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House Veyr

King Edric and Queen Sabella are parents to Aeric, Theron, and Isolde. The dynasty merged sovereign and guardian blood long ago, then rewrote the union as hereditary right.

The Guardian Keepers

Joren and Elain’s line preserves the older law: a guardian may protect the Moon Gate, but no crown may command a keeper’s consent.

The Nine Crownstones

Each stone answers a freely given oath. Veyr blood and stolen crown magic can fracture their wards. Only a rightful sovereign accepted freely can unite and stabilize all nine.

The True Name

Not a password or birth title, but the integrated truth of Aeric, Riven, and the wolf—freely chosen rather than imposed.
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The Cup of Nine Crowns

The wine tasted of winter roses and treason.

Aeric knew it before the cup left his lips.

The recognition came too late. A grainy bitterness bloomed beneath the honeyed red, followed by a cold line that ran from his tongue to the center of his chest. Across the High Hall, nine rulers sat beneath banners sewn with their separate crowns. Firelight traveled along gold plates, crystal stems, jeweled collars, and watchful eyes. The Feast of Concord had been arranged to celebrate the peace Aeric had spent six years building.

Now his fingers would not release the cup.

Theron stood beside him, one hand resting on the back of Aeric’s chair. His younger brother had poured the wine himself.

“You look disappointed,” Aeric said.

It required more effort than it should have. His tongue felt thick. The voices around the long table stretched and blurred, then snapped back into painful sharpness.

Theron’s fingers tightened against the carved sun-wolf worked into the chair. “I hoped you would taste the vintage before the politics.”

“I tasted both.”

For one breath, something human broke through Theron’s composure. Not guilt. Grief, perhaps, or the last shadow of it.

Then Queen Sabella lifted two fingers.

The musicians stopped.

The servants nearest the throne withdrew through the side doors with their heads bowed. Aeric watched them go and remembered the same gesture from childhood: his mother dismissing tutors before tending a fever, sending courtiers away before telling her sons their father had died, clearing a room whenever love or violence required privacy.

Tonight it was violence.

Aeric set the cup down. It struck the table hard enough to spill wine across the white cloth. The stain spread like a wound.

“Mother,” he said.

Sabella did not look away. Her silver-blonde hair was braided beneath the narrow widow’s crown she had worn since King Edric’s death. Age had not softened her face. It had refined it into something beautiful and merciless.

“Sit still,” she said. “It will hurt less.”

The hall tilted.

Aeric gripped the table as cold burrowed through his ribs. At the lower tables, lesser nobles remained frozen. His uncle Vaust studied his plate. Cousin Cedran stood near the western doors with six palace guards behind him—Aeric’s guards, wearing the black-and-gold sunburst of House Veyr.

Not one reached for a weapon in his defense.

The truth was larger than Theron.

Aeric looked toward Princess Isolde. His sister sat three places below Sabella, white-faced, a goblet untouched before her. Her right hand lay flat against the table. Two fingers pressed once against the wood, paused, then pressed twice.

The childhood signal for danger.

She knew. Whether she had known before the cup, he could not tell.

The nine rulers began to rise. Cedran drew his sword.

“Remain seated,” Sabella told them. “The High King is unwell.”

Aeric forced his knees to straighten. “The High King is poisoned.”

The northern queen reached for him, but Vaust blocked her path with a courteous bow. Panic moved through the hall in careful ripples. No one wanted to be the first ruler to challenge the royal family inside its own palace.

Aeric had spent years weakening the fear that held Avarra together. Tonight his family used the remnants of that fear against him.

His vision doubled. Theron became two men standing shoulder to shoulder: the prince before him and the boy Aeric remembered from a summer storm, eight years old and terrified, crawling into his bed because thunder shook the windows.

Aeric had wrapped a blanket around them both.

I will not let anything take you, he had promised.

Theron had believed him.

“Why?” Aeric asked.

Theron’s mouth hardened. “You announced that merchants and farmers would have seats beside kings. You would make the High Crown beg permission to govern.”

“I would make it answer to those it governs.”

“Exactly.” Theron leaned close enough that Aeric could see the pulse in his throat. “You inherited the power of every Veyr before us and apologized for it until the apology became a knife at our own necks.”

“So you chose mine.”

“I chose the realm.”

Sabella’s gaze shifted toward Theron. The faint disapproval in it cut deeper than any shouted command. Theron saw it and straightened, as if even now he were a boy waiting to be told whether he had pleased her.

Aeric understood then that his brother had the poison, but his mother held the leash.

Pain speared behind his eyes. The hall vanished beneath a rush of images: nine stones burning beneath a mountain, a gate made of moonlight, black branches scratching across a white sky. A woman’s voice whispered from somewhere no human voice should have reached.

Your name is the first chain.

He staggered. Theron caught his arm.

For one treacherous instant, Aeric leaned on him as he had during sword lessons and winter hunts. Theron’s hand shook.

“There is still time,” Aeric said quietly. “Call Soren. Tell the truth. Whatever you have done, stop now.”

Theron’s face twisted. “And kneel to you again?”

“Not to me. To what is right.”

“You always did make them sound like the same thing.”

He shoved Aeric toward Cedran.

The guards closed around him. Aeric struck the first with his elbow and took another across the throat, but his body no longer obeyed cleanly. The floor rolled under his boots. Silver fire raced through his veins. A guard drove a fist into his injured ribs, though Aeric did not remember being injured until the pain arrived.

Perhaps that was the poison too—stealing events as they happened.

He searched for Isolde. Her chair was empty.

Good, he thought, without knowing why.

Cedran seized his hair and forced his head back. “Forgive me, cousin.”

“No.” Aeric tasted blood. “You may ask the dead.”

They dragged him through the western passage while the feast remained behind in frightened silence. Rain hammered the narrow windows. The palace corridors came apart around him, portraits losing their names, doors forgetting where they led. He clung to details: Theron’s ring cutting into his hand; Cedran’s breath smelling of cloves; Sabella’s voice ordering the council sealed until dawn.

Remember, he commanded himself.

The command had ruled armies. It could not rule his own mind.

By the time they reached Blackglass Bridge, he did not know what city burned below the mountain.

Wind tore at his ceremonial cloak. The bridge crossed a ravine where the river flashed far beneath them, black water broken by white stone. Lightning revealed the palace towers behind Theron.

Another figure waited beside the parapet—a tall woman wrapped in feathers darker than the rain. Pale markings crossed her brow like roots under skin. Nyxara Morcant regarded Aeric with eyes the color of smoke.

“The dose should have stopped his heart,” Theron said.

“You paid me to remove a king,” the witch answered. “Death is only one method.”

Aeric tried to speak, but his own name had vanished.

Terror finally broke through the cold. Not fear of the river or the men at his back. Fear of the blank space opening inside him. A kingdom of memory collapsed room by room: his father’s voice, the shape of his crown, the face of the woman who had taught him to read, the boy he had once sheltered from thunder.

He looked at Theron and knew only that losing this man hurt.

Theron’s expression faltered.

Nyxara noticed. “Push him.”

“Will he remember?”

“Not even how to beg.”

Aeric found one word before the darkness took it.

“Brother.”

Theron closed his eyes and shoved.

The parapet struck Aeric’s hip. Then there was no stone beneath him, only rain and distance. The ravine opened its mouth. He fell through lightning, cloak snapping above him like a torn banner.

The river hit with the force of a battlefield hammer.

Cold swallowed him. His lungs emptied. He sank among black currents while silver fire threaded every vein. Above him, the world narrowed to a trembling circle of storm light.

Something moved in the dark below.

Not a creature. A presence.

An ancient heartbeat answered his failing one.

Once.

Twice.

The current twisted. Bones that should have broken held. A sound rose through his chest, too deep to be human and too furious to be death.

When the nameless man opened his mouth beneath the river, the water filled with a wolf’s roar.
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Waking Without a Name

He woke with mud between his teeth and no word for mud.

The thing was cold, gritty, and pressed against his cheek. It smelled of wet roots and rotting leaves. He tried to lift his head. Pain answered from every part of him at once, a council of injuries shouting over one another.

He lay still until the world stopped spinning.

Trees surrounded him—black trunks, bare lower branches, green darkness high overhead. Water rushed somewhere behind him. The sound struck terror through his body before his mind understood why. He rolled away from it and vomited river water into the ferns.

Breathing hurt. Existing hurt.

He pressed a hand to his left side. His fingers came away dark with blood, though the cut beneath his torn clothing had begun to close at the edges. That seemed wrong. He did not know why.

He examined his hand as if it belonged to someone else. Long fingers. Calluses along the palm and between thumb and forefinger. A pale line across the knuckles. On the smallest finger, a band of white skin marked where a ring had been.

What kind of ring?

No answer came.

He searched backward. The forest remained. The river remained. Before that—nothing. Not darkness, because darkness was something. This was an absence with no walls.

His breath shortened.

He knew the names of trees. Alder. Ash. Rowan. He knew the clouds promised more rain before nightfall. He knew a man exposed and bleeding in this temperature might die before dawn.

He did not know his own name.

Panic shoved him to his knees. The forest lurched sideways. He caught himself against a mossy stone and waited for the black sparks to clear from his vision.

“Think,” he said aloud.

His voice was rough and unexpectedly deep.

He tried simple questions.

Where had he been born? Nothing.

Who had taught him to speak? Nothing.

Who would search for him?

A man’s face flashed in his mind—blue eyes, rain on brown-gold hair, grief twisted into anger.

Brother.

The image shattered before he could hold it.

He dug his fingers into the earth. “Come back.”

Only the river answered.

He looked down at himself. His dark trousers were made of fine wool beneath the ruin, his boots soft black leather built for riding rather than forest paths. Gold thread clung to one torn cuff. A ceremonial cloak had become a strip of wet fabric knotted around his shoulders. No weapon remained, but the empty sheath at his belt had been made for a long knife.

Rich, then. Or a thief who had robbed someone rich.

The second possibility felt less true. He could not explain the certainty.

He stood by stages, using a tree for support. His body balanced automatically, weight settling over the balls of his feet despite the agony in his ribs. When a branch cracked behind him, he turned with one hand raised, ready to catch a blade he did not possess.

Nothing moved among the trees.

Yet the hair rose along his arms.

He was not alone.

The awareness did not come through sight or sound. It arrived as pressure at the base of his skull, followed by a scent so sharp he tasted it: old smoke, damp fur, iron.

Blood.

His blood.

He staggered away from the river. The forest floor sloped upward. Each step pulled at the cut in his side and sent a hot line through his ribs. Twice he stopped to listen. Once he heard ravens. Once the distant crack of something heavy moving through brush.

The third time, he heard voices.

Men.

He dropped behind a fallen pine before thought caught up with instinct.

“River bends north here,” one voice called. “Search both banks.”

“No one survives that fall.”

“General says find the body.”

Hooves struck stone somewhere below. The nameless man pressed himself into wet needles. His heart beat slowly—too slowly for his fear. The cold thing inside his ribs listened with him.

General.

Body.

Were they searching for him?

He needed to ask. He needed to run. Both urges fought until the riders’ voices faded west. Running won, though he could not decide whether that made him wise or guilty.

He waited until the last hoofbeat disappeared, then moved parallel to the ridge instead of climbing straight toward it. The choice came without thought. So did the certainty that frightened men searched water first, high ground second, and shelter last.

He knew how hunters reasoned.

He did not know whether that knowledge came from escaping them or commanding them.

A strip of linen circled his upper arm beneath the ruined cloak, knotted in a field dressing he could not remember receiving. Someone had pulled him from the river, stopped the worst bleeding, and left before he woke. The mud nearby had shown no tracks except a broad, four-footed print blurred by rain.

Wolf, he thought.

The word stirred something under his ribs.

He found a shard of black glass in the wet leaves and used it to cut the gold edging from his cuff. Fine clothing could identify him as surely as a face. When he finished, he held the narrow braid in his palm, reluctant to throw away the only proof that he had belonged somewhere.

Voices returned below him.

Two riders this time. One dismounted near the blood he had left on a fern.

“Fresh,” the man said. “General Cedran was right.”

“About what?”

“The poison did not finish him.”

Metal rasped free of leather. The scent reached the nameless man a moment later—bitter, bright, almost electric. Silver. His wrist puncture burned in answer.

He crouched behind an uprooted cedar and counted breath, distance, weight. His hand closed around the glass. One step would bring the nearest soldier within reach. A strike beneath the jaw, a turn of the blade, the second man before he cleared his saddle.

The sequence appeared complete in his mind.

He could do it.

The ease of that knowledge horrified him.

Instead, he threw the cut gold braid far downslope. It caught on bramble and flashed. Both men followed it. The nameless man went north with the black glass still in his hand and the first question about himself that felt more frightening than his missing name.

What had he been trained to do?

He climbed.

By midday, rain had begun again. His torn cloak offered no warmth. Hunger hollowed him, but thirst was worse. He drank from a narrow stream that did not sound like the river and forced himself onward.

Somewhere beyond the next ridge, woodsmoke threaded the air.

He almost wept at the scent.

Smoke meant fire. Fire meant a roof, perhaps food, perhaps a person who could tell him where he was. It also meant questions he could not answer.

He followed anyway.

The cabin appeared between two ancient oaks, small and square beneath a roof weighted with mossy stones. Bundles of drying plants hung under the eaves. A fenced garden stretched along one side, its late herbs covered by waxed cloth against the rain. Chickens scratched beneath a lean-to.

One saw him and made a noise of pure outrage.

“I apologize,” he muttered.

The chicken fled as if the apology were a threat.

He reached the clearing. Warm light shone through oiled parchment at the window. His knees weakened.

He had crossed half the yard when the cabin door opened.

A woman stepped out holding an axe.

She was not large. The axe was. Her chestnut hair had been braided over one shoulder, and a heavy brown coat fell to her boots. Her face would have been gentle if not for the hard attention in her hazel-green eyes.

“Stop there,” she said.

He stopped.

The command in her voice pleased some distant, disciplined part of him.

“I need help.”

“Men who arrive bleeding usually do.” Her gaze moved over his clothes, the empty sheath, the gold thread. “Men dressed like you usually expect it without asking.”

“I asked.”

“So you did. A promising beginning.”

The axe did not lower.

He tried to think of a name to offer, a village, a family. The blankness opened again. His breathing turned shallow.

The woman’s expression shifted—not softer, exactly, but less certain.

“Who hurt you?” she asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Where did you come from?”

He looked toward the trees. “The river.”

“That is a direction, not an answer.”

“It is the only answer I have.”

She studied him for a long moment. Rain gathered on her lashes. Behind her, the cabin light seemed impossibly warm.

“What is your name?”

He opened his mouth.

Nothing came.

The effort of standing became too much. The clearing tilted. He saw the woman move, saw the axe drop into the grass, saw her arms reach for him despite every sensible reason not to.

He tried to warn her that something was following him.

What left his throat was not speech.

It was a low, broken growl.

Then the ground rose and struck him.
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The Woman with the Axe

Liora Fen had dragged fevered men out of floodwater, stitched a farmer’s scalp after a mule kick, and once removed an arrow from a tax collector while the tax collector explained why he should receive better treatment than everyone else.

None of them had growled at her before fainting.

She stood over the stranger in the rain and considered leaving him exactly where he had fallen.

The chickens had already voted in favor.

“Quiet,” she told them.

They continued shouting from beneath the lean-to.

The man lay facedown in the mud, one arm twisted under him. Up close, the quality of his ruined clothing was even more troubling. The black wool had been woven tightly enough to turn ordinary rain. Gold thread edged the cuff in a pattern she knew: tiny rays broken by a wolf’s tooth.

Veyr work.

Her father’s blood had dried beneath that pattern.

Liora tightened both hands around the axe handle.

She could roll the stranger over, take the knife he no longer carried, and search him. She could walk inside, bar the door, and let the cold decide whether the royal house had sent another problem to her threshold.

He made a small sound—not a growl now. A breath dragged through injured ribs.

Her father had taught her that a healer who decided worth before treating pain was only an executioner with cleaner hands.

He had also taught her never to trust a Veyr.

“You could have left less contradictory advice,” she muttered.

The stranger did not answer.

Liora set down the axe, knelt, and pressed two fingers beneath his jaw. His pulse was steady but unnaturally slow for a man soaked, wounded, and unconscious. Cold skin. River silt in his hair. A cut at his side. Bruising already dark beneath his torn shirt.

At his right wrist, a tiny puncture had blackened the surrounding veins.

Poison.

That settled it. If she left him outside, she would spend the rest of the night imagining what she might have learned from his corpse.

“You are fortunate I am curious,” she told him. “It is not the same thing as kind.”

He was too heavy to lift. Liora rolled him onto an old grain sack, caught the corners, and dragged him toward the door. His boots furrowed the mud. Halfway across the yard, one heel caught on a stone.

“If you are secretly awake,” she said through her teeth, “I will use the axe.”

No response.

Inside, she pulled him onto the rug beside the hearth and stripped away his wet cloak. A piece of silver chain fell from the folds and struck the floor.

The man convulsed.

His eyes opened. Gray, sharp, and empty with terror.

He seized her wrist.

Liora’s other hand found the knife at her belt. “Release me.”

His grip tightened once. Then he looked at his own hand as if he had never seen it before and let go.

“Silver,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Move it.”

Sweat shone at his temples. The black veins at his wrist seemed to crawl toward his elbow.

Liora used the toe of her boot to kick the chain beneath the table. His breathing eased.

“What did that?” she asked.

“I don’t know.”

“You say that often.”

“It remains true.”

Despite herself, Liora almost smiled. “Can you sit?”

He tried and failed. She placed a folded blanket behind his shoulders, keeping the knife close enough that he could see it.

“I am going to cut your shirt.”

His gaze traveled to the blade. “You announce that very calmly.”

“I have had practice calming men frightened by scissors.”

“That is a knife.”

“You are observant when it matters least.”

The corner of his mouth moved. Not a smile, but the memory of one.

Liora cut the fabric away from his side. The wound had been made by a blade, yet its edges were closing too quickly. Not healed—she could see deep red tissue beneath—but hours ahead of where it should have been.

She touched the bruising around it. He did not flinch.

“Does that hurt?”

“Yes.”

“You might consider showing it.”

“Would that help?”

“It would help me know you are human.”

The words slipped out before she could stop them.

His eyes lifted to hers.

Outside, thunder moved beyond the hills. For a breath, a second presence seemed to look through him—watchful, wounded, and old.

Then he blinked and it was gone.

“I would also like to know,” he said.

The quiet honesty unsettled her more than anger would have.

Liora cleaned the wound with boiled water and willow tincture. She found no broken ribs, though two were badly bruised. His left shoulder carried a shallow cut. His right wrist was the true danger. When she pressed near the puncture, a faint scent rose from the skin: bitter moonroot, metal, and something burned.

She froze.

Her father’s journal had described that smell.

Moonroot does not erase pain, he had written. It erases the road by which pain is remembered.

She took a clipped thread from his sleeve and passed it through the candle flame. Ordinary gold thread would have blackened. This one curled away from the heat, worked through with the sun-salt used by Veyr’s palace tailors. Joren had once shown her the trick while sorting evidence at their kitchen table.

Royal cloth survives fire better than royal promises, he had said.

He had been smiling then. Six months later, soldiers came for him.

Liora set the thread beside the silver chain. Two pieces of a story she did not want: the chain sent the stranger into convulsions, while the royal braid had been cut from his clothes as if he understood the danger of being recognized. Yet his confusion did not feel performed. A court spy might counterfeit terror, but few would think to be ashamed of gripping a healer’s wrist while half-conscious.

She mixed charcoal with fever salt and a single grain of moonwort. It was not enough for the antidote Elain had once described, and adding more without knowing the carrier could drive the poison deeper.

“This may return one memory,” she warned, painting the paste over the puncture. “Or worsen the loss.”

“Those are poor choices.”

“They are the choices available.”

His eyes held hers. “Then tell me which risk you would take.”

Powerful men usually asked healers to guarantee impossible outcomes. This stranger asked for her judgment and waited.

“One grain,” she said. “No more tonight.”

He nodded.

The paste touched his skin. His body bowed off the rug. Liora caught his shoulders before his head struck stone. For an instant, his face held a grief too old and intimate for pain alone.

“Theron,” he gasped.

The name meant nothing to Liora yet. When she asked who it was, the answer had already vanished.

“What?” the stranger asked.

“Nothing.”

“You are a poor liar.”

“And you are in my house.” She wrapped his wrist with charcoal paste and clean linen. “That makes my faults safer than yours.”

He accepted the rebuke. Again, not what she expected from a court-bred man.

“Your name,” she said. “Try again.”

His face went still.

“I cannot find it.”

“Family?”

Pain crossed his features. “A brother. I think.”

“Where?”

“In the rain.” He shut his eyes. “He was afraid of thunder.”

Liora waited, but no more came.

She gave him a weak fever draught, then moved to the window and looked through the rain. Nothing crossed the clearing. The forest looked as it always did—wet, indifferent, full of things that survived by remaining unseen.

“Men were searching the river,” he said behind her.

She turned. “You did not mention that outside.”

“I was occupied with falling.”

“How many?”

“At least four riders. A general ordered them to find a body.”

Liora’s fingers tightened around the cup in her hand. “Did they say whose?”

“No.”

“And you thought my cabin would be a convenient place to bring them?”

Shame moved across his face. “I saw smoke.”

It was such a simple answer that her anger lost its footing.

She checked the latch, lowered the window covering, and took her crossbow from the pegs beside the door.

“You can remain until morning,” she said. “If you attempt to harm me, I will put a bolt through your leg.”

“The injured one?”

“I had not chosen, but thank you for the suggestion.”

This time he did smile, briefly and unwillingly.

Liora felt the dangerous pull of answering it. She turned away.

“Sleep,” she ordered.

The stranger lowered himself against the blankets. Within minutes, fever took him. He spoke in fragments while she ground more charcoal.

Nine crowns.

Hold the eastern gate.

Isolde, run.

At midnight he said one sentence in the old court dialect, a form of speech Liora had heard only once in her father’s rooms at Veyrhold.

“A crown is a promise made where everyone can see it.”

Liora stared at him across the low fire.

The black veins had retreated from his elbow. Beneath the torn shirt, just visible above the bandage, a pale shape curved near his heart.

She moved closer and lifted the fabric.

A sunburst circled a wolf’s head beneath his left breast—the hereditary mark carried by the rulers of House Veyr.

Her hand went cold.

The stranger opened his eyes.

Liora let the cloth fall before he saw where she had been looking.

“What is it?” he asked.

She thought of her father kneeling before a royal tribunal, refusing to withdraw the truth that had killed him.

“I have not decided,” she said, “whether saving you was a mistake.”
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A Stranger at the Hearth

Morning found him holding a knife he did not remember picking up.

He stood beside the hearth in borrowed trousers, the blade balanced flat across his palm. The woman—Liora, he had heard the name when she scolded a chicken through the window—watched from the table.

Between them lay a heel of bread, two bowls of oat porridge, and the uncomfortable fact that he had crossed the room without waking fully.

“Put it down,” she said.

He looked at the knife. Its wooden handle fit his grip. He knew six ways to disarm an attacker with it and three ways to kill before the attacker made a sound.

He did not know who had taught him.

He set the blade on the mantel.

“Were you planning to cook?” Liora asked.

“Was I?”

“You were facing the door, not the onions.”

He glanced toward the latch. “Something moved outside.”

“A goat.”

“You do not own a goat.”

Liora narrowed her eyes. “How do you know?”

He nodded toward the yard. “No droppings near the fence. No hay. Your cabbages are intact.”

“Perhaps it is a well-mannered goat.”

“Then it is more dangerous than I thought.”

Her mouth twitched. “Sit before you fall and damage my floor.”

He obeyed, which seemed to surprise them both.

The borrowed trousers were too short, and the linen shirt pulled across his shoulders. Liora had left them near the hearth with no explanation. He suspected they had belonged to someone else. A brother, perhaps. A husband. The thought irritated him for reasons he could not justify.

He had woken before dawn and found the clothes folded beside the fire, mended at one knee in Liora’s small, exact stitches. His ruined coat hung near the door. Someone had cut the gold braid from its cuff. The knowledge should have alarmed him. Instead he found himself wondering whether she had eaten, because only one used bowl stood in the washbasin.

On the way to the table, he noticed the lower door hinge sagging. He took a screwdriver from the mantel and tightened it before realizing what he did.

Liora looked from the hinge to the tool in his hand. “You repair doors in your sleep?”

“It was improperly set.”

“It has been improperly set for six years.”

“An extended criminal enterprise.”

He returned the screwdriver exactly where he had found it. The cabin seemed to have rules his body read without permission: knives within reach but handles turned inward, medicine jars arranged by danger, ash banked to keep the night fire alive. He knew how to move through an unfamiliar home without waking its owner.

That knowledge could belong to a careful guest.

It could also belong to an intruder.

“Did I enter your room?” he asked.

Liora’s humor disappeared. “No.”

“If I do, wake me with the axe.”

“I keep a smaller blade upstairs. The axe is unwieldy on ladders.”

He could not tell whether she meant to reassure him. Her practical answer did anyway.

He ate slowly. Hunger urged him to swallow everything at once, but some old discipline controlled his pace. Liora watched him over her cup.

“You hold a spoon as if it has insulted you,” she said.

He adjusted his grip. “How should one hold it?”

“Without expecting it to confess.”

“I have questions.”

“For the spoon?”

“It has provided as many answers as I have.”

Her laughter surprised him. It was low and brief, quickly hidden behind the cup. Warmth moved through the hollow place in his chest.

Then the knife on the mantel caught the light, and he remembered what his hands knew.

“Am I a soldier?” he asked.

Liora set down her cup. “Your hands suggest one.”

“The clothes do not.”

“Officers wear fine wool while other men bleed in rough cloth.”

There was history in the answer.

“You dislike soldiers.”

“I dislike anyone who believes a uniform makes his choices belong to someone else.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the one I have.”

He recognized his own words from the day before. She had returned them with precision. Another part of him—one that enjoyed negotiations and respected an equal strike—woke with interest.

Liora rose to check the bandage at his side. Her fingers were cool and efficient. He held still while she peeled away the linen.

“This should be worse,” she murmured.

“I am sorry to disappoint you.”

“Give it time.”

The wound had closed to a narrow red seam. Around it, bruising spread across his ribs in purple bands. Liora pressed one gently.

He drew a sharp breath.

“Human enough?” he asked.

Her gaze met his. She remembered saying it. Color touched her cheeks, though her voice remained steady. “Pain proves only that you are alive.”

“At present I will accept that.”

She retied the bandage and stepped back too quickly.

He noticed a burn scar at the base of her right thumb and ink stains along the side of her hand. Behind her, shelves held jars labeled in a neat script: willow, feverfew, yarrow, comfrey. A thick book lay open beneath a stone weight. The margins contained two different hands—Liora’s firm letters and an older, slanting script.

“Who taught you?” he asked.

She closed the book. “My father.”

“Where is he?”

The room changed.

Not visibly. The fire still snapped. Rain still whispered from the eaves. Yet Liora’s body became guarded, every line turned away from him.

“Dead.”

“I am sorry.”

“Are you?”

He did not understand the anger. “Yes.”

She searched his face, then looked away. “He was executed at Veyrhold.”

The name struck him like a bell. A mountain. Black towers in snow. A hall full of banners.

His hand closed around the table edge.

“You know it,” Liora said.

“I saw something.”

“What?”

He reached for the image. It dissolved beneath his fingers. “Stone. A high place. Bells.”

“Veyrhold has all three.”

“Why was your father executed?”

“For telling powerful men that they were wrong.”

“That is not usually named a crime.”

“Power names things as it pleases.”

He considered that. “Then power should be corrected.”

The statement came out with such certainty that Liora stared.

“You say that as if correction is simple.”

“No. I say it as if it is necessary.”

Something in her expression shifted again. Suspicion remained, but it no longer stood alone.

A chicken screamed outside.

He rose before Liora could stop him. Pain pulled at his side, but he crossed to the door and opened it a hand’s width.

The yard lay empty. The chickens had gathered beneath the lean-to, all six staring toward the trees. Their feathers puffed. One pressed itself against the fence as though trying to become part of it.

He breathed in.

Wet earth. Woodsmoke. Poultry. Liora behind him, carrying rosemary and clean linen in her scent.

And men.

Leather. Horse sweat. Oiled steel.

Far beyond the clearing, hidden by rain.

“Riders,” he said.

Liora came beside him, crossbow already in hand. “I hear nothing.”

“Neither do I.”

“Then how—”

He did not know. The cold awareness inside him had raised its head.

Liora closed the door and barred it. “Cellar.”

“No.”

“You are injured, unarmed, and being hunted.”

“Which is why you should use the cellar.”

She gave him a look usually reserved for stubborn patients and dangerous animals. “This is my home.”

“Then I will not bring death through its door.”

The words sounded ceremonial. A memory stirred: his hand over his heart, dozens of voices repeating an oath.

Liora heard the strange formality too. “Who are you?”

He looked down at the borrowed clothes, the vanished ring, the hands that knew violence and promises.

“I do not know.”

Hooves sounded faintly beyond the northern ridge.

Liora swore and pushed a small table aside. Beneath it was a trapdoor. “You can discover yourself later.”

He opened his mouth to argue.

“If you command me in my own house,” she warned, “I will tell the riders you died of arrogance.”

He descended into the root cellar.

Before Liora closed the door, she paused. “I cannot keep calling you stranger.”

“What would you suggest?”

She glanced toward the direction of the river. “Riven.”

The name settled over him like a cloak borrowed from another man—unfamiliar, but warm enough to survive in.

“Riven,” he repeated.

Above them, a rider struck the cabin door.

Liora lowered the trapdoor, and darkness covered his new name.
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Dream of Nine Crowns

Riven dreamed that nine people knelt around an empty throne.

He could not see their faces. Each held a stone burning with a different color, and each stone poured a thread of light into the crown upon the seat. The gold circlet appeared too heavy for any human brow. Beneath it, the throne breathed.

No—not the throne. Something under the mountain.

A wolf paced below the stone floor, its claws striking sparks from the dark. Every time it turned, Riven saw his own eyes in its face.

One of the kneeling figures raised a golden cup.

“To brothers,” said the man with rain in his hair.

Riven tried to warn the others, but black roots grew from his mouth. The crown cracked. Light spilled through it, silver and cold, and the wolf below spoke his forgotten name.

He woke before he could hear it.

The root cellar smelled of apples, damp soil, and old fear. Gray daylight edged the trapdoor. For several breaths he did not know where he was. Then memory returned in pieces: the river, Liora’s axe, her dry voice giving him a name that was not his.

The riders were gone.

He knew because the cold presence inside him had settled.

The trapdoor opened. Liora looked down, braid hanging over one shoulder. “If you are dead, say nothing.”

Riven sat up. “A demanding test.”

“You passed.” She lowered a hand. “Come out. Slowly.”

The room above looked undisturbed except for mud near the door and a wet cloak hanging from a peg. Riven climbed into the cabin and found two cups on the table. One belonged to Liora. The other bore the gold sunburst of the royal guard.

“They came inside.”

“Their captain did.”

“What did he want?”

“A fugitive who murdered the High King near Blackglass Bridge.”

The words landed without meaning, then slowly gathered weight.

“The High King is dead?”

“So they claim. Three nights ago.”

Three nights. The fall. The men looking for a body.

Riven gripped the back of a chair. A nameless grief rose in him, vast enough to make his knees weak. He did not know the king. He did not even know whether he had served him. Yet the thought of that death opened a wound no bandage covered.

“Did they describe the fugitive?”

“Tall. Dark hair. Dangerous. Injured.” Liora folded her arms. “Not their most imaginative work.”

“And you told them?”

“That the only tall, dark, dangerous creature here was my rooster.”

Riven looked toward the yard. “You do not own a rooster.”

“They did not inspect my poultry with your rigor.”

Despite the dread in his chest, he laughed. The sound startled him. Liora looked startled too, then busied herself with the kettle.

“Their captain left that cup?” he asked.

“I kept him drinking while you breathed like a bellows beneath the floor.”

“I apologize.”

“That habit of yours will become tedious.”

She pushed bread and cheese toward him, then handed him a rough wool coat. “We need meat before the weather turns colder. Can you walk?”

“Yes.”

“That was not a request for courage. It was a medical question.”

He took three steps. The cut in his side pulled, but his ribs had eased. “Yes.”

Liora studied him. “You heal too quickly.”

“Another fault?”

“I have not decided.”

Before they left, Liora assigned him the safe work of winding clean bandages while she packed herbs. Riven completed the first roll, then fixed the loose shutter, sharpened the skinning knife, and rearranged the kindling by how quickly each wood would catch.

Liora returned from the loft and stared at three precise rows beside the hearth. “You have placed my birch in military formation.”

“It was disorderly.”

“It was firewood.”

“The distinction is narrow.”

She reached past him for the smaller knife. Its edge slipped across the base of her thumb.

The scent of blood changed the room.

Riven stepped back so fast his shoulders struck the wall. Sound sharpened around him: Liora’s intake of breath, rain ticking beneath the eaves, the quick pulse inside her wrist. A primitive urge told him to close his mouth over the wound, to stop the bleeding with pressure and tongue.

Revulsion followed so violently that he knocked over the ordered wood.

Liora wrapped her thumb in a scrap of linen. “You moved away.”

“I wanted—” He could not make the instinct into speech without making it worse.

“A thought is not an act.”

“You do not know the thought.”

“I know you put distance between us. Bodies say many foolish things.”

“Does yours?”

Her attention dropped briefly to his mouth, then returned to the fallen wood. “Mine has no respect for convenient timing.”

Heat moved through him that had nothing to do with fever. Liora crouched to rebuild the kindling rows. Riven joined her, careful not to touch the small white bandage around her thumb.

The work gave his hands another answer.

They entered the forest after breakfast. Liora carried a short bow, two snares, and a basket. She moved quietly but not timidly, greeting the land through small observations: fox tracks along the creek, a broken branch where deer had passed, mushrooms she warned him not to touch unless he wished to “meet his ancestors without the trouble of dying properly.”

Riven found himself watching her rather than the path.

“Do I have something on my face?” she asked without turning.

“Suspicion.”

“It suits me.”

“Better than the axe.”

“That can be arranged.”

She stopped beside a narrow game trail. “Set the snare there.”

Riven crouched. His hands knew the work but objected to the crude cord. He adjusted the loop, tested the sapling, and shifted the trigger twice.

Liora watched. “You have done this before.”

“Perhaps.”

“No perhaps about it.” She examined the snare. “Although whoever taught you expected rabbits to obey military formations.”

“It will hold.”

“That is what generals say before losing a bridge.”

The word general brought the dream back—the kneeling stones, the golden cup, the man’s face lost beneath rain.

Riven straightened too quickly. Pain flared in his side.

Liora caught his arm. “Sit.”

“I am fine.”

“A phrase used only by fools and dying men.”

She guided him to a fallen log. Her hand remained around his forearm one breath longer than necessary. Warmth seeped through his sleeve. He looked down at her fingers. She released him at once.

“What did you remember?” she asked.

“Nine crowns. A throne. A man offering me wine.”

“His face?”

“Sometimes.” Riven rubbed both hands over his eyes. “I knew him. I think I loved him.”

Liora’s expression softened despite her effort to prevent it. “Memory often saves pain before kindness.”

“That sounds like experience.”

“It is not your question to ask.”

“No.” He looked toward the trail. “But I would listen if it became mine.”

For a moment, neither moved.

A hare burst from the brush.

Riven’s hand shot out. He caught Liora’s dropped bow before it struck the ground, drew, and loosed in one motion.

The arrow buried itself in a tree a finger’s width ahead of the hare, turning it back toward the snare. The cord snapped tight.

Silence followed.

Liora stared at the trapped animal, then at him. “You missed on purpose.”

“A clean shot would have ruined the hide.”

“And you knew where it would turn.”

He lowered the bow. Its balance felt as familiar as his own hands.

“Yes.”

The answer frightened him.

On the walk home, the forest seemed to watch from behind every tree. By the time the cabin appeared, the wolf in his dream had begun pacing again beneath his thoughts.

That night, while Liora slept in the loft and rain whispered over the roof, Riven stood before the dark window.

His reflection looked back: a stranger with gray eyes and a healing scar.

Behind the reflected man, for the briefest instant, a black wolf filled the room.

When Riven turned, nothing was there.

From somewhere beyond the ridge came a single answering howl.
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The Mark Beneath His Heart

Liora waited until Riven carried water from the well before opening her father’s locked chest.

She had not touched the key in three years.

It hung behind a loose hearthstone, wrapped in the strip of blue cloth Joren Fen had used to clean his spectacles. Liora’s fingers shook as she fitted it into the small iron lock. The lid opened with a dry sigh.

Her father’s winter coat lay on top, folded around journals, sealed letters, and a leather case of glass vials. Rosemary still clung to the wool. For an instant she was fourteen again, trailing him through the palace apothecary while he complained that kings demanded remedies for consequences rather than illnesses.

Then she saw him at the tribunal, wrists chained, asking her not to cry where Sabella’s council could enjoy it.

Liora pressed the heel of her hand against her mouth.

Outside, the bucket chain rattled. She forced herself to work.

The hereditary mark had been drawn in one of Joren’s oldest journals. She found it between notes on moonroot toxicity and a list of royal births.

House Veyr: the sovereign line bears the joined sun and wolf near the heart. The mark darkens when oath-magic is active.

Below it, her father had written in a later, hurried hand:

They have mistaken suppression for purity. The wolf is not the corruption. The crown is.

Liora turned the page.

Elain’s handwriting filled the margin, smaller and more impatient than Joren’s.

NO CURSE CREATES A SOUL. IT MAY STARVE, DIVIDE, OR COMMAND WHAT IS ALREADY THERE. IF THE GUARDIAN WAKES WITHOUT MEMORY, JUDGE THE CHOICES IT MAKES BEFORE IT KNOWS WHOM TO IMPRESS.

Beneath the warning, Joren had drawn nine crownstones around a closed hand. Seven were dark. An eighth stood apart beneath a northern star. The ninth had no fixed place at all.

Only a rightful sovereign freely accepted can unite them, he wrote. Veyr blood may fracture the wards through stolen crown magic, but blood alone cannot stabilize what was built from consent.

The notes had been made years before the High King’s death. Her father had known someone in House Veyr intended to force the stones. He had known the sovereign mark might be split from memory. Perhaps he had even known the river would carry the victim within reach of this cabin.

Liora’s grief changed temperature.

Joren had left her knowledge, but not choice. He had arranged her life around a danger he refused to name, then died before she could demand why. Love did not make that fair.

She found a loose sheet beneath the journal.

My bright Liora, it began. If the marked one comes, you owe him no loyalty. Help only if your judgment—not my fear, his title, or the kingdom’s need—tells you the man deserves a road back to himself.

Outside, Riven swore at the well bucket. Water splashed across the yard. One of the chickens answered with offended clucking.

Despite herself, Liora’s mouth curved.

He had arrived with royal cloth, killing knowledge, and a wolf under his skin. He had also apologized to poultry, moved away from her blood, and asked before entering every closed space in the cabin.

Those choices did not absolve House Veyr.

They belonged to him.

The cabin door opened.

Liora slammed the journal shut.

Riven entered with two buckets hanging from a yoke across his shoulders. He had rolled the borrowed sleeves above his elbows. Water darkened the front of the shirt.

“The well has defeated me,” he announced.

“It appears to have drowned you.”

“The bucket objected to being commanded.”

“You commanded a bucket?”

“It was behaving without discipline.”

Liora stared at him until he began to smile.

The sight weakened something she had kept hard for years.

He set the buckets beside the stove. “What is in the chest?”

“My father.”

The smile vanished. “Forgive me.”

“You apologize too often.”

“You have mentioned it.”

“Then improve.”

He inclined his head with unconscious formality. “I will try.”

Liora closed the chest and returned the key to her pocket. If he was who the mark suggested, his family had signed Joren’s death. Aeric Veyr had been king for four years when the tribunal condemned her father. He might not have stood in the chamber, but the seal used had been his.

How could the High King be dead if his body carried water badly through her door?

Perhaps Riven was a cousin. A bastard son. Another royal secret buried in fine wool.

“Your bandage,” she said. “Sit.”

He obeyed at the table. She unwrapped his side and found the wound nearly closed. The bruising remained, but the skin had knit far beyond natural healing.

“You look displeased,” he said.

“Bodies should follow rules.”

“Does yours?”

“Mine knows better than to argue.”

She examined his wrist. The black veins had faded to gray threads. When her thumb brushed the pulse point, a tremor ran through him.

“Pain?”

“No.”

Their eyes met.

Liora removed her hand.

“The mark near your heart,” she said. “Have you always had it?”

His gaze dropped. “What mark?”

She could not avoid showing him now. She opened the shirt farther and traced the pale edge without touching the skin. The sunburst circled the wolf’s head, unmistakable in daylight.

Riven went still.

“I did not know.”

“It belongs to House Veyr.”

His face emptied. “The royal house.”

“Yes.”

“The dead king’s house.”

“Yes.”

He rose, turning toward the small mirror beside the herbs. The mark was placed where he could not easily see it. He twisted, failed, and looked at her reflection instead.

“You recognized it the first night.”

Liora said nothing.

“That is why you asked whether saving me was a mistake.”

“Your family killed my father.”

“My family.” He tested the words and found no memory inside them. “Do you know who I am?”

“No.”

“But you suspect.”

“The mark is carried only by the sovereign line.”

He gripped the mantel. “How many men?”

“The High King. His brother. Their sister carries a smaller version, according to my father’s records. A few close blood relatives may bear fragments.”

“And the king is dead.”

“That is what the riders announced.”

“Perhaps I killed him.”

Liora had considered it. Hearing him say it made the possibility uglier.

“Do you feel like a murderer?” she asked.

He turned on her. “Would I know?”

The force in his voice filled the cabin. The chickens outside scattered.

Riven heard himself and stepped back. “I am sorry.”

“Do not apologize. Answer.”

He stared at his hands. “They know how to kill. Yesterday I guided a hare because I did not wish to damage its hide. I do not know what that proves.”

“It proves you had choices.”

“Everyone has choices.”

“Not everyone notices.”

Wind pushed smoke down the chimney. Riven coughed, then pressed his side. A dark spot spread across the new bandage.

“Sit down.” Liora reached for him.

He tried to refuse. His knees folded instead.

The mark beneath his heart had changed. Black lines spread through the sunburst, and the wolf at its center seemed almost raised from his skin.

Liora touched the edge with two fingers.

Heat surged into her hand.

The cabin disappeared.

For a heartbeat she saw nine stones under a mountain and a black wolf chained in light. A woman in feathered robes stood beyond it, smiling through a wall of silver fire.

Liora tore her hand away.

Riven caught her wrist. “What happened?”

She looked at the mark, then at the locked chest containing her father’s warning.

“You are not merely poisoned,” she said. “Someone made you part of a spell.”

Hooves sounded on the ridge.

This time there were many.
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CHAPTER 6
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Hunters on the Ridge

General Cedran’s voice reached the clearing before his horse did.

“Spread east. No fires, no shouting, and no one leaves the ridge.”

Riven went still beside the hearth.

The voice opened a wound no bandage could cover. He knew its measured impatience. He knew the speaker kept cloves tucked inside one cheek during long marches and tightened his saddle straps one hole beyond comfort. He knew the man had once laughed through a split lip while rain ran red from his chin.

He could not remember why they had been laughing.

Then another fragment struck: gloved fingers twisted in his hair, clove-sweet breath near his ear, and a voice saying, Forgive me, cousin.

The memory vanished. Hatred remained.

Liora heard the riders on the ridge and moved at once. She wrapped her father’s open journal in oilcloth, returned it to the ironbound chest, and fitted the key into the lock with steady hands. Only the whitening of her knuckles betrayed her.

“Cellar,” she said.

“They searched it yesterday.”

“Then they may believe I am too dull to use the same hiding place twice.” She dragged the braided rug aside and reached for the trapdoor.

Riven caught the iron ring before she could lift it. “If they find me beneath your floor, you will have nowhere to run.”

“I have a forest.”

“They have horses.”

“And you have an alarming devotion to objections. Shed, then. Behind the winter wood.”

He took the crossbow from its
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