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Prologue 
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The crackling flames reached toward the heavens, a roar of heat and destruction. The crowd gathered around the bonfire, their faces flickering with the dancing shadows of the inferno. It was the Festival of Fire, a celebration born from the ashes of a broken kingdom—a kingdom that had outlawed magic, that had hunted witches into hiding, and that had forged its strength on fear.

Isolde stood at the edge of the crowd, the heavy scent of burning wood mixing with the acrid bite of fear. Her hands trembled at her sides, though she did not dare show the tremor. The Royal Guard marched through the throngs of people, their armor gleaming beneath the orange hue of the flames, their eyes hard with purpose.

She could feel it—the pull of magic beneath her skin, the constant weight of the power she kept hidden. The same power that had caused her family’s downfall. The same power that, were she to use it, would mark her as a traitor. A criminal. A witch.

The crowd cheered as the witches were dragged to the stake, their hands bound, their heads hung low in resignation. Their faces were pale, their eyes empty, as though they had long since accepted their fate. And yet, in the way they walked, in the way their chins lifted even in the face of certain death, there was something defiant.

Isolde’s heart beat heavily in her chest, her breath quickening. They had been her family, those women. Daughters of the earth. Her sisters. They had stood by her side in the shadows, each one with their own flame, their own magic. But now, they were nothing more than ashes.

She squeezed her eyes shut, blocking the image of their burning bodies. She had been warned. Warned that this day would come. And still, her heart had failed her. She had waited too long.

From the high balcony of the palace, the King—the ruler who had decreed the law that magic must be destroyed—watched with impassive eyes. The flames flickered in his pupils, and his voice echoed through the square, booming over the screams and the cheer.

“Let this be a warning,” the King called, his words slicing through the heat of the moment. “Witches will burn. Magic will die. And those who resist will join them!”

The crowd erupted in a chorus of approval, a mass of voices swelling like a single, unified beast.

But in the center of the crowd, Isolde felt something shift within her—a tremor of rebellion. The world around her seemed to blur. The air grew thick with the smell of charred flesh and the roiling power that danced at the edges of her awareness. Magic was alive in this place. It had been so long since she had dared let herself feel it. But it was there, pulsing beneath her skin.

The fire. The heat. The screams. Everything came together in a single moment, a flash of raw power.

And then, without warning, it happened.

A pulse of energy—sharp and powerful—rippled outward from her core. It struck the ground like a bolt of lightning, the earth beneath her feet trembling as if it were alive.

Her magic—a gift, a curse—lashed out in a surge of desperate defiance.

The fire around the witches flickered violently, as though caught in a fierce wind. The crowd recoiled, gasps echoing through the square. The Royal Guard paused, their eyes narrowing, searching for the source of the disturbance.

And then they saw her.

Isolde, standing alone at the edge of the square, her eyes wide with panic. Her heart pounded in her chest, but her hands remained steady at her sides. She knew what had just happened. She had allowed herself to feel it.

Her magic was no longer something she could hide. It had been set free.

The King’s voice rang out again, like a death knell. “Seize her!”

The Royal Guard rushed forward, but Isolde didn’t move. She couldn’t. Her body was frozen in place. Fear clawed at her chest, and the voices in her head screamed for her to run, to flee, to hide—but there was nowhere left to hide.

She had revealed herself to the world.

And now, there would be no escape.

As the first of the guards reached her, she felt the familiar tug of magic, thrumming beneath her skin, and in that moment, she knew she would fight—not just for her life, but for everything that had been taken from her.

Cassian stood at the back of the crowd, his hand instinctively resting on the hilt of his sword. He had seen this spectacle every year, the burning, the fear, the magic—everything the King insisted was necessary to protect the kingdom. But today, something felt different. The witch—the one who had just revealed herself—was not like the others. There was something in her eyes, something familiar, something human.

And he felt it, deep in his chest: the stirring of a doubt, the whisper of something that could undo everything he had ever believed.
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Isolde moved through the narrow streets of Fallowbrook, her cloak wrapped tightly around her, the coarse fabric brushing against her boots with each step. The early morning fog clung to the stone buildings, a damp, eerie presence in the cold air. It was the kind of fog that made the town feel smaller than it already was, like it had been swallowed whole by the shadows of its past.

She kept her head down as she passed the market square, eyes skimming over the familiar sights. The baker was already shouting to his customers, the blacksmith hammering away at his anvil, and the farmers were unloading their wagons, setting out fresh produce. There was a sense of routine here, an unspoken understanding that the days would pass in the same quiet way they always had.

But today, there was something different.

Whispers flitted through the crowd, low voices that didn’t carry far but were sharp enough to make Isolde’s stomach tighten. She felt the weight of their eyes on her, even before she saw them—two women standing by the well, speaking in hushed tones, their gazes flicking toward her as she passed.

"She’s the one," one of them said, her voice barely a murmur above the wind. "The healer. They say she’s different."

Isolde’s heart skipped a beat, but she kept walking, ignoring the chill that spread across her skin. Her feet moved faster, as if the sound of her footsteps could drown out their words, but in the quiet of the village, it was impossible to escape the feeling of being watched. She quickened her pace, turning a sharp corner to leave the marketplace behind. Her small, humble cottage was just up ahead, nestled at the edge of the village, where the fog seemed to linger the longest. It was a place few ventured, not because it was dangerous, but because it was... forgotten.

Inside, the cottage was warm, with the faint scent of dried herbs lingering in the air. The flickering of a low fire cast long shadows across the stone walls. It was a small place, sparsely furnished, but it had everything Isolde needed. The low hum of magic thrummed in the corners of the room, a constant reminder of the power she carried—power that could be both a gift and a curse.

She sighed and closed the door behind her, letting the warmth wash over her. The fire was low, but it would be enough to heat the kettle. She went to the small hearth and placed a pot over the flames, her fingers brushing the edges of her herbs as she prepared her morning tea. The simple ritual calmed her, giving her a moment of peace before the rest of the day pulled her into its inevitable chaos.

Isolde’s magic was like this—always just beneath the surface. She could feel it stirring in her bones, always alive, always hungry for release. She had learned to control it over the years, to hide it, to bury it deep within herself, for if anyone discovered what she was, the consequences would be far worse than the simplest of deaths.

Magic was outlawed. Witches were hunted.

And yet, in the stillness of her home, Isolde felt a strange, bitter longing. A longing to be free. To not have to hide in the shadows, to not have to live this lie day after day.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a knock at the door.

She froze. Her heart skipped a beat. Who could it be?

She didn’t have visitors. Not since the last of her family was taken. Not since the last of her coven was destroyed.

With a cautious breath, she stepped toward the door, her hands shaking slightly as she reached for the handle.

When she opened the door, she was met with the sight of a tall, broad-shouldered figure standing in the misty light. A Royal Guard, his armor gleaming even in the dull daylight. He had the hard eyes of a man used to command, a man used to making others obey. His sword was strapped at his side, and his stance was firm, unyielding.

For a heartbeat, neither of them spoke.

Isolde’s pulse raced, the warmth of the fire in her cottage suddenly feeling distant, as if she had been caught in the cold, hard reality of the world outside.

The man’s gaze flicked over her—his eyes sharp, assessing. There was something about him that made her stomach twist in a way she hadn’t expected. Not fear, but something... dangerous.

“I’m looking for the healer,” he said, his voice low and commanding. It was clear he had no patience for pleasantries.

Isolde stood still for a moment, trying to control the instinctive panic that rose in her chest. “You’ve found her,” she replied, her voice steady, though her heart was pounding in her throat.

The guard didn’t speak right away. He stepped forward, into the doorframe, his heavy boots leaving imprints in the dust. His gaze traveled over her modest home, over the dried herbs hanging from the ceiling, the wooden shelves cluttered with vials and jars, some of them filled with unfamiliar substances. He didn’t seem to find anything unusual, but then his eyes fell on her, narrowing slightly.

“I’m here on the King’s orders,” he said, the words heavy with authority. “There are rumors of witches hiding in these parts. You’re the one they say helps the villagers.”

Isolde swallowed, her throat dry. She took a careful step back, forcing herself to appear calm even as her mind raced. Rumors. Always rumors.

“Yes,” she said slowly, trying to keep her voice even. “I help where I can. It’s all I do.”

The man stepped forward again, and this time, his gaze softened just a fraction. “I know what they say about you,” he said, his voice quieter now, but no less firm. “The King’s soldiers aren’t the only ones looking for witches. There are others. Dangerous ones.”

Isolde stiffened, her mind flashing back to the memories of flames. The King’s soldiers had hunted her family, one by one. Those she had loved. Those she had learned from. Those who had shown her the true extent of her power.

“I’m not what you think,” she said, her voice cracking slightly. She could feel the heat rising in her chest, the instinct to push him out—to protect herself—growing stronger by the second. She fought it back, forcing herself to appear harmless, to appear normal.

“I’m just a healer. I’m no threat.”

He studied her for a long moment, and for the briefest of moments, she thought she saw a flicker of doubt in his eyes. Something that wasn’t entirely cold or unfeeling.

But then it was gone, replaced by the hard resolve she had seen in so many others of his kind.

“If I were you,” he said, his voice hardening once more, “I’d be careful. The King’s decree stands. Witches are to be brought to justice. No exceptions.”

He paused, his gaze lingering on her, as if searching for something beneath her calm exterior.

Isolde stood motionless, not trusting herself to speak. The weight of his presence pressed against her chest, suffocating.

And then, just as quickly as he had appeared, the guard turned and walked away, his heavy boots echoing in the silence.

Isolde’s breath caught in her throat as the door clicked shut behind him. The fear that had been building in her chest burst forth, her hands trembling as she leaned against the door.

That was too close.

She closed her eyes, pushing the panic down. Stay hidden. Stay silent.

But in the silence of her cottage, one thought whispered through her mind, more certain than anything else: The walls are closing in.
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The sun was low in the sky when Cassian left the barracks, his boots heavy against the cobblestones as he strode through the bustling streets of Valoria. The Royal Guard were used to being noticed; their polished armor gleamed under the afternoon light, their presence a stark reminder of the crown’s reach. But Cassian’s mind was far from the approving gazes of the common folk.

There was a strange restlessness gnawing at him, a feeling that had been with him for weeks, if not months. It was a sensation he couldn’t shake, one that only seemed to grow stronger with each passing day. His eyes, usually sharp and focused, now seemed to drift as he walked, lost in the labyrinth of his thoughts.

Witches.

The word had become an ugly, unspoken thing on his tongue. His duty was clear. The law was clear. The King’s decree was absolute—eradicate magic. Every time he thought of it, the echoes of the King’s words haunted him: Magic is a curse, and those who wield it are a blight on this kingdom.

But there was something about it. The fear. The brutality with which it was enforced. The hunts, the flames.

Cassian shook his head as though to clear the thoughts, but they lingered like smoke, suffocating him. He had seen enough. He had killed enough.

It was just part of his duty.

Or was it?

The questions twisted in his gut, sharp and persistent, gnawing at the edges of his resolve. He had never questioned his duty before, never allowed his doubts to take root. But recently, it had become harder to ignore. He had watched innocent people burn at the stake, had seen the desperation in their eyes as they clutched their children or cried out for mercy. He had seen women—mothers, daughters, sisters—dragged through the streets, only to be cast into the fire like mere kindling.

And he had stood by and done nothing.

His sword had been raised for the Kingdom, but the weight of it was beginning to feel like a personal burden.

Cassian’s thoughts were interrupted as the sound of a bell tolled from the town square. He glanced up, instinctively moving toward the sound. He knew the bell. It was the signal that someone was sick. Someone needed help. It was routine, but today, the call felt different. It felt more urgent. His steps quickened.

As he approached the square, he noticed the gathering crowd, their murmurs rising like a low, insistent hum. The tension in the air was palpable. Something was wrong.

Cassian pushed through the crowd, his eyes narrowing as he saw the old healer standing in the center, her hands resting on a child’s forehead. Her presence was unmistakable. Isolde.

She was a woman of simple appearance, though there was an undeniable grace to her movements. The townspeople often spoke of her in whispers, referring to her as the “old healer,” though she was far from old. Her age was difficult to pinpoint, her face betraying little of the time that had passed. Her hair was braided simply, her clothes unremarkable—but it was the look in her eyes that caught attention. They were too knowing. Too wise for someone who had spent her life in this small, humble town.

And, as Cassian’s eyes lingered on her, he couldn’t help but feel the flicker of something—familiarity.

She was surrounded by a small group of villagers, but they seemed to part for him, as though his presence was not an unusual one. They had all learned to stay out of the way when the guards came, whether for business or worse. As Cassian neared, Isolde looked up. Her gaze briefly met his, and for a fleeting moment, he saw something he hadn’t expected—recognition.

Her eyes locked onto his in a way that felt both challenging and... knowing. It was as though she saw straight through him, as though she could sense the conflict beneath his stern, practiced face.

“Is something wrong with the child?” he asked, his voice sounding colder than he had intended.

Isolde did not respond immediately. She held her hands over the child, her fingers glowing faintly with some unseen energy, the air around her almost... tingling. Cassian had seen magic before, but only in the hands of those who had been condemned.

“Nothing that I can’t handle,” she said finally, her voice calm, steady. But her words held a quiet defiance—something that made Cassian pause. “I’m merely doing my job.”

He swallowed, the words from earlier still echoing in his mind. Witches are to be brought to justice. Was this what the King had meant when he issued the decree? Was this woman another victim of the very power that had tainted their land?

As if sensing his hesitation, Isolde looked up again, her gaze fixed on him with a quiet intensity.

“You don’t have to be here,” she said softly. “If you came to make sure I’m not... up to anything... I’d suggest you look elsewhere.”

Her words stung, not because they were harsh—but because they were true. He had been trained to see her as a threat, to treat her with suspicion. And yet, here she was—calm, composed, doing what she had always done.

Healing.

And for a moment, he found himself questioning everything. His duty. His belief.

Was he the monster in this equation? Was he simply following orders, or was there something more to this war against magic? Was the King’s command really justice, or was it something darker?

Isolde continued to work, her hands never wavering, her focus unwavering. The child was beginning to stir, and in the dim light, Cassian could almost imagine the pulse of magic flowing around her like a thin, invisible thread.

Without warning, a hand rested gently on his arm. He turned to see Liora, one of the villagers, looking up at him with a pleading expression. Her eyes flicked to the healer, and then back to him.

“Please,” Liora whispered, “If you must do something, do it later. This child... she needs Isolde.”

Cassian hesitated, the words heavy in his chest.

“I know what she is,” he said, his voice low, “but I can’t ignore the King’s orders.”

Liora’s face fell, her expression one of silent understanding, but she didn’t speak. She simply stepped away, leaving him alone to watch as Isolde’s work continued.

The tension between them was thick, as though the air itself was holding its breath, waiting for him to make a choice.

Cassian turned back to watch her, something stirring within him—a sense of unease, but also something else. Something he wasn’t sure how to name.

He had come here to enforce the law, to be the loyal guard he had always been.

But now, standing in the presence of this woman, this healer, this witch—he wasn’t so sure.
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The evening settled over Fallowbrook like a thick, oppressive blanket. The fog had returned, curling around the village like a living thing, making the streets feel narrower, more suffocating. Isolde stood by her window, watching the pale moonlight filter through the mist, her breath fogging up the glass as she stared out into the quiet night.

Her mind was elsewhere, caught in a storm of thoughts she couldn’t quiet. The encounter with the Royal Guard had been too close, too dangerous. Her heart had raced when she saw Cassian standing at her door, his piercing gaze lingering on her like a blade. She had known what he was—a soldier, a man of the King. She had seen enough to know the type, the unquestioning loyalty, the unwavering conviction in their eyes. And yet, there had been something different in his stare, something that hinted at a deeper struggle.

He had hesitated.

Why?

She couldn’t deny the flicker of curiosity that had stirred within her, a feeling she hadn’t allowed herself to acknowledge in years. For so long, she had kept her distance from the world of the guards, the soldiers, the ones who hunted her kind. But there was something about him, something that pulled her in, even against her better judgment.

But no. She could not afford such distractions. Her life, her freedom, depended on her staying hidden, remaining unseen. And if he had doubts, if he was anything less than the ruthless, obedient soldier she knew he must be, then he would be her undoing.

The weight of that realization settled on her chest like a stone. She had made it this far—survived this long. But it would only take one mistake, one slip of the tongue, for it all to unravel.

She turned from the window, her eyes scanning the dimly lit room. The shelves lined with jars, the quiet hearth in the corner where the fire had died down to embers. The air smelled faintly of dried herbs and dust, a scent that had come to feel like home.

It wasn’t much, but it was all she had.

She ran a hand through her hair, pulling it back into a loose braid. It was late, and the village was likely quieting down. But she couldn’t sleep. Not now. Not with the memory of Cassian’s gaze still lingering in her mind.

Outside, the sound of hooves broke the silence, a slow, rhythmic clip-clop that drew her attention. She froze, her heart skipping a beat. Was it him?

No. She couldn’t afford to entertain such thoughts.

She crossed the room to the door, pulling the curtain aside just enough to peer out. Her eyes narrowed as she saw the Royal Guard patrol slowly passing by her cottage, their armor gleaming even in the dim light, their figures casting long shadows against the mist.

Her breath caught in her throat.

It wasn’t Cassian. But it didn’t matter. The presence of the guard, the soldiers who roamed the streets under the King’s orders, was enough to send a wave of dread rushing through her. They were looking for something—or someone—and Isolde knew it was only a matter of time before they found her.

Time.

She needed more of it.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the soft sound of a knock at the door. For a moment, she didn’t move, her body tensing instinctively. But then the voice came, muffled through the wood.

“Isolde?”

Her heart lurched in her chest.

It was Cassian.

Her pulse quickened as she approached the door, her hands shaking just slightly. She couldn’t help it. There was something about him, something that made her feel exposed. She had spent years in the shadows, had learned to keep her distance, to remain invisible. And now, here he was, standing at her door, calling her name.

She hesitated for just a moment before opening it.

He stood there, his expression unreadable, his armor a stark contrast against the gray mist. For a moment, neither of them spoke. The tension in the air was palpable.

“I—” Cassian started, his voice lower than usual, like he was testing the waters. “I know you’re not what they say you are.”

Isolde’s breath hitched. His words hung in the air between them, thick with meaning. She searched his face, trying to read him, trying to find the truth in his eyes.

“I don’t know what you think you know,” she replied carefully, her voice steady, though her heart was racing. “But I’m not who you think I am.”

Cassian’s eyes flicked to the space around her, taking in the humble interior of her cottage. The shelves of jars, the faint traces of herbs and potions in the air. There was no fire of defiance in the room, no signs of rebellion. Just a quiet woman living in the shadows.

And yet...

He took a step forward, lowering his voice even further. “You’re hiding something.”

Isolde’s stomach twisted. She could feel the weight of his gaze, the way it pressed on her, demanding answers. He was dangerous. Not just because of his role as a guard, but because of the doubt in his eyes. That uncertainty that she had seen earlier. It was the same doubt she had seen in others—soldiers who had been forced to kill without understanding why, men who had been bred to follow orders without questioning their morality.

But Cassian was different.

Wasn’t he?

“I’m not hiding anything,” she said, her tone barely above a whisper. “I’m just trying to survive. Like everyone else.”

The silence between them stretched, thick and heavy. The flickering light of the hearth cast shadows on his face, making his features seem more chiseled, more intense than she remembered.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” he said finally, his voice strained, almost as if the words themselves were a burden.

Isolde felt her breath catch in her throat. The admission took her by surprise, shattering the fragile mask of indifference she had built over the years.

“I don’t want to hurt you either,” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke. The weight of their words hung in the air, a strange connection forming between them—fragile, fleeting, yet undeniable.

Then, as though suddenly realizing the danger of the moment, Cassian stepped back, his eyes flickering with something akin to regret.

“I should go,” he said quickly, his voice rough.

Before Isolde could reply, he turned, his boots echoing softly against the floorboards as he walked away, leaving her standing in the doorway, staring after him.

Isolde leaned against the door, her chest rising and falling rapidly. She closed her eyes for a moment, trying to steady herself. She had been foolish to let him in. To let herself believe that there could be any kind of connection between them.

But the truth was, there was something between them. And she wasn’t sure how much longer she could ignore it.
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The next few days felt like a fragile thread dangling over a chasm, ready to snap at the slightest pull. Isolde went through the motions of her daily life, tending to the village’s ailments, brewing her potions, and keeping her distance from the ever-watchful eyes of the Royal Guard. But every time she passed a corner, every time she heard the distinct clink of armor, her stomach tightened. Cassian’s visit lingered in her mind—his words, his hesitations, and the way his gaze had softened when they had spoken.

He didn’t fit the mold of the typical soldier. She could sense it. The King’s army was full of men who were obedient to the core, but Cassian had a different air about him. Something fragile beneath the surface, a weakness he tried to bury deep inside, though it was becoming clearer with each passing day.

But Isolde couldn’t afford to feel sympathy for him.

No matter what.

Her survival depended on her secrecy, her ability to remain hidden—and that meant not allowing herself to get too close to anyone. Certainly not to a guard. The dangers of such a relationship were too great.

But despite her best efforts to remain distant, her thoughts often drifted back to him.

Cassian paced the courtyard of the barracks, his boots scraping against the stone. The weight of his armor felt heavier with each passing day, the familiar creak of metal becoming a constant reminder of his purpose. But his mind wasn’t on his duties. It hadn’t been for days.

The healer. Isolde.

He couldn’t shake the image of her face—the way her eyes had looked at him with a mixture of wariness and understanding, as though she knew exactly what he was thinking. What he was feeling. It made him uncomfortable in a way he hadn’t expected. She was a woman who was meant to be hidden, an enemy to his kingdom. And yet, in the moments when he allowed himself to think about her, something stirred deep inside him. Something dangerous.

Cassian rubbed his face, trying to push the thoughts away, but they lingered stubbornly.

The truth was, he wasn’t sure anymore. The kingdom had trained him to believe that all witches were a threat. That magic was a curse that needed to be eradicated. But something in Isolde’s presence had shaken that certainty. The way she had stood in her cottage, so calm, so unafraid—it hadn’t felt like the witches he had seen tortured or burned.

And then there were her words.

“I’m just trying to survive. Like everyone else.”

Cassian ran a hand through his dark hair, frustration building inside him. Was that the truth? Or was it another lie woven into the fabric of a larger deception?

He had to find out.

But how?

Isolde stood in the middle of her small cottage, her hands trembling slightly as she crushed dried herbs into a bowl. It had been a long, exhausting day, and yet she couldn’t bring herself to rest. The sense of unease that had been gnawing at her since Cassian’s visit still lingered.

The door to the cottage opened just a crack, and a familiar voice called out to her, barely above a whisper.

“Isolde?”

She froze, her heart skipping a beat. No, it couldn’t be. Not again.

But there he was, standing in the doorway, his gaze heavy with something unspoken.

“Cassian...” Her voice barely rose above a whisper, a mix of surprise and cautious hope. She quickly stepped forward and closed the door behind him, her heart racing at the thought of being found out.

“I told you I’d be back.” His voice was low, steady. He had that same unreadable expression—half of him was a soldier, the other half... something else entirely.

Isolde nodded silently, her mind racing. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“I had to see you.” His voice softened, as if the words were a confession he hadn’t planned on making.

“Why?” Isolde asked, taking a step back. She couldn’t understand him. How could he—after everything—be standing here, at her door? What was he really here for?

Cassian exhaled slowly, his eyes not leaving hers. He stepped forward again, his presence overwhelming the small room. “Because... I don’t know what to think anymore.” His gaze dropped to the floor for a moment, and when he lifted it again, his eyes were intense, vulnerable in a way she hadn’t expected.

“I’m supposed to be hunting you. I’m supposed to be doing my duty to the King. But...” He trailed off, a hesitation in his words. “But I don’t know if I can anymore.”

Isolde’s pulse quickened. Every instinct screamed at her to push him away. To close the door, lock it, and forget this had ever happened. But there was something in his voice, something in the depths of his eyes, that kept her rooted to the spot.

“Why?” she asked again, her voice trembling. “Why can’t you just follow the orders you’ve been given?”

Cassian’s lips tightened. “Because I don’t believe it anymore. The King’s orders. The idea that magic is evil. I’m starting to wonder if we’ve been lied to all along.”

Isolde felt her breath catch in her throat. She couldn’t let herself believe him. She couldn’t.

“Cassian, you don’t understand,” she said, shaking her head. “This isn’t a game. If you stand with me, they’ll kill you. You’ll be just like the rest of them. Another dead soul in the name of justice.”

Cassian looked at her, his eyes full of pain. “And if I don’t stand with you? What happens then?”

Isolde’s heart thudded painfully in her chest. “Then I’ll have to hide. I’ll always be hiding. Always looking over my shoulder. Because the moment they find me...” Her voice faltered, but she forced the words out. “... they will burn me alive.”

Cassian took a step closer, his hands instinctively reaching out, but he stopped himself before touching her.

“I won’t let them hurt you,” he said, his voice rough with emotion. “I don’t know how yet, but I’ll figure it out. I swear it.”

Isolde stared at him, her breath coming faster now. There was something about him, something in the way he spoke, that made her believe him. But it was too dangerous. Too risky.

“You’re asking me to trust you,” she whispered, her eyes locked onto his.

“Is that so bad?” he asked, his gaze holding hers with an intensity she couldn’t look away from.

Isolde didn’t know what to say. The room felt smaller. The air heavier. The future seemed uncertain, shifting like sand beneath her feet. Everything she had built her life on—the walls, the isolation, the safety of the shadows—was slowly beginning to crumble, piece by piece.

“I don’t know,” she said, her voice cracking. “I don’t know if I can.”
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Cassian couldn’t sleep.

The night had fallen heavy, and still, he lay wide-eyed, staring at the ceiling of his small quarters in the barracks. His armor, polished and pristine earlier that day, now lay discarded on the floor, its gleaming surface dulled by the shadows creeping in from the window. The quiet sounds of the barracks—the shifting of guards, the distant hum of conversation—were nothing but a dull buzz in his ears. His mind was elsewhere.

Isolde.

Her face. Her voice. The way she had looked at him with those wide, uncertain eyes, as though she too was trying to make sense of the storm between them.

It was dangerous. He knew that. His position as a Royal Guard demanded unwavering loyalty to the King, to the crown, and to the laws that dictated their every action. But in Isolde, he saw a vulnerability that shook him, a fragility he couldn’t ignore. She had lived in hiding for so long, a woman on the edge of extinction, surviving only by the shadows she inhabited. And yet, when she had spoken to him, he had sensed something else in her—a strength that ran deeper than any fear.

But he couldn’t afford to let that sway him.

Not when the King’s orders were clear: magic must be eradicated.

Cassian closed his eyes, trying to push the thoughts away. He had to focus. Tomorrow, another patrol. Another hunt. The weight of his duty crushed him like a boulder pressing on his chest.



Isolde sat by the hearth in her cottage, the fire burning low. The flickering orange light cast long shadows across the room, the warmth of it barely reaching her, as if the fire itself was retreating from the chill creeping into her soul. She had spent the evening trying to distract herself—tending to herbs, preparing potions, writing in her journal—but her mind kept returning to him. Cassian.

She had tried so hard to remain indifferent. To believe that his visit had been a fleeting moment, a weakness, a passing curiosity. But now, as the hours stretched on and the silence of the night deepened, she couldn’t deny what she had felt in his presence.

That spark.

The connection.

It terrified her.

Was it possible? Could she really trust a man who was sworn to hunt her kind, to destroy everything she had fought to protect? How could she allow herself to feel anything for him when it could cost her everything?

She stood abruptly, pacing the small room. The air was thick with questions, with doubts, and she knew she couldn’t remain like this forever. She had been running from her past for too long, hiding from the world that had turned its back on her. But Cassian had forced her to confront it all—the lie she had lived, the fear she had buried, the uncertainty she had tried so desperately to ignore.

She needed answers.

She needed to know what was happening to her, and why a single encounter with him had caused the walls she had so carefully constructed to begin crumbling.

The following day, Cassian was on patrol once again, moving through the narrow streets of Fallowbrook with his fellow guards. The air was sharp with the scent of damp earth and the faint trace of smoke from the villagers’ hearths. There had been whispers in the streets lately—tales of a witch, a healer, who had begun helping the village when no one else could. Rumors, of course, but in his line of work, rumors were never to be dismissed lightly.

Cassian’s steps slowed as he passed the outskirts of the village, his gaze catching the small cottage where Isolde lived. The door was slightly ajar, a thin sliver of light spilling out onto the ground. His heart tightened in his chest. The urge to approach was overwhelming, but the consequences were too high.

Still, he couldn’t stop himself. He walked toward the door, every step seeming to echo louder in the quiet morning air. His heart pounded, each beat an unspoken question: What was he doing?

He reached the door and hesitated, his hand hovering just inches from the wood. He could feel her presence inside. The faint hum of magic, of power—he had felt it before, the subtle energy that hummed beneath his skin whenever she was near.

Before he could gather the courage to knock, the door creaked open fully, revealing Isolde, standing in the threshold.

Her eyes met his. For a long moment, neither of them moved, as if the world itself had frozen in place. The tension between them was palpable, thick enough to cut through.

Finally, she spoke.

“You shouldn’t be here.”

Cassian’s throat tightened. “I know.” His voice was hoarse, and for a moment, he wasn’t sure what else to say. The words he had prepared seemed inadequate, too fragile to carry the weight of the moment.

Isolde stepped aside, and he took that as his cue to enter. As he did, he caught the faint scent of herbs in the air—lavender, rosemary, and something older, more ancient, lingering like a promise.

She closed the door behind him, her eyes never leaving his. “Why did you come?”

Cassian swallowed, trying to steady his racing heart. “I don’t know,” he admitted, his voice softer now. “I couldn’t stop thinking about you.”

Her gaze softened for a fraction of a second, but then the hard edge returned. She crossed her arms over her chest. “And what do you want from me, Cassian? Answers? A confession?” Her voice wavered with a quiet pain that he hadn’t expected.

He took a step toward her, his voice low. “No. I want to understand. I want to know who you really are.”

Isolde’s face tightened, her jaw set in a hard line. “And what will you do with that knowledge once you have it?” she asked, her voice tinged with bitterness. “Will you turn me in? Will you see me burned at the stake like the rest of us?”

Cassian flinched at her words, the accusation hanging in the air like a dagger. He opened his mouth to speak, but the words wouldn’t come. Was she right? What was he truly prepared to do?

“I’m not like the others,” he said at last, his voice rough with emotion. “I don’t want to hurt you. I don’t want you to be punished for something you can’t control.”

Isolde stared at him for a long moment. She opened her mouth to say something, but before she could, the distant sound of hooves echoed through the village.

Cassian’s eyes flicked to the window. A group of soldiers was approaching, their armor shining in the sunlight, their horses kicking up clouds of dust.

“They’re coming,” he whispered.

Isolde’s heart skipped a beat. “You have to leave. Now.”

“I can’t,” Cassian said, stepping closer. “I won’t leave you.”

But Isolde’s eyes were already scanning the room, her fingers trembling. “They’re looking for you, Cassian. They’re looking for both of us. If you stay here, they’ll—”

“I don’t care,” he interrupted, his voice full of determination. “I won’t let them take you.”

The soldiers were closer now, and time was running out.

In the tense silence that followed, Isolde made a decision. She stepped forward, gripping his arm. “Then we run.”
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Isolde’s heart hammered in her chest as she grabbed Cassian’s arm, pulling him toward the back door. The sound of approaching horses was growing louder by the second, the unmistakable sound of soldiers closing in. Her breath came in sharp gasps, her mind racing as she calculated their only chance.

“We have to move,” she said urgently, her voice sharp as she yanked him toward the narrow hallway behind the cottage. “Through the forest. They’ll never find us there.”

Cassian hesitated for only a moment. His duty to the King, to the Royal Guard, to the soldiers who were coming for her, clashed violently with the growing sense of something else—a pull toward Isolde that felt like gravity, an undeniable force that had him second-guessing everything he had ever believed in. But the soldiers were almost here, and the choice was being made for him, whether he liked it or not.

He nodded grimly. “Lead the way.”

They rushed through the narrow backdoor of the cottage, the hinges creaking in protest, and into the overgrown yard. The fog from the early morning mist hung low over the ground, making every step feel like they were moving through a dream—or a nightmare.

Isolde’s mind was a blur, her feet sure as they moved through the familiar terrain. She had memorized every inch of the woods surrounding her cottage. The narrow trail she was leading them down was known only to her. No one had dared to venture down this way for years. It was isolated, dangerous, and, for all intents and purposes, forgotten by everyone except the witches who once lived there.

Behind them, the horses’ hooves struck the ground in rhythmic cadence, growing louder, closer.

“They’re getting too close,” Isolde said through clenched teeth. “We need to go faster.”

Cassian pushed himself harder, his boots barely making a sound on the damp forest floor. Despite the urgency in her voice, his mind was elsewhere. He had a thousand questions, a thousand fears, and now, with Isolde leading him deeper into the forest, there was no turning back.

“What if they catch us?” Cassian asked, his voice tight as he kept pace with her.

“They will.” She said it without a trace of fear, her voice cold and detached, as though she had already accepted the inevitable. “But they won’t catch us alone.”

Cassian’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

Isolde’s lips twitched into a grim smile as she glanced over her shoulder at him. “I mean I have a few tricks of my own.”

He barely had time to react before the forest seemed to shift. The air thickened, as if the trees themselves were drawing closer. A low, rumbling growl echoed from the darkness ahead, and the underbrush parted as though something was moving just out of sight.

Cassian’s hand instinctively went to the hilt of his sword, but Isolde was already pulling him forward again. “Don’t!” she hissed. “Not unless you want to make things worse.”

The growl grew louder, followed by a rustling sound that sent a wave of unease through Cassian. He glanced at Isolde. “What in the hells—”

Before he could finish the sentence, the growling stopped. The air was suffocatingly still. And then, from the trees, a shape emerged.

It was massive—far larger than any creature he had ever seen. Its fur was midnight black, its eyes glinting like twin pools of molten gold. The creature’s body was sleek and muscular, and its jaws were filled with teeth that gleamed like knives in the dim light.

Cassian stopped in his tracks, his instincts kicking in, but Isolde was already moving again, tugging him forward.

“Keep moving,” she urged in a low voice, “or it’ll catch us.”

“W-what is that?” Cassian’s voice came out in a strangled whisper.

“It’s a guardian of the old ways,” she replied as though it were the most normal thing in the world. “The forest doesn’t take kindly to intruders, and neither do I.”

“A guardian?” he repeated, still reeling from the sight of the creature. “You have a beast following you? And you expect me to trust you?”

Isolde didn’t answer him immediately, but her pace quickened as the growls from the guardian faded into the distance behind them.

“I don’t expect anything from you,” she said quietly. “But you should know this—the King doesn’t know what he’s dealing with. The witches, the magic—it’s all far older than his kingdom. Older than anything he’s ever studied. And the people like me, the ones who survive? They’re bound to it in ways you can’t understand.”

They moved in silence for a while, the forest seeming to close in on them as the trees grew taller and the path became steeper.

Cassian’s mind was reeling, questions spiraling in his head like a tempest. How had she summoned that beast? What other magic did she possess? But more than that, he found himself struggling with something deeper—something far more unsettling.

He trusted her.

The realization came like a punch to the gut. And it was terrifying. He had sworn an oath, not just to the King, but to everything that had been drilled into him since birth. Witches were evil, and magic was a force that needed to be controlled. But here he was, running through the woods with one, and part of him wanted to protect her, to stand by her side.

“Why are you helping me?” Isolde asked suddenly, breaking his internal storm.

He glanced at her, surprised by the question, but her face was unreadable, her pace never slowing. She didn’t look at him directly; she kept her gaze on the path ahead, her expression strained.

“Because I don’t want to see you die,” Cassian answered honestly, the words coming out before he could stop them.

Isolde didn’t respond immediately. They kept moving, the forest now alive with the sound of the wind whispering through the trees. But Cassian could sense the shift in her—the briefest flicker of something vulnerable behind her guarded exterior.

“I’m not the enemy,” she said quietly, as if to herself more than to him. “I never was.”

For a moment, the weight of her words hung in the air. Cassian didn’t know how to respond, or if he even had the right to. She was a witch. A person his kingdom had spent generations teaching him to fear.

But in that moment, he saw something else in her—a person. Not an enemy. Not a monster.

She was a woman, a human being—and she had trusted him enough to lead him through the forest, away from the very soldiers he was sworn to obey.

The sound of the horses was getting closer again.

Cassian and Isolde moved faster, pushing their way deeper into the forest, but they both knew it was only a matter of time before they would be caught. The next few moments would determine everything—either they would escape, or everything would fall apart.

Cassian’s chest tightened as he felt the weight of what he was doing—what he was choosing. There was no going back now. Not for him. Not for her.

And in that moment, the stakes were clearer than ever.

Isolde’s life, his life, depended on how far they were both willing to go.
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The forest was alive with the sounds of pursuit.

Cassian’s breath came in ragged gasps as they pushed deeper into the wilderness, the thick underbrush pulling at their boots, the heavy scent of moss and wet earth filling the air. Every step was a reminder of how little time they had left. The sound of hooves was unmistakable, a steady rhythm that seemed to grow louder with every passing second. The soldiers were closing in.

Cassian glanced at Isolde—her face set, her eyes fixed ahead. The wildness of the forest, the overwhelming sense of danger, seemed to suit her. She moved with the grace of someone who belonged here, who had spent years in the shadows of the kingdom, evading capture. But Cassian, a soldier through and through, was out of his element. His body screamed with exhaustion, his mind with questions.

"How much farther?" he asked, his voice hoarse.

Isolde didn’t answer immediately, her breath steady despite the speed at which they ran. She kept pushing forward, her hands brushing past the thick trees as if they were guiding her, not obstructing her path. It was a skill she’d mastered over the years, living in the wilds, surviving by her wits and her magic.

"Not far," she said finally, her voice strained but steady. "Just a little further. I know a place."

Cassian nodded, trusting her words, but doubt gnawed at him. Would they make it in time? His instincts told him they didn’t have much longer. The guards weren’t far behind, and their search would only intensify as they got closer to the border of the forest. Once they reached the more remote parts of the wilderness, they’d be in far more danger—there were things here, in the deepest parts of the woods, that neither the soldiers nor he would be able to fight off.

But he couldn’t stop now. Not when Isolde had already risked everything to get him this far.



The ground beneath their feet began to slope downward, leading them toward a ravine. The air shifted, cooler now, and the sound of rushing water echoed in the distance. The trees here were older, their trunks thick and gnarled, their roots twisting like ancient serpents.

“We’re close,” Isolde said, her voice growing more urgent. “Just through there.”

She pointed toward a narrow gap in the trees, a dark passage that seemed to open up into a deeper part of the forest. Cassian followed her without question, heart pounding. The sound of hooves had become even clearer now, no longer distant. They were almost upon them.

But then, as they neared the gap in the trees, something else caught Cassian’s attention.

A figure stood at the edge of the path, barely visible against the shadow of the trees. A lone rider, cloaked in dark armor, blocking their way.

Isolde froze.

Cassian’s hand went instinctively to the hilt of his sword, though his mind screamed that it was useless. A quick glance told him that this wasn’t one of the King’s men—it was someone else. Someone who, like them, didn’t quite belong.

“Stay behind me,” Cassian said quietly, positioning himself between Isolde and the stranger.

The rider remained motionless, but Cassian could feel the tension in the air—the subtle shift that told him this person wasn’t an ally. Not yet.

“I wouldn’t do that, if I were you,” the figure said, his voice rich and deep, carrying an edge that made Cassian’s muscles tense.

Isolde’s breath caught as she stepped forward, her hand on Cassian’s arm. “It’s him.” She looked up at Cassian, her expression softening, but there was something in her gaze that was both wary and relieved. “He won’t hurt us.”

Cassian’s eyes narrowed. "Who is he?"

The rider dismounted slowly, his movements fluid and controlled. He was tall, with long dark hair that fell beneath a hood, obscuring his face. His cloak shimmered with an ethereal quality, and the silver markings etched into his armor were like no sigils Cassian had ever seen.

“I’m not your enemy,” the rider said, his eyes flicking to Isolde. He spoke with a calm authority, but there was a shadow of something older and more dangerous lurking beneath his words.

“I’m here to help.”

Cassian’s sword hand tightened, but Isolde stepped closer to the stranger, her face now showing signs of recognition.

“Why should I trust you?” Cassian demanded, his voice low and sharp. “We don’t need help from anyone.”

Isolde glanced at him, her face conflicted, but she didn’t argue. Instead, she turned to the rider. “I need to know what this means,” she said softly. “Why now?”

The rider nodded once, as though expecting the question. “The King is coming for you. The kingdom is tearing itself apart from within. The King’s army isn’t the only one searching for you, Isolde. There are others. Those who want to see you dead, and those who want to use you. But there are also those who still remember the old ways. And they don’t want to see the magic destroyed.”

Cassian’s heart raced. “Who are you?”

The rider didn’t answer immediately. His gaze shifted past them, as though listening to something only he could hear. Then, with a quiet sigh, he met Cassian’s eyes.

“I’m someone who’s seen too much,” the rider said. “Someone who’s watched the kingdom burn itself to the ground, time and time again. I was once a part of it. But that’s over now.”

Cassian was about to say something else when Isolde spoke again, her voice trembling but resolute.

“Take us to the place you promised,” she said, looking at the rider with a mixture of trust and fear. “I don’t have much time.”

For a moment, the rider studied her, his expression unreadable. Then, with a slow nod, he gestured toward the path.

“Follow me.”



The trio moved through the forest with purpose, the shadows lengthening as the sun sank lower in the sky. The rider led them deeper into the woods, his steps sure and confident. Cassian’s eyes flicked back to Isolde, his heart still racing with unease. He didn’t know if they could trust this man, but the truth was, he didn’t have a choice.

As they walked, the rider’s words echoed in his mind: There are those who want to use you. But there are also those who remember the old ways.

He didn’t understand. What did the rider mean by that? Who were these “others” who still remembered the magic of the old days? And what did it mean for Isolde?

They had reached the edge of the ravine, where the sound of rushing water filled the air. There, hidden among thick vines and large rocks, was a small stone cabin, barely visible to the naked eye. It was old—older than anything Cassian had ever seen—but it looked safe.

“This is it,” the rider said. “You’ll be safe here, for now. But this is only the beginning.”

Isolde stepped forward, her eyes scanning the cabin with a mixture of curiosity and wariness. “Thank you,” she said softly.

The rider nodded, his eyes lingering on her for a moment before he turned to Cassian. “Watch her closely,” he warned. “The King is not the only one hunting her.”

With that, he turned and disappeared into the shadows of the forest, leaving Cassian and Isolde standing at the threshold of what was, for now, their only refuge.
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The door of the stone cabin creaked as Isolde pushed it open. The faint scent of damp earth and ancient wood filled the air, mingling with the cool, fresh breeze that swept through the crack in the doorway. Inside, the stone walls were covered in creeping ivy, and a small hearth sat in the center, its dark, cold ashes a stark contrast to the warmth it could offer. There was a sense of timelessness here—an old, forgotten place where the passage of years seemed irrelevant.

Isolde stepped inside first, her footsteps quiet, almost hesitant. She paused in the middle of the room, her eyes scanning every corner, every shadow, as though she were searching for something—or someone—that wasn’t there.

Cassian hesitated on the threshold, his gaze shifting between the cabin and the path they had come from. They had been running for hours. Hours. And though the riders were no longer chasing them, there was no real sense of safety. Not yet.

“Do you think they’ll find us here?” Cassian asked, his voice low and unsure. The idea of being pursued, of not knowing who to trust, gnawed at him.

“I don’t know,” Isolde replied, her voice softer than he expected. She turned back to him, her features dimly lit by the pale light filtering in through the small, cracked windows. Her face, usually so guarded, now seemed vulnerable—almost weary. The weight of everything was catching up with her.

"Who was that rider?" Cassian pressed, stepping into the cabin. He closed the door behind him, locking them in with the shadows. "He seemed to know you."

Isolde was silent for a long moment, her fingers tracing the old wooden table at the center of the room, as if the touch of it could ground her. Finally, she looked up at him.

“That man,” she said quietly, “was once a part of the King's army, like you.” She took a breath, steadying herself before continuing. “But he defected long ago. His name is Aidan. He and I... we share a history. We were part of something much older, something the King doesn’t understand."

Cassian’s brow furrowed. “A former soldier who now helps witches? That doesn’t make any sense.”

She glanced at him, her eyes fierce despite her exhaustion. “You think the world is as simple as the King wants you to believe? That magic is evil and everyone who practices it is a threat? You’ve been lied to, Cassian.”

Her words hit him harder than he’d expected. The weight of them pressed on him like a heavy cloak, suffocating. He shook his head, his voice rising despite his best effort to stay calm. “I’ve seen magic destroy lives. I’ve seen it tear families apart. My father, my brothers—they died because of it.”

Isolde’s eyes softened with an understanding that cut him deeper. “I know. I know the pain of losing those you love.” She closed her eyes for a moment, and Cassian caught a flash of grief there—something raw and unspoken. When she opened her eyes again, they were harder, more resolute. “But not all magic is the same. Not all of us are your enemies, Cassian.”

He stared at her, searching for the right words, but none came. The silence between them was thick with the tension of everything unsaid—the conflict inside him between the man he had been, and the man he was becoming. He wanted to believe her. He wanted to trust her. But everything in his training, everything he had known, told him that trusting a witch was a betrayal.

But still, he couldn’t bring himself to walk away.

Before he could speak, there was a soft sound—like a whisper, like the rustling of leaves. It came from the far side of the cabin, from the shadowed corner where the hearth’s ashes lay cold.

Isolde tensed, her hand instinctively moving toward the small dagger at her waist. But before either of them could react, a low, familiar voice echoed in the stillness.

“Cassian.”

The air seemed to freeze. Cassian’s heart skipped a beat, and his eyes snapped toward the source of the voice. Emerging from the shadows like a ghost, the figure was unmistakable.

A soldier—tall, with broad shoulders and a dark, hooded cloak that concealed most of his face. The moment he stepped into the light, however, Cassian’s blood ran cold. He recognized him instantly.

Garrick.

His old captain.

The man who had trained him. The man who had been like a second father. The man who had sent him on countless hunts to track down witches like Isolde.

“Garrick...” Cassian’s voice faltered, his hand instinctively going to the hilt of his sword. The tension in the cabin rose as the two men locked eyes—two worlds colliding. “What are you doing here?”

Garrick stepped into the room, his eyes narrowing as they flicked over Isolde. He gave her a single, contemptuous glance before turning his full attention back to Cassian.

“I should be asking you that, Cassian,” Garrick said, his voice low, but carrying a deep, biting edge. “I’ve been looking for you. We’ve all been looking for you.”

Isolde took a step back, her eyes flicking between the two men. She didn’t say anything, but the subtle flicker of magic around her—something Cassian had grown more attuned to—was unmistakable. She was ready for whatever was coming.

Cassian’s hand clenched around the hilt of his sword, but he didn’t draw it. Not yet.

“The King sent you, didn’t he?” Cassian finally asked, his voice hardening.

Garrick’s lips curled into a thin smile, his eyes glinting with an odd mixture of disappointment and pride. “The King doesn’t need to send me, Cassian. You know that. I came because you broke your oath. You went against everything you were trained to do.”
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