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For every wounded heart that still finds the courage to open the door.
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Book Description
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A wounded stranger falls from the sky into an ancient forest with no name, no memory, and black-witch poison moving toward his heart.

Elowen Vale, a white witch hidden from a cruel world, knows no stranger should be able to find her protected cabin. Her magic hides her home from soldiers, hunters, nobles, and anyone carrying violence. Yet the injured man reaches her door, burning with strange fire and hunted by enemies who call murder rescue.

As Elowen fights to save him, pieces of his past return: dragon banners, a silver cup, a brother's voice, and a crown stolen in betrayal. The nameless man is Kael Draven, the missing Dragon King, and the brother who mourns him in public has already taken the first steps toward the throne.

To reclaim the truth, Kael and Elowen must cross villages broken by false rule, old sanctuaries, poisoned memories, and a vault beneath the throne where the crown's oldest shame waits in darkness. Their bond grows slowly through trust, restraint, and dangerous magic, but love will not be enough unless they can face the lie that created the Ashen Wyrm and honor the white witches history erased.

Dark, romantic, and magical, The White Witch and the Nameless Dragon King is a fantasy romance of betrayal, healing, dragon fire, white-witch light, justice, and a love chosen freely beside a crown that must finally tell the truth.
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This story is a fantasy romance about memory, betrayal, healing, old power, and love chosen freely. It contains dark magic, poisoning, political treason, magical violence, grief, and emotional recovery, but the romance is written with a focus on trust, restraint, consent, and mutual respect.

At its heart, this book is about two wounded people learning that protection should never become control, that truth must be stronger than fear, and that forgotten names deserve to be spoken in the open.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
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Blood in the Forest

He woke with blood in his mouth and no name in his mind.

For a long while, he did not move.

He lay on his back beneath a ceiling of ancient branches, staring up through black leaves and silver mist while pain slowly found him piece by piece. It began at the back of his skull, a hard, splitting throb that pulsed behind his eyes. Then it spread down his neck, across his shoulders, through his ribs, into his hands and legs until his whole body seemed to belong to someone who had been broken and left for the roots.

Above him, the trees leaned close.

They were old trees. Not the kind that grew beside roads or villages, trimmed by axes and wind. These were giants with twisted trunks, bark dark as charred iron, and branches so thick they braided together overhead like the ribs of some sleeping beast. Moss hung from them in long gray curtains. Mist curled between their roots. Somewhere nearby, water moved over stone with a soft, cold whisper.

He tried to breathe.

Agony ripped through his chest.

A sound escaped him, low and rough, more animal than man. He turned onto his side and vomited blood into the wet leaves.

The sight of it should have told him something. A battle. An accident. A fall. A name.

Nothing came.

Only pain.

He pressed one shaking hand to his head and felt torn skin matted with hair. His fingers came away red. He stared at the blood as if it belonged to someone else. His hand was large, scarred across the knuckles, strong despite the trembling. A ring might once have rested on one finger; the skin there was pale beneath grime, but the ring was gone.

A ring.

The thought flashed bright, then vanished.

He closed his eyes and searched for anything behind them.

Who am I?

The question opened inside him like a door to darkness.

No answer waited.

He did not know his name.

Not his home.

Not his age.

Not the sound of his own voice when unbroken by pain.

He did not know whether anyone loved him, whether anyone hunted him, whether he had been left here by friends unable to save him or enemies too certain he would die.

Fear moved through him then, colder than the mist.

He pushed himself upright.

The world tilted.

Branches spun. The ground rose and dropped beneath him. He caught himself on one hand and gasped until the sickness passed. His body was covered in wounds. His tunic-if the ruined cloth still deserved the name-was torn across the shoulder and blackened at the edges as if fire had kissed it. One sleeve hung in strips. His boots were scratched and muddied. Bruises darkened his arms. A deep ache burned near his ribs, where a stain of dried blood had stiffened the fabric against his skin.

He lifted his head.

The forest around him was torn.

Not by storm.

By impact.

A wide gash cut through the canopy high above, where branches had been snapped clean through. Broken limbs lay scattered across the ground. Ferns had been crushed flat in a long, brutal line leading to where he had fallen. The earth itself had caved beneath him, roots split and stones driven deep into the mud.

He looked up through the hole in the leaves.

The sky beyond was pale with dawn.

Too high.

Far too high.

His stomach turned over.

Had he fallen from a cliff? A tree? A tower?

No cliff rose nearby. No tower pierced the mist.

Only trees.

Only sky.

A memory struck him without warning.

Wind screaming past his ears.

Clouds below him.

Fire in his throat.

Something vast beating against the storm.

Wings.

He jerked back with a strangled breath.

The memory vanished, leaving only his own ragged heartbeat.

Wings?

No. Men did not have wings.

He tried to stand and failed. His left leg buckled at once, pain flashing white-hot from hip to knee. He clutched a tree trunk and dragged himself upright inch by inch. Bark bit into his palm. His breath came in harsh pulls. The forest watched him with the quiet patience of things that had seen men die before and had not been moved to interfere.

A crow called somewhere overhead.

The sound cut through him.

Black wings.

No-not wings.

A silver cup.

He saw it in a burst of light. A cup held near firelight, polished until it reflected gold and red. A hand offered it to him. A familiar hand. Long fingers. A ring turned inward, hiding its seal.

A voice, soft with something that might have been sorrow.

Drink.

He staggered, caught himself again, and struck his shoulder against the tree.

The memory broke apart.

He spat blood into the moss.

"Who..." His voice scraped out of him, hoarse and unfamiliar.

The sound startled him. It was deep, roughened by injury, but it carried an echo of command that did not match the helpless man clinging to bark in a nameless forest.

He tried again.

"Who am I?"

The forest gave no answer.

A twig snapped.

He froze.

Beyond the mist, something moved.

At first, he thought it was only shadow shifting between trees. Then he saw eyes. Low to the ground. Pale gold in the gray light.

A wolf stepped from between the roots.

Then another.

Then three more.

They were lean, dark-furred, and silent, their ribs moving beneath thick winter coats. Their paws made no sound on the wet leaves. They did not growl. They only watched.

The wounded man did not have a weapon.

He looked down, absurdly, as if a sword might have been lying at his feet waiting for his hand. There was none. Only broken branches, blood, and mud.

The first wolf lowered its head.

He should have backed away.

Instead something hot moved under his skin.

The sensation began beneath his ribs, where the deepest ache burned. It spread outward, not like fever, but like embers waking beneath ash. The air around him warmed. Mist curled away from his body. The wolf's ears flattened.

The man's breath left him in a cloud of smoke.

Smoke.

He stared.

The wolves stepped back.

The heat flared again, sharper this time. Not fire he could see, not flame in his hand, but the promise of it, buried somewhere too deep to understand. His fear fed it. His confusion sharpened it. For one terrible heartbeat, he felt as if something inside him had opened one golden eye.

The wolves turned and vanished into the trees.

The heat faded as quickly as it had come.

He stood shaking against the trunk.

"What am I?" he whispered.

The question frightened him more than the wolves.

A distant horn sounded.

Or perhaps he imagined it.

He turned toward the sound and saw only mist. Yet the back of his neck tightened with dread. He did not know his enemies, but his body remembered being hunted. It knew the danger of open ground, the need to move before blood cooled and courage failed.

He pushed away from the tree and began to walk.

Every step was a negotiation with pain.

The forest floor was uneven, tangled with roots and slick leaves. His leg dragged. His ribs stabbed with each breath. Twice he fell to one knee, and once he stayed there too long, staring at a cluster of white mushrooms growing beside a rotted log, unable to remember how to rise.

The world narrowed to small things.

His palm against bark.

Water dripping from moss.

The taste of blood.

The pull of his own body toward the ground.

He followed the stream because water meant life and because he could think of no better guide. It wound through the trees in a narrow silver line, clear over black stones. Ferns grew thick along its banks. Blue flowers nodded above the water, their petals shining faintly in the mist as if they held pieces of the fading moon.

As the sun climbed, the forest changed.

The deeper he walked, the less ordinary it became.

The trees grew wider, their trunks carved by age into shapes almost like faces. Pale flowers bloomed in places no sunlight touched. Birds watched him from branches without flying away. A white hare stood on the path and stared at him until he came close, then bounded ahead as if leading him somewhere.

He stopped once to drink from the stream.

The cold water shocked him. He cupped it in his hands and brought it to his mouth, flinching when it touched split lips. Blood curled from his skin into the current, a thin red thread that should have drifted away.

Instead the water stilled.

The red thread shone gold for half a heartbeat.

He jerked his hands back.

The stream resumed as if nothing had happened.

His head throbbed harder.

Another memory broke through.

A great hall.

Banners hanging from black stone walls.

Gold thread catching torchlight.

A crowd kneeling.

No. Not a crowd. Soldiers. Nobles. Servants. Faces turned toward him with fear and devotion braided so tightly he could not tell one from the other.

Something heavy above his head.

A crown?

Pain split the image.

He stumbled away from the stream and pressed both hands to his skull.

"No."

He did not know what he refused. The memory. The pain. The possibility that the man he had been might be someone others knelt before.

Another flash.

Fire racing along a stone floor.

A woman screaming.

A silver cup falling from his hand.

Black smoke filling his mouth.

A voice close to his ear.

"Forgive me, brother."

He collapsed against a tree, dragging air into lungs that felt too small.

Brother.

The word struck him harder than the fall.

He had a brother.

Or had been betrayed by one.

Or had betrayed one himself.

He did not know which possibility hurt more.

By afternoon, his strength had nearly left him.

The mist thinned, but shadows remained under the ancient branches. His wounds had begun to stiffen. Every movement tore them open again. His head wound bled whenever he stumbled. Once he looked down and found a trail of red drops behind him, marking his passage through the moss.

That frightened him enough to keep moving.

Whoever had hurt him might follow blood.

Whoever had meant him to die might come looking for proof.

He left the stream and climbed a low rise where black roots twisted out of the earth like sleeping serpents. At the top, he saw sunlight ahead.

Not the gray, broken light that filtered through the forest canopy.

True sunlight.

Warm and gold.

He walked toward it.

The trees opened without warning.

He stepped into a clearing so beautiful that for a moment he forgot pain.

A cabin stood at the center of it.

It was small, built of dark wood silvered by age, with a steep roof covered in moss and tiny white flowers. Smoke curled from a stone chimney, carrying the scent of rosemary, cedar, and warm bread. Around the cabin grew gardens so lush they seemed impossible in the shadow of the ancient forest: lavender, foxglove, thyme, white roses, moon-colored lilies, and herbs he could not name. Wind chimes made from bone, shell, and polished stone hung beneath the eaves, singing softly though no wind touched them.

A clear stream curved around one side of the clearing, wider here, bright over smooth stones. Deer drank from it without fear. A fox slept in a patch of sunlight near the garden wall. Birds gathered along the fence posts. Rabbits moved between the herbs. None fled when he appeared.

He stared at the cabin.

It should have felt safe.

Instead, its peace nearly broke him.

Some part of him had not believed gentleness still existed.

He took one step into the clearing.

The flowers turned toward him.

All of them.

Petals lifted. Stems bent. The white roses opened wider, releasing a scent so sweet and clean that his chest ached. The stream quickened, flashing silver in the sun. The wind chimes sang a single clear note.

He froze.

The clearing seemed to be watching him.

Not with malice.

With recognition.

He almost turned back.

Then the strength left his legs.

He staggered forward because backward meant the forest, blood, wolves, hunters, memory. Forward meant smoke from a chimney and perhaps water, perhaps help, perhaps one answer before death.

The path to the cabin was lined with white stones.

As he stepped between them, warmth moved through the soles of his boots and up his legs. The pain eased for one breath. Not vanished. Nothing so merciful. But held back, as if unseen hands had lifted part of its weight from his bones.

He made it to the door.

The wood was carved with flowers, crescent moons, leaves, and tiny symbols his eyes recognized but his mind could not read. A charm hung near the latch: a white stone wrapped in silver wire and dried lavender. It glowed faintly when his shadow fell over it.

He raised his hand to knock.

His fingers struck the door once.

Too softly.

He tried again.

The world tilted before his knuckles touched wood.

Inside the cabin, something moved.

Footsteps.

The scrape of a chair.

A woman's voice, low and cautious, speaking a word he did not understand.

The latch lifted.

The door opened.

A maiden stood in the warm dark beyond.

For a heartbeat, he thought she was another vision.

She had hair pale as winter sunlight, falling in loose waves over one shoulder. Her eyes were the soft green of leaves after rain, though they widened with alarm the instant she saw him. She wore a simple dress the color of cream, sleeves rolled to her elbows, hands stained faintly with herbs and ink. Behind her, firelight glowed over shelves of jars, hanging plants, candles, books, and white stones.

She was beautiful.

Not like the memory of courts or crowns or polished silver.

Like water after thirst.

Like the first honest thing in a world that had become blood and fog.

Her gaze moved over his face, his torn clothes, the blood on his hands, the wound at his head. Then past him, toward the white stones and the watching garden. Her expression changed from fear to disbelief.

"You saw this place," she whispered.

He tried to answer.

No words came.

His knees gave way.

The maiden stepped forward, catching his arm before he struck the threshold. Her hands were warm. He felt their touch as if through distance, felt the strange heat in his own blood answer it, felt the charm at the door flare white.

Her breath caught.

"What are you?" she said.

He wanted to tell her.

He wanted, suddenly and desperately, to know.

A final memory rose as darkness closed over him.

A tower beneath storm.

A silver cup rolling across stone.

A hand reaching too late.

A voice saying, "Brother."

Then he fell at the maiden's feet, and the world went dark again.
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The Cabin That Should Not Be Seen

Elowen Vale had lived alone long enough to know the sound of danger.

It was not always loud.

Sometimes danger came with soldiers shouting through trees, iron boots crushing herbs beneath them. Sometimes it came as a hunter's horn, a priest's prayer sharpened into accusation, or a raven that landed too long on the roof and watched with eyes that were not a bird's.

And sometimes it came as one broken knock on a door no stranger should have been able to find.

The man collapsed before she could decide whether to close it.

His body fell heavily against the threshold, one shoulder striking the floorboards with a sound that made every charm over the door tremble. Elowen caught his arm by instinct, then nearly cried out at the heat of him. Not fever heat. Not the ordinary burn of a body fighting infection or blood loss. His skin scorched through the torn cloth of his sleeve as if a coal had been buried under flesh.

He was too heavy for her to hold.

His knees struck the floor. His head dipped forward, dark hair falling over a face bruised, bloodied, and strangely noble even beneath ruin. For one breath, he remained half inside and half outside the cabin, as though the threshold itself had caught him and could not decide whether to admit him.

The charm above the latch flared white.

Elowen froze.

The charm did not burn him.

It should have turned him away.

Not harmed him. Her wards were not cruel. They did not rip the breath from a man's chest or set fire to the hands of anyone who touched the door. White magic, true white magic, protected without hunger. It warned. It blurred. It folded paths away from danger. It made cruel men forget why they had entered the woods. It convinced soldiers that the clearing held only bramble and shadow. It led black witches into circles until dawn found them exhausted at the forest's edge.

For seven years, the cabin had been hidden from the world.

No soldier had found it.

No hunter had found it.

No noble hungry for a pretty witch to place in a private tower had found it.

No priest with rope and holy ash had found it.

No black witch had crossed the stream.

No frightened villager with a torch had seen so much as smoke from the chimney.

Yet this wounded stranger had walked to her door and knocked.

Elowen stared past him into the clearing.

The garden had gone still.

The fox that slept near the lavender bed had risen to its feet. The white deer at the stream lifted its head, water dripping from its muzzle. Birds lined the fence posts in a silent row. Even the stream seemed quieter, as if it waited for her choice.

The man made a faint sound.

Pain.

Human pain.

Elowen looked down again.

Blood pooled beneath his side and spread across the threshold in a dark, shining line. A head wound bled into his hair. His clothes were torn as if branches, stone, and blades had all taken turns at him. One hand scraped weakly against the floorboard, fingers curling toward nothing.

She should have left him outside.

The thought came swift, cold, practical.

A wounded man brought questions. Questions brought search parties. Search parties brought iron, accusations, and smoke. A stranger bleeding at her door might be bait. He might be cursed. He might carry a hunter's mark or a witch's trap or the kind of trouble that wore a handsome face until it turned into ruin.

She had survived by not being foolish.

She had survived by letting the world pass her by.

Then the man's torn shirt shifted near his ribs.

Something black moved beneath his skin.

Elowen's breath caught.

Not a bruise.

Not rot.

A mark.

It pulsed once, dark as ink in water.

The healer in her moved before the hunted woman could stop her.

"Of course," she whispered bitterly to the ceiling. "Of course you bring me a dying man full of dark magic."

The cabin gave no apology.

Elowen lifted one hand and spoke the carrying word her mother had taught her before the fire, before the mob, before all doors became dangerous.

White light gathered under the stranger's body.

He lifted just enough for her to drag him fully across the threshold without tearing him further. The moment his boots crossed into the cabin, every charm inside rang softly.

Not warning.

Not welcome.

Recognition.

The dried lavender over the door trembled. The white stones set into the corners warmed. The candle flames bent toward him. The bowl of moonwater on the shelf rippled though no hand had touched it.

Elowen kicked the door closed with her heel.

The latch dropped into place.

The cabin exhaled.

Inside, warmth wrapped around the wounded man. A fire burned low in the stone hearth, gold and steady. Bundles of rosemary, sage, feverfew, lavender, and silverleaf hung from dark rafters. Shelves crowded the walls from floor to ceiling, heavy with jars of dried petals, powdered root, honey salves, healing oils, salt, river stones, and glass vials sealed with wax. Old books leaned against one another near the window, their leather covers soft from use and their pages marked with her mother's handwriting. White stones rested in every corner. Protective symbols had been carved beneath the sill, over the lintel, around the hearth, and beneath the floorboards where no visitor would see them.

No visitor had ever needed to.

Until now.

Elowen guided the stranger onto the long worktable because it was the only place large enough. He groaned when she lowered him. His head rolled to one side, revealing a deep wound along his hairline clotted with dirt and blood. Bruises marked his jaw. His lower lip was split. There were cuts across his hands, burns along one sleeve, and a dark stain near his ribs where blood had soaked through the torn cloth.

"Stay alive," she said, though he could not hear her. "If you brought death to my door, the least you can do is not waste my trouble."

Her voice sounded calmer than she felt.

She moved quickly because fear was useless unless it sharpened the hands.

From a cabinet near the hearth, she took clean linen, a copper basin, moonwater, powdered white ash, honey-thyme salve, a needle already threaded with boiled silk, and a vial of fever-lily tincture. She lit three more candles with a pinch of hearth flame and set them around the table. Their light trembled over the stranger's face.

He was younger than she had first thought.

Not young. Not boyish. But not old either. Perhaps near thirty, perhaps less. Pain had carved years into him. Beneath blood and bruising, his face was strong: dark brows, straight nose, a mouth that looked unused to helplessness. His hair was black, damp with rain and blood. His lashes cast shadows over his cheeks.

Elowen pushed the observation away.

Beautiful men were still men.

And men had burned her mother's garden.

She cut away his ruined shirt with her healing knife.

The fabric resisted in places where blood had dried stiff, but at last it peeled back from his chest and ribs. He was wounded everywhere. Scrapes, bruises, old scars, new cuts. A deep gash crossed his shoulder. Another wound, narrower and darker, sat near his ribs beneath the black mark she had glimpsed at the door.

The moment she exposed it fully, the nearest candle went out.

Elowen went still.

The dark mark was worse under direct light.

It spread beneath his skin like black roots, thin veins branching outward from a small puncture wound near the ribs. The puncture itself looked too clean. Not made by an arrow. Not by a common blade. Something sharp and narrow had been driven into him deliberately, then removed or broken off inside.

The black veins moved.

Slowly.

Toward his heart.

Elowen's mouth went dry.

She reached for a silver probe and a pair of tongs, then stopped before touching the wound. First, she dipped a cloth in moonwater and cleaned the blood from the edge of the mark.

The man's body jerked.

The hearth fire leapt high enough to strike the lower chimney stones.

Elowen snatched her hand back.

Heat rolled off him in a hard wave. The moonwater on the cloth steamed. One of the small white stones near the table flashed and cracked faintly down the center.

The stranger's blood burned.

Not like fever.

Like power.

"What are you?" she whispered.

The mark pulsed in answer.

Elowen forced herself to breathe.

Black magic she understood. Poison she understood. Fear, suspicion, blood, burned doors-she understood those too well. But this heat under his skin was not black witchcraft. Black magic was hungry and cold at the root, no matter how hot its outward flame. This was different. Buried, wounded, frantic. It did not reach for her. It reacted to pain.

Like a trapped animal snapping at the hand near the snare.

She changed her approach.

"Fine," she murmured. "Gently, then."

She laid one white stone near his head, one at his feet, one on each side of his body. Then she drew a thin circle of salt around the table and added powdered white ash at four points. She took a sprig of rosemary from the rafters and crushed it between her fingers until the sharp scent cut through blood and smoke.

"By root, by breath, by bone, by mercy," she said softly. "Let what is wounded be seen. Let what is hidden show only its edge. Let no dark thing pass from blood to hand."

The stones glowed.

The black mark recoiled.

The man groaned, deep and raw, but did not wake.

Elowen worked quickly.

She cleaned the head wound first because blood still seeped from it in steady threads. The gash was ugly but not fatal if infection stayed away. She washed it with moonwater, picked out tiny splinters of bark and grit, and stitched it while the man's breath scraped in and out of his lungs. He did not stir except once, when the needle passed near a bruised patch above his temple and his fingers curled hard enough to leave marks in the wood.

"You fell hard," she said.

The words slipped out without meaning to.

She glanced toward the closed door, as if the forest might answer.

The clearing had shown signs of a fall, though she had not seen them until after dragging him in. Broken branches high above the garden path. Crushed ferns. Blood on leaves. He had not merely stumbled from the woods. He had come through them after surviving something that should have killed him.

No ordinary man fell from a great height, crossed the hidden boundary, and collapsed at a white witch's door with burning blood and black-witch poison under his skin.

No ordinary man found the cabin at all.

She cleaned the cuts on his hands next. They were strong hands, scarred and calloused in places. Not soft enough for a court idler. Not rough enough for a farmer. A sword hand, perhaps. Or a soldier's. Yet one finger bore a pale mark where a ring had been removed.

A ring taken in violence?

Or hidden by him before he came?

She checked his pockets and found almost nothing.

A torn scrap of dark cloth. A broken button made of black horn. No coin. No seal. No letter. No weapon. No ring.

Whoever had left him in the forest had stripped him of identity as carefully as memory itself.

Elowen's unease deepened.

When she returned to the wound near his ribs, the cabin seemed to lean closer.

The fire lowered to a watchful glow. The rain outside softened. The herbs over the table stopped swaying. Even the shelves seemed to wait.

Elowen dipped the silver tongs into moonwater, then passed them through candle flame. She touched the edge of the black mark.

The poison struck.

A thread of darkness snapped from the wound toward her hand.

Elowen jerked back, but not fast enough. Cold bit through the protection spell and sank into the skin of her thumb. Pain flashed up her wrist, sharp and intelligent.

She hissed and slammed her hand into the bowl of salt beside the table.

The salt blackened.

The pain faded.

Her thumb bore a small gray mark where the poison had tasted her.

"Black-witch poison," she said.

The words made the room colder.

She had seen it only twice before. Once in a merchant's son whose jealous uncle had purchased a curse from a hedge-blackened witch in the southern market. Once in a fox that had crossed the wrong ritual circle and crawled to her garden to die. Ordinary poisons tried to kill the body. Black-witch poison tried to own the path between flesh, magic, and memory.

This poison had been made by someone skilled.

Someone patient.

Someone cruel.

Elowen leaned closer without touching.

The dark veins under the stranger's skin shivered as if aware of her attention.

"You were not meant to survive," she murmured.

At that, his eyes opened.

Elowen froze.

They were not clear eyes. Fever clouded them. Pain held them half-wild. But beneath the confusion, gold flashed.

Not reflected candlelight.

Gold.

His hand shot up and caught her wrist.

The speed stunned her. A moment before he had seemed barely alive. Now his fingers locked around her with desperate strength. Heat rushed from his palm into her skin, chasing the cold left by the black poison. For one heartbeat, the entire cabin flared: hearth, candles, white stones, charms, even the moonwater in the bowl.

Elowen's staff stood too far away near the shelves.

Her knife lay on the table within reach.

She did not take it.

The man stared at her as if she were both stranger and salvation.

His lips moved.

No sound came at first.

Then, rough as stone dragged over ash, he whispered, "Who am I?"

The question struck harder than a threat.

Elowen's fear shifted.

Not vanished.

Changed.

His grip trembled. He was not trying to hurt her. He was holding on because the world had gone dark inside him and she was the only solid thing near enough.

"I do not know," she said.

His eyes widened.

Gold brightened through the fever.

The fire roared in the hearth.

For an instant, the shadows behind him rose on the wall in the shape of wings.

Elowen stopped breathing.

Then the man's strength broke.

His hand slipped from her wrist. His eyes rolled shut. The gold vanished behind his lashes, and he collapsed back against the table, unconscious once more.

The fire dropped low again.

The wing-shaped shadows disappeared.

Only rain, candlelight, and the faint crackle of the hearth remained.

Elowen stood very still with her wrist clutched in her other hand.

Her skin where he had touched her was warm.

Not burned.

Warm.

The gray mark from the poison on her thumb had vanished.

She looked down at him.

A nameless man. A wounded man. A man with burning blood, golden eyes, black-witch poison in his ribs, and no memory of who had tried to erase him.

Then she looked at the threshold.

The lavender charm above the door still glowed softly.

Not warning.

Not refusal.

Recognition.

Elowen had spent seven years trusting the cabin to hide her from every cruel thing in the world. The spell had never failed. The wards had not broken. The path had not been forced open.

That left only one truth.

The cabin had allowed him in.

Elowen turned back to the unconscious man, and the old fear inside her shifted into something colder, deeper, and far more dangerous than caution.

The cabin had let him in for a reason.

And reasons in old magic were rarely kind.
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Chapter 3
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A Man With No Name

The first thing he knew was fire.

Not flame against his skin.

Not burning wood.

Warmth.

It moved across him in slow, careful waves, touching his face, his chest, his hands where they lay heavy against a blanket that smelled faintly of lavender and smoke. For one drifting moment, he thought he was floating inside the last ember of some great blaze, held between life and ash.

Then pain returned.

It did not return kindly.

It struck through his skull first, hard enough to wrench a sound from his throat. His ribs answered with a deep ache. His shoulder burned. His leg felt wrong beneath the blankets, as if bone and flesh had argued and not yet settled their quarrel.

He opened his eyes.

A ceiling of dark beams swam above him. Herbs hung from them in neat bundles: rosemary, sage, silver leaves that shimmered faintly, flowers dried upside down with their petals curled inward. Candlelight trembled along the rafters. Charms made of white stone, thread, feathers, and small polished bones hung from hooks and nails, turning slowly though he felt no wind.

He did not know this place.

The realization came before memory did.

There was a hearth to his right, its fire low and gold behind a black iron grate. Shelves lined the walls, crowded with jars, books, clay bowls, glass vials, folded linen, bundles of roots, and bottles filled with colors he could not name. White stones rested in every corner. More had been set around the room in deliberate patterns, not decoration, but warning. Or protection.

A table stood near the window, cluttered with a copper basin, bloodied cloth, a silver knife, a spool of thread, and a cracked bowl of water gone pink at the edges.

His blood.

He knew that without knowing anything else.

He tried to sit up.

The room lurched.

Pain tore across his ribs and burst behind his eyes. He gasped and dropped back against the pillow, fingers digging into the blanket. Sweat broke over his skin. The fire in the hearth flared suddenly, leaping higher as if startled with him.

A chair scraped.

"Do not move."

The voice came from the other side of the room.

He turned his head too quickly and regretted it at once. A woman stood near the shelves with a jar in one hand and a strip of clean linen in the other. Pale hair fell over one shoulder, catching firelight. Her green eyes were fixed on him with fierce attention, not frightened exactly, but ready. Like someone who had already decided where the exits were and how quickly she could reach them.

He remembered her.

A door opening.

White hair in warm shadow.

A face above him as darkness took him.

"You," he said.

His voice sounded torn from a grave.

The woman crossed the room, but not close enough for him to reach her. "Yes."

"Where am I?"

"My cabin."

The answer should have steadied him. It did not.

He stared past her, at the charms, the shelves, the windows darkened by mist outside. "Why?"

"You collapsed at my door."

That, at least, he remembered in fragments. Flowers turning toward him. A stream shining in sunlight. The cabin appearing through trees like a mercy he did not deserve.

He closed his eyes.

Nothing came before that but blood and forest.

He forced them open again. "Who are you?"

"Elowen Vale."

The name was careful in her mouth. Offered, but not surrendered.

"Elowen," he repeated.

It felt real. More real than the room, than the pain, than his own hands.

She watched him closely. "And you?"

The question struck the air between them.

He opened his mouth.

No sound came.

Not because his throat failed.

Because there was nothing behind it.

He searched quickly, then desperately, through the darkness inside his mind. A name should have been there. Every living creature knew the sound that called it back to itself. Even a dog looked up when named. Even a child half-asleep turned toward the voice that belonged to them.

He found nothing.

His breath shortened.

Elowen saw it. "Do not force it."

"My name," he said.

Her expression changed.

He looked at her as if she might have stolen it, then hated himself for the thought. "What is my name?"

"I do not know."

He pushed at the blanket again.

Pain stopped him, but fear drove harder. "No."

"Lie still."

"No." The hearth flared brighter. Candles along the shelves leaned toward him, their flames stretching tall and thin. "No, I had a name."

"Of course you had a name."

"Then where is it?"

Elowen set the jar and linen down slowly, as if sudden movement might startle something dangerous. "You are badly wounded. There is poison in you. Your memory may be damaged."

"My memory?"

He turned the word over and found only emptiness under it.

Home.

Nothing.

Family.

Nothing.

Enemy.

Nothing.

He gripped the edge of the blanket. "I do not know where I came from."

Elowen did not speak.

"I do not know who hurt me."

The fire climbed another inch.

"I do not know if anyone is looking for me."

The flames snapped blue-white at their tips.

"I do not know if they want to save me or kill me."

At that, a jar on the nearest shelf cracked down the side.

Elowen lifted her hand. "Breathe."

He stared at the broken jar, then at the fire. "Did I do that?"

"The jar was old."

"Do not lie to me."

She looked at him for a long moment, then said, "Yes."

The truth was worse than comfort.

He looked at his hands. They were wrapped in linen where cuts had been cleaned. Bruises darkened the knuckles. One finger bore the pale mark where a ring had once rested. He did not know whether these were kind hands or cruel ones. Whether they had held a sword. A child. A crown. A throat.

A crown.

The thought flashed and vanished before he could grasp it.

He made a sound that was almost a laugh, empty and sharp. "I do not even know my own face."

Elowen hesitated.

Then she crossed to a shelf near the hearth and took down a polished silver plate. It was old, the rim dented and etched with tiny leaves. She wiped it with the edge of her sleeve and brought it to him.

"Look slowly," she said.

He did not want to.

That, more than anything, frightened him.

He took the plate anyway.

The man staring back from the warped silver looked like someone dragged from battle and left in a storm. Dark hair, matted at the temple where a bandage crossed his brow. A face bruised along one cheekbone, jaw shadowed with dark stubble, lower lip split. His nose had been broken recently or long ago. There were cuts near his ear and a fading burn along his neck.

But the eyes stopped him.

Gold flecks burned inside dark irises.

Not brown. Not hazel. Something stranger. Something that caught the hearth flame and gave it back as if light lived there beneath the surface.

He stared until the plate trembled in his hands.

Nothing.

No recognition.

No relief.

The man in the silver was a stranger.

His breath came too fast.

Elowen reached toward the plate. "Enough."

He did not release it. "This is my face."

"Yes."

"I should know it."

"Yes."

"I should know whether it belonged to a good man."

Elowen's fingers stilled.

He
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