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PROLOGUE: The Weight of Memory
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Fifty years ago

Celeste Hardwick stood in the ruins of her family's estate, watching smoke curl into an indifferent sky. Three days. That's how long it had taken for everything she'd ever known to burn.

Her father's body had been found in his study, throat cut, papers scattered across blood-soaked carpet. Suicide, the Crown investigators declared. Guilt-driven madness after his treasonous plot was discovered. The evidence was irrefutable, letters in his handwriting detailing plans to overthrow the King, meetings with known conspirators, gold transferred to fund a rebellion that never came.

All lies.

Celeste knew her father. Marcus Hardwick had been many things, stern, demanding, occasionally cold, but he had loved the kingdom with a devotion that bordered on religious fervour. He would have died before betraying his King.

He had died. Just not the way the official record claimed.

She knelt in the ash, her fingers finding something hard beneath the char. A memory crystal, somehow intact despite the fire. Her father's crystal, the one he wore always, containing decades of his life's most important moments.

With trembling hands, she activated it.

And watched her father's memories play out before her, not of treason, but of loyal service. Of discovering a plot within the court. Of gathering evidence. Of preparing to bring it to the King.

And then... nothing. A gap. Hours missing, excised with surgical precision by someone who understood Mnemomancy better than anyone in the kingdom.

Someone had stolen her father's memories, replaced them with false ones, and used his altered mind to destroy him.

The King, when she'd begged for audience, had been kind but firm. The evidence was conclusive. Her father had been a traitor. The family name was forfeit, the estate seised, the Hardwick line officially ended.

"I'm sorry, child," the King had said, and she'd heard genuine sympathy in his voice. "But justice must be served, even when it breaks our hearts."

Justice.

Celeste stood in the ruins of her life and made a choice. If the Crown wouldn't pursue real justice, she would. However long it took. Whatever it cost.

She would find who had destroyed her father. She would expose the truth. She would make them pay.

Fifty years, she gave herself. Fifty years to build power, gather resources, master every secret of memory magic. Fifty years to become strong enough to challenge the system that had failed her family.

And if the Crown stood in her way?

Then the Crown would fall too.

Justice, after all, demanded sacrifice.

Even if the sacrifice was her own soul.
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Chapter 1: The Breach
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The first scream came from the Gallery of Portraits.

Lady Lysandra Ashford didn't flinch at the sound, she was too well-trained for that, but her hand tightened around the stem of her wine glass as courtiers throughout the King's reception hall froze mid-conversation. The crystalline note of shattering porcelain followed, then a man's voice rising in incoherent fury.

"Someone stop him!" A woman's shriek. "Guards! He's gone mad!"

Lysandra set down her glass with deliberate care, her face a perfect mask of mild concern as chaos erupted around her. Lords and ladies scattered like startled birds, some rushing toward the commotion, others fleeing from it. She remained still, cataloguing every reaction, every face. In the royal court of Asterlyn, panic revealed truth more reliably than any confession.

She adjusted the fall of her midnight-blue silk gown, a subtle Glamour woven into the fabric made it shimmer like starlight with each movement, and began walking toward the gallery. Not running. Never running. Panic was for those with something to hide or something to fear, and Lady Lysandra Ashford had spent the last six years ensuring the court believed she was neither.

The gallery's ornate double doors stood open, and a knot of guards blocked the entrance. Through the gaps between their armoured shoulders, Lysandra caught glimpses of a man in the emerald and gold livery of House Torren. Lord Edmund Torren, she recognised with a chill, one of the King's most trusted advisors, a man who had served the crown for twenty years.

He was on his knees, weeping.

"I betrayed him," Edmund sobbed, his aristocratic face twisted with anguish. "Gods forgive me, I betrayed the King. I told them everything, the trade routes, the garrison numbers, the names of our informants in Velharrow. Everything."

The guards exchanged uncertain glances. Captain Dorian, a man Lysandra had carefully cultivated as a useful contact, stepped forward with his sword half-drawn.

"Lord Torren, you need to,"

"I sold our secrets to Velharrow!" Edmund's voice rose to a shriek. "For gold! For thirty pieces of gold, like Judas himself! The King trusted me, and I," He broke off, retching.

Lysandra's pulse quickened, though her expression remained serene. This was wrong. Edmund Torren was many things, ambitious, calculating, occasionally ruthless, but he was no traitor. She had spent three years watching him, listening to the whispers in the spaces between his words, reading the micro-expressions that most courtiers couldn't see. Edmund's loyalty to the crown was the one uncomplicated truth in his otherwise labyrinthine political manoeuvring.

And yet here he was, confessing treason with the conviction of a man confessing to murder.

"Lady Ashford." Captain Dorian noticed her at the edge of the crowd. "You should step back. This is a matter for the guard."

She offered him a gracious smile, the kind that suggested compliance while committing to nothing. "Of course, Captain. Though I confess, I'm shocked. Lord Torren has always been so devoted to His Majesty."

"Apparently not devoted enough," Dorian muttered, then raised his voice to his men. "Take him to the lower cells. Separate him from the other prisoners. No one speaks to him without the King's express permission."

As the guards hauled Edmund to his feet, his eyes found Lysandra's. For just a moment, his expression shifted, confusion replacing the anguished certainty. His lips moved, forming words she couldn't quite hear over the murmur of the crowd.

"I don't... I don't remember..."

Then the moment passed, and the terrible certainty crashed back over his features like a wave. The guards dragged him away, and the crowd of courtiers began to disperse, their voices rising in scandalised whispers.

Lysandra remained where she was, her mind racing. She had seen men break under the weight of their crimes before. She had seen guilty consciences crack and spill their poison into the light. This wasn't that.

This was something else entirely.

The King's private council chamber was smaller than most people imagined, intimate, even, with its dark wood panelling and the enormous fireplace that dominated the north wall. The afternoon sun slanted through narrow windows, catching the dust motes that drifted in the stale air. Six people stood in a rough semicircle before the King's desk, and the tension in the room was thick enough to choke on.

King Aldric sat behind his desk like a man carved from stone, his knuckles white where they gripped the armrests of his chair. He was not a large man, nor particularly imposing in his physical presence, but the crown he wore, a simple circlet of worked silver, seemed to weigh on him like an anchor. His face was pale, his jaw clenched so tightly that Lysandra could see the muscle jumping beneath the skin.

"Twenty years," he said, his voice deadly quiet. "Edmund Torren served me for twenty years. He dined at my table. He held my son when he was born. And all that time, he was selling our secrets to Velharrow."

"Your Majesty," Lord Chancellor Greaves began, his tone carefully neutral, "we don't yet know the full extent,"

"He confessed!" The King's fist slammed down on the desk, making everyone in the room jump. "He confessed to everything! The trade agreements, the military deployments, the names of every damn spy we have across the border! Do you understand what this means? Velharrow has been three steps ahead of us for months because that bastard was feeding them information!"

Silence fell over the room. Lysandra stood near the back, her posture perfect, her expression attentive but not too eager. She had been summoned along with the other senior courtiers, those who formed the King's unofficial inner circle. It was an honour she'd worked years to achieve, though right now it felt more like standing in the blast radius of an explosion.

Queen Sophia stood beside her husband's chair, one hand resting lightly on his shoulder. She was a tall woman, regal and coldly beautiful, with silver-blonde hair that she wore in an elaborate coronet of braids. Her expression was unreadable, but Lysandra had learned to read the Queen's moods in subtler ways the angle of her chin, the tension in her fingers, the particular shade of cold that entered her pale blue eyes.

Right now, the Queen was furious. And afraid.

"The question," Sophia said softly, "is not what Edmund did, but how he did it." Her gaze swept across the assembled courtiers. "Lord Torren was many things, but he was not a fool. He knew the penalty for treason. He knew he would be caught eventually. And yet he continued to pass information to our enemies for, how long? Six months? A year?"

"Longer," said a voice from the shadows near the fireplace.

Lysandra's attention snapped to the speaker. She hadn't noticed him when she'd entered the room, which was unusual. She prided herself on her observational skills, on her ability to catalogue every person, every detail. But this man had been standing so still, so quietly, that he'd effectively vanished into the background.

He stepped forward now, into the light, and Lysandra felt a strange, uncomfortable prickling at the base of her skull.

Gordon.

She had heard of him, of course. Everyone at court had been whispering about the King's new Mnemomancer for the past three weeks, ever since he'd arrived from the northern provinces with a letter of recommendation from the Grand Duke and an unsettling reputation. Mnemomancers were rare enough that most people had never met one. The fact that the King had hired one at all had set tongues wagging from the throne room to the scullery.

Looking at him now, Lysandra understood why people found him unsettling.

Gordon was perhaps thirty, though it was hard to tell. He had the kind of face that could have been carved by an indifferent sculptor—not handsome, not ugly, just angular and severe. His dark hair was cut short, practical rather than fashionable. His clothes were well-made but plain, without any of the elaborate embroidery or expensive dyes that marked a man's status at court. He wore black, which made his pale skin seem even paler, and his eyes,

His eyes were wrong.

Not in any obvious way. They were gray, unremarkable in colour, set beneath straight brows in a face that showed no particular emotion. But when his gaze passed over Lysandra, she felt exposed in a way that had nothing to do with her carefully maintained Glamour. It was as if he was looking through her silk gown, through her skin, through the performance she wore like armour, straight into the churning thoughts beneath.

She forced herself not to look away. That would be weakness, and weakness in this court was blood in the water.

"Longer?" the King demanded. "Explain yourself, Master Gordon."

Gordon's voice was quiet, almost flat. "I examined Lord Torren's memories at your request, Your Majesty. The earliest instance of treasonous activity I could find dates back approximately eighteen months."

A collective intake of breath rippled through the room. Eighteen months. Gods.

"You're certain?" Lord Chancellor Greaves asked, his scepticism poorly concealed. He was an older man, traditional in his thinking, and Lysandra knew he had opposed the King's decision to hire a Mnemomancer in the first place.

Gordon's expression didn't change. "Memory is not an exact science, my lord. The human mind is complex, and recollections can be unreliable, contradictory, even self-deceptive. But yes. I'm certain."

"Then we have a problem," Queen Sophia said. Her fingers tightened on the King's shoulder. "Because Lord Torren passed the loyalty oath six months ago. I administered it myself, in this very room. He swore on his honour, on his family's name, on his immortal soul that he had committed no act of betrayal against the crown."

The room went very still.

The loyalty oath was sacrosanct, a magical binding enforced by ancient wards woven into the throne room itself. It didn't compel truth the way some spells did, but it made lying excruciatingly painful. Most people couldn't maintain a falsehood while under oath, not without collapsing from the psychic strain.

"Perhaps," Gordon said carefully, "Lord Torren didn't remember his treason when he took the oath."

The Queen's eyes narrowed. "You're saying someone tampered with his memories? Made him forget he was a traitor?"

"It's the most logical explanation."

"Most logical?" Lord Chancellor Greaves scoffed. "It's insanity! Memory manipulation of that scope would require incredible power and precision. Do you have any idea how difficult. " He cut himself off, suddenly aware of who he was talking to.

Gordon inclined his head slightly, acknowledging the unspoken question. "Yes, my lord. I do know how difficult it would be. Which is why whoever did this is extremely skilled, extremely patient, or both."

Lysandra's mind was racing, fitting pieces together with the cold efficiency of long practice. If someone had manipulated Edmund's memories, locked away his knowledge of his own treason, only to unlock it again now, in the most public and damaging way possible, then this wasn't just about Edmund. This was about creating chaos. Undermining the King's trust in his own court. Demonstrating that even the loyalty oaths could be circumvented.

This was a message. And whoever sent it was still out there.

"Your Majesty," she said, surprising herself by speaking up. "If I may?"

The King's attention swung to her like the beam of a lighthouse. "Lady Ashford. Please."

She chose her words carefully. "If Master Gordon is correct, and I see no reason to doubt his expertise, then Lord Torren is not our greatest problem. He is a symptom, not the disease. The real question is: who has the skill and the motive to orchestrate this kind of manipulation? And what do they want?"

"Precisely," Queen Sophia said, her cool gaze appraising Lysandra with something that might have been approval. "Which brings us to the uncomfortable reality we must all acknowledge."

She paused, letting the silence stretch until everyone in the room was leaning forward, waiting.

"There are only three known Mnemomancers in Asterlyn," the Queen continued. "Lord Torren's previous memory keeper, who retired to the countryside eight years ago and is by all accounts too old and infirm to leave his estate. Lady Serena, who has served as the Royal Archivist of Memory for two decades and is above reproach." Her gaze slid to Gordon, cold and assessing. "And Master Gordon, who arrived at court three weeks ago, just before these disturbing events began to unfold."

The implication hung in the air like smoke.

Gordon's expression didn't change, but Lysandra saw his hands, previously relaxed at his sides, curl into loose fists. "Your Majesty," he said, his tone still calm, still flat. "I understand your concern. If I were in your position, I would suspect me as well. I am a stranger to this court. My timing is inconvenient. And I have the skills necessary to commit exactly the crime we're discussing."

"But?" the King prompted.

"But I didn't do it." Gordon's gray eyes swept across the room, meeting each person's gaze in turn. "I have no motive to destabilise your kingdom. I have no allegiance to Velharrow or any other foreign power. And I have no interest in playing political games. I came to Asterlyn because the Grand Duke vouched for my abilities and suggested I might be of service to Your Majesty. That is all."

"Words," Lord Chancellor Greaves muttered. "Pretty words from a man who manipulates thoughts for a living."

"My lord makes a fair point," Gordon acknowledged. "Words are cheap, especially from someone in my profession. So I propose a demonstration of good faith." He turned to the King. "Your Majesty, I will submit to any test you devise. Have your personal guard watch me at all hours. Restrict my access to the palace. Question me under oath. I will cooperate fully with any investigation, because I have nothing to hide."

King Aldric studied him for a long moment, then looked to his wife. Some silent communication passed between them, the kind of wordless understanding that came from years of marriage and shared rule.

"Very well," the King said finally. "You will be confined to the eastern wing of the palace. Captain Dorian will assign men to monitor your movements. You will not approach any member of the royal family without an armed escort. And you will make yourself available to answer any questions from the Queen's investigation."

"The Queen's investigation?" Greaves looked startled.

Sophia smiled, though there was no warmth in it. "Someone is manipulating memories in my court, Lord Chancellor. Someone is turning loyal men into traitors and making them confess their sins at the most damaging possible moment. I intend to find out who, and I intend to end them." She looked around the room, her gaze sharp as a blade. "I will need assistance from those whose loyalty is unquestionable and whose skills are suited to the task."

Her eyes settled on Lysandra.

"Lady Ashford. You have a talent for seeing through deception. Your skill with Glamour gives you unique insight into the nature of illusion and truth. I would ask you to serve as my eyes and ears in this investigation."

Lysandra's heart began to race, though she kept her expression serene. This was an opportunity, a chance to move closer to the true power in the court, to prove her value to the crown. But it was also incredibly dangerous. Whoever was behind this was powerful, clever, and willing to destroy lives to achieve their goals.

And the Queen had just painted a target on her back.

"Your Majesty," she said, bowing her head in acceptance. "I am honoured to serve."

"Good." The Queen's smile sharpened. "Then your first task is this: watch Master Gordon. Learn his patterns, his habits, his contacts. If he is innocent, his cooperation will prove valuable. If he is guilty..." She let the sentence hang, unfinished.

Lysandra glanced at Gordon. He was watching her with that same unsettling intensity, as if he could peel back the layers of her carefully constructed persona just by looking.

"I understand, Your Majesty," she said.

But what she thought was: This is going to be a nightmare.

Lysandra didn't return to her chambers immediately after the council meeting ended. Instead, she made her way through the palace's winding corridors to the western terrace, a secluded spot overlooking the gardens that few courtiers bothered with. The afternoon was fading into evening, and the sky had turned the color of a bruise, purple and dark gold.

She needed to think.

Edmund Torren's confession had been genuine, she was sure of that. The man had believed every word of his treasonous admission, had felt the weight of his guilt like a physical thing. But Gordon was right: someone had tampered with his memories. Locked away his knowledge of his crimes, then unlocked it again at precisely the right moment to cause maximum damage.

The question was why.

And the more troubling question was who.

Lady Serena seemed the obvious candidate, she was the Royal Archivist, she had access to the highest levels of court, and she had been working with memories longer than anyone else in the kingdom. But Lysandra had known Serena for years. The woman was brilliant, yes, and occasionally sharp-tongued, but she was also utterly devoted to the preservation and protection of the kingdom's history. Serena viewed memory as sacred. The idea that she would deliberately corrupt someone's mind seemed... wrong.

Which left Gordon.

The convenient outsider. The man with the skills and the opportunity. The stranger who had arrived just weeks before disaster struck.

It was too perfect. Too obvious.

Lysandra had spent her entire adult life navigating the treacherous waters of court politics, and she had learned one fundamental truth: when something seemed too obvious, it usually was. Real conspirators didn't announce themselves with convenient timing and suspicious credentials. They hid in plain sight, trusted and untouchable, until the moment they struck.

"You're thinking too hard."

Lysandra spun, her hand instinctively reaching for the small dagger she kept hidden in the folds of her gown. Gordon stood in the terrace doorway, his hands visible and empty, his expression as unreadable as ever.

"Master Gordon," she said, forcing her voice to remain calm. "I wasn't aware you had access to this part of the palace."

"I don't." He stepped out onto the terrace, moving with a careful, deliberate quality that suggested he was very aware of the dagger she was holding. "But Captain Dorian's men are still organising the watch schedule for my... supervision. I took advantage of the chaos to stretch my legs."

"How resourceful." She didn't sheath the dagger. "Though you realise that leaving your assigned quarters without an escort will only deepen the court's suspicion of you."

"I'm aware." Gordon moved to the terrace railing, keeping a respectful distance from her, and looked out over the gardens. "But I needed to speak with you privately, and I suspected that would be difficult once your official babysitting duties begin."

"Babysitting," Lysandra repeated, her tone dry.

"Isn't that what the Queen asked you to do? Watch me. Learn my patterns. Determine whether I'm a threat." He glanced at her, and for the first time, there was something other than flatness in his eyes, something that might have been wry amusement. "I'm not offended, Lady Ashford. It's a logical precaution."

"How magnanimous of you."

"I try." He turned to face her fully, and the amusement, if that's what it had been, disappeared. "But here's the truth, since we're going to be spending a great deal of time together, and I'd prefer not to waste it on elaborate games: I didn't tamper with Lord Torren's memories. I didn't frame myself. And I have no interest in destabilizing the kingdom."

"Then who did?"

"I don't know yet. But I intend to find out." Gordon's expression hardened. "Whoever is behind this is skilled enough to fool the loyalty oaths, patient enough to orchestrate a slow-burning conspiracy, and cruel enough to destroy a man's life just to make a point. That kind of person doesn't stop with one victim. They'll strike again."

Lysandra studied him. His words were logical, his reasoning sound. But there was something else, a tightness around his eyes, a tension in his jaw, that suggested this was personal for him in some way.

"Why do you care?" she asked. "You barely know Lord Torren. You've been at court for less than a month. Why not simply prove your innocence and leave Asterlyn to sort out its own problems?"

Gordon was quiet for a long moment. When he finally spoke, his voice was softer than before. "Because someone is using my profession to commit atrocities. They're taking the sacred trust of memory, the most intimate, most fundamental part of who we are, and weaponising it. Every Mnemomancer in the kingdom will be tainted by this if it continues. Every person with memory magic will be viewed as a potential threat." He met her eyes. "I can't allow that."

It was the first genuine emotion she'd heard from him. Not anger, exactly, but something close to it. Righteous fury, perhaps. Or fear.

She found herself believing him. Which was dangerous, because belief led to trust, and trust led to vulnerability.

"So what do you propose?" she asked.

"A partnership." Gordon spread his hands. "You're supposed to watch me anyway. The Queen has given us the perfect cover for working together. You have access to the court's social circles, the whispered rumours, the subtle shifts in allegiance that most people miss. I have..." He hesitated. "I have other tools."

"You mean you can read memories."

"With permission, yes. Or in cases of clear threat to the kingdom." His expression remained neutral. "I'm offering to share what I learn with you. In exchange, I'd ask that you be honest with me about what you observe. No games. No political manoeuvring. Just the truth, for as long as it takes to find the real culprit."

Lysandra wanted to laugh. No games? No political manoeuvring? He might as well have asked her to stop breathing.

But he was right about one thing: they were going to be working together whether she liked it or not. And if he was innocent, if someone else was behind this, then having a Mnemomancer as an ally would be invaluable.

"All right," she said, finally sheathing her dagger. "A partnership. But understand this, Master Gordon: I don't trust you. Not yet. You'll have to earn that."

"I wouldn't expect anything less, Lady Ashford." He inclined his head, a gesture of respect that somehow didn't feel mocking. "Though in the interest of honesty, I should tell you: your Glamour doesn't work on me."

Lysandra went very still. "Excuse me?"

"The shimmer in your gown. The subtle enhancement to your features that makes you appear slightly more beautiful than you already are. The way your voice carries just a hint more authority than it should naturally possess." Gordon's tone was matter-of-fact, almost clinical. "I can see through all of it. Memory and illusion are opposing forces, Lady Ashford. My magic recognises yours as a threat, and compensates accordingly."

She felt exposed in a way she hadn't experienced in years. Her Glamour was her armour, her shield, her primary weapon in a court full of predators. The idea that this man could simply... see past it...

"That," she said tightly, "is not a comfortable thing to tell someone."

"I know. But if we're going to work together, you needed to know. I won't use it against you. I won't expose your tricks or embarrass you in front of the court. But I also won't pretend that I can't see the real you underneath all the performance." He paused. "For what it's worth, I think the real you is more impressive than the mask."

Lysandra didn't know what to say to that. So she said nothing.

Gordon seemed to take her silence as acceptance. "The guard will be looking for me soon. I should return before they raise an alarm." He moved toward the terrace door, then paused. "Oh, and Lady Ashford? When you report on me to the Queen tonight, and I assume you will, you might want to mention something."

"What's that?"

"The signature on Lord Torren's corrupted memories. It's not mine. But it's also not Lady Serena's." His gray eyes met hers, and for the first time, she saw genuine concern there. "Which means we have a third Mnemomancer in the palace. Someone who's very good at hiding. Someone who's been here long enough to learn the rhythms of the court. And someone who very much wants me to take the fall for their crimes."

He left without waiting for a response.

Lysandra stood alone on the terrace as darkness fell over the gardens, her mind churning with implications and possibilities and the uncomfortable realisation that nothing about this situation was going to be simple.

She had wanted excitement. She had wanted to prove herself valuable to the crown. She had wanted to climb higher in the treacherous hierarchy of court politics.

Well. She'd gotten her wish.

Now she just had to survive it.
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Chapter 2: The Watcher and the Watched
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Lysandra had not slept well.

She lay in her bed long past dawn, staring at the silk canopy above her and mentally replaying every moment of yesterday's disaster. Edmund Torren's confession. The King's fury. Gordon's unsettling gray eyes and his casual revelation that he could see through her Glamour like it was tissue paper.

That last part bothered her more than she wanted to admit.

She rose finally as her maid, Petra, knocked softly at the door. The girl entered with a breakfast tray and the morning's court gossip, both of which Lysandra accepted with practised grace. While Petra laid out her clothing for the day, Lysandra ate sparingly and listened to the flood of information.

"They're saying Lord Torren tried to hang himself in his cell last night," Petra whispered, her eyes wide. "The guards stopped him, but he kept screaming that he deserved to die. Cook says he's gone mad with guilt."

"How tragic," Lysandra murmured, though her mind was already dissecting the information. Had Edmund truly attempted suicide, or had someone tried to silence him permanently? And if the latter, had they failed, or was this merely the first attempt?

"And the new Mnemomancer," Petra continued, warming to her subject, "Master Gordon? The guards are watching him like hawks. Lady Helena's nephew is one of the men assigned to his detail, and he says Gordon barely sleeps. Just sits in his room reading old books about memory theory, calm as you please."

Lysandra filed that away. A man who didn't sleep was either innocent and anxious, or guilty and planning his next move.

"Thank you, Petra. That will be all."

The girl bobbed a curtsy and departed, leaving Lysandra to dress. She chose a gown of deep burgundy silk, elegant but not ostentatious, with gold embroidery at the sleeves and neckline. She wove a subtle Glamour into the fabric as she fastened it, one that would make people perceive her as trustworthy, approachable, safe.

Then she paused, remembering Gordon's words. Your Glamour doesn't work on me.

She adjusted the spell, making it fractionally weaker. If Gordon could see through her illusions anyway, there was no point in exhausting herself maintaining them at full strength around him. Better to conserve her energy for situations where Glamour might actually help.

It was a strange feeling, this small concession to honesty.

By the time she made her way through the palace corridors to the eastern wing, the morning sun was streaming through the tall windows, painting everything in shades of gold. Guards stood at every intersection, more than usual, and their eyes followed her with undisguised suspicion.

The paranoia was spreading. Good.

Paranoid people made mistakes. Paranoid people revealed their true allegiances. And paranoid people were easier to manipulate, if one knew which fears to exploit.

Captain Dorian intercepted her before she reached Gordon's assigned quarters. He looked like he hadn't slept either, his uniform slightly rumpled, dark circles under his eyes.

"Lady Ashford. You're here early."

"The Queen gave me a task, Captain. I intend to fulfil it with diligence." She smiled at him, letting just a hint of warmth enter her expression. "How is our guest this morning?"

"Cooperative. Polite. Suspiciously normal." Dorian ran a hand through his hair. "I don't like him, my lady. There's something wrong about a man who can poke around in your thoughts like they're books on a shelf."

"I imagine it's unsettling," she agreed. "Though I suppose we should be grateful he's offered to cooperate with the investigation."

"Or he's just a good liar." Dorian's jaw tightened. "My men caught him trying to leave his quarters twice last night. He claimed he was looking for the library."

"And was he?"

"Eventually. But he took a strange route to get there, through corridors he shouldn't have known about." The captain lowered his voice. "Between you and me, Lady Ashford, I think he's scouting. Learning the palace layout. Planning something."

Or, Lysandra thought, he was doing exactly what she would do in his position. Gathering information. Testing the boundaries of his confinement. Seeing how closely he was being watched.

"I'll keep that in mind," she said aloud. "May I see him now?"

Dorian hesitated, then nodded. "I'll have two guards posted outside the door. If you need assistance, just call out."

She thanked him and proceeded down the corridor to the last door on the left. It was a decent room by the standards of the eastern wing, though nothing compared to the suites reserved for honoured guests. The door was heavy oak, reinforced with iron bands, and a guard stood on either side.

One of them knocked twice, then opened the door for her.

Gordon's temporary quarters were sparse but functional. A bed, a desk, a single narrow window that looked out over the practice yards. Books were stacked on every available surface, their leather spines cracked with age and use. Gordon himself sat at the desk, writing in a leather-bound journal with precise, methodical strokes.

He looked up as she entered, and something flickered across his face. Recognition. Wariness. And something else she couldn't quite identify.

"Lady Ashford. Right on time."

"You were expecting me?"

"The Queen told you to watch me. You strike me as someone who takes her duties seriously." He set down his pen and stood, gesturing to the only other chair in the room. "Please, sit. Though I'm afraid I can't offer you tea. They haven't trusted me with anything sharp or hot."

"How prudent of them." She sat, arranging her skirts with care, and studied him openly. In the morning light, he looked less like a threat and more like a scholar who had accidentally wandered into a political nightmare. His clothes were the same plain black from yesterday, though freshly pressed. His hair was slightly dishevelled, as if he'd been running his hands through it.

"You look tired," she observed.

"I am tired. It's difficult to sleep when you know half the palace thinks you're a traitor." He sat back down at his desk, angling his chair to face her. "But I assume you're not here to discuss my sleeping habits."

"No. I'm here to learn about you. Your history, your training, your connections. The Queen wants a full report."

"Of course she does." Gordon leaned back, folding his arms across his chest. "Where would you like to start?"

"The beginning. Where are you from?"

"A small town called Greystone, in the northern provinces. You've probably never heard of it. Most people haven't." His tone was matter-of-fact, neither defensive nor boastful. "My father was a clerk. My mother died when I was young. I showed an aptitude for memory work when I was twelve, and the local magistrate arranged for me to study with a retired Mnemomancer."

"Who was your teacher?"

"Master Cornelius Thane. He served the Duke of Northmarch for thirty years before retiring to the countryside." Gordon's expression softened slightly. "He was a good man. Patient. Rigorous in his methods. He taught me that memory is sacred, that we hold people's most intimate truths in our hands when we work with their minds."

"Is he still alive?"

"No. He died three years ago." Gordon's voice flattened again. "Natural causes. He was seventy-eight."

Lysandra made mental notes of everything. The details were too specific to be lies, too mundane to be fabricated. But that didn't mean they were the whole truth.

"And after your training?"

"I worked for various nobles in the northern provinces. Mostly helping with legal disputes where memory testimony was required. Occasionally assisting with medical cases where patients had lost significant portions of their past." He met her eyes. "It's not glamorous work, Lady Ashford. Most of what I do involves helping elderly people remember their grandchildren's names, or clarifying contract negotiations where both parties have wildly different recollections of what was agreed upon."

"Yet somehow you ended up here, working for the King."

"The Grand Duke heard about a case I worked on. A young woman had witnessed a murder but couldn't remember the killer's face. I helped her recover the memory, and the murderer was brought to justice." Gordon's jaw tightened. "The Duke was impressed. He wrote to the King, suggesting that having a Mnemomancer at court might be useful for exactly the kind of situation we're facing now."

"Convenient timing."

"Incredibly convenient." He didn't sound offended, just resigned. "Which is why I'm sitting here being interrogated instead of doing my job."

Lysandra studied him for a long moment. His body language was open, his answers straightforward. But there was a guardedness in his eyes, a sense that he was very carefully controlling what he revealed.

She decided to push.

"Tell me about the signature you found on Lord Torren's memories. The one that wasn't yours, and wasn't Lady Serena's."

Gordon's expression sharpened with something that might have been approval. "You don't waste time, do you?"

"Time is a luxury we don't have. If there's a third Mnemomancer in the palace, every day we fail to find them is another day they can do damage."

"Agreed." He stood and moved to the desk, pulling out a sheet of parchment covered in intricate diagrams and notes. "This is what I found."

He spread the parchment between them, and Lysandra leaned forward to study it. The diagrams meant nothing to her, just abstract swirls and patterns, but Gordon traced them with one finger as he spoke.

"Every Mnemomancer leaves a signature when they work with someone's memories. It's not intentional, just a byproduct of the magic itself. Think of it like... handwriting. Even if you try to disguise it, there are always tells. The pressure, the angle, the rhythm."

"And Torren's corrupted memories have a signature that matches neither yours nor Lady Serena's."

"Correct. But here's what's interesting." Gordon tapped one of the diagrams. "The signature is deliberately obscured. Whoever did this knows how signatures work, and they've gone to great lengths to hide theirs. That level of sophistication suggests advanced training."

"Which narrows our suspect pool."

"To almost nothing. There are perhaps two dozen trained Mnemomancers in the entire kingdom, and most of them are accounted for. I've been trying to think of who else might have the skill and the access to pull this off." He looked up at her. "Lady Serena is still the most obvious candidate, despite what the signature suggests. She could be masking her own work to frame me."

Lysandra considered this. "What do you know about her?"

"Very little. We've barely spoken since I arrived. She's been... frosty."

"Serena is frosty with everyone. It's not personal." Lysandra drummed her fingers on the arm of her chair, thinking. "She's been the Royal Archivist for twenty years. Brilliant, dedicated, utterly devoted to preserving the kingdom's history. She views memory as sacred ground."

"Which could be a cover."

"Or it could be genuine." Lysandra met his eyes. "I've known Serena for six years. I've watched her work, listened to her philosophies, observed her interactions with dozens of people. Either she's the most accomplished deceiver I've ever encountered, or she truly believes what she preaches."

"People can be very good at self-deception."

"True. But there's another possibility you're not considering."

Gordon tilted his head. "Which is?"

"That the third Mnemomancer isn't someone who's been hiding at court for years. That they're new. Recent. Someone who arrived at the same time you did, or shortly before, and has been using you as a convenient smokescreen."

The implications of that hung between them like a blade.

Gordon was quiet for a moment, then nodded slowly. "It's possible. I'd need to cross-reference arrival records with known Mnemomancers, see if anyone else entered the palace around the time I did."

"I can help with that. I have access to the household ledgers." Lysandra stood, smoothing her skirts. "Though we'll need to be discreet. If our mysterious third party realises we're looking for them, they might accelerate their plans."

"Or eliminate us." Gordon stood as well. "You're taking a significant risk, Lady Ashford. The Queen asked you to watch me, not collaborate with me."

"The Queen asked me to find the truth. I'm simply using the most efficient method available." She moved toward the door, then paused. "Though I should warn you: I'm not doing this because I trust you. I'm doing this because I trust my own judgment, and my judgment says you're not stupid enough to frame yourself this obviously."

"I suppose I should be flattered."

"Don't be. If I find evidence that you're guilty, I'll hand you over to the King's justice without hesitation." She looked back at him, letting him see the steel beneath her courtly polish. "I am loyal to the crown, Master Gordon. Not to you."

"Understood." His expression was unreadable. "Though for what it's worth, I appreciate your honesty. It's a rare commodity in places like this."

Lysandra didn't reply to that. She simply left, aware of his eyes on her back until the door closed between them.

The palace library was a vast, echoing space that smelled of old paper and beeswax. Tall shelves stretched toward a vaulted ceiling painted with scenes from the kingdom's history, and narrow windows let in slanted beams of afternoon light. It was one of Lysandra's favourite places in the palace, a refuge from the constant performance of court life.

Today, however, it was occupied.

Lady Serena stood near one of the reading tables, her silver-streaked dark hair pulled back in a severe bun, her gray robes marking her as a member of the Archival Order. She was examining a large, leather-bound tome with the kind of intense focus that suggested the rest of the world had ceased to exist.

Lysandra approached quietly, not wanting to startle her. "Lady Serena. Good afternoon."

Serena looked up, and for just a moment, her expression was unguarded. Exhaustion. Frustration. And something that might have been fear. Then the mask slammed back into place, and she was once again the cool, composed Archivist.

"Lady Ashford. I wasn't expecting visitors."

"I'm sorry to disturb you. I was hoping to consult the household ledgers for the past few months. The Queen has asked me to assist with the investigation into Lord Torren's... situation."

Serena's mouth thinned. "Yes, I heard. You're watching the new Mnemomancer."

"Among other things." Lysandra moved closer, lowering her voice. "I was hoping you might share your thoughts on Master Gordon. You're the only other Mnemomancer at court. If anyone can assess whether he's capable of this kind of deception, it's you."

For a long moment, Serena said nothing. She closed the tome she'd been reading with deliberate care, then finally looked at Lysandra.

"He's skilled," she said quietly. "Very skilled. His technique is orthodox, but his precision is remarkable. If I were to guess, I'd say he's been practising for at least fifteen years, possibly longer."

"Could he have manipulated Lord Torren's memories?"

"Technically? Yes. He has the ability." Serena's hands tightened on the edge of the table. "But the signature on those memories is wrong. It's too crude in some places, too refined in others. It's almost as if..." She trailed off, frowning.

"As if what?"

"As if someone is deliberately trying to make it look like amateur work while actually demonstrating considerable skill." Serena met her eyes. "It's a double bluff, Lady Ashford. Whoever did this wants us to think they're less capable than they are."

"Why would they do that?"

"To make us underestimate them. To make us look in the wrong direction." Serena's expression hardened. "Memory magic is not a blunt instrument. It's a scalpel. And whoever wielded this particular scalpel knew exactly what they were doing."

Lysandra felt a chill run down her spine. "Do you think Master Gordon is capable of that level of deception?"

Serena was quiet for a moment, clearly weighing her words. "I think Master Gordon is many things. Intelligent, disciplined, frustratingly closed-off. But a traitor?" She shook her head slowly. "I've spent twenty years studying how people think, how they remember, how they lie to themselves and others. And my professional opinion is that Gordon is exactly what he appears to be: a skilled Mnemomancer who's been caught in someone else's trap."

"Then who?"

"If I knew that, Lady Ashford, I would have brought them to the King in chains already." Serena's voice was bitter. "But I have my suspicions. And if I'm right, we're all in considerably more danger than anyone realises."

Before Lysandra could press for details, the library door burst open.

Captain Dorian strode in, his face pale, his hand on the hilt of his sword. "Lady Ashford. Lady Serena. You need to come immediately."

Lysandra's heart began to race. "What's happened?"

"Another confession. One of the Queen's own ladies-in-waiting just tried to poison Her Majesty's afternoon tea. She's in custody now, screaming about how she's been working for Velharrow for months." Dorian's jaw clenched. "And she swears she has no memory of agreeing to commit treason."

The library seemed to tilt around Lysandra. Another victim. Another impossible confession. Another demonstration of power by whoever was orchestrating this nightmare.

She exchanged a glance with Serena, and saw her own fear reflected in the older woman's eyes.

"Take us to her," Lysandra said.

They followed Dorian through the palace corridors at a near run, drawing stares from curious courtiers. By the time they reached the Queen's private chambers, a crowd had already gathered outside. Guards kept them back, but the whispers were spreading like wildfire.

Two traitors in two days.

No one is safe.

The court is compromised.

The Queen stood in the centre of her sitting room, her face a mask of icy fury. The accused lady-in-waiting knelt on the floor between two guards, weeping hysterically. She was young, barely twenty, with blonde hair and the kind of delicate features that belonged on a porcelain doll.

Lady Marianne Gresham. Lysandra knew her slightly. A minor noble's daughter, ambitious but harmless, who had been thrilled to join the Queen's household six months ago.

"Your Majesty," Lysandra said, curtsying deeply. "How can I assist?"

"Find out who did this to her." The Queen's voice was like ice cracking. "Find out who's turning my own people into weapons, and bring them to me."

Lysandra looked at Marianne, at her tear-streaked face and her shaking hands, and felt a deep, cold anger settle in her chest.

This had to stop.

She glanced toward the doorway and was unsurprised to see Gordon standing there, flanked by guards. He must have been brought directly from his quarters. His expression was grim as he took in the scene.

Their eyes met across the room, and something passed between them. An understanding. An acknowledgment.

Whatever else they were to each other, right now they were allies. They had to be.

Because if they didn't stop this soon, the entire court would tear itself apart.

"I'll need to examine Lady Marianne's memories," Gordon said quietly. "With Your Majesty's permission."

The Queen looked at him with something like hatred, but she nodded. "Do it. And Lady Ashford will observe. If you try anything, she'll report it immediately."

"Understood, Your Majesty."

They moved to a smaller antechamber, away from the crowd. Marianne was brought in, still weeping, and seated in a chair. Lysandra stood to one side, watching carefully as Gordon knelt beside the young woman.

"Lady Marianne," he said, his voice surprisingly gentle. "I need you to look at me. Can you do that?"

Slowly, Marianne raised her tear-stained face. Her eyes were red and swollen, filled with terror and confusion.

"I didn't mean to," she whispered. "I didn't mean to hurt anyone. But I had to do it. They told me I had to."

"Who told you?"

"I... I don't know. I can't remember." Fresh tears spilled down her cheeks. "Why can't I remember?"

Gordon placed his hands gently on either side of her head, his fingers barely touching her temples. "I'm going to look at your memories now. It might feel strange, but it won't hurt. I need you to trust me."

Marianne nodded shakily.

Lysandra watched as Gordon's expression went distant, his eyes un-focusing as he delved into the young woman's mind. The process seemed to last forever, though in reality it was probably only a few minutes. Finally, Gordon pulled back, his face grim.

"Well?" Lysandra asked.

"The same signature. The same technique. But this time..." He looked at Marianne with something like pity. "This time they were sloppy. They rushed it. I can see the seams where the false memories were stitched in."

"Can you undo it?"

"Partially. I can't restore what was removed, but I can break the compulsion." He looked up at Lysandra. "But there's something else. Something I need you to see."

He gestured for her to come closer. Lysandra hesitated, then moved to stand beside him.

"I'm going to share what I'm seeing with you," Gordon said quietly. "It's not a
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