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Chapter I - The Weight of Silence
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The gates of Eldoria opened before them like the jaws of something vast and patient.

David rode through without ceremony. His scouts flanked him Rynn to the left, Tavric struggling to sit upright after three days of hard riding. The boy had not complained once. David marked that, filed it away. Good men were forged in silence.

Behind them, Elenora's party moved with the measured precision of scholars returning from fieldwork. Liora kept close to her mistress; Kaelen looked half-dead in his saddle but alert. The wards-woman had recast their protections twice since dawn. David had felt each one a shiver across his skin like static before a storm.

The city smelled of rain and iron. Forges burned late into the evening now. The streets were crowded but subdued, as though the capital itself held its breath.

David's horse stumbled on the cobblestones. He steadied it with a hand, felt the tremor in its legs. They were all running on fumes.

"You should rest before the council convenes," Elenora said. Her voice was steady, but her face was pale beneath the dust of the road.

David glanced at her. "Will you?"

She didn't answer.

The palace loomed above the lower city like a crown of stone. David had been summoned within the hour. No time to bathe, barely time to stable the horses and ensure his men had quarters. A runner had met them at the gate with a sealed letter: *The King requests your presence. Sunset. The war chamber.*

David had expected that.

What he hadn't expected was Elenora standing outside the chamber doors when he arrived, her silver cloak replaced with formal House Druvalis blue, her hair still damp from a hasty wash.

"You were summoned too," he said.

"An hour ago." She met his eyes. "They want us both."

David nodded slowly. That complicated things. He'd planned to give his report cleanly facts, observations, threat assessment. No speculation. No politics. But if Elenora was here, it meant the King wanted more than facts.

It meant he wanted a story.

"We tell them what we saw," David said quietly.

"Agreed." Elenora's expression was unreadable. "Nothing more."

The doors opened.

The war chamber was smaller than David had imagined. A long table dominated the room, its surface scarred with the weight of maps and decades of strategy. The King sat at the head, his posture upright but his face drawn. To his right sat Lord Arven, commander of the southern legions grizzled, skeptical, a man who'd seen three wars and trusted nothing he couldn't cut. To the King's left, Malrec leaned back in his chair with the ease of someone who belonged there.

David's jaw tightened.

Malrec smiled faintly. "Lord Kaelvar. Lady Elenora. Welcome."

The King gestured to the empty chairs. "Sit. You've ridden hard."

David sat. Elenora took the chair beside him, spine straight, hands folded in her lap. Professional. Controlled.

The King studied them both for a long moment. His eyes were sharp despite the exhaustion around them. "You went to the Weeping Vale. You were gone twelve days. The reports say you encountered... disturbances."

"Corruption, Your Majesty," David said. "The Veil is thinning. We saw it firsthand."

Lord Arven grunted. "Thinning how? I need specifics, not poetry."

David kept his voice level. "The land itself is sick. Trees blackened and twisted. Water that burns to the touch. Creatures that shouldn't exist." He paused. "And a fragment of stone old, shattered. It was radiating the corruption like a wound that won't close."

"A Covenant Stone," Elenora added quietly. "Broken."

Malrec tilted his head. "Covenant Stones are legend, Lady Elenora. Surely you don't suggest"

"I suggest nothing," Elenora interrupted, her tone polite but firm. "I report what we found. The fragment was real. The corruption was real. Whether the legends are accurate is not for me to say."

The King's gaze shifted between them. "And you destroyed it."

"We sealed it," David corrected. "Used combined magic to contain the corruption and prevent it from spreading further. The site is stable for now, but it won't hold forever."

"Combined magic." Lord Arven leaned forward. "Kaelvar's no trained mage. What does that mean?"

David felt the familiar prickle of irritation but kept his face neutral. "It means I have enough raw ability to reinforce Lady Elenora's wards. Nothing more."

"That's not quite accurate," Elenora said. "Lord Kaelvar's magic is... instinctive. Unrefined, yes, but potent. Without it, I could not have sealed the fragment alone."

Malrec's smile widened slightly. "How remarkable. House Kaelvar and House Druvalis, working in concert. One might call it unprecedented."

David ignored the bait. "The threat doesn't care about houses, Lord Malrec."

"No," the King said quietly. "But the realm does."

Silence settled over the room.

Lord Arven broke it. "Assuming your report is accurate and I'm not saying it isn't what's the scope? One corrupted site? Ten? Are we talking about a localized problem or something bigger?"

David exhaled slowly. "We don't know. But if one Covenant Stone is broken, there could be others. The corruption spreads from the source. If there are multiple sources..."

"Then we have a serious problem," the King finished.

Malrec leaned forward, hands steepled. "Your Majesty, with respect, we must be cautious. The church has sent word of increased Veilborn sightings, yes, but nothing that suggests a coordinated threat. Lord Kaelvar and Lady Elenora did excellent work containing one site. Perhaps we focus our efforts on investigation before we speak of realm-wide danger."

The King's expression didn't change. "You're suggesting we wait."

"I'm suggesting we gather more information before we commit resources to a threat we don't fully understand." Malrec's tone was perfectly reasonable. "The Holy Domain is already mobilizing their scholars to study the phenomenon. They've offered to share their findings."

David's instincts prickled. "The church has findings?"

"Observations," Malrec clarified smoothly. "Anecdotal, mostly. But they have records going back centuries. It may prove useful."

Elenora spoke carefully. "The Holy Domain's involvement is... welcome. But the Veil is not a matter of faith. It's a matter of magic."

"And faith has always guided magic," Malrec countered gently. "Surely House Druvalis remembers that."

Elenora's jaw tightened, but she said nothing.

The King raised a hand. "Enough. Lord Kaelvar, Lady Elenora your report is noted. I want a full written account by tomorrow evening. Maps, observations, everything you saw. Lord Arven, coordinate with the scouts. I want patrols increased along the western border. If there are more sites like the Weeping Vale, I want them found."

"And if we find them?" Arven asked.

The King's gaze was cold. "Then we seal them. Whatever it takes."

Malrec inclined his head. "A wise course, Your Majesty."

David didn't miss the way Malrec's eyes lingered on him and Elenora as they rose to leave.

They walked in silence until they reached the courtyard. The evening air was cool, tinged with smoke from the forges. Elenora stopped by the fountain, her expression distant.

"He's going to slow this down," David said quietly.

"Malrec?" Elenora glanced at him. "Yes."

"You saw it too."

"I saw a man being careful." Her tone was neutral. "That's not always a bad thing."

David frowned. "Careful, or calculating?"

Elenora didn't answer immediately. She stared into the water, her reflection rippling in the fading light. "I don't know. But I know the King doesn't trust him completely. That's something."

"Is it enough?"

"It has to be." She met his eyes. "We did what we came to do. We reported the threat. The rest is politics."

David wanted to argue, but he was too tired. "Get some rest, Lady Elenora."

"You too, Lord Kaelvar."

She turned and walked toward the guest wing, her silhouette fading into the twilight. David watched her go, then headed toward his own quarters.

He didn't see the young figure watching from the upper balcony a boy with dark hair and sharp eyes, standing motionless in the shadows.

The Prince's chambers overlooked the training yard. From his window, he could see everything the guards drilling in formation, the squires running drills with wooden swords, the occasional knight passing through on errands.

He liked watching. It was easier than participating.

His tutor had left an hour ago, frustrated as always. "You have the gift, Your Highness. Why won't you use it?"

Because gifts were dangerous. Because power drew attention. Because his father already carried enough weight without his son adding to it.

The Prince turned from the window and picked up the book he'd been reading an old text on the Veil, dusty and half-legible. The scribes said it was written by the Dawnsworn, whoever they were. Most of it was nonsense. Flowery language about balance and sacrifice and the price of magic.

But some of it felt true.

*The Veil does not forget. It does not forgive. It simply waits.*

The Prince closed the book and set it aside. He'd heard the rumors—two nobles had returned from the Vale, claiming they'd found something old and broken. His father had been in council for hours.

He wondered what they'd really seen.

He wondered if it mattered.

A knock at the door. "Your Highness?"

The Prince straightened. "Come in."

A servant entered, bowing low. "Your father requests your presence in the private solar. At your convenience."

Which meant now.

The Prince nodded. "Tell him I'm coming."

The solar was warm, lit by a fire that crackled softly in the hearth. The King stood by the window, hands clasped behind his back.

"You wanted to see me, Father?"

The King turned. His expression softened slightly. "Sit."

The Prince sat.

The King studied him for a moment, then sighed. "You heard about the council."

"I heard rumors."

"Rumors are usually true." The King moved to the chair opposite his son. "The Veil is weakening. There's a threat growing, and I don't fully understand it yet."

The Prince waited.

"I'm telling you this because you're not a child anymore," the King continued. "And because one day, you'll sit where I sit. You need to understand what's coming."

"What is coming?"

The King's jaw tightened. "I don't know. But I know it won't be simple. And I know that men like Malrec will try to use it for their own ends."

The Prince frowned. "You don't trust him."

"I trust him to be exactly what he is ambitious, clever, and patient." The King leaned forward. "But I trust you. And I need you to watch. Listen. Learn. Can you do that?"

The Prince hesitated
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