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Chapter One

The Village That Forgot
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Eira Vale was mapping a village that no longer existed.

The road still led there. The well still held water. Smoke marks bruised the stones where fires had burned for generations. But the village itself had no name anyone could remember.

Eira knelt in the dirt and pressed her palm flat against the earth, as if the ground itself might confess.

“Someone loved here,” she whispered.

Her maps were never about what remained. They were about what had been taken.

She sketched carefully. Four homes. A meeting square. A fig tree worn smooth by generations of children’s hands. Then she added a mark only she used. A hollow circle, inked lightly, almost apologetically. Marking a place where memory had been harvested.

Love, removed.

Most people passed through places like this with nothing more than a vague sadness, the kind that slipped away by morning. Eira felt it like a blade lodged beneath her ribs. Memory Anchoring was a curse spoken of in sealed records and court whispers. Those who remembered were dangerous. Not because they rebelled, but because the world reacted to them.

The wind shifted.

Eira froze.

She did not need to turn to know someone stood behind her.

“You’re trespassing,” a man said.

His voice was calm. Controlled. The voice of someone trained to deliver endings.

Eira rose slowly and turned.

He wore the silver-thread cloak of an enforcer. Balance-bound. One of the king’s quiet knives. His dark hair was pulled back, his expression unreadable, his eyes the precise grey of a storm that had not yet decided whether to break.

Her breath left her in a sound that hurt.

She knew that face.

She knew the way his mouth tightened when he was thinking. The faint scar near his jaw. The ring on his right hand he never took off.

“Cael,” she said.

He frowned, just slightly.

“You know me?”

The world shuddered.

Somewhere, far away, thunder rolled across a clear sky.

Eira’s hands trembled. She wanted to laugh and weep and run all at once.

“You don’t remember,” she said.

“Should I?”

She swallowed.

“You loved me.”
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Chapter Two

The Enforcer’s Ring
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Cael Rowan did not move.

He stood at the edge of the clearing, boots planted as if the ground itself had issued a command. The woman knelt among ruins that should not have existed, tracing the scars of a burned inn with reverent fingers, like a prayer offered to stone.

He told himself this was routine.

Disturbance reports. Residual Binding fluctuations. A trespasser with dangerous habits.

Then the ring on his right hand warmed.

Cael frowned.

It was a simple silver band, etched with a sigil he could not remember earning, could not remember ever being without. It never reacted to anything. Not magic. Not proximity. Not threat.

Until now.

He took a step closer.

The warmth sharpened, spreading up his arm in a pulse that made his breath hitch. Not pain. Recognition.

The woman looked up.

Their eyes met, and something in his chest shifted out of alignment.

She did not reach for a weapon. She did not retreat. Her gaze searched his face with quiet devastation, as if she were counting what had been taken from her and finding the loss unbearable.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said.

The words came easily. Authority always did.

"And you shouldn’t be here either," she replied. Her eyes searched his, as if hoping to find the man she once loved behind the enforcer’s armour. "But here we are."

Her voice was steady, but her hands trembled. He noticed. He noticed too much.

The ring burned hotter. He flexed his hand instinctively, a flare of heat racing up his arm and down his spine. Confusion, frustration, and a strange longing tangled together in his chest.

“You’re causing disturbances,” Cael said, forcing his focus outward. “The Binding reacts to reacts to your presence. You could destabilize the region. “You could destabilize places that have already been corrected.”

“Corrected,” she echoed softly. “Is that what you call it?”

The wind stilled around them, as if listening.

He studied her, searching for the unease he felt reflected back at him. Instead, he found familiarity in places memory should have supplied and did not. The faint line of worry between her brows. The tension and release in her shoulders. And the fire in her eyes that refused to look away. Something about it felt achingly familiar, yet frustratingly beyond his reach...

“You know me,” he said.

“Yes.”

The answer came too quickly.

“And I don’t remember you.”

Her throat worked. “I know.”

That admission landed heavier than accusation.

Cael’s fingers curled slowly into his palm. The ring pulsed, hot and insistent, like a warning he did not understand.

“Tell me why,” he said quietly. “If you think you matter to me, tell me why.”

She hesitated. For the first time, something like fear crossed her face. Not of him. Of the answer.

“Because you chose me,” she said. “And the world punished you for it.”

The air thickened. A stone at their feet lifted an inch from the ground, then fell.

Cael’s pulse thundered in his ears.

“That’s not possible,” he said, though the words rang hollow. “If it were true, I would feel something.”

Her gaze did not waver.

“You do.”

Silence stretched between them, taut as wire.

The ring burned.

Cael took an involuntary step back, as if distance might restore order. It didn’t. The pull followed, quiet and relentless.

“This ends now,” he said, more to himself than to her. “You will leave this place.”

She shook her head once. “You’re lying.”

He stiffened. “I don’t lie.”

“You do,” she said gently. “You just don’t remember learning how.”

For a moment, the enforcer’s mask cracked.

Cael turned away before she could see what it revealed.

“Go,” he said. “Before I remember enough to stop you.”

She watched him, something breaking and mending in the same breath.

Then she turned and walked back into the ruins.

The ring on Cael’s hand burned long after she was gone.
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