movement in Blackpine border. Even his silences seemed sharpened. When he looked toward the red mountains, old guilt settled around him like armor left too long in rain.

'Discipline,' Rowan said, 'is what remains when fear has finished making suggestions.'

Varric Duskbane moved through Blackpine border with the polished grace of a man who believed cruelty sounded better when spoken softly. He made thrones sound like shelter, chains sound like duty, and surrender sound like a favor he was generous enough to offer.

'Power is not wicked,' Varric said. 'Only wasted power is wicked.'

A branch snapped where no branch should have snapped. Kaelen turned first, hand to blade, while Seraphina's magic rose without flame, white as breath on winter glass. The shock of it carried through Blackpine border, leaving every witness with a different reason to fear what came next.

After Blackpine border, the road changed in a way no map could mark. The danger left them with no clean victory, only a sharper understanding of what would be lost if fear was allowed to make every decision.

By the end of Prologue, sacrifice and secrecy had become more than a feeling. It had become a choice, and choice was the one magic no crown, curse, or warlord could fully command.

Trust moved differently in Prologue around Blackpine border. In the human world it might have been only a word, a promise, or a warning in a hall; in Elarwyn it became visible as a tremor along bark, a flare beneath a pulse, or a door opening when someone stopped lying to themselves.

Seraphina did not answer quickly in Prologue. Quick answers belonged to people who had practiced being heard; she had practiced surviving. Yet each time she chose to speak near Blackpine border, the air seemed to make room, as if the trees understood that a quiet woman could still change the law of a world. The choice landed quietly, but it changed the way the next door opened. Prologue carried it forward.

Danger moved differently in Prologue around Blackpine border. In the human world it might have been only a word, a promise, or a warning in a hall; in Elarwyn it became visible as a tremor along bark, a flare beneath a pulse, or a door opening when someone stopped lying to themselves.

Kaelen looked at the problem in Prologue as a prince first and a fighter second. The warlord blood wanted a third answer, older and harsher. He felt it rise near Blackpine border, test the edges of restraint, and still chose not to let fear name him before he named himself. That small difference kept the scene rooted in its own danger. Prologue carried it forward.

Memory moved differently in Prologue around Blackpine border. In the human world it might have been only a word, a promise, or a warning in a hall; in Elarwyn it became visible as a tremor along bark, a flare beneath a pulse, or a door opening when someone stopped lying to themselves.

Seraphina did not answer quickly in Prologue. Quick answers belonged to people who had practiced being heard; she had practiced surviving. Yet each time she chose to speak near Blackpine border, the air seemed to make room, as if the trees understood that a quiet woman could still change the law of a world. No one in the room mistook the silence that followed for peace. Prologue carried it forward.

Mercy moved differently in Prologue around Blackpine border. In the human world it might have been only a word, a promise, or a warning in a hall; in Elarwyn it became visible as a tremor along bark, a flare beneath a pulse, or a door opening when someone stopped lying to themselves.

Kaelen looked at the problem in Prologue as a prince first and a fighter second. The warlord blood wanted a third answer, older and harsher. He felt it rise near Blackpine border, test the edges of restraint, and still chose not to let fear name him before he named himself. The forest remembered the moment in the language of roots. Prologue carried it forward.

When the light shifted over Blackpine border, no one pretended the danger was finished. They carried their fear, their bruised hope, and the small scraps of humor that survived, then stepped forward because the hidden world measured courage by direction, not by certainty.

Around the old root, the silver light hesitated in Blackpine border. It answered mood, memory, and the truth no one wanted to speak. When Seraphina touched the current of power it softened; when Kaelen came near it sharpened, not from cruelty, but from a bloodline remembering battles he had never chosen.

For Seraphina, the hardest part near the veiled river was not the spell itself. It was being seen while casting it. She had spent years becoming careful enough for survival and quiet enough for the cottage to feel complete. Now Blackpine border asked her to be visible, and visibility felt like standing in lightning without knowing whether it meant death or dawn.

Kaelen met the trouble by the moon gate with the discipline drilled into him by tutors and swordmasters. He counted breaths, measured exits, and weighed every threat like a prince trained to command soldiers. Yet when Seraphina moved closer, the careful arithmetic failed him. His first instinct was no longer escape. It was protection, and its honesty unsettled him. What mattered was not certainty, but the courage to continue. Prologue carried it forward.

The danger around the thorn path had a shape: lyra hides baby seraphina in blackpine woods as varric hunts white witch blood and warlord flame. It pushed against the edges of what they understood and left little room for easy answers. Someone nearby always had a reason to lie, run, or demand that another heart pay the price for peace.

Still, humor survived beside the ember hall. Button criticized the local standard of bravery, Mira described the plan as 'nearly respectable' with absolutely no evidence, and Rowan looked grim enough to make shadows stand straighter. The laughter did not erase fear. It kept fear from owning the room. The old magic answered in a flicker too brief to command. Prologue carried it forward.

Around the silver arch, the black pines flared in Blackpine border. It answered mood, memory, and the truth no one wanted to speak. When Seraphina touched the current of power it softened; when Kaelen came near it sharpened, not from cruelty, but from a bloodline remembering battles he had never chosen.

For Seraphina, the hardest part near the storm glen was not the spell itself. It was being seen while casting it. She had spent years becoming careful enough for survival and quiet enough for the cottage to feel complete. Now Blackpine border asked her to be visible, and visibility felt like standing in lightning without knowing whether it meant death or dawn.

Kaelen met the trouble by the castle stair with the discipline drilled into him by tutors and swordmasters. He counted breaths, measured exits, and weighed every threat like a prince trained to command soldiers. Yet when Seraphina moved closer, the careful arithmetic failed him. His first instinct was no longer escape. It was protection, and its honesty unsettled him. It left the characters with less comfort and more honesty. Prologue carried it forward.

The danger around the market bridge had a shape: lyra hides baby seraphina in blackpine woods as varric hunts white witch blood and warlord flame. It pushed against the edges of what they understood and left little room for easy answers. Someone nearby always had a reason to lie, run, or demand that another heart pay the price for peace.

Still, humor survived beside the moss door. Button criticized the local standard of bravery, Mira described the plan as 'nearly respectable' with absolutely no evidence, and Rowan looked grim enough to make shadows stand straighter. The laughter did not erase fear. It kept fear from owning the room. Even the shadows seemed to listen before loosening their grip. Prologue carried it forward.

Around the hollow stone, the silver light darkened in Blackpine border. It answered mood, memory, and the truth no one wanted to speak. When Seraphina touched the current of power it softened; when Kaelen came near it sharpened, not from cruelty, but from a bloodline remembering battles he had never chosen.

For Seraphina, the hardest part near the star pond was not the spell itself. It was being seen while casting it. She had spent years becoming careful enough for survival and quiet enough for the cottage to feel complete. Now Blackpine border asked her to be visible, and visibility felt like standing in lightning without knowing whether it meant death or dawn.

Kaelen met the trouble by the ash road with the discipline drilled into him by tutors and swordmasters. He counted breaths, measured exits, and weighed every threat like a prince trained to command soldiers. Yet when Seraphina moved closer, the careful arithmetic failed him. His first instinct was no longer escape. It was protection, and its honesty unsettled him. The decision did not solve everything, but it made retreat impossible. Prologue carried it forward.

The danger around the ivory spell had a shape: lyra hides baby seraphina in blackpine woods as varric hunts white witch blood and warlord flame. It pushed against the edges of what they understood and left little room for easy answers. Someone nearby always had a reason to lie, run, or demand that another heart pay the price for peace.

Still, humor survived beside the red crown. Button criticized the local standard of bravery, Mira described the plan as 'nearly respectable' with absolutely no evidence, and Rowan looked grim enough to make shadows stand straighter. The laughter did not erase fear. It kept fear from owning the room. Something tender survived there, stubborn as a candle in rain. Prologue carried it forward.

Around the blue smoke, the black pines curled in Blackpine border. It answered mood, memory, and the truth no one wanted to speak. When Seraphina touched the current of power it softened; when Kaelen came near it sharpened, not from cruelty, but from a bloodline remembering battles he had never chosen.

For Seraphina, the hardest part near the pine shadow was not the spell itself. It was being seen while casting it. She had spent years becoming careful enough for survival and quiet enough for the cottage to feel complete. Now Blackpine border asked her to be visible, and visibility felt like standing in lightning without knowing whether it meant death or dawn.

Kaelen met the trouble by the candle court with the discipline drilled into him by tutors and swordmasters. He counted breaths, measured exits, and weighed every threat like a prince trained to command soldiers. Yet when Seraphina moved closer, the careful arithmetic failed him. His first instinct was no longer escape. It was protection, and its honesty unsettled him. The memory stayed sharp enough to guide the next step. Prologue carried it forward.

The danger around the quiet wound had a shape: lyra hides baby seraphina in blackpine woods as varric hunts white witch blood and warlord flame. It pushed against the edges of what they understood and left little room for easy answers. Someone nearby always had a reason to lie, run, or demand that another heart pay the price for peace.

Still, humor survived beside the bright oath. Button criticized the local standard of bravery, Mira described the plan as 'nearly respectable' with absolutely no evidence, and Rowan looked grim enough to make shadows stand straighter. The laughter did not erase fear. It kept fear from owning the room. By the time breath returned, the road had already shifted. Prologue carried it forward.

Around the hidden spring, the silver light waited in Blackpine border. It answered mood, memory, and the truth no one wanted to speak. When Seraphina touched the current of power it softened; when Kaelen came near it sharpened, not from cruelty, but from a bloodline remembering battles he had never chosen.

For Seraphina, the hardest part near the wolf bell was not the spell itself. It was being seen while casting it. She had spent years becoming careful enough for survival and quiet enough for the cottage to feel complete. Now Blackpine border asked her to be visible, and visibility felt like standing in lightning without knowing whether it meant death or dawn.

By the final quiet of Prologue, the choice ahead was clearer than before: Seraphina could no longer be only the witch hidden in the woods, and Kaelen could no longer be only the prince pretending his blood was ordinary. Whatever waited beyond Blackpine border, they would meet it with open eyes, because fear had already taken enough from both of them.
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Chapter One: The Cottage No Human Could Find
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Mist held the world together in thin silver threads, and every thread seemed ready to snap.

Seraphina cottage and western pines carried its own kind of warning. Nothing in that place hurried, yet everything seemed prepared for the moment fear would stop whispering and begin to speak plainly.

Lanterns glowed where no hand had hung them, their light trembling whenever an unspoken truth passed nearby.

The heart of this part of the journey was loneliness and first curiosity. It did not arrive as a lesson neatly written in a book; it arrived as muddy hems, unsettled glances, half-finished questions, and danger that refused to wait until anyone felt brave.

Seraphina Vale had lived alone for so long that loneliness had become part of the furniture. It sat beside her kettle, curled beneath her table, and breathed in the corners whenever rain came. She did not call it sadness. Sadness sounded like something a poultice or a spell might heal. What she carried was quieter than that.

Her cottage was small, crooked, and fiercely loyal. The roof wore moss like a winter shawl, the door opened only for hands the house trusted, and the chimney smoked blue when the moon was awake. Herbs hung from the beams in neat bundles. Jars of roots lined the shelves. A silver basin caught dew that fell upward from flowers that bloomed only when no human was watching.

Button, the enchanted squirrel who had appointed himself master of the cottage, sat in a teacup and judged her breakfast. He was round, brown, and full of opinions. 'Too much honey,' he said. Seraphina looked at the oat bread in her hand. 'It is my honey.' Button flicked his tail. 'A tragic misuse of resources.'

Before she could answer, the forest whispered. Not with leaves. Not with wind. The sound came through the floorboards, through the stones of the hearth, through the quiet place behind her ribs. Blood. Hidden blood. Warlord blood.

At the edge of the human woods, she saw him. A man stood in a clearing with a bow in his hand and sunlight on his bare shoulders. His shirt hung from one fist, damp from the heat, and his dark hair clung to his forehead. He was larger than any man in her books had suggested, built with the solid strength of someone carved by storms and then taught to walk.

The man turned. His gaze moved through the trees, slow and sharp. He should not have sensed her. No human could hear a white witch behind the veil. Yet his eyes narrowed at the exact place where she stood, and the air between their worlds shimmered like glass above a flame.

Kaelen knew how to wear duty like armor. What he did not know was how to remove it without finding another chain beneath.

Seraphina noticed the smallest things first in Seraphina cottage and western pines: the bent grass, the bitter note in the wind, and the way magic leaned closer to Kaelen whenever fear sharpened his voice. Her power did not roar. It listened, and that listening had saved her more often than pride ever could.

“I know herbs, weather, and difficult mushrooms,” she said. “People are new.”

Button lifted one paw. “As the only sensible creature present, I recommend retreat, snacks, and blaming the prince.”

The creature came low through the ferns, all claws and hunger. It did not roar until it was close enough for the sound to shake dust from the leaves. The shock of it carried through Seraphina cottage and western pines, leaving every witness with a different reason to fear what came next.

After Seraphina cottage and western pines, the road changed in a way no map could mark. The danger left them with no clean victory, only a sharper understanding of what would be lost if fear was allowed to make every decision.

By the end of Chapter One, loneliness and first curiosity had become more than a feeling. It had become a choice, and choice was the one magic no crown, curse, or warlord could fully command.

Danger moved differently in Chapter One around Seraphina cottage and western pines. In the human world it might have been only a word, a promise, or a warning in a hall; in Elarwyn it became visible as a tremor along bark, a flare beneath a pulse, or a door opening when someone stopped lying to themselves.

Seraphina did not answer quickly in Chapter One. Quick answers belonged to people who had practiced being heard; she had practiced surviving. Yet each time she chose to speak near Seraphina cottage and western pines, the air seemed to make room, as if the trees understood that a quiet woman could still change the law of a world. Something tender survived there, stubborn as a candle in rain. Chapter One carried it forward.

Memory moved differently in Chapter One around Seraphina cottage and western pines. In the human world it might have been only a word, a promise, or a warning in a hall; in Elarwyn it became visible as a tremor along bark, a flare beneath a pulse, or a door opening when someone stopped lying to themselves.

Kaelen looked at the problem in Chapter One as a prince first and a fighter second. The warlord blood wanted a third answer, older and harsher. He felt it rise near Seraphina cottage and western pines, test the edges of restraint, and still chose not to let fear name him before he named himself. The memory stayed sharp enough to guide the next step. Chapter One carried it forward.

Mercy moved differently in Chapter One around Seraphina cottage and western pines. In the human world it might have been only a word, a promise, or a warning in a hall; in Elarwyn it became visible as a tremor along bark, a flare beneath a pulse, or a door opening when someone stopped lying to themselves.

Seraphina did not answer quickly in Chapter One. Quick answers belonged to people who had practiced being heard; she had practiced surviving. Yet each time she chose to speak near Seraphina cottage and western pines, the air seemed to make room, as if the trees understood that a quiet woman could still change the law of a world. By the time breath returned, the road had already shifted. Chapter One carried it forward.

Desire moved differently in Chapter One around Seraphina cottage and western pines. In the human world it might have been only a word, a promise, or a warning in a hall; in Elarwyn it became visible as a tremor along bark, a flare beneath a pulse, or a door opening when someone stopped lying to themselves.

Kaelen looked at the problem in Chapter One as a prince first and a fighter second. The warlord blood wanted a third answer, older and harsher. He felt it rise near Seraphina cottage and western pines, test the edges of restraint, and still chose not to let fear name him before he named himself. The choice landed quietly, but it changed the way the next door opened. Chapter One carried it forward.

When the light shifted over Seraphina cottage and western pines, no one pretended the danger was finished. They carried their fear, their bruised hope, and the small scraps of humor that survived, then stepped forward because the hidden world measured courage by direction, not by certainty.

Around the old root, the red flame tightened in Seraphina cottage and western pines. It answered mood, memory, and the truth no one wanted to speak. When Seraphina touched the current of power it softened; when Kaelen came near it sharpened, not from cruelty, but from a bloodline remembering battles he had never chosen.

For Seraphina, the hardest part near the veiled river was not the spell itself. It was being seen while casting it. She had spent years becoming careful enough for survival and quiet enough for the cottage to feel complete. Now Seraphina cottage and western pines asked her to be visible, and visibility felt like standing in lightning without knowing whether it meant death or dawn.

Kaelen met the trouble by the moon gate with the discipline drilled into him by tutors and swordmasters. He counted breaths, measured exits, and weighed every threat like a prince trained to command soldiers. Yet when Seraphina moved closer, the careful arithmetic failed him. His first instinct was no longer escape. It was protection, and its honesty unsettled him. That small difference kept the scene rooted in its own danger. Chapter One carried it forward.

The danger around the thorn path had a shape: seraphina lives alone in her enchanted cottage, senses warlord blood near the hidden border, and sees kaelen for the first time. It pushed against the edges of what they understood and left little room for easy answers. Someone nearby always had a reason to lie, run, or demand that another heart pay the price for peace.

Still, humor survived beside the ember hall. Button criticized the local standard of bravery, Mira described the plan as 'nearly respectable' with absolutely no evidence, and Rowan looked grim enough to make shadows stand straighter. The laughter did not erase fear. It kept fear from owning the room. No one in the room mistook the silence that followed for peace. Chapter One carried it forward.

Around the silver arch, the soft courage gathered in Seraphina cottage and western pines. It answered mood, memory, and the truth no one wanted to speak. When Seraphina touched the current of power it softened; when Kaelen came near it sharpened, not from cruelty, but from a bloodline remembering battles he had never chosen.

For Seraphina, the hardest part near the storm glen was not the spell itself. It was being seen while casting it. She had spent years becoming careful enough for survival and quiet enough for the cottage to feel complete. Now Seraphina cottage and western pines asked her to be visible, and visibility felt like standing in lightning without knowing whether it meant death or dawn.

Kaelen met the trouble by the castle stair with the discipline drilled into him by tutors and swordmasters. He counted breaths, measured exits, and weighed every threat like a prince trained to command soldiers. Yet when Seraphina moved closer, the careful arithmetic failed him. His first instinct was no longer escape. It was protection, and its honesty unsettled him. The forest remembered the moment in the language of roots. Chapter One carried it forward.

The danger around the market bridge had a shape: seraphina lives alone in her enchanted cottage, senses warlord blood near the hidden border, and sees kaelen for the first time. It pushed against the edges of what they understood and left little room for easy answers. Someone nearby always had a reason to lie, run, or demand that another heart pay the price for peace.

Still, humor survived beside the moss door. Button criticized the local standard of bravery, Mira described the plan as 'nearly respectable' with absolutely no evidence, and Rowan looked grim enough to make shadows stand straighter. The laughter did not erase fear. It kept fear from owning the room. What mattered was not certainty, but the courage to continue. Chapter One carried it forward.

Around the hollow stone, the red flame softened in Seraphina cottage and western pines. It answered mood, memory, and the truth no one wanted to speak. When Seraphina touched the current of power it softened; when Kaelen came near it sharpened, not from cruelty, but from a bloodline remembering battles he had never chosen.

For Seraphina, the hardest part near the star pond was not the spell itself. It was being seen while casting it. She had spent years becoming careful enough for survival and quiet enough for the cottage to feel complete. Now Seraphina cottage and western pines asked her to be visible, and visibility felt like standing in lightning without knowing whether it meant death or dawn.

Kaelen met the trouble by the ash road with the discipline drilled into him by tutors and swordmasters. He counted breaths, measured exits, and weighed every threat like a prince trained to command soldiers. Yet when Seraphina moved closer, the careful arithmetic failed him. His first instinct was no longer escape. It was protection, and its honesty unsettled him. The old magic answered in a flicker too brief to command. Chapter One carried it forward.

The danger around the ivory spell had a shape: seraphina lives alone in her enchanted cottage, senses warlord blood near the hidden border, and sees kaelen for the first time. It pushed against the edges of what they understood and left little room for easy answers. Someone nearby always had a reason to lie, run, or demand that another heart pay the price for peace.

Still, humor survived beside the red crown. Button criticized the local standard of bravery, Mira described the plan as 'nearly respectable' with absolutely no evidence, and Rowan looked grim enough to make shadows stand straighter. The laughter did not erase fear. It kept fear from owning the room. It left the characters with less comfort and more honesty. Chapter One carried it forward.

Around the blue smoke, the soft courage woke in Seraphina cottage and western pines. It answered mood, memory, and the truth no one wanted to speak. When Seraphina touched the current of power it softened; when Kaelen came near it sharpened, not from cruelty, but from a bloodline remembering battles he had never chosen.

For Seraphina, the hardest part near the pine shadow was not the spell itself. It was being seen while casting it. She had spent years becoming careful enough for survival and quiet enough for the cottage to feel complete. Now Seraphina cottage and western pines asked her to be visible, and visibility felt like standing in lightning without knowing whether it meant death or dawn.

Kaelen met the trouble by the candle court with the discipline drilled into him by tutors and swordmasters. He counted breaths, measured exits, and weighed every threat like a prince trained to command soldiers. Yet when Seraphina moved closer, the careful arithmetic failed him. His first instinct was no longer escape. It was protection, and its honesty unsettled him. Even the shadows seemed to listen before loosening their grip. Chapter One carried it forward.

The danger around the quiet wound had a shape: seraphina lives alone in her enchanted cottage, senses warlord blood near the hidden border, and sees kaelen for the first time. It pushed against the edges of what they understood and left little room for easy answers. Someone nearby always had a reason to lie, run, or demand that another heart pay the price for peace.

Still, humor survived beside the bright oath. Button criticized the local standard of bravery, Mira described the plan as 'nearly respectable' with absolutely no evidence, and Rowan looked grim enough to make shadows stand straighter. The laughter did not erase fear. It kept fear from owning the room. The decision did not solve everything, but it made retreat impossible. Chapter One carried it forward.

Around the hidden spring, the red flame rose in Seraphina cottage and western pines. It answered mood, memory, and the truth no one wanted to speak. When Seraphina touched the current of power it softened; when Kaelen came near it sharpened, not from cruelty, but from a bloodline remembering battles he had never chosen.

For Seraphina, the hardest part near the wolf bell was not the spell itself. It was being seen while casting it. She had spent years becoming careful enough for survival and quiet enough for the cottage to feel complete. Now Seraphina cottage and western pines asked her to be visible, and visibility felt like standing in lightning without knowing whether it meant death or dawn.

By the final quiet of Chapter One, the choice ahead was clearer than before: Seraphina could no longer be only the witch hidden in the woods, and Kaelen could no longer be only the prince pretending his blood was ordinary. Whatever waited beyond Seraphina cottage and western pines, they would meet it with open eyes, because fear had already taken enough from both of them.
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Chapter Two: The Prince Who Hated Being Watched
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By dawn, even the birds had learned to keep their warnings short.

human side of Blackpine Woods carried its own kind of warning. Nothing in that place hurried, yet everything seemed prepared for the moment fear would stop whispering and begin to speak plainly.

Underfoot, the soil felt awake. It pressed back against every step as if measuring who had the right to walk there.

The heart of this part of the journey was royal pressure and mystery. It did not arrive as a lesson neatly written in a book; it arrived as muddy hems, unsettled glances, half-finished questions, and danger that refused to wait until anyone felt brave.

Prince Kaelen Thornhart had escaped the castle before dawn by using three trusted methods: a servant's cloak, the old laundry stair, and the fact that no one expected a prince to climb out of a pantry window while carrying his own boots.

He did not dislike being royal every hour of the day. Only most of them. He disliked the bowing, the whispering, the endless discussions of grain tax, and the noble daughters who smiled at him as if he were a prize horse with excellent posture.

Once a month he rode to his hunting cabin near Blackpine Woods, where no one called him Your Highness unless the trees had developed sarcasm. He chopped wood, repaired the fence badly, and followed boar tracks into the heat with the relief of a man who had temporarily outrun his own name.

The boar
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