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​PROLOGUE


[image: ]


In a time long ago, during the world's youthful days, there existed a place called Erandelle. This mystical realm was home to extraordinary beings known as the Children of Aistforth, revered as bringers of life. Dividing the land was a river whose crystalline waters were believed to possess magical power; hence, its name in honor of their creator. In those days, the Song of Aistforth echoed across the land, its verses whispered in the winds and sung by the stars, a melody of creation and harmony.

The Danur were the first-born children of Aistforth. They were bestowed with numerous gifts, all intended to enable them to bring prosperity to the land. However, as the final notes of the Song faded, their initial unity quickly gave way to jealousy. Over time, the divisions among them became more apparent, leading to the formation of factions. Supporters rallied behind each side, resulting in intense disputes and eventually escalating into a full-blown conflict, sung now as the Dirge of Betrayal. The losses suffered by both factions were great, and they came to be known as the Esirs and the Krils. With their eyes attuned to the darkness, the Krils dominion lay deep beneath the mountains, while the Esirs, who drew strength from the natural world,  dwelt in the lands of Eternal Spring.

To the south, in the verdant forests, the Selies thrived, their laughter and magic echoing through the trees. Unlike the Krils and Esirs, the Selies cared little for the ambitions of their northern neighbors, finding joy in simpler pursuits—yet even they harbored secrets, hidden behind their mischievous smiles.

In the east, along the banks of the river Aistforth, lay the city of Bronzehold, where the youngest of the Children of Aistforth, the humans, made their home. Seen as lesser by their elder kin, the humans nevertheless possessed a resilience and ingenuity that set them apart. 

The balance between these races was fragile, maintained through centuries of uneasy peace. But beneath the surface, old grudges simmered, and hidden forces stirred—forces that, once unleashed, could tear the world asunder.

And so, the story began to unfold, with shadows gathering on the horizon, and a song—long forgotten, but never silenced—waiting to be heard once more...
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In shadows deep, where daylight dies,

A melody of darkness lies.

Whispered notes of fear and dread,

Awake in the night, where hope has fled.

— From The Dirge of Shadows 

Westbrook... After ten long years, Cassie never imagined she would return to this town. She exchanged a fleeting look with her sister Megan, who was sitting beside her, as their journey took them down the mountain and through the winding curves towards the valley. Megan's amber eyes, fixed on the horizon, appeared distant.

As they entered the second half of their trip, Megan fell silent, seemingly coming to terms with the realization of starting anew in a different town.

Once again, Cassie shifted her focus to the road ahead. Ten years had certainly passed—a significant stretch of time during which anyone's life could undergo numerous transformations. However, Cassie and Megan were far from ordinary individuals. They existed in a peculiar space, straddling both the magical realm and reality itself.

Achieving equilibrium between these two worlds was an intricate task, one that required both skill and practice. Unfortunately, Cassie and Megan lacked these qualities to varying degrees. Megan, in particular, had limited experience, if any, in this domain. Though Cassie had once honed her abilities through occasional practice, she now wondered if those days were forever behind her.

Cassie’s fingers tightened around the steering wheel as the road curved sharply. A glint of light flickered in the rearview mirror—a brief, fleeting shimmer that might have been nothing at all. Or something more. She glanced at Megan, whose lips were pressed into a thin line.

“Did you feel that?” Cassie asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Megan shook her head, her eyes still locked on the distant horizon. “No,” she replied softly. “Not like before.”

Cassie nodded, though unease settled in her chest. It had been a long time since she’d felt anything like that. Maybe it was just her imagination. Or maybe, she thought, the past wasn’t as far behind them as she’d hoped.

As they rounded another bend, the shadows of the trees seemed to stretch longer than they should, their dark fingers brushing against the car as if trying to pull them back. Cassie blinked, and the illusion was gone. But the unease remained.

When Abigail Cooper, known to Cassie as Aunt Abby, took her under her wing to teach her magic, their mother, Adalyn, had initially objected. It took much persuasion for Adalyn to finally agree, conceding that the best way for Cassie to control her power was to learn how to master it. Yet, Adalyn's unease never fully disappeared. It wasn't until years later that Cassie understood the depth of her mother's worry. Westbrook held mysteries and dangers that lurked beneath its quiet surface—forces that posed a threat to anyone who possessed magic. Adalyn, ever the protective mother, didn't want her daughter drawn into that hidden world. She wanted Cassie and Megan to live normal lives, and for a time, they did.

Despite her mother’s wishes, Cassie secretly cherished her summers in Westbrook. The rest of the year, she lived a very ordinary life, but those few weeks with Aunt Abby were anything but ordinary. Magic was strictly prohibited outside of Westbrook, and Aunt Abby made it clear that it was for Cassie's safety. No magic without supervision, no talking about it with anyone but her mother and aunt—those were the rules. Cassie followed them, but she couldn’t help but count down the days until summer. The vibrant green of the trees, the feel of the earth beneath her feet, the squirrels darting through the underbrush, the gentle breeze, and the sound of the creek winding its way to the lake—it all felt like home, a home she longed for all year. Adalyn’s hands would tighten on the steering wheel every time they neared Aunt Abby’s house. “Remember what I said, Cassie,” she would murmur, her eyes flicking nervously towards the trees. “Stick close to Abby. Don’t wander off.”

But even as Cassie relished the tranquility of Westbrook, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was always watching, just beyond the trees. Aunt Abby had warned her about the shadows that sometimes flickered at the edge of her vision, telling her to stay close and stay safe. Cassie had nodded, but her curiosity had been piqued—what was out there, hiding in the woods?

During her first year as Abby's apprentice, Cassie discovered the hidden world of magical beings who had been banished from their realm and now lived among humans. Some had been in Westbrook for over two centuries, quietly contributing to the town's growth and blending into the community. Others, more recently exiled, struggled with their new reality, their resentment simmering just beneath the surface. The tension within their own ranks often spilled over, making their presence in Westbrook a volatile one.

It was during this time that Cassie first met Gaelin Darkspear, the fallen Prince of the House of Kor’Shal. The encounter left a lasting impression on her. Gaelin was an Esir, one of the magical beings who had recently arrived in Westbrook with his family. Aunt Abby had explained that Esirs, unlike humans, were taller, more graceful, and had pointed ears—resembling the elves from the stories Cassie had read as a child. When she first laid eyes on Gaelin, she was shocked; despite being over three hundred years old, he looked no older than a young man. Abby had mentioned that Esirs aged differently, but nothing could have prepared Cassie for the reality of it. Despite his noble heritage and long years, Gaelin was warm and approachable, never displaying the haughtiness Abby had warned her about.

Gaelin greeted her with a warm smile, his emerald-green eyes crinkling at the corners. “You must be Cassie,” he said, extending a hand. “I’ve heard a lot about you from your aunt. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

Cassie hesitated for only a moment before taking his hand, surprised by how normal—how human—he seemed. There was none of the aloofness she had expected, only a genuine warmth that made her feel at ease.

Yet, as friendly as Gaelin seemed, there was a weight in his gaze, a hint of the burdens he carried from a life Cassie could only begin to imagine. He spoke little of his past, but Cassie sensed that beneath the surface, there was a story of loss and exile that ran deep.

As the newly paved road cut through the lush forest, replacing the mountain's rocky gray backdrop, Cassie’s thoughts wandered. The sight of the familiar trees lining the road reminded her that they were nearing Westbrook Lake, and with it, the town where so many of her memories were rooted. She felt a flutter in her stomach as the last summer she’d spent here came rushing back—especially the memory of Gaelin.

That year held a special anticipation: seeing Gaelin once again. Cassie was eager to see him, to show him how much she had changed. Her caramel-colored irises stood out against the black kohl pencil she used to line her eyes, while her naturally full lips were covered in dark red lipstick. Her auburn hair cascaded loosely past her shoulders. The girly dresses, pastel pink hues, and ribbons were long gone. Army boots had become her preferred footwear and black her favorite color. She embraced her untamed, unbridled power.

"May the Goddess have compassion on the poor boys of this town, for you won’t," Aunt Abby had said, half-jokingly, when Cassie stepped off the bus that summer. And she had been right. Cassandra Cooper, age 18, showed no mercy to anyone, and she was no longer the girl Gaelin had once known.

It had been many years since that fateful summer, yet her heart beat faster, in a mix of excitement and trepidation churning within her. Was Gaelin still living in Westbrook? Probably. But was he the same Gaelin she’d once known? A wave of guilt washed over her as she thought about that summer, about the mistakes she made. Even after all this time, the memory of his hurt expression haunted her. She understood now she’d done wrong—people change, and life has a way of forcing you to look at things differently. But had he been able to forgive her? And more importantly, had he forgiven himself?

As they approached the town, Megan couldn't help but notice her sister's unease. She observed the wheels turning inside Cassie's head, particularly evident in her restless hands that never stayed still when she was nervous or troubled. Whether it was nail-biting or finger-tapping, Megan found this habit of Cassie's, unbeknownst to her sister, quite irritating. 

Unable to hold back any longer, Megan finally asked, "What's bothering you, sis? Spit it out." She crossed her arms, her tone sharp, masking the concern she didn’t quite
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