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Chapter 1: Petals at Dawn
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A ghostly mist clung to the trellised balcony of Emberfall’s palace, curling among stone pillars like spectral fingers. Dawn’s pale light sifted through the curling vines of the legendary Thorned Rose, whose petals—once a deep, velvety crimson—had begun to droop and weep an inky sap. Lady Seraphine of Thornwood stood at the edge of the marble railing, her breath shallow, her heart drumming with a mixture of awe and dread.

She had traveled for two days through ancient forests and winding mountain passes to answer the summons of King Arden himself. As the newly appointed handmaiden in waiting, Seraphine’s arrival was meant to bring fresh loyalty to a throne beset by rumors of dark magic and expanding borders. Yet nothing in her sheltered life at Thornwood Hall had prepared her for the sight of the withering rose.

Her fingers tightened around the polished wooden balustrade. Where once a knot of crimson blossoms had seemed to pulse with life, now only a single bud remained in half bloom, its edges scorched brown. Even from here, the air smelled faintly of rust and smoke, as though the plant’s rot had seeped into the breeze.

Seraphine swallowed. Long-lost grandmother’s stories—or whispered rumors in Thornwood’s halls—had spoken of this flower. Forged in blood-magic by Emberfall’s founding queen, it was said to bloom only under the reign of a true ruler. Many believed the rose’s health mirrored the kingdom’s fate. If the flower died, so would the realm.

Her musings were interrupted by the soft scrape of leather boots against stone. She whirled, her skirts rustling like dry leaves, to find a lone figure in dark uniform emerging from the palace corridor: Captain Rion Varek, commander of the royal guard. His broad shoulders carried an air of restless strength, and his amber eyes—so often spoken of in hushed tones—seemed to catch the pale sunlight like molten gold.

He paused a pace behind her, hands clasped loosely behind his back. Never one for ceremony, he offered only a curt nod.

“Lady Seraphine,” he said, voice low and steady, “allow me to welcome you to Emberfall.”

“Captain Varek,” she replied, dipping into a practiced curtsey. Her skirts fanned around her in a whisper of silk and lace. “Thank you. It is an honor to serve.”

Rion inclined his head once more, his gaze flickering to the rose. “You have arrived just in time.” He studied Seraphine’s face briefly. “The Thorned Rose’s troubles are no small matter.”

A shiver darted along her spine. “I—” she began, but paused. Her world before Emberfall had been one of gentle courtesy and predictable routines: music lessons at dawn, walks through manicured hedges, embroidery by hearthlight. Here, on the palace’s threshold, she felt like a moth drawn to a flame.

The morning chill made her wrap her arms around herself. “What happened to it?” she asked, voice barely above a whisper.

Rion pushed his dark hair away from his forehead. “No one yet knows for certain. There are whispers of a curse, or perhaps deliberate sabotage.” He glanced back toward the rose. “In any case, King Arden fears the worst. As handmaiden, you will serve Queen Liora—if it pleases her Majesty to accept you. You may be called upon to tend the rose yourself.”

Seraphine’s chest tightened. “Tend the rose?” Her fingers itched to reach out, to brush away the sickly petals, but she dared not approach further. “I have never—”

“Do not worry,” Rion said, stepping closer. His presence was magnetic, like gravity itself. “Your grandmother’s words will guide you.” He offered her a small, faded parchment. “Read this tonight.”

Confusion melted into curiosity. Seraphine accepted the parchment, noting the curl of crimson sealing wax stamped with an unfamiliar crest. She tucked it into her bodice, and the heat of his hand brushed hers—briefly. A spark seemed to flare at the contact, and she drew back as though bitten.

“My grandmother wrote this?” she asked.

Rion’s expression tightened. “That is what the palace records indicate. I will take you to Queen Liora at your convenience. You should rest and read before your first duty.”

One of the palace gardeners—a wiry man with soil-stained hands—came bustling around the corner. He froze at the sight of the withered rose and then barked a hushed order to an apprentice behind him. Within moments, pale-faced youths arrived bearing silver scythes and brass watering cans. As they set to work, snipping dead petals and dousing overturned clay pots of loam, the rose seemed to swallow their activity in a shroud of oppressive silence.

Seraphine watched them, her heart racing. Rion cleared his throat. “Shall we?” he asked softly, gesturing toward the corridor.

She nodded, eyes on the men at work. “Yes. Thank you.”

They walked in silence down a colonnade where flickering torch sconces waited to be lit. In the gardens below, fountains burbled, and peacocks spread their fans, proclaiming a morning too serenely beautiful to house such a sinister omen. The air here smelled of wet earth, wild lavender, and something muskier—an aroma she could not name.

Rion paused at a wrought-iron gate. Through its bars lay an inner courtyard of polished marble, where courtiers and guards mingled beneath gilded archways. A servant in blue and silver stepped forward with a curt nod, as though Rion’s command was enough to part seas of nobility.

“Lady Seraphine,” the servant intoned, voice smooth as silk, “Queen Liora awaits in the East Wing.”

Seraphine swallowed. Queen Liora: a name spoken with reverence and fear in equal measure. She gave a trembling nod and let the servant lead the way. Behind her, Rion’s silhouette receded into the shadowed tabs of morning, and with each step Seraphine took, the scroll in her bodice seemed to press hotter against her heart.

The East Wing’s corridor soared overhead in a vault of stained glass. Sunlight fractured into jeweled colors on the polished floor, sending green, amber, and ruby prisms dancing across their path. Seraphine paused, breath caught in her throat, as a shaft of light hit her hair, turning it to spun gold. For a moment, she felt like a figure out of a legend.

When the door at the corridor’s end swung open, it revealed a chamber whose walls were draped in deep crimson tapestries embroidered with rose motifs. A hearth crackled on one side, lighting the room with a warm, amber glow that contrasted sharply with the chill outside.

Queen Liora sat behind a long ebony desk. Her silver hair was twisted into an intricate braid, and her gown—a lattice of black lace over scarlet satin—spoke of power and elegance. She watched Seraphine’s entrance with piercing eyes, dark as the abyss yet flecked with curiosity.

“Lady Seraphine of Thornwood,” the queen said, her voice steady and clear. “Welcome.”

“My Queen,” Seraphine whispered, sinking into a curtsy. Her skirts fanned wide, and she felt every eye in the room shift toward her—judging, measuring.

Queen Liora nodded once. “Rise.” She motioned to a cushioned bench at the side of the room. “Your arrival is timely, though your task may prove far from simple. The Thorned Rose wilts at our borders, and with it our strength. I entrust its care to you.”

Seraphine’s pulse thundered in her ears. She dared not look away from the queen’s gaze. “I will do my utmost, Your Majesty.”

“Good.” The queen turned toward a silver-framed mirror behind her desk. In its reflection, the Thorned Rose bloomed pale and faint—as though already a ghost of its former glory. “Go to the greenhouse at dusk. Tend the soil. Speak the words written for you.”

Seraphine’s hand flew to the parchment stashed beneath her bodice. “The words...?”

Queen Liora’s lips curved into a faint smile. “Your grandmother’s legacy is entwined with ours. Knowledge older than Emberfall itself lies in those pages. Learn them well.”

A hush fell over the chamber. Seraphine bowed again, her knees weak. As she left, the queen’s final words lingered in her mind: blood magic binds us all.

Outside the chamber door, Rion waited. The heat of the queen’s chamber still clung to his dark uniform. He offered Seraphine a curt nod. “You did well.”

Seraphine stepped into his side, exhaling as though freed from some invisible bond. “Thank you.” She inhaled deeply. The palace corridors no longer felt haunted, but alive with possibility—and danger.

Ahead, the rising sun bathed the outer courtyard in light. Seraphine glanced back once at the Thorned Rose’s trellised balcony. Though the flower’s petals drooped, she felt something ignite in her chest—a fierce, stubborn hope that the bud might yet bloom anew.

And in that fragile moment of dawn, as she walked beside the kingdom’s greatest warrior toward an uncertain future, Seraphine realized her
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