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​The Hedge Wakes
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Dawn rose in bands of violet and rose gold over the Dawnbound Vale, and every thorn in the briarwoods drank light like dew. Breath lifted from the soil as if the ground released stories saved through long seasons. Serayne walked the ridge above the valley and felt the hedge breathe with her step. Magic threaded the air in two distinct currents: a cool silver drift that sang through leaves and streams, and a green black pulse that coiled through roots and stone. In the Vale, both rivers of power shaped weather, harvests, and hearts. One warmed fields and spun petals open. One guarded graves and kept wolves from doors. Harmony asked for both, as the briars asked for sun and shadow.

Serayne carried both within. The Court named her Warden of the Thorn at six centuries, young for her kind, since the hedge answered the crook of her finger. With a thought she could lift a thorn wall across a mountain path. With a breath she could open a tunnel through bramble so a lost child could find the moon again. Hair fell like ink with a sheen of beetle wing green. Eyes held moss and ember. Voice rose like wind through hollow cane. Folk of orchard and fen tied ribbons in the hedge for blessing, and crows tilted heads when she passed.

Cinders rode the breeze. Far off, near the alabaster towers of Solmyr, smoke unrolled across the sky. Bells from human steeples carried on the wind. The silver drift flared and thinned, as if a hand clenched a bright throat. Serayne pressed her palm to the earth. The green black pulse bucked under her skin. A nettle sting ran along bone and nested in her wrist.

“Something gnaws the light,” she said, and the hedge bristled.

A moth alighted on her wrist. The pattern on its wings mirrored the twin moons of the Vale. “Messenger,” she whispered. The moth pulsed with a voice from the High Briar Court. “Warden. Solmyr draws chains across the sky. Their archon speaks of pure light. Their censors burn shrines that host any shade. Go.” The moth crumbled into flecks that drifted like seeds along a late summer path.

Serayne stood very still. In stillness the hedge spoke with greatest clarity. The Vale brought cellar apples and lark calls and the hush of graves where names slept under hawthorn. All leaned toward a single point: Solmyr. A choice with roots asked for branches.

She descended from the ridge. Briar opened for her and closed behind in a long sigh. Hazel thickets parted. Fox kits watched with bright coins for eyes. Marsh reeds hushed frogs. Briars leaned near like counsel. Steps carried her through green light and nettle scent until the world smelled of old incense, beeswax, and ash. Near Solmyr’s white roads, the hedge halted in a wound of char and salt. Soldiers had salted the ditch to keep roots from creeping back. Standards with gilded suns lined the ramparts. An arch of pale stone framed the city gate, lettered with a creed that praised radiance without rest.

Two guards in skyplate stood before the arch. Between them waited a man in travel leathers with hands lifted. A royal courier after a hard ride: jaw rasped with stubble, hair that wanted a comb, cloak dusted and torn. A lark pin gleamed at his collar. Name would follow later. For now he was a voice that climbed toward panic.

“I seek an audience with Archon Miraval,” he said. “The Wardens of the Vale will come. We need a treaty. We need sense.”

The guard with a scar from brow to cheek huffed. “Sense arrives when the hedge is cut to the root.”

Serayne stepped from shade, and thorns along the ditch lifted like spearpoints. Swords slid free. The courier drew a slow breath, eyes wide, caught between fear and relief. Serayne raised an empty hand and spoke in a tone that settled birds.

“Peace. Your salting harms ground and bee. Your fear harms more. Ask your archon for a parley. I carry the hedge’s word.”

The scarred guard frowned. “No shade speech inside the gate.”

“The Vale abides many laws and keeps peace,” Serayne replied. “If your law forbids speech, send a runner outward. Or bring the archon forth.”

Steel ticked in sun. Tension bent the air. The courier stepped closer, just within reach of her shadow. “Lady,” he said softly, “they refuse to fetch Miraval for a voice from outside the creed. I can lead you to a place where he must come.”

“And who are you to promise such a hinge?” Serayne asked.

“Caelen of House Voris,” he said. “Steward to Princess Elyra. The archon seeks to bind her to a Vow of Radiance at midsun. A vow with chains for all green craft. If you stand at the Temple of Mirrors, he must address you.”

Thorns along the ditch settled, no longer a row of teeth. Serayne looked past skyplate and salt into the city. White alleys. Balconies with caged roses. Statues of winged figures with feathers shaped like flame. A brittle, lovely place that feared its own shadow.

“Very well,” she said. “We go.”

They entered Solmyr through a whisper that moved like a draft, no door, only an absence. Serayne palmed a briar leaf, let it vanish against stone, and a moment later a seam opened where lime mortar met moonchipped granite. She did not step in alone. The courier joined, shoulders angling with relief he tried to hide. Guards blinked at a bright line, then stared at empty air, blades lowered with no target left.

Inside the city, the silver drift ran like a river with walls. Light poured through narrow lanes and pooled in courtyards. Fountains threw diamonds. Lintels wore gold leaf in filigree that shaped prayers to noon. Light prickled across Serayne’s skin. The green black pulse in her bones slowed, a guest lowering a voice upon entering a temple.

“Your archon,” she said as they walked, “speaks of pure radiance.”

Caelen’s mouth tightened. “He preaches that shadow corrupts. No dusk at his altar. No ember craft. No hedge lore. Nothing that flows through bone or root. All must pass through a mirror of his making and return white.”

“Light with no shade bleaches fields,” Serayne said. “Grain loses sweetness. Eyes ache. Lovers search for a place to set grief and find only glare. Songs thin to wire.”

Warmth touched his stern face. “I argued for balance. Some in Solmyr hear that word and feel no fear. He calls us fence sitters. He speaks in crowds. People glow for him.”

They reached a pavilion of mirrored glass. The Temple of Mirrors rose over the city like a frozen waterfall. Each panel held a slightly different sky. Midsun approached. Bells gathered themselves for a strike that would ripple across roofs.

At the top of the steps waited a woman in moonwhite silk with head high. Princess Elyra moved with the measured grace of a leader who valued her own weight. Her crown showed oaks and swans. A ring of stormglass slept on her right hand. Around her stood abbots of light with staffs like icicles. At the center, wrapped in robes the color of noon, stood Archon Miraval.

He looked young at a distance and old from up close. A face carved by smiles that asked for surrender. A staff of polished luzwood with a mirror set at its crown. The mirror did not reflect. It shimmered like deep water.

Serayne and Caelen climbed the steps. Guards formed a crescent. Elyra’s eyes found Caelen, softened, then rested on Serayne with curiosity and careful resolve.

“Your Highness,” Caelen murmured. “This is the Warden of the Thorn.”

Elyra inclined her head. “Warden. You honor Solmyr in a moment of pressure.”

Miraval turned his staff as if to catch fire. “Pressure purifies,” he said. “Solmyr rises today beyond scum and rot. The Vow of Radiance lifts us into sacred noon.”

Serayne let the green black pulse touch her palm. Thorn scent rose on a soft wind. “Noon with no afternoon dissolves the living into ghosts,” she said. “Release chains from shade. Release salt from the ditch. Join the Vale in covenant. Light deepens. Harvest sweetens. Storms pass without gnawing stone.”

Miraval smiled with tenderness that resembled concern for all life. “I studied the hedge as a boy,” he said. “Whispers lived in briars. A voice called from under roots. It asked for promises I could not make. It spoke of nights where every door meant hunger. I swore a vow then, and I fulfill it now. No shadow at our gates. No hedge lore in our cradles. No dusk in our courts.”

Serayne watched his eyes. Zeal burned there. Another glint moved behind the zeal, foreign to sermons. The mirror hummed. A thin line of darkness ran through the shimmer like a vein in marble.

“What bargain lives in that glass?” she asked.

“A lens,” Miraval replied. “A pool that clarifies. Fear paints shade with beauty. This glass reveals truth and grants strength.”

Caelen shifted, uneasy. Elyra’s ring caught sun and scattered prismatic dust.

The bells began their strike. First a low bronze note. Then a second. The city held its breath.

Miraval raised the staff. “Witness,” he called, and the mirror brightened.

Serayne reached for thorncraft. Briars across the Vale leaned. The green black pulse gathered like rain in a tall cloud. She shaped it into a blade that flowed like vine and flowered with tempered points. Abbots flinched. Guards tightened the crescent. Miraval lowered the staff toward Serayne and offered a smile that would seem kind in a painted saint legend.

“Lay down the shadow blade,” he murmured. “Receive light.”

Serayne moved the blade aside and lifted empty hands. “I receive balance.”

“Then look,” Miraval said, and he sent the mirror’s shimmer toward her like a silent wind.

The glass revealed.

It showed Serayne under the hedge as a child, hand full of earth, face smeared with peat, shaping night into a sleeping fawn. It showed her mother on a field’s edge, briars knitting a cradle for the wounded. It showed a winter when the hedge drank blood and kept wolves from children. The mirror stroked the scenes until color drained to chalk. It pressed against each memory with a thin dry hunger. Metal tinged her tongue. The silver drift gathered on the steps like a spray of needles.

Some mirrors reveal. Some nibble. This one fed.

Serayne planted her staff. Thorns rose around the temple as a ring fit for a crown. Vines braided the steps in a long slow exhale. Chorus swelled from living wood. The hedge spoke through flesh and leaf.

We see you, it sang. We see the mouth behind the mouth.

Miraval’s pleasant mask tightened. His hand whitened on luzwood. The mirror shimmered again with depth under depth. A second mouth formed in the glass. No lips. Edges that curled like smoke and a center that drew light.

Caelen stepped to Elyra’s side without a sound. Courtiers leaned away from the staff. Elyra’s chin rose.

“Archon,” she said, voice ringing over marble and mirror, “what spirit dines through your lens?”

Miraval’s gaze touched her, then returned to Serayne. “Do not fear,” he said softly. “This pool purges fiction. The Vale paints shade with mercy. I present truth with no veil.”

Serayne eased the earth’s hunger and allowed mercy to stand forward. She called a single blossom up through a hairline crack in the stone. A white briar flower opened under the mirror and held still with patience carved from winter.

“Drink this light,” she said to the mouth in the glass. “Taste sweetness that you did not steal.”

The mouth lunged. The mirror drew at the flower. Petals browned. The center shriveled. The stalk went thin as thread. A shadow behind Miraval’s eyes brightened, pleased, then hid.

Elyra’s ring chimed in a small wind with no visible source. Her gaze swept the mirrored ranks and settled again on Serayne.

“What lies under the temple?” she asked.

Serayne set her palm to the step. Stone hummed. Caverns. Water. A chamber lined with mirrors that lay face up like lakes. In the center, a pit.

“Something opens,” she said. “Something hollow.”

Miraval lifted the staff. The mouth inside the glass smiled. “Faith reveals hollows as appetites,” he murmured. “Every heart craves a clean place to rest.”

Caelen’s answer arrived low and fierce. “I walked children to the hedge when winter spoiled grain. Roots and berries called unclean kept them breathing. Shadow saved lives that noon had scalded.”

Murmurs traveled across the steps. Some abbots swayed. Others stood rigid and stared at Elyra for sign. The city leaned inward.

Miraval rapped the staff against stone. “Begin the Vow.”

Bells answered in a cascade. Choirs rose in a hymn to noon. Sun scattered across mirror planes. Elyra stepped forward. Stormglass shone harder on her finger. A fine crack line ran through the ring. Serayne saw the line as if summer lightning had slept inside the jewel.

“Princess,” Serayne said softly, “the ring answers you. It holds storm and sea. It can break a lens.”

Elyra lifted her hand.

Miraval aimed the mirror and gathered the silver drift with a hum that carried no words. The mouth widened. Edges quivered like a creature ready to bite.

Serayne spread a thorn lattice across steps and pillars and wrapped the mirror frame in a net of green steel. The hedge held. Caelen drew a sharp breath. The city leaned.

Light struck stormglass.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​White Roads, Quiet Knives
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Solmyr’s white roads shone like bone in noon glare. Serayne and Caelen walked a path of lattice shadows, past figs stacked on copper plates and fountains that flung knives of light. The silver drift stroked her skin with measuring fingers, curious and strict. The green black pulse held low and cool, a river at ankle depth. Faces turned as they passed. Some bright with relief. Some thin with prayer. A child offered a flour dusted ribbon for the hedge. Serayne knotted it to a rail and sent a mild tremor that chased moths from the bread stall. The baker breathed easier and held her thanks under the tongue of caution.

“The Temple casts its plates under the hill,” Caelen said. “Frames from the north. Pilgrims from ten provinces. Fees for candles, for vows, for stalls in the square on feast days.” He named numbers in a counting voice. “A mirror city lives on ledgers.” Serayne watched swallows spin above a statue with sword and wings. “Chains grow from habit and bookkeeping,” she said. “Salt grows from fear.” He nodded once and guided her toward a narrow stair between vault houses, up to a small door with a faintly glowing rope like a spell asleep on a perch.

The door opened before they touched the bell. Three acolytes stood within on white stone, palms raised. Sleeves pale as parchment. The lead carried a hoop of mirror metal on a fine chain. “Hands,” the lead said. “Visitors show clear hearts.” Serayne



















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
TAMARA WEBER

THORNS OF
DAWNBOUND

A NOVEL





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





