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​Chapter 1 – Ashes of Peace
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The forest had never been so quiet.

Isolde adjusted the strap of her satchel and let her boots sink into the damp moss. Every step was careful. Deliberate. The deer path ahead wound between silver-barked trees, narrow and uneven, vanishing in places where roots tore it apart. Overhead, the canopy shifted in the breeze, letting down thin ribbons of moonlight that danced faintly across the mist below.

The air smelled faintly of crushed herbs and wet earth.

She slowed, letting her fingers brush one of the trunks as she passed. The bark was cool beneath her skin. A faint hum seemed to run through it—though perhaps that was her own heartbeat. It always felt this way the deeper she went.

The Whisperwood was ancient. Older than the keep, older than the villages, older even than the Last War. There were trees here that had stood since the time of the First Bond, when magic and the realm had still been one.

Some of the villagers whispered that the forest remembered. That the mist was made of old souls, wandering between roots and leaves, waiting for someone to listen.

Isolde didn’t want to listen. But she always did.

The forest tonight felt heavier than usual, and not just because of the thick mist that gathered along the ground. It pressed at her shoulders, settling in her chest, the kind of weight she had felt only once before—when she had crossed the old battlefield after a spring storm, and the air had been thick with the metallic taste of lightning.

She told herself it was just her nerves. That it was only the night and the mist and her own thoughts playing tricks. But still, her free hand rested lightly against the dagger at her hip.

The trees opened slightly ahead, giving her a narrow view of the high ridge to the east. Beyond it, the faint glow of Crown’s Reach was just visible, the capital’s white towers catching the moonlight even from miles away. She could almost imagine she could hear the city—the far-off sound of bells from the keep, the creak of wagon wheels, the rush of river water through the mill gates.

That sound was a comfort. The city was safe. Predictable. It was not like this.

She adjusted the satchel again, tightening the strap across her chest. The map inside was heavy with folded parchment. She had drawn it herself, from her own observations and from scraps of older records. It showed the edges of the Whisperwood, the ruins of the Last War, the watchtowers that had once guarded them. And it marked one place no one else dared to set foot.

The tower.

Her jaw tightened at the thought.

She had promised herself she wouldn’t come here again.

And yet—

She pressed on, the air growing colder as the path dipped between two massive roots. A faint rustle to her right made her freeze. She turned, scanning the darkness between the trunks.

Nothing.

The silence pressed harder.

She breathed out slowly, telling herself it was nothing more than a fox. Maybe a deer.

Her father’s voice echoed faintly in her head, the way it always did when she was on edge: “The Whisperwood wants you to be afraid. It wants you to hurry. Don’t hurry.”

She forced her steps to stay even, careful.

It was only when the trees began to thin that she noticed the faint taste in the air—like smoke, bitter and sharp. It shouldn’t have been there. Not in this part of the forest.

She slowed again.

Beyond the thinning trees, the clearing opened, bathed in the silver-blue light of the moon. The smell of smoke grew stronger. And there, in the center of the clearing, rose the dark silhouette of the tower.

Her chest tightened.

The Watch on the Edge.

Even from here, she could see the scorch marks blackening its upper stones.

She swallowed hard, her throat suddenly dry.

And for just a moment, she thought she heard it—faint but clear—a whisper carried through the mist.

Her name.

The clearing felt too quiet.

Isolde’s boots sank into the moss as she stepped past the last of the trees. The tower rose ahead, sharp against the pale sky. Its shadow cut a dark shape across the clearing, stretching almost to her feet.

The Watch on the Edge.

She’d seen it once as a child, from a distance, riding in a wagon past the old forest road. It had seemed smaller then, like a broken monument left to crumble. Now, up close, it felt alive.

The stones were blackened, some cracked clean through. The top portion leaned slightly, as though time had tried to pull it down but failed. Every surface bore faint scorch marks, the remnants of the Last War.

Her father’s voice echoed in her head again: “The tower isn’t cursed, Isolde. Curses are too simple. It’s a wound. Wounds don’t heal easy.”

She took another step forward.

The air changed.

A faint vibration hummed beneath her boots, so subtle she almost missed it. The mist swirled tighter around her ankles, curling higher, like it was testing her weight, her presence.

Her hand went to the dagger again.

No sound came from the woods. No bird call, no wind.

Her breath felt too loud.

She reached the base of the tower. The stones here were colder than the air, slick with a thin film of damp. Her fingers brushed over one of the blocks, feeling the roughness, the uneven edges where some old impact had split the surface.

The moss grew thickest near the base, veiling faint shapes carved into the stone. She pulled her hand back, then brushed aside some of the moss with her sleeve.

Lines emerged. Not cracks. Not weathering.

Glyphs.

At first they were pale, almost invisible. But the longer she looked, the more they seemed to sharpen, glowing faintly from within the stone.

Her breath caught.

She’d read of these markings. They weren’t simple spells—they were bindings. Ancient ones, etched by hands long before the Last War.

Her pulse quickened.

She pressed her palm lightly against the largest glyph.

A spark jolted through her. The air seemed to grow heavier. Her ears rang.

The glyphs flared brighter.

She stumbled back, her boots scraping against the stone. Her heartbeat roared in her ears, every pulse matched by a hum from the tower.

Her mouth went dry.

Magic.

Not just residue. Not the fading trace of some battle spell.

This was living magic.

She swallowed hard, her eyes scanning the glowing symbols. They curved around the base, wrapping like chains. Her gaze followed them higher, tracing the spirals toward a central emblem—an image carved deep into the stone.

Two lovers, their arms entwined. Between them, fire. And bound within that fire, a shape.

A face.

It wasn’t human.

And yet...

Her skin prickled.

The face in the carving seemed to look straight at her.

A faint crack echoed above.

Her head snapped up just as a loose stone shifted high above.

Isolde’s body moved before her mind could react. She threw herself sideways as the stone broke free, crashing down where she had stood a heartbeat earlier.

The impact shook the ground. Dust and shards flew into the air.

She coughed, pulling her cloak around her face as the debris settled.

The mist swirled thickly now, disturbed by the fall. It crept low across the clearing, spilling into the gaps between the stones.

When the dust thinned, she noticed something that stopped her breath.

Footprints.

They weren’t hers.

They led away from the fallen stone, glowing faintly in the mist—blue, like the glyphs.

Her throat tightened.

She gripped her dagger tighter, stepping slowly toward them. The prints were fresh. Too fresh.

Her eyes scanned the treeline.

Nothing moved.

The footprints continued, curving toward the far side of the clearing and into the deeper woods.

Her pulse hammered.

A whisper slid through the mist—soft, too close.

“Isolde...”

Her chest clenched.

The voice was not like any she had ever heard. It was low, smooth, and somehow... familiar.

Her breath came faster.

She took a step back.

The mist stirred again.

And from the shadows between the trees, two faint lights emerged.

Eyes.

Not human eyes.

They glowed faintly blue, like the glyphs on the tower, watching her from the darkness.

The whisper came again, this time sharper.

“Don’t run.”

Isolde froze, her muscles locking in place.

Every instinct screamed at her to turn and flee back to the safety of the outer woods.

But her father’s voice rang in her memory once more: “The Whisperwood wants you to be afraid. It wants you to run. Don’t run.”

Her grip tightened on the dagger.

The eyes blinked once. Then the mist rolled forward, swallowing them whole.

The clearing fell silent again, but the hum from the glyphs remained, low and steady, like a heartbeat in the stone.

Isolde stood there for a long moment, her breath uneven, before finally turning toward the path.

She did not run.

But she didn’t look back, either.

The clearing felt wrong.

Not just quiet. Quiet was normal in the Whisperwood. It was expectant. As though the air itself leaned forward, listening to each step she took.

Isolde paused at the treeline, the tower looming just ahead. It wasn’t large—three levels, maybe four—but there was something about its presence that made it feel taller than the trees themselves. A dark shadow against the silver-blue wash of moonlight.

The Watch on the Edge.

Her father had spoken of it rarely, and always in a lowered voice. A place that wasn’t safe, even after the Last War. A wound on the land.

The mist brushed against her boots as if urging her forward.

Her first step into the clearing made no sound.

The air grew colder, her breath faintly visible in the moonlight. That wasn’t possible. It was late spring. Even the night air should have been soft.

She ignored the chill. Or tried to.

Her boots pressed into moss, damp from some earlier rain. The moss here wasn’t like the moss at the forest’s edge. It was pale, almost white in places, laced with thin threads of silver that caught the moonlight.

Her stomach tightened. She’d seen that kind of growth once before—on the steps of an old shrine deep in the marshes. The villagers had refused to go near it.

She reached the tower’s base, her hand hovering just above the stone.

Up close, the scorch marks were worse than she’d imagined. Charred black streaks cut through the blocks, each one twisting upward as though the fire had climbed of its own will. In places, the stone had cracked entirely, revealing a pale inner core.

The air near the stone felt charged.

Her fingers brushed the surface.

The cold was immediate and sharp, sinking into her bones. A faint vibration ran through her fingertips, crawling slowly up her arm until it settled in her chest.

Her breath caught.

The stone was alive.

She pulled back instinctively—but something kept her there. A weight in her chest, a pull just behind her ribs, as though the tower had wrapped invisible fingers around her and refused to let go.

Then she saw them.

Glyphs.

Faint at first, just barely visible under the thin film of moss. But as her palm remained against the stone, they brightened—lines of pale blue light, curving and spiraling like chains.

The hum grew louder.

Her heartbeat matched its rhythm.

For a moment she couldn’t move.

The glyphs weren’t just symbols. They were a language. She didn’t know how she knew that, but she could feel the meaning of each curve, each line. A warning. A plea. A command.

Her mind swirled with fragments—images she didn’t recognize. A battlefield. A face in the flames. A pair of eyes, dark and endless, filled with firelight.

Her breath came faster.

She pulled her hand back as though burned.

The hum didn’t fade.

It had moved into her.

Her eyes followed the glyphs upward, tracing them around the base. They wrapped like a chain, binding the lower stones, all of them converging toward a central emblem.

Her steps slowed as she approached it.

Two lovers, carved in exquisite detail, their arms entwined. Between them, fire blazed upward. Bound within that fire, a shape struggled.

A face.

Isolde froze.

It wasn’t human. The features were too sharp, too alien. And yet, the eyes—

Her skin prickled.

The eyes seemed to catch the moonlight.

She blinked.

No. That was impossible.

A faint sound brushed her ear.

She froze.

“Isolde...”

Her throat went dry.

Her name.

She turned sharply, scanning the clearing.

Nothing.

Her pulse thundered.

It had to be her imagination. Or the wind. Or—

The voice came again.

Clearer. Closer.

“I remember you.”

Her skin crawled.

She took a half-step back, her heel scraping against the stone.

The hum from the glyphs sharpened, rising in pitch.

A faint crack echoed above.

Her head snapped upward just in time to see a loose stone shift near the top.

Time slowed.

The stone broke free.

Isolde’s body reacted before her mind could. She dove sideways, cloak snapping around her, just as the block crashed down where she had been standing.

The impact shook the ground, sending a cloud of dust and shards into the air.

She coughed, pulling the edge of her cloak over her mouth. The dust stung her eyes.

The mist thickened, curling low and fast, disturbed by the fall.

When it cleared, her breath caught.

Footprints.

They were faint, but unmistakable. Pressed into the moss, leading away from the fallen stone.

They glowed faintly blue.

Her dagger was already in her hand.

She scanned the treeline, pulse pounding.

The footprints were fresh. Too fresh.

No sound came from the woods. No bird call. No breeze.

The silence felt unnatural now—coiled tight, ready to snap.

A faint whisper slid through the mist.

“Isolde...”

Her breath hitched.

It was the same voice. Smooth. Calm. Somehow knowing.

Her hand tightened around the dagger hilt.

The voice came again, softer now.

“So close... after all this time.”

Her heart pounded.

She took a slow step backward.

The mist stirred again.

And then she saw them.

Two faint lights in the darkness between the trees.

Eyes.

They glowed faintly blue, the same hue as the glyphs on the tower.

They were watching her.

Her breath came faster.

“Who’s there?” she called, her voice sharper than she intended.

The whisper came again, curling around her name like smoke.

“Don’t run.”

Every instinct screamed at her to turn and flee, to get back to the safety of the outer woods.

But her father’s warning echoed in her head: “The Whisperwood wants you to be afraid. It wants you to run. Don’t run.”

She held her ground.

The eyes blinked once.

Then the mist rolled forward, swallowing them whole.

The clearing fell silent, but the hum from the glyphs remained—low, steady, like a heartbeat in the stone.

Isolde stood frozen for a long moment, her breath uneven, before finally turning toward the path.

She did not run.

But she didn’t look back, either.

The mist didn’t move like ordinary fog.

It shifted as she turned toward the path, curling in slow spirals, almost as though it were following her.

Isolde tightened her grip on her dagger, forcing herself not to quicken her pace. The clearing felt heavier now, the air pressing against her back.

Her boots sank softly into the moss.

She told herself the hum from the glyphs was fading, but she wasn’t sure if that was true—or if the sound had simply moved somewhere deeper.

Somewhere closer.

A breath of air brushed against her cheek. Not wind.

She froze.

The voice slid in again, low and soft, curling like smoke around her thoughts.

“The fire remembers him...”

Her chest tightened.

She turned sharply, scanning the trees.

The mist pressed in thicker now, but the eyes were gone.

Her voice came out sharper than she meant. “Who?”

The whisper was almost a sigh, threaded with something like hunger.

“The fallen prince. His blood will open the way.”

Her pulse quickened.

She swallowed hard, forcing her feet to move.

The path felt longer now.

The mist thinned as she neared the treeline, but the whisper lingered, faint and warm against the back of her neck.

“Bring him to me...”

The clearing was almost behind her.

Almost.

Isolde slowed as the mist curled again, sharper this time, rising in thin tendrils like fingers reaching for her ankles. Her breath clouded faintly in the air.

The hum from the tower deepened, low and steady, like a drumbeat far beneath the earth.

Then it changed.

It was still a hum, but now... it carried shape.

A cadence she almost recognized.

She froze, every muscle tightening.

Her ears strained toward it.

The sound threaded through the mist—deep, warm, and steady, laced with something she hadn’t felt since...

No.

Her breath caught in her throat.

It wasn’t possible.

The hum sharpened, breaking into a faint echo. Not the spirit’s voice this time. Not the smooth, dangerous murmur from before.

This voice was different.

Lower. Stronger.

And almost—human.

Her name brushed the edge of the sound.

“...Isolde...”

Her fingers tightened around the dagger hilt.

She turned, eyes sweeping the clearing.

The tower loomed dark and silent, but the glyphs flared faintly again, as though responding to her hesitation.

The voice came again—clearer this time, threaded with urgency.

“Run.”

Her stomach dropped.

That single word carried weight, heavy as stone.

She had never heard this voice before, and yet... there was something about it that tugged at her chest, like a memory she couldn’t quite reach.

The hum cut off abruptly.

The clearing was silent.

Her breath rushed out all at once.

Her pulse hammered as she turned sharply and strode back into the treeline, refusing to look over her shoulder again.

The trees thinned ahead, their silver bark giving way to the darker trunks of the outer woods.

Isolde didn’t slow. Her boots hit firmer ground now, the moss thinning underfoot, replaced by damp earth scattered with fallen needles.

The mist followed.

Not as thick, but present enough to curl at the edges of her vision.

She told herself it was just the night air cooling. Just her nerves.

But the tower’s hum still sat at the back of her mind, low and steady, a rhythm she couldn’t shake.

Her satchel weighed heavier than before.

The map inside hadn’t changed, but the journey felt different now. She had gone to the Watch on the Edge before. Nothing had ever happened. Nothing had ever... spoken.

Her pace quickened.

The first sign of the path back to the village was the faint sound of water—the narrow stream that marked the edge of the Whisperwood.

Her shoulders loosened fractionally.

The crossing stones glistened faintly in the moonlight as she stepped over them, her boots slipping slightly on the damp surface.

On the far side, the ground rose toward the road.

She paused at the edge, turning back once to look at the forest.

The Whisperwood stood silent.

Silver leaves shifted faintly in the breeze, whispering against each other.

For just a heartbeat, she thought she heard it again.

Not her name this time.

A different word.

A name she didn’t recognize.

But the sound was gone almost as quickly as it came, leaving only the normal rustle of the leaves.

She exhaled slowly, forcing herself to turn toward the road.

The path ahead curved toward the low lights of the outer village, and beyond that, Crown’s Reach.

Her thoughts snagged on the whisper from the tower—the fallen prince.

The words sank deeper than she wanted to admit.

Because there was only one prince whose fall the court still whispered about.

And if the spirit wanted him...

She tightened her grip on the satchel and kept walking, the cold hum still lodged beneath her ribs.
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​Chapter 2 – The Prince’s Return
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The road wound like a pale scar through the hills.

Kaelan kept his pace steady, the horse’s hooves ringing in the dry summer air. Each step took him closer to the city that had once been his home. Each step tightened the band that had wrapped around his chest since the summons arrived.

The hills were quiet.

Too quiet.

Once, the route to Crown’s Reach had been alive—bright with the chatter of merchants, the colors of travelers’ banners snapping in the wind, the scent of spiced wine drifting from roadside inns.

Now, the stillness pressed in.

Even the wind felt cautious, moving through the tall grass like a thief.

The only sounds were the jingle of bridles, the faint creak of leather, and the dull thump of hoofbeats on the hardened earth. The guards who rode with him said nothing. He did not ask them to.

He knew what their silence meant.

The land itself seemed to hold its breath as they passed.

They crested a hill where the road narrowed, hemmed in by old stone markers—worn pillars etched with glyphs so faint they were nearly invisible.

Kaelan slowed his horse, his gaze resting briefly on one of the stones. The carvings were old—older than the Last War. Older, perhaps, than the city itself.

His fingertips brushed the edge of the nearest pillar as he passed.

The stone was cold.

Too cold for the sunlit afternoon.

A faint vibration hummed under his hand, gone almost before he registered it.

He drew his hand back sharply.

One of the guards glanced his way. “My lord?”

“Nothing.” Kaelan’s voice was even.

But his thoughts lingered.

He remembered these pillars. He had passed them a hundred times before. They had never felt alive.

The hills ahead rolled into shallow valleys dotted with scattered farms.

Smoke curled from chimneys. Laundry hung in neat rows across fenced yards. Chickens scratched at the dry earth.

And yet... something was different.

At first, he couldn’t see it.

Then it struck him.

No one waved.

As a boy, he remembered farmers pausing their work to raise a hand when riders passed. Children had once chased the road, hoping for a coin or sweet from the prince’s saddlebag.

Now, the farmers just watched.

One man leaned on his hoe, his eyes following Kaelan’s every step until the horse passed from sight.

Another woman clutched her child by the shoulders, turning her away from the road.

The guards noticed too.

Their silence grew heavier.

The sun dipped lower, the light sliding toward amber.

The road curved past a grove of old oak trees, their branches stretching overhead. Shadows lengthened across the path, turning the world gold and green.

Kaelan’s mind drifted—not to the court he was returning to, but to the battlefield he had left.

The clash of steel.

The smell of fire and blood.

The weight of silence when the line broke.

He gripped the reins tighter, forcing the memories back down.

At the crest of the final hill, he saw it.

Crown’s Reach.

White walls bathed in gold, rising from the earth as if carved from the bones of the land. Towers speared the sky, their peaks glinting in the last light of day.

It looked untouched by war.

From this distance, it could have been a city preserved in glass.

But Kaelan knew better.

He could almost feel the tension radiating from the walls.

It wasn’t just a city waiting for its prince to return.

It was a city deciding what to do with him.

The towers of Crown’s Reach rose like a dream, sharp against the sinking sun.

From the crest of the hill, Kaelan reined in his horse, the animal’s breath clouding faintly in the cooling air. The sight ahead was almost enough to trick him—white stone walls glowing in amber light, high gates traced with veins of silver, banners snapping in the breeze.

Almost.

Because beneath the beauty, something had changed.

The city did not look alive.

It looked watchful.

The silver along the gates was new. A thin filigree of sigils stretched from pillar to pillar, faint as spider’s silk but pulsing softly, like veins under skin. Old wards had been strengthened. New ones had been carved.

Someone had been expecting trouble.

The last mile of the road narrowed into a causeway over a deep trench. Once a simple moat, it now glistened faintly, as if a thin film of oil rode its surface.

The smell rose on the wind—faint, metallic, sharp as lightning after rain.

The hum returned.

Low. Subtle.

Kaelan’s hand tightened on the reins. His mount’s ears twitched, sensing it too.

The sound wasn’t loud enough to call attention to itself. It was quieter than the jingle of tack, lighter than the hiss of wind through dry grass.

But it was there.

The capital’s outer market sprawled just beyond the bridge.

It should have been loud with merchants crying wares, filled with the chatter of coin and barter.

Instead, the noise was subdued.

Shops were open, but conversation dimmed as the procession approached. A cloth-seller paused with a bolt of green silk draped across her arms. A baker’s boy froze halfway through stacking loaves.

Kaelan kept his eyes forward, but the weight of their stares pressed like a physical thing.

No voices called out to welcome him. No laughter followed his steps.

Then—just barely, on the far side of the market—he caught it.

A melody.

Thin, wandering, played on an old lute.

The song was old.

He hadn’t heard it in years.

A ballad of The Fallen Prince.

Kaelan’s jaw tightened.

He didn’t need to hear the words; they were carved in his memory.

A prince rides to war. A prince rides alone.
The banners fall still. The kingdom turns to stone.
It was meant to be a warning. A reminder of the cost of failure.

And here, now, it was a message.

They passed beneath an archway at the edge of the market, where the outer wall loomed ahead.

The massive gates were shut—not in defense, but in ceremony.

As the captain of the guard stepped forward, Kaelan saw it again: the faint shimmer of wards worked into the iron bands of the gates.

Lines of runes that were not there when he had last passed through these walls.

The guard captain bowed, crisp but not warm. “Your Highness.”

His voice carried the same careful neutrality as the farmers’ stares on the road.

“We welcome you back to Crown’s Reach.”

Kaelan inclined his head, not trusting the silence in the air to hold if he spoke too soon.

Behind the captain, the gates began to open.

The sound of iron grinding on stone echoed across the causeway.

For a heartbeat, Kaelan could almost believe it was the city itself exhaling after holding its breath too long.

The hum deepened as the procession reached the heart of the market.

Kaelan kept his gaze fixed forward, but the hairs at the back of his neck rose.

The silence wasn’t just from tension.

It was... listening.

His eyes drifted—just once—toward the press of people.

And he saw her.

A woman in a red cloak, hood drawn low. She stood perfectly still at the edge of the crowd, a basket hanging from one arm.

No one stood near her.

It was as though the market bent around her space, giving her room without ever acknowledging she was there.

Her head tilted—slowly—toward Kaelan.

The hood shifted just enough for him to see her mouth.

She smiled.

Then she whispered something—too faint to hear—her lips shaping the words in perfect time with the hum in his ears.

And when he blinked—she was gone.

No space left where she had been. No gap in the crowd.

The hum receded, leaving only the faint scrape of a merchant’s knife cutting fruit.

Kaelan turned his gaze forward again, his face unreadable.

But his grip on the reins had tightened.

The gates loomed higher as Kaelan approached, the iron-bound doors glinting with embedded silver.
The hum he had felt in the market was softer now, but it hadn’t vanished.
It vibrated in his ribs like a second heartbeat.
The guard captain stepped back, raising a hand to signal the opening.

The gates moved—slowly, deliberately—metal grinding on stone.

As Kaelan crossed beneath the archway, the air changed.

It wasn’t temperature.
It wasn’t wind.
It was... texture.
Like stepping through a curtain woven of threads too fine to see.

For the briefest moment, the wards carved along the gate’s iron bands sparked faintly—just enough to catch the light.

A shimmer.
A pulse.
Kaelan felt it slide across his skin—cool, sharp, like icewater over old scars.

None of the guards reacted.
Either they didn’t notice... or they had learned not to.
The hum in his chest went still as the gates closed behind him.

The gates shut behind him with the sound of iron teeth biting home.

Kaelan kept his horse steady, the muffled thud of the city’s cobblestones replacing the steady rhythm of the road.

Inside the walls, the world seemed... quieter.

The outer market’s cautious chatter was gone.
Here, only the slow creak of chains and the distant clang of the gate’s locking mechanism filled the air.
The captain of the guard walked forward, his polished armor catching the last of the evening light.

“Your Highness,” he said, bowing low. His voice was precise, each word measured.

Kaelan inclined his head slightly.
Formality was expected—but warmth was not.
The captain straightened, his face a mask of careful respect. “The Queen awaits you at the keep.”

The words were right. The tone was wrong.

Kaelan studied him, silent for a beat longer than necessary.
The man’s posture was flawless.
His eyes, however, didn’t quite meet Kaelan’s.
That was when Kaelan saw the second thing.

Standing to the captain’s right—half a pace behind—was an older guard.
The armor sat differently on him, well-worn and comfortable.
Kaelan knew that face.
“Sergeant Bren,” Kaelan said.

The older guard’s jaw tightened, just slightly.

“My lord.” Bren’s voice was flat, and his gaze remained fixed on a point just past Kaelan’s shoulder.

It was a small thing.
But Kaelan had fought beside this man.
Bren had once taken a blade to the shoulder to hold the line for him.
And now, the sergeant couldn’t meet his eyes.

The captain gestured toward the waiting escort. “We will take you directly to the keep. Security is... heightened.”

Kaelan caught the pause.

Heightened for him, or heightened because of him?

He said nothing.

But as his horse started forward again, a flicker of movement caught his eye.

One of the younger gate guards—a boy, barely old enough to wear armor—raised his hand in a quick, nervous gesture.

It wasn’t a salute.
It was a warding sign.
Against evil.
Against ill luck.
Against him.

The boy’s hand dropped instantly when the captain turned his head.

Kaelan didn’t react.
But the gesture lodged itself in the back of his mind, cold as the wards that had sparked on the gate.
Kaelan’s horse shifted slightly, hooves scraping stone.
The movement drew his gaze—just enough to catch it.
Bren’s shadow wasn’t falling quite right.

The other guards’ shadows stretched long and straight in the fading light.
But Bren’s?
At the edge of it, faint and sharp, something curved.
Not an angle.
A shape.
Like the suggestion of a sigil traced in lightless ink.

It pulsed once—so faint Kaelan almost thought he imagined it—before vanishing as Bren shifted his stance.

The sergeant didn’t notice.

None of them did.

Kaelan looked up at the high gate, at the iron bands still faintly warm from the sun, at the runes that shimmered when no one was watching.

And for the first time since seeing Crown’s Reach on the horizon, a thought surfaced, cold and unwelcome.

It wasn’t just the city watching him.

Something else was inside.

The gates gave way to a tunnel of stone, cool and dim, the sound of hooves echoing sharply.
The air inside smelled faintly of oil and old rain.
Then—light.

The tunnel opened, spilling Kaelan and his escort into the wide avenue that cut through the heart of Crown’s Reach.

For a heartbeat, the city looked exactly as he remembered.

White stone buildings flanking the avenue, their windows edged in painted trim.
Balconies draped with silk banners.
Bright awnings shading shopfronts, where fruit and spices spilled their colors into the air.
But the longer he looked, the more the differences became impossible to ignore.

The banners were there—but their colors were muted.
The awnings hung a little lower, as if fabric were meant to block more than sunlight.
And the faces.

The faces were careful.

Crowds had gathered, yes. The avenue was lined with merchants, artisans, and townsfolk, pressed shoulder to shoulder to see the returning prince.

But no cheer rose from them.

No hands reached for his.

Instead, eyes followed him like a tide.

Silent.
Calculating.
Balconies above were crowded too.
Not with shouting well-wishers, but with nobles in their finery—silks that shimmered in the dying light, faces painted in pale shades of courtesy.
They held their wine cups like weapons, their fans like shields.

Every gesture was measured.
Every smile was thin.
A movement caught Kaelan’s eye.

On one high balcony, a figure in deep red stood alone, a hood drawn over their head.
The same shade as the cloak he had seen in the market.
This time, the figure did not vanish when he looked.

They only stood, still as stone, the edge of their hood turned just enough that he couldn’t see their face.

The hum returned—so faint Kaelan could almost believe it was the rhythm of hooves on cobblestone.

Almost.

At the far end of the avenue, the keep rose above the city—white walls catching the last gold of sunset, its towers like pale spears thrust into the sky.

Between Kaelan and the keep lay more of the city—narrower streets that fed into the main procession, where people leaned from windows, their voices too low to catch individual words.

But he didn’t need to hear them.

He knew what whispers sounded like.

A child broke from the crowd, darting between guards to toss something toward him.
It landed near his horse’s hooves.
A flower.

White.

He looked down at it, the petals bright against the dark stone.

Then another landed.
And another.
White blossoms scattered across the street before him.

Not a welcome.

An omen.

The procession continued, hooves crushing petals as the keep drew closer.
The hum stayed with him.
Crown’s Reach had opened its gates.
But it had not opened its heart.
The hum had been faint since the gates—like an echo he couldn’t quite catch.
But now, as the keep’s towers grew nearer, it shifted.
At first, it was just a change in tone.
Lower.
Closer.
Then he felt it.

The hum began to align itself with the steady thud of his heartbeat.

Each pulse.
Each beat.
The sound wasn’t outside him anymore.
It was in him.
It rose and fell in perfect rhythm with his chest, an invisible thread tugging somewhere deep beneath his ribs.

Kaelan forced his expression still.
He’d been taught long ago that the court could smell weakness.
But inside, something cold stirred at the realization:
Whatever had been humming at the gates...
Whatever had whispered in the market...
It knew he was here.

The procession wound up the last slope of the avenue, the sound of hooves echoing sharply in the narrowing streets.

Then the keep opened before them.

The courtyard was a wide, paved expanse, hemmed in by white walls that glowed faintly in the last blush of sunset. Banners hung from high balconies—deep green embroidered with gold, the colors of House Morien.

Everything was arranged perfectly.

Too perfectly.

Kaelan’s gaze moved slowly across the courtyard, cataloging the scene as if it were a battlefield.

The guards lined along the walls were in ceremonial armor—polished to mirror shine, shields at precise angles, spears resting in identical grips.
The nobles stood in arranged clusters, each positioned so that their silks caught the light, their jewels winking like stars.
The balconies above were crowded, every vantage point filled.
It looked like a welcome.

It felt like a test.

The escort slowed, hooves clattering as they crossed into the courtyard proper.

Kaelan could feel the weight of eyes on him—heavily, unblinking.

No one called out his name.
No one cheered.
Only the soft rustle of silks, the snap of banners in the breeze.

He recognized some faces instantly.
Lord Veyran, tall and lean, his smile too sharp to be sincere.
Lady Thara, fan raised just enough to hide her mouth as she whispered to the woman beside her.
And further back, near the shadow of the northern balcony—Lord Garrin, heavyset, his pale eyes fixed on Kaelan with an intensity that was not welcome.
Garrin did not smile.
He simply watched.
A trumpet sounded.

Every head turned toward the wide stone steps that led to the keep’s main doors.

The Queen descended.

She wore deep green velvet, the high collar and long sleeves edged with intricate gold thread. A narrow crown sat atop her dark hair, its center gem catching the light in a sudden spark.

Her face was unreadable.

The steps echoed beneath her heels, each measured movement deliberate.

Kaelan felt the stillness in the air deepen.

This was the moment.

She stopped at the base of the steps, her gaze fixed on him.

“Prince Kaelan.”

Her voice was smooth, carrying easily across the courtyard.

“Crown’s Reach welcomes your return.”

The pause that followed was short, but it might as well have been an hour.

Every noble in the courtyard felt it.
Every whisperer on the balconies above took note of it.
The form was correct.
The warmth was absent.
Kaelan inclined his head in the perfect measure of respect due to a queen—and a mother.

“Your Majesty.”

The Queen’s eyes narrowed, almost imperceptibly, as if weighing whether he had spoken too much or too little.

Her lips curved slightly—a movement that could be mistaken for a smile by anyone who wanted to believe it.

“Your quarters are prepared. You will wish to rest after such a journey. We will speak further when you have regained your strength.”

It was dismissal, cloaked in courtesy.

Whispers rippled through the crowd.

Lady Thara’s fan moved more quickly now.
Lord Veyran’s too-sharp smile grew just a fraction.
As Kaelan stepped forward, the hum returned.

Not in his chest this time.

In the stones.

It began faintly, under his boots, like a vibration running through the courtyard itself.

For a breath, it seemed to rise in perfect harmony with the Queen’s voice.
Low.
Resonant.
Alive.
Then his gaze caught on the inner arch of the gatehouse.

A sigil—half-hidden in the carved stone—flared faintly as he passed.
Not enough to draw attention.
Just enough for him to see.
It went dark again in the next blink.

The Queen’s steward appeared at her side.

“Escort the prince to his quarters.”

Her tone left no room for debate.

Kaelan inclined his head again, the picture of composed obedience.

But as he followed the steward, his eyes swept the courtyard one last time.

Lord Garrin was still watching.
The red-cloaked figure was gone.
And the hum had fallen silent again.
For now.

The steward’s voice was soft, precise. “This way, my lord.”

The great doors of the keep opened, and Kaelan stepped across the threshold.

The first breath inside tasted of stone—cool and old, touched faintly with the smell of oil and pine from the polished beams above.

The grand hall stretched ahead, an expanse of pale stone framed by arching ribs of dark wood.
Banners hung high, each depicting victories from the Last War: the rout at Blackspire, the siege of Stormvale, the coronation of Queen Morien.
Kaelan’s gaze swept them once, noting what was missing.
No battle standard bearing his colors.
No scene that marked the day his command turned the tide at Hollow Ford.
The keep remembered what it wanted to remember.

The steward walked in perfect measured steps, his voice pitched low enough not to echo.
Behind him, the footsteps of Kaelan’s escort blended with the hollow sound of his own boots on polished stone.
Lesser courtiers lingered in the shadows of the hall, drifting just close enough to watch.
One woman bent her head over a scroll, but her eyes flicked to him twice.
Two young pages paused in their sweeping, their whispers following him like the hum he’d carried since the gates.
“The exile returned.”

He didn’t turn his head.

They passed beneath an arch where the stone itself seemed to narrow, drawing them into a long corridor lined with old runes.
Each was carved into smooth stone panels, some dark with age, others faintly glowing as though lit from within.
Kaelan’s gaze brushed over them, and one rune—a curling symbol near the center of the wall—flared slightly as he passed.
The light was faint, almost pale silver, and for a single beat it matched the rhythm of his heart.
He slowed a fraction, but the steward didn’t notice.

The hum was there again, tucked beneath the sound of their footfalls.

Two of the Queen’s handmaidens emerged from a side passage ahead, their gowns brushing the floor.
They stopped short when they saw him, exchanging a glance too quickly to read.
Their curtseys were perfect.
Too perfect.
The conversation they’d been having died instantly.
Kaelan inclined his head as they passed, but their eyes were already sliding away.
The corridor opened into a long gallery.

Portraits lined the walls: rulers of Aramore, their likenesses rendered in patient oil.
Kaelan’s father stared out from his frame, jaw strong, eyes bright, one hand resting on the hilt of a sword.
Kaelan’s gaze traveled to the space that should have come next.

It was blank.

The wall was smooth where his own portrait should have hung.

He looked at it only for a moment before moving on.

At the next turning, two guards stood at rigid attention beside a carved door.
They wore the green and gold of House Morien, not the neutral steel of the royal guard.
One guard’s armor bore a faint engraving near the shoulder—a warding symbol from an older era.
It had been polished so many times it was almost worn away.
They passed an old council chamber, its heavy door ajar.
The room inside was empty, chairs pushed neatly beneath the long table.
But Kaelan slowed, his head turning just slightly.
There was sound.

Not loud, not clear.
Like an echo of a meeting long finished, words stretched thin by distance.
Then a phrase cut through, sharp and distinct.

“The bond will break the seal.”

He stopped, but the voice was gone.

“This way, my lord,” the steward said again, polite but firm.

Kaelan followed.

The east wing of the keep was quieter, the windows looking out over the city’s rooftops rather than the courtyards.
His quarters lay there, well appointed but far from the Queen’s chambers.
Distance—polite, precise, unmistakable.

The steward opened the door.

“Rest well, my lord.”

The words were correct.
The tone was careful.
The door shut softly behind him.

The steward’s footsteps faded into the corridor, the door clicking softly shut behind him.

Silence settled.

Kaelan stood in the center of the room for a long moment, his eyes sweeping over his quarters.

They were as fine as any guest’s could be—walls paneled in dark oak, a tall bed dressed in green velvet, a carved desk by the far window. A fire burned low in the grate, scenting the air faintly with cedar and smoke.

But there was no warmth in the space.

It was too pristine. Too untouched.

The bed had no crease. The drapes fell in perfect, heavy folds. Every polished surface reflected the lamplight cleanly, as though no one had lived here in years.

It wasn’t his room.

It wasn’t meant to be.

He moved slowly across the chamber, every step quiet on the thick rugs.

On a side table by the bed, something caught his eye.

A carved wooden figurine—barely the size of his hand—shaped like a hawk.

He knew it instantly.

It had sat on the edge of his childhood desk when he was ten. The detail was still sharp: wings spread, beak open mid-cry.

It hadn’t been in his exile.
It hadn’t been with him when he rode away.
And now it was here.

He turned it over in his hand, feeling the smooth grooves of its wings beneath his thumb.

Was it a kindness?
A quiet reminder?
Or a signal that nothing he had once been was truly gone from the Queen’s reach?
Setting the hawk back down, he crossed to the window.

The view spilled over the rooftops of Crown’s Reach.

The city stretched in every direction—market lanterns glowing like scattered embers, the faint curve of the Whisperwood visible in the far distance as a shadowy fringe.

It looked... different.

Or perhaps he did.

His reflection ghosted faintly on the window glass.

Older. Harder. A man who had ridden away under shadow and returned under scrutiny.

The hum began again.

Soft. Barely there.

It brushed the edge of his hearing, no longer coming from the stones beneath his boots.

It was in the air of the room.

Kaelan stilled, his shoulders tightening just enough to betray he had heard it.

He turned, scanning the chamber.

The sound grew—not louder, exactly, but sharper. More intentional.

It wasn’t like the hum at the gates, or the courtyard, or even the council corridor.

It was closer.

Something flickered in the mirror on the far wall.

Just a shimmer—like heat on summer stone.
It vanished when he stepped closer.
His reflection stared back at him.

Unchanged.

The hum pulsed once more, in perfect time with his heartbeat.

And for the first time, he caught the edge of... something.

Not words.

But a tone.

Like a voice speaking from just beyond a door, low and steady, almost familiar.

He stood very still, jaw tightening.

Whatever it was—it knew him.

The hum faded, the room settling back into silence.

Kaelan drew in a slow breath, steadying himself.
When the Queen called for him, he would not be the man who hesitated in his own chambers.
He turned back to the window, eyes on the darkening city.

The hawk on the table cast a small, sharp shadow in the firelight.

The knock came just as Kaelan was fastening the clasp of his tunic.

Three sharp raps.

No more, no less.

The door opened before he spoke.

A boy stood there, pale in the light of the corridor. His hair was neatly combed, his green-and-gold livery crisp, but his fingers clenched the folded parchment he carried.

“My lord.” The boy’s voice caught on the second word. He stepped forward, holding the letter out with both hands.

Kaelan took it.

The wax was the Queen’s seal—pressed in deep crimson.

“Her Majesty requests the honor of your presence at a private supper,” the boy recited. “This evening.”

Evening. It was already evening.

Deliberately late.

Kaelan’s mouth curved, but without humor.

“You’ve done your task well,” he said.

The boy bowed quickly—too quickly—and retreated as if the air around Kaelan was something to be escaped.

The corridor to the Queen’s hall was empty.

Not deserted—just prepared.

His boots struck stone that had been swept clean. The usual courtiers who haunted the upper floors at night were absent. No musicians drifted between chambers. No servants carried trays of wine or fruit.

Silence stretched in the space where life should have been.

The hum was there too—faint, tucked beneath the sound of his own steps. It pulsed faintly when he passed certain archways, quickening in rhythm as he neared the Queen’s hall.

The double doors were opened by guards in green and gold, their expressions neutral.

Inside, the hall was dimly lit.

A long table dominated the center, its polished surface gleaming in the candlelight. But there were only four chairs.

The Queen sat at the head, her gown a fall of deep emerald silk, a thin circlet of gold resting against her dark hair.

Kaelan’s seat was placed not opposite her, not beside her, but slightly askew—close enough to speak, far enough to remind him this was her table.

“Your Highness.”

The Queen’s voice was warm, the smile perfectly measured.

Kaelan bowed.

“My Queen.”

She gestured to the chair, and he took it, his movements unhurried.

Two others sat at the table. Lord Veyran, sharp-eyed and lean, a man whose loyalty was always rumored to follow coin more than crown. And Lady Caris, quiet, her jeweled hands folded, a face that revealed nothing.

The Queen’s opening questions were light—his travels, his health, the weather in Stormvale.

Her tone was pleasant, but her eyes weighed every word he spoke.

When she asked of his companions on the road, her phrasing was careful: “I trust none... unexpected joined your retinue?”

Kaelan smiled faintly. “Only those who intended to see me reach Aramore alive.”

Lord Veyran leaned back, voice smooth. “Old debts in the Whisperwood have a way of following men home. Some might see a prince’s return as... opportunity.”

The hum in Kaelan’s chest quickened—just slightly—at the words Whisperwood.

He let none of it reach his face.

A servant poured wine, and Kaelan caught the faint aroma before the cup touched the table.

Stormvale red.

The same vintage served the night before the battle at Hollow Ford.

He took a measured sip, tasting the past like a blade’s edge.

The talk circled to Hollow Ford—how the tide turned, what the cost had been.

A candle at the far end of the table sputtered, its flame dipping unnaturally.

Lady Caris’s eyes flicked toward it, then back to Kaelan, as though measuring his reaction.

The Queen shifted the talk toward the court’s future.

“We are stronger with unity,” she said, voice smooth as silk. “Your place at the next gathering will remind all of Aramore of that.”

Her words were an offer.

Her tone was a tether.

“As my guest,” she added, “you will stand beneath my name.”

Dinner ended with measured civility.

Kaelan bowed again, the wine warm in his blood, the hum still faint in his chest.

He left the hall with the sense that he had been both welcomed and weighed—and that the keep had not stopped watching him since he crossed its threshold.

In the quiet corridor, the hum pulsed once more—not in the stone this time, but in him.

The corridor to Kaelan’s chambers was quiet.

The Queen’s hall was behind him now, but the feel of her gaze lingered like the weight of armor.

He passed the same portraits he had walked by earlier.
In the dim lamplight, their painted eyes looked darker, their gazes heavier.
The blank space where his portrait should have hung was only shadow now.

He reached his door.

The lock slid open with a soft click, and the chamber greeted him with the same stillness as before.

The fire had burned lower, a slow curl of smoke rising from the embers.

He loosened the clasp at his throat and set his cloak aside, the silence settling deeper around him.

Then—

The hum began again.

Not faint this time.

Stronger.

It came not from the walls or the stones but from somewhere closer.

Inside the room.

Kaelan turned slowly.

The carved hawk on the table cast its long shadow in the firelight.

The hum thrummed softly when his gaze touched it.

He crossed the room, each step quiet on the rug, and stopped just short of reaching for it.

The hum shifted.

Not sound, not exactly—but rhythm.

In three measured beats, it matched the steady pulse at the side of his neck.

He closed his hand around the hawk.

The wood was warm.

For a moment—just a moment—he thought he heard... something.

A tone.

Like a voice speaking from far away, layered over the hum.

Too faint to make out.
Too deliberate to be nothing.
The window rattled once, softly, though no wind touched it.

Beyond the glass, the city lay quiet beneath the moon.

The rooftops glowed faintly, the faint curve of the Whisperwood visible on the horizon.

He set the hawk back down, jaw tight.

If the keep wanted to whisper, it would have to speak more plainly.

Still, when he lay on the bed, the hum stayed with him.

Not in the stone.

Not in the air.

In him.

The bells woke him.

Low and deep, they rolled across the keep, each strike echoing faintly against the stone.

Kaelan opened his eyes to sunlight spilling across the floor, warm and clean, banishing the long shadows of the night.

The hum was gone. The silence in its place felt heavier.

A sharp rap at the door cut through the quiet.

The lock turned before he answered, and a guard stepped inside—tall, armored, the green-and-gold sash at his waist marking him as the Queen’s own.

“My lord.” The guard bowed, then held out a scroll edged in gold. “Her Majesty summons you to the court this morning. As her honored guest.”

Honored. The word was polished smooth by years of use.

Kaelan took the scroll, unrolling it. The writing was crisp, formal, exacting.

The summons wasn’t a request.

He dressed deliberately—dark green tunic, silver pin at the shoulder, the hawk figurine left on the table where it caught the light like a small, silent witness.

The corridors to the court hall were alive now.

Daylight had returned the keep to itself. Nobles lined the halls, their silks a sweep of jewel tones, their voices low and threaded with false warmth.

Some greeted him with measured bows, smiles that didn’t reach their eyes.
Others let their whispers follow him as he passed, words hidden behind jeweled fans.
Kaelan kept his stride even.

The great arches above him cast shifting shadows across the polished stone.

One arch was colder than the rest. Another was warm.

He slowed imperceptibly, palm brushing the stone as he passed. The warmth pulsed once—soft as a heartbeat—then vanished.

The court hall doors stood wide, guards in ceremonial armor flanking them.

Inside, the hall opened into a vast chamber, light pouring through stained-glass windows that painted the marble floor in shifting colors—emerald, ruby, gold.

House Morien’s banners hung from the high beams, each thread precise, no fray allowed.

The Queen sat on her dais. Her gown was silver this morning, a deliberate contrast to last night’s green. Gold edged the cuffs, the circlet at her brow catching the light like a net of fire.

Her inner circle stood nearby: Lord Veyran at her right, eyes sharp; Lady Caris at her left, her expression unreadable.

Kaelan stepped forward.

The murmur in the hall shifted, quieting like wind before a storm.

Some eyes studied him openly.
Others watched as if waiting for a misstep.
One man—Lord Garran, a rival to House Morien—stood toward the edge, lips curved faintly in a smile that did not belong in welcome.

The Queen’s voice carried through the hall, warm, strong.

“Aramore remembers her sons.”

Her gaze swept the court. “Prince Kaelan returns to us—not as a shadow of the past, but as a strength for our future.”

Kaelan stood very still, the hum faint in his chest again.

It wasn’t the same hum from the tower or the gates.

It was quieter.

But present.

The Queen’s words tied his name to hers before the gathered court, each sentence a ribbon binding him to her goodwill.

When she spoke of the coming Conclave, her eyes flicked to him—just enough for the court to see the gesture.

“Prince Kaelan will stand at the Conclave beneath my name,” she said. “Unity strengthens us all.”

A murmur rolled through the hall, subtle as a shifting tide.

Kaelan felt the hum again—one quiet pulse—and far beyond the hall, somewhere deep in Aramore, another flicker answered.

He bowed his head.

The Queen’s smile was gracious. The court’s eyes were sharp.

The hum stayed with him as the Conclave was set in motion.
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​Chapter 3 – Flame in the Forest
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The Whisperwood was quieter than it should have been.

It wasn’t the deep, peaceful quiet that came after rain, when the leaves still dripped and the moss was heavy with water.
This was a waiting quiet.
A hush that pressed against the skin.

The kind of stillness a forest takes on before lightning splits the sky.

Isolde knew the path well, but this morning every step felt different.

The mist was thicker, clinging to her skirts, curling around her boots as if reluctant to let her pass.

The silver-barked trees leaned close, their pale trunks glistening with dew that caught what little light filtered through the canopy.

Somewhere far off, a crow called—once, twice—and then silence dropped again like a heavy curtain.

Her satchel was heavier than usual, though she carried nothing more than her journal, ink, and a coil of twine.

It was the knowledge inside the satchel that felt heavier—the sketches of glyphs from the tower wall, the fragments of translation.
Last night she’d worked late by candlelight, comparing old symbols to the ink-faded pages she had copied from the archives.
And that was when she saw it.

One glyph—just one—she hadn’t been able to translate before.

It wasn’t a word. It was a name.

The hum in her chest had started then, faint, almost like a memory she didn’t want to admit to.

It hadn’t left her since.

The tower appeared ahead, its black stones pale with moss and age.

At a distance, it looked dead—its jagged crown a ruin against the mist.

But the closer she drew, the more alive it seemed.

Her fingers tingled.

Inside, the air was colder.

Her steps echoed against the stone floor, the sound too loud in the stillness.

The glyph wall loomed ahead, its carved surface wet with condensation that glistened faintly.

She set her satchel down and unrolled her journal, but the moment her eyes lifted, she froze.

The glyph she had been unable to translate—the one she now knew was a name—was glowing.

Not the soft silver it had taken on before.

Gold.

Pure and bright, like sunlight caught in stone.

Her breath caught, heart thudding.

The hum in her chest matched the pulse of the light.

She reached out, fingertips hovering just above the carving.

The whisper came instantly.

Clearer than before.

The same voice as the night of her first discovery—low, ancient, carrying the weight of centuries.

But this time it wasn’t just fragments.

This time, it spoke a single word.

A name.

Kaelan.

The sound sank into her like heat into skin, a name she knew but had never spoken aloud.

Her hand trembled above the glyph, the gold light flickering once more as though the stone itself had taken a breath.

She stepped back sharply, the hum still in her bones, the name still echoing in her mind.

She had no reason to know him.
No reason to hear his name in the voice of an ancient spirit.
But the tower was rarely wrong.

And neither were its warnings.

The road out of the Whisperwood should have been familiar.

It wasn’t.

Isolde had walked this route a dozen times before, ferrying records to the Crown’s Reach archives for copying, then back again to her small desk where the dust always seemed to settle just for her.

But this morning felt different.

The air was heavier, the light strange.

Her satchel thumped softly against her hip, weighted with her journal, sketches of the glyph, and translation attempts that had kept her awake long into the night.

The name Kaelan refused to leave her mind.

It was a name that shouldn’t matter.

It did.

The forest around her was deep in its own thoughts.

Mist coiled between the silver-barked trees, thin in some places, thick as milk in others. Sunlight slanted in slow, heavy shafts, painting the moss in gold-green.

Dew turned the cobwebs strung between branches into strands of glass.

Birds flitted from branch to branch, silent in their flight.

Too silent.

Isolde adjusted the strap of her satchel, glancing back once.

Nothing.

No one followed.

Still, her skin prickled like a storm was gathering behind her.

She told herself the errand was simple.

Deliver the journal copies to the archives. Return before dusk.

Simple.

So why did the forest feel like it was holding its breath?

Her boots found the old road’s ruts easily
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