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CHAPTER ONE 

The forest had always been a chorus—wind threading through emerald canopies, leaves chattering like gossiping maidens, roots shifting beneath the soil as though the earth itself breathed with sentience. For as long as Orion could remember, stepping beneath the branches felt like stepping into a cathedral built for him alone. The trees bowed, the moss warmed beneath his soles, and the vines curled around his wrists in af ectionate greeting, as though they recognized him, claimed him, cherished him. 

But not today. 

Today, the forest was a mausoleum. 

A stillness so complete it pressed into his ears like cotton. 

Even the birds were silent, perched high and statue-still, as if waiting for something to decide their fate. 

Orion stood at the edge of the clearing, his boots sinking into damp moss that should have fluttered with green life but instead sagged under his weight like wilted fabric. His breath fogged in the early morning chill, though the season should have been warm. His fingers twitched, seeking the comforting tug of vines responding to his pulse— 

Nothing. 

The slender tendrils coiled around his wrists lay inert, dull in color, stripped of their natural sheen. They looked less like living extensions of his magic and more like fading scars—remnants of something that used to matter. 

He hadn’t realized he was holding his breath until he released it. The exhale emerged shaky, uneven, betraying what he kept hidden from everyone else: fear. 

Not fear of enemies. 

Not fear of battle. 

​Not even fear of death. 

But fear of losing the one thing that had always been constant— 

his connection to the living world. 

“You’re avoiding the palace again.” 

The voice broke the stillness, familiar and edged with a wryness only a king who’d stopped caring about dignity could manage. Orion didn’t need to turn to know Caelan stood behind him—tall, commanding, dressed in royal attire that always looked seconds away from being ruined because Caelan treated clothing the way soldiers treated armor: necessary, but not impressive. 

“I’m not avoiding it,” Orion replied, though his tone lacked conviction. “I’m avoiding the council.” 

Caelan stepped into view, folding his arms as he surveyed the drooping branches overhead. 

“The council only wants solutions.” 

“They want miracles,” Orion corrected, jaw tightening. “Crops restored overnight. War damage reversed. Magic healed with a snap of my fingers.” He gestured at the silent woods. “I can’t give what I don’t have.” 

Caelan’s gaze softened in that infuriating way that suggested pity—a thing Orion despised receiving from anyone, least of all the man who ruled their realm. “You don’t have to carry the burden alone.” 

Orion finally looked at him. Caelan’s face bore exhaustion like a smudge that could not be scrubbed clean. Dark crescents hollowed his eyes, his golden hair was unkempt, and worry lines creased his brow in ways that made him look older than his years. The war had taken from them all, but Caelan carried his losses politically, visibly, relentlessly. 

Orion carried his privately. 

Silently. 

Like roots decaying beneath the soil where no one could see. 

“If I don’t carry it,” Orion murmured, “who will?” 

Caelan opened his mouth, but before he could speak, the air shifted. 

It was subtle at first—a faint rustle, a stirring that felt less like wind and more like memory. A tingling crept across Orion’s skin. The vines around his wrists twitched violently, their ends snapping upward like startled snakes. 

​Caelan stepped back, hand instinctively going to the hilt of the ceremonial sword he rarely wore. 

“Orion—” 

Orion didn’t answer. His gaze fixed on the space between the trees, where the shadows seemed to pulse. Something brushed his mind—not a word, not a sound, but a presence. 

A whisper. 

Then a name. 

Lyra. 

His heart lurched so hard he felt winded. Caelan’s hand tightened on his arm. 

“What is it?” the king demanded. 

Orion swallowed, voice roughened by disbelief. 

“My sister,” he said. “She’s back.” 

Caelan stared at him, stunned. “Lyra disappeared a year ago. There was no sign, no remains—” 

“I know what I felt.” Orion’s pulse hammered. “She’s alive.” 

As if summoned by the declaration, a raven burst from a branch overhead, black wings slicing the air. It circled once, twice, then flew toward the palace. 

Caelan and Orion exchanged a look. 

And for the first time in months— 

the vines at Orion’s wrists tightened in response. 

Not to him. 

But to the omen. 

“We need to return,” Caelan said urgently. 

Orion nodded once, though his legs felt unsteady. 

The forest remained silent behind them— 

but the silence no longer felt empty. 

It felt watchful. 

It felt like a held breath. 

​It felt like the beginning of something that had been waiting. 

For him. 

For her. 

For the past to unearth itself 


. CHAPTER TWO  

The palace had never felt so loud. 

By the time Orion and Caelan reached the inner gates, word had already spread—servants whispering behind polished columns, guards exchanging looks that bordered on superstition, courtiers clutching at pearls and embroidered sleeves as though the mere possibility of Lyra’s return threatened the fragile peace they clung to. 

Orion hated it. 

He hated the stares, the murmurs, the way people watched him not with respect, but with hungry curiosity. Since the war, he had become something of a myth—half savior, half omen, depending on who was speaking. Magic was always beautiful until people needed someone to blame for its absence. 

But he focused on one thing, and one thing only. 

Lyra. 

His boots struck the marble floor with impatient force as he crossed the grand hall, Caelan keeping pace beside him. Sunlight fractured through the stained-glass windows overhead, casting kaleidoscopic colors across the polished stone—blues, golds, violets—light that should have been warm, but today felt cold. 

“She was found at the northern border,” Caelan explained quietly as they walked. “Wandering. 

Disoriented. One of the patrol units brought her in.” 

Orion’s throat tightened. “Did she say where she’s been?” 

Caelan hesitated—a terrible sign. 

“She hasn’t spoken much at all,” he admitted. “The healers say she’s malnourished, exhausted, and… frightened.” 

Frightened. 

​Lyra, who once climbed cliffs higher than the castle walls just to watch storms roll in. 

Lyra, who stole Caelan’s crown at age nine and made the council chase her for two hours. 

Lyra, who laughed until she snorted and never let Orion brood for more than a day. 

What could frighten someone like that? 

They reached the private wing—reserved for royalty and those considered family. Two guards stood outside the chamber doors, tense as bowstrings. They stepped aside at Orion’s approach, but not without exchanging nervous glances. 

Orion pushed the door open. 

The room was dim, curtains drawn to block the afternoon light. Lyra sat curled on a chaise near the fireplace, knees drawn to her chest, wrapped in a blanket far too large for her thin frame. 

Her hair—once a tumble of copper waves—hung limp around her face. Her skin was pale, almost translucent. 

And her eyes— 

her eyes were wrong. 

Not empty. 

Not dull. 

But watchful. 

Tracking shadows that weren’t there. 

“Lyra,” Orion breathed, crossing the room slowly, as though she might dissolve if he moved too quickly. “It’s me.” 

She flinched. 

That single movement carved him open. 

He stopped a few feet away, lowering himself to his knees so he wouldn’t tower over her. 

“You’re safe,” he murmured. “You’re home now.” 

For a moment— 

just a moment— 

her gaze focused on him. 

​Then she whispered, voice cracking like thin ice: 

“It followed me.” 

Orion’s pulse stumbled. “What did?” 

Lyra shook her head, trembling. “The roots. The dark ones. They whispered in the walls. They crawled beneath my skin. Orion, I tried to run, but it—” 

Her breath hitched, and her voice fell to a quivering whisper. 

“I saw her.” 

Orion’s heart punched his ribs. 

He didn’t want to ask. 

He didn’t want to hear the name. 

He didn’t want the wound torn open. 

But he had to. 

“Who did you see?” 

Lyra’s eyes lifted to his—wide, terrified, shining with something that looked like guilt. 

“Thalia.” 

The world seemed to tilt. 

Caelan inhaled sharply behind him, but Orion didn’t move. Couldn’t move. His mind recoiled violently against the possibility, because Thalia was— 

Dead. 

Gone. 

Buried in memory and regret. 

Thalia, who had saved another at the cost of herself. 

Thalia, whose disappearance had been the first fracture in Orion’s certainty. 

Thalia, whose laughter still lived in the corners of his mind where he never allowed anyone to look. 

Lyra reached for him suddenly, fingers clutching his sleeve with desperate strength. 

​“She was alive,” she whispered fiercely. “I swear it. She reached for me. She tried to warn me. 

Orion, she said—” 

Lyra’s voice cut of  abruptly. Her eyes widened, her body stiffening as though struck by an invisible force. 

Orion surged forward. “Lyra!” 

Her gaze darted to the corner of the room—an empty corner, shadowed but harmless. 

“No,” she gasped. “No, no—don’t let it in—” 

Her breathing quickened, panic spiraling into something raw and feral. Orion gathered her into his arms, holding her against his chest as tremors wracked her frail body. 

“Lyra, look at me,” he said, voice low but commanding. “Nothing is here. You’re safe. I won’t let anything touch you.” 

Her fingers curled into his tunic, clinging like she had as a child after nightmares. 

“It’s not gone,” she whispered against his shoulder. “It never left. It’s still inside the roots. Inside the walls. Inside—” 

She shuddered violently. 

“Inside you.” 

Orion froze. 

Caelan stepped forward. “Lyra, what do you mean by that?” 

But she had already gone limp, slipping into unconsciousness. 

Orion held her a moment longer, staring at the vines around his wrists. 

They weren’t moving. 

But suddenly, he could feel them. 

Not as part of him— 

but as something listening. 

Caelan exhaled slowly. “We need answers.” 

Orion rose, laying Lyra gently back onto the chaise. 

“Yes,” he said quietly. “And I know where we’ll find them.” 

​Caelan frowned. “Where?” 

Orion’s gaze shifted toward the distant west wing—where two ancient, powerful beings resided in a private suite, rarely disturbed unless the matter was grave. 

Nyx and Lysander. 

If anyone knew what haunted Lyra— 

what haunted the forest— 

what haunted Orion— 

It would be them. 

But even as he turned toward the door, something in him resisted. 

A memory. 

A voice. 

A girl with soft eyes and a smile that felt like spring. 

Thalia. 

Dead. 

Gone. 

Impossible. 

And yet— 

Lyra had never lied. 

Not once in her life. 

As he stepped into the hallway, the vines around his wrists tightened. 

Not weakly. 

But like something had awakened. 



​CHAPTER THREE 

The corridors leading to the west wing were quiet in a way unlike the forest’s silence. The palace hush was deliberate, reverent—woven from velvet drapes, thick carpets, and centuries of protocol. Only a select few walked these halls, and fewer still knocked upon the door Orion now approached. 

Two guards stood at attention outside, not because they were needed—the occupants required no protection—but because tradition demanded it. They bowed as Orion and Caelan approached, though their eyes flicked toward the vines at Orion’s wrists with something like apprehension. 

Caelan lifted a hand. “We will enter.” 

The guards stepped aside, and Caelan pushed open the carved double doors. 

The chamber beyond was bathed in soft golden light. Sunlight spilled through arched windows framed by climbing ivy. The air smelled faintly of jasmine and old magic—power so deep and ancient it hummed beneath the skin like a remembered lullaby. 

Nyx sat near the window at a low marble table, cup of tea steaming delicately between her hands. Dark hair cascaded down her back like ink, her skin luminous, her presence commanding in a way that did not need crowns or titles. 

Lysander lounged across from her, boots propped unapologetically on a priceless inlaid chest, flipping lazily through an old book. His silver hair caught the light like frost; his eyes—sharp, amused, haunting—lifted at their entrance. 

“Well,” Lysander drawled. “Either the palace is under siege, or Orion has finally decided to visit us without pretending it’s accidental.” 

Nyx’s gaze settled on him gently, knowingly. 

“You felt it, didn’t you?” 

Orion didn’t bother pretending ignorance. “Lyra has returned.” 

Nyx set down her cup with exquisite grace. “So the whisper reaches all of us now.” 

Caelan blinked. “You knew she was back?” 

Nyx lifted her gaze, ancient wisdom reflected in eyes that had seen empires rise and fall. 

“We knew she was coming,” she corrected. “The moment the forest quieted.” 

Orion’s pulse stuttered. “You sensed that, too?” 

​Lysander lowered his boots to the floor and stood, closing the book with a soft thud. 

“When the earth stops speaking, something is terribly wrong,” he said. “And when it begins speaking in another voice entirely—worse.” 

Caelan stepped forward. “Lyra claims something followed her. Something in the roots. She spoke of dark whispers and—” 

He hesitated. 

Orion finished for him. 

“She said she saw Thalia.” 

The name lingered in the air like smoke. 

Nyx closed her eyes briefly, pain flickering across her features—too subtle for most to notice, but Orion saw it. Lysander’s jaw tightened, the first sign of unease he had shown in years. 

Nyx opened her eyes again, gaze steady on Orion. 

“You dream of her still, don’t you?” 

Orion felt the words like a blade sliding between ribs. 

He said nothing. 

He didn’t need to. 

Nyx continued softly, “You never buried her.” 

Caelan frowned. “Thalia died—everyone said—” 

“No body was found,” Nyx murmured. 

Lysander’s voice deepened, resonant with old memory. 

“Because she wasn’t taken by death.” 

Silence fell—dense, suf ocating, electric. 

Orion forced his voice steady. “Then what took her?” 

Nyx exchanged a glance with Lysander —the kind that carried decades of unspoken history. 

“There are magics older than the fae,” Nyx said quietly. “Roots that predate kingdoms. Shadows that feed on life. A corruption once sealed—and now waking.” 

​Orion’s stomach tightened. “The forest.” 

Lysander nodded. “It begins where the first roots formed. And it spreads where grief weakens the soil.” 

Orion stiffened. “Grief?” 

Nyx’s gaze softened with unbearable sympathy. 

“Your grief.” 

The room swayed. Orion gripped the edge of the nearest chair to steady himself. 

Caelan shook his head. “How could Orion’s grief af ect the land?” 

“Because his magic is tied to life itself,” Nyx said. “Life responds to longing. To loss. To love unfulfilled.” 

Heat crawled up Orion’s throat. “I don’t—” 

Nyx silenced him with a look so patient it was devastating. 

“You loved her.” 

Not past tense. 

Present. 

Caelan looked between them as though seeing Orion for the first time. 

Lysander crossed the room and stopped before him. 

“Tell me exactly what you felt in the forest.” 

Orion swallowed hard. “A whisper. Not sound—memory. My vines moved without my command.” 

Lysander exhaled through his nose. “Then it has already begun.” 

Caelan looked sharply at him. “What has begun?” 

Nyx rose gracefully to her feet. 

“The unraveling of the seal,” she said. “And if Thalia is seen, even in visions—” 

Her voice lowered. 

“—then the one who held her is waking.” 

​Orion’s breath locked in his chest. 

“The one who held her,” he repeated. “You mean—Thalia is alive?” 

Nyx stepped closer, placing a cool, delicate hand against his cheek—the way only someone who had known him since boyhood could. 

“My dear,” she whispered, “there are fates worse than death.” 

Orion’s heart pounded. 

“And she was given to one of them.” 


CHAPTER FOUR 

Night settled over the palace like a velvet shroud, heavy and close, dimming the corridors into muted shades of blue and silver. Most of the castle slept, grateful for even a few hours free of worry, but Orion found himself unable to rest. His steps carried him back toward Lyra’s chamber with a pull that felt instinctive—as though some part of him feared she might disappear again if he looked away too long. 

A soft lantern glowed near her bedside, casting pools of amber light across the room. Lyra lay curled beneath blankets, her breathing uneven, fingers twitching periodically as if reaching for something only visible in dreams. 

He dragged a chair closer and lowered himself into it, elbows on his knees, hands clasped to still the restless tremor in them. It was ridiculous—he had faced battlefields, stood against blades and dark magic without flinching, but sitting here, simply watching his sister sleep, felt like the most fragile moment of his life. 

She murmured suddenly, brow tightening. Orion leaned forward. 

“Lyra,” he whispered. “It’s all right. I’m here.” 

Her eyes fluttered but did not open. “Don’t…follow,” she breathed. “Stay above…stay where it’s light…” 

Orion’s chest tightened. “Where were you taken?” he asked softly, knowing she couldn’t answer, needing to ask anyway. 

Her breath shuddered. “Below.” 

He exhaled slowly, fighting the instinct to reach for her hand. He didn’t—he didn’t trust his magic not to react in ways that might frighten her. 

​For a while, the only sound was the crackle of the small fire, and the distant chime of a clock in another hall. Orion’s gaze drifted to the vines circling his wrists. They looked darker in the dimness, like ink pressed into his skin. 

He remembered the first time he’d seen matching vines curl around another’s fingers—delicate, green, and alive. 

Thalia. 

He closed his eyes, but that made it worse. Her face surfaced instantly, unbidden and vivid—the soft curve of her smile, the quiet strength in her gaze, the way she’d spoken to him like she saw through all the layers others respected or feared. With her, he had not been myth or weapon or symbol. 

He had simply been a man. 

He forced his eyes open again. His voice was barely a breath. 

“She can’t be alive.” 

But even as he whispered it, he knew the lie in it. Thalia had never left him—not truly. She lingered at the edges of thoughts, in the hollow spaces grief carved, in the silence of the forest that once embraced him. 

Lyra stirred again. Her eyes opened—faintly glazed, but aware enough to find his face. 

“You loved her,” she whispered. 

The words struck like a blade through armor. 

Orion swallowed. “Sleep, Lyra.” 

She shook her head weakly. “You did. You still do.” 

Emotion rose—hot, unwelcome, raw. 

“Rest,” he said more firmly, though his voice lacked force. 

Lyra’s gaze softened with a kind of sorrow that shouldn’t belong to someone so young. “Love doesn’t stop,” she murmured. “Not even when someone disappears. Not even when the world tells you to pretend.” 

He stared at her, unable to speak. 

Lyra’s eyelids fluttered. Her voice slipped into a thread of air. 

“She remembers you.” 

​Orion’s pulse stumbled. “Lyra—” 

But she had already drifted back into sleep. 

He sat frozen, the words echoing through him with unbearable clarity. 

She remembers you. 

Impossible. 

Absurd. 

Cruel. 

He rose abruptly, needing space, needing air. The room felt too small, the walls too close. He stepped into the corridor, closing the door gently behind him. 

He leaned back against the carved wood, tipping his head upward, breathing hard. 

He had not spoken Thalia’s name aloud in a year. He had not allowed himself to imagine her voice, or the way she would tilt her head when listening, or how her fingers had brushed against his only once—but once had been enough. 

He had tucked all of it away. Buried it. Locked it. 

But grief was soil— 

and soil never truly sealed anything. 

Footsteps approached softly. Orion straightened, expecting a guard—but it was Caelan, still dressed, eyes weary but alert. 

“You haven’t slept,” Caelan observed. 

Orion let out a humorless breath. “Neither have you.” 

Caelan studied him for a long moment. “Lyra?” 

“Resting. Uneasy.” 

“And you?” 

Orion hesitated—rare, and Caelan noticed. 

“You’re unraveling,” Caelan said gently. “I can see it.” 

Orion looked away. “I’m fine.” 

​“That is the single least convincing thing you’ve ever said.” 

Despite himself, Orion huf ed a quiet, unwilling laugh. Caelan stepped beside him, leaning against the opposite wall. 

“You don’t have to tell me,” Caelan said. “But don’t pretend you’re made of stone. You never were.” 

Orion’s voice was low. “She said Thalia’s name.” 

Caelan’s expression shifted—sympathy, realization, something like regret. “I thought you’d stopped thinking about her.” 

Orion stared at the floor. “Thinking wasn’t the problem.” 

Caelan nodded, understanding more than Orion wished he did. 

For a moment, they stood in shared silence. 

Then Caelan straightened. 

“We’ll find answers,” he said. “But you won’t go through it alone.” 

Orion didn’t respond. 

Caelan began to walk away, then paused and looked back. 

“Get some sleep,” he said softly. “Before the past devours you.” 

When Caelan disappeared around the corner, Orion remained still for a long time, hands clenched at his sides. 

Then, slowly, he looked toward a tall window at the end of the corridor. 

Outside, the trees swayed. 

Not with wind. 

But with attention. 

Watching him. 

Waiting. 

As though the forest itself remembered Thalia too. 


​ 

CHAPTER FIVE 

Orion did not remember falling asleep. 

One moment he sat in the chair beside Lyra’s bed, arms folded, eyes burning with fatigue he refused to acknowledge—and the next, he was standing barefoot in a place that was both familiar and impossibly altered. 

The forest. 

But not as it was now—silent, fading, sickened. 

This forest breathed. 

Every leaf shimmered with life. 

Light filtered through the canopy like strands of gold silk. 

The air smelled of rain and wild mint and something sweeter—something that tugged at him with aching recognition. 

He lifted a hand. 

The vines around his wrists surged to life, curling outward like blooming tendrils, vibrant and pulsing with magic he had not felt in months. 

His breath caught. 

He stepped forward—and the moss warmed beneath him, alive and welcoming. Birds sang overhead, soft and melodious, and somewhere nearby a stream murmured like laughter. 

A sound stirred behind him. 

A footstep. 

Soft. Bare. Familiar. 

He turned. 

He did not see her face—only a silhouette, haloed in dappled light, hair lifted by a gentle breeze, posture poised in the way someone stands when they know they are seen by the one person who matters. 

His heart stuttered painfully. 

​His lips parted. 

But no name came out. 

Because saying it would break him. 

The figure lifted a hand—delicate fingers, slender wrist, the faintest curve of a smile implied in the tilt of her head. A warmth spread through his chest, unbearable in its tenderness. 

He reached toward her. 

Their fingertips almost touched— 

And the forest changed. 

Light dimmed. 

Birdsong choked into silence. 

The moss curdled beneath his feet. 

The air turned cold enough to bite. 

The figure jerked back, swallowed by shadow. 

“Wait—” 

The word tore from his throat, raw, desperate. 

But the darkness surged like a living thing, roots twisting upward, black and thick and whispering in a language that scraped against bone. 

The vines on his wrists constricted violently, burning. 

A voice—hers, he was certain—echoed through the collapsing forest: Don’t follow. 

Then he was falling— 


He woke with a sharp gasp, leaning forward, drenched in sweat. 

The room was dark again—night still holding the windows, fire reduced to faint embers. His breathing was ragged, chest tight, hands trembling. 

It had been a dream. 

​Except— 

The vines around his wrists were still warm. 

Still pulsing. 

Still alive. 

Before he could gather himself, Lyra cried out. 

Orion surged to his feet and moved to her bed. Lyra writhed beneath the blankets, face twisted with terror, hands clawing at the air as though fighting invisible restraints. 

“No,” she sobbed. “Don’t let him see—don’t let him feel—” 

“Lyra!” Orion grasped her shoulders gently but firmly. “Wake up.” 

Her eyes snapped open, glowing with a feverish sheen. She stared at him in horror. 

“You dreamed of her,” she whispered. 

Orion went still. “How do you—” 

“I saw it.” Her fingers clutched his wrists, pressing against the vines. “I saw the forest. I saw her hand reaching. Orion, you can’t go to her. You must not.” 

His voice was barely audible. “Lyra… how would you know what I dreamed?” 

Lyra shook her head violently. “Because something is using her to call you.” 

The words chilled him to the marrow. 

“She’s alive,” he said, voice cracking despite his control. 

Lyra flinched. “Not in the way you want her to be.” 

Orion’s stomach twisted. “What does that mean?” 

Lyra inhaled shakily, eyes filling with tears. 

“She’s trapped,” she whispered. “In the roots. In the dark. And if you follow her—” Her voice broke into a sob. “You’ll be taken too.” 

Orion swallowed hard, trying to steady her—trying to steady himself. 

“You’re safe now,” he murmured. “Nothing is going to take you again.” 

Lyra stared at him with a grief too old for her years. 

​“It’s not me it wants anymore,” she choked. “It wants you.” 

The words hung between them, thick and terrible. 

He should have reassured her. 

He should have told her she was wrong. 

He should have lied. 

But he couldn’t. 

Because deep in his bones, in the trembling of the vines, in the echo of the dream— 

He already knew she was right. 

Lyra sagged against him, exhausted. He eased her back against the pillows, smoothing her hair the way he used to when she was small. 

Only when she had fallen asleep again did he allow himself to stand. 

He walked to the window and pushed the curtains aside. 

Outside, the forest loomed at the horizon—dark, waiting. 

And though no wind stirred— 

the branches moved. 

Not swaying. 

Not bending. 

Reaching. 

Toward him. 



 THEN 

 It had been spring—the kind of spring that arrived shyly, as though uncertain whether the world deserved softness again. Orion remembered it not because the season mattered, but because she had smelled of rain-damp petals that day, as if the world bloomed where she walked. 

​ Thalia. 

 Even her name felt like a secret when he thought it, something he held behind his teeth so no one else could hear. 

 She had been standing in the garden courtyard, sunlight catching the strands of her hair and turning them into threads of gold and copper, so fine he had been convinced a single touch would make them unravel. Her back was to him, and yet he had stopped mid-stride, arrested by the simple sight of her existing. 

 Not beautiful in the way court ladies tried to be— 

 but beautiful in the way wildflowers were. 

 Unaware. Unaffected. Unattempted. 

 Her beauty was not something she performed. 

 It was something she was. 

 She tilted her head, studying a small blossom that had forced its way through a crack in the stone wall. He remembered thinking—absurdly—that the flower looked relieved to have her attention. 

 “You’re staring,” she had said without turning. 

 He’d almost denied it. Almost. 

 “You noticed.” 

 “Noticing is different from minding.” Her
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