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PROLOGUE	Comment by Editorial Review: OVERVIEW: This manuscript's strongest moments are its quietest ones. The objects Faela chooses to give away or keep say more about her than any description could, and that instinct is worth protecting through revision. The first things to settle are story facts that currently disagree with each other: Sylas's unclear age, the king who is dead in Chapter 11 and alive in Chapter 15, the claim in Chapter 16 that Shane and Shivon are the last of House Chairon, and the time of day in Chapter 28. After that come speaker clarity in crowded scenes, and the many small mechanical fixes, each flagged at its exact spot. The companion reference document has the fuller picture: a summary, suggested back cover copy, the complete cast and glossary, and a developmental assessment.
“Seal the lower gates. Now.”
The command cut through the chamber like drawn steel. No one questioned it. Boots struck stone in a hurried rhythm as the guards lining the throne room pivoted and moved. Training taught the men to obey before thought could catch up. The great doors at the far end of the hall had not yet closed when the queen’s voice rose again. Her tone was measured and steady, as usual. But there was something beneath her voice that had no place in a room like this. 
“Not the inner gates. The harbor,” came a command.
That might be enough to slow them, not stop them. But then a young guard, barely past boyhood, hesitated just long enough to earn the attention of those around him. His armor bore a small, etched spiral at the right shoulder, worn soft with constant wear. The young guard stepped forward before caution could restrain him.
“My queen,” he said, voice tight but respectful, “the harbor is already —”
“Open,” she finished for him.
The word landed softly. Yet fear rippled through the cold, sunless room. The queen stood at the base of the dais, not yet seated, her hand resting lightly against the carved arm of her ornate throne. Her gaze moved across the room, not searching, not uncertain, but taking stock. And each guard she passed over seemed to stiffen beneath the weight of it.
“She will make for the water,” the queen’s voice hardened.
It was not a question of when or if. This was the only play the princess had, and the queen knew it. And the princess knew the queen would know. A murmur echoed through the chamber, low and uneasy. It was not disobedience, not quite, but it carried the weight of young men who had seen too much in so little time. Most were new to the ranks, for reasons none of them cared to discuss. Parents pulled some from the fields, and some parents volunteered their sons to cover their increasing taxes. Regardless, the need to supply more men to the queen’s ambitions has increased since the recent defections across their allied nations.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: The verb tense slips here. Everything around this sentence is past tense (pulled, volunteered, knew), but “has increased” jumps to present perfect. Make it “had increased” to match the rest of the paragraph. Catch this one before it goes further.
An older man stepped forward from the line, his armor marked with deeper wear, the kind that came not from drills but from survival over decades. This was Sir Efron.
“My queen,” he began carefully, “your forces have not yet recovered. The men are—”
“Wary?” she asked.
The word held no mockery. That made it all the worse.
Efron inclined his head. “Yes, my queen.”
The queen slowly rotated her gaze from one side of the room to the other, and for a moment, the room stilled.
Then, “Wariness does not excuse failure.” The queen was growing more frustrated.
The words were not loud in tone. They did not need to be. Yet her soldiers stood fast as Sir Efron refused to move.
His jaw tightened. “With respect, what you ask—”
“What I command,” she said, cutting across him, now much louder and sharper, the edge unmistakable, “is that you stop a single fleeing girl before she reaches the sea.”
The room stilled once more, and then a flicker of reality passed through the room. One girl, not an army. Not a rebellion. This was just a girl running from the greatest army the world has seen.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: Same tense slip as a few lines up. The scene is past tense, so “has seen” needs to be “had ever seen.” Worth fixing before you send this anywhere.
Efron did not mistake her; he knew what the queen requested of him, even if most of the room were in the dark to the true intentions of the crown. 
“If she has already reached the docks—”
“She has not.”
The queen sat, situating herself on her throne, now looking past Sir Efron to the remaining men in the room. As she surveyed, she rested her eyes upon another seasoned guard.
“Sir Spears,” the queen purred.
This man stepped forward. He was broader and slightly younger than Efron, but no less hardened. Yes, his armor was cleaner, his stance sharper, his eyes fixed not on the room but on the queen herself.
“My queen.” Spears' melodic cadence stiffened the surrounding men.	Comment by Editorial Review: FLOW: “Melodic” and “stiffened” are pulling in opposite directions here, a pleasant-sounding voice isn't usually what makes a room go rigid with fear. Something more clipped or measured would land the tension better. Your call, just flagging it.
“Are your men prepared to move?” The queen asked.
“They are,” Spears answered without hesitation.
The queen studied him for a breath longer than necessary. Then, quietly hissed for the room to hear, “Relieve Sir Efron and his men of their post.”
The room went still. Absolutely silent and still enough that the dust began to gather where it fell. Efron did not move.
“Your Majesty,” he said, more carefully now, “my men have held this position since the last engagement. We are not unfit—”
“You are not required for this mission any longer,” she snapped.
Spears took a deep breath and surveyed the room. His gaze swept across each face. Young, he thought. Too young. Some of them had never known a time before the last campaign. They had never seen the world before it narrowed to this—to orders, to blood, to the constant hum of something breaking just out of sight. They would not question the orders or the results. Not the way Efron was. Not the way they should.
“Move,” Spears said to his men.
It was not a command shouted across a battlefield. It did not need to be. One of the younger soldiers stepped forward first. Then another. Then, the sound of steel. It happened quickly. Too quickly for hesitation to become resistance.
A blade flashed. A body dropped. The room erupted into a dance of chaos. Movements sharpened under hardened muscles. Lines redrew themselves in an instant. Those who resisted did not do so for long.
Efron stood his ground. For a heartbeat, it seemed he might speak again. But the words that had risen within him died as Spears and his men surged forward, blades flashing beneath the chamber lights. Steel met steel as Efron’s soldiers began to crumble to the floor. One man down, as another beside him crumbled to the cold floor.
These are good men, Efron thought. They had followed him into one battle or another, more times than he could count. Now they were dying because he had refused a single order. There would be no saving them.
Spears carved a path through the fighting, never taking his eyes off Efron.
"Stand down!" he shouted.
Efron did not move. Then the sound of another one of his men cried out, and he ran. Straight at the throne, where the queen sat. The chamber erupted. Guards lunged to intercept him as Spears sprinted from the back of the room. Even the Queen rose from her seat, her expression unchanged though her fingers tightened ever so slightly around the carved arm of the throne.
Efron never looked away from her, step after step, as the distance between them rapidly disappeared. Twenty feet. Fifteen. Ten. No one stood between them as the thought came as suddenly as lightning. I could end this now. The room fell silent. His gaze met the Queen's, and she understood. 
Another soldier screamed behind him as Efron's grip tightened around the hilt of his sword, though no command had been given. If he struck now, what would change? He did not know. And that uncertainty stole the moment. Efron pivoted at the last instant, dropping his blade and hurling himself through the painted window beside the throne.
Shards scattered across the chamber floor while his body disappeared into the darkness beyond. Blood streaked the shattered sill where jagged glass tore through his cloak and skin. Spears reached the window only a heartbeat later. Below, there was broken glass, a large pool of blood, and the fading sound of boots striking stone.
Spears wiped his blade once, clean and efficient, before sheathing it at his side. The room stood in disbelief, with only a few still fighting. Spears gave a curt nod, and the room came to a halt. They were all under his command now. 
“Secure the harbor,” he leveled. “No vessel leaves. Bring the princess and anyone who helped her directly to me.”
The soldiers moved. Much faster this time. Cleaner. There was no hesitation left to slow them. One lingered at the edge of the formation—a younger guard, his grip tighter on his weapon than it needed to be. He glanced once toward the dais, toward the queen, as if expecting something. Recognition. Explanation. Anything. What he got neither.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: This sentence doesn't parse. I think the idea is that he got none of what he was hoping for, recognition, explanation, anything, but “What he got neither” isn't a complete thought as written. This one needs a fix, not just a look.
“Go,” Spears yelled.
The new head guard swallowed whatever question had risen in him. The great doors opened. Boots thundered across the stone once more, receding quickly into the corridors beyond. And then they were gone. The chamber fell into a heavy silence. Not peaceful. Not empty. Just silence.
Only the queen remained standing in front of the throne, one hand resting against the back of her throne. For a long moment, she did not move. The remnants of the confrontation lingered in the air. The metallic scent of blood, the faint echo of steel, and the absence of voices that had filled the room only moments before. Slowly, she exhaled. It was the first sign of strain she had allowed. Barely visible. Gone as quickly as it came. Her stare moved away from the doors and the soldiers' departure, settling instead on the towering windows along the far wall. Beyond them, the sky stretched pale and distant, untouched by what had just taken place below.
“She will not make it,” the queen said quietly to no one. Almost as though to convince herself. No one answered. There was no one left to. She stayed there. Alone.	Comment by Editorial Review: STRUCTURE: The Prologue sets up an unnamed queen, a fleeing princess, and Sir Efron and Sir Spears, and none of them appears again after the Prologue. If the queen and princess are meant to connect to Mereth, Maribel or Echelon, the book never says how, so a reader will carry the question for thirty chapters. If this is a deliberate series hook, a light touch of recognition later would show it was planned. Your call.





















CHAPTER ONE
The rocks shifted quickly beneath her feet. Jagged, unforgiving, and slick with dew. Some were rough and sharp, while others were worn smooth by centuries of wind and waves. The morning mist still clung low to the ground, curling between stones like miniature clouds. Now and then the slickness caught her boot, threatening to send her sliding, but she moved with the confident surety of someone who had walked this route thousands of times. Her entire life, to be exact.
Faela knew the trail intimately. She knew which stones wobbled beneath her weight, which cracks hid nests of snakes, and which sun-warmed ledges served as resting spots for basking amphibians. The giant pine tree, behind which she would run ahead to hide and give her siblings a fright on long hunts, loomed high in front of her. The sunlight filtered through the dancing branches. Slightly up the path would be a small opening in the rock formation that Faela was once small enough to fit between. Now she merely raised her leg to step over it. In fact, she had fond memories of every part of these woods, from the smallest blade of grass to the tallest tree. These were her woods, and she adored them as though they were part of her family. But a new feeling entered her now, one she was unsure of, as she prepared herself for the one thing that she had never done before: leave her small village of Brindle.
The tight, black boots she wore, handed down from her mother and now worn to the sole, carried her with practiced ease. Her faded green tunic, belted at the waist, made for easy movement. But this journey would not be easy. Years of labor had shaped Faela, not just physically but mentally. The strands of her long, blonde hair caught the sun, with her loose braid bouncing atop her shoulder as she hiked on. Not only was her body strong, but so was her resolve.
All Faela carried was in a small lavender pack slung over her shoulder. Inside, items that were deemed essential: extra clothing, two loaves of bread, half of a dried fish, two jars of filtered river water, a flint, a few tools, a blanket, and a wood-handled blade. The truth was that the pack held far more than necessities. Tucked between folded clothes and wrapped carefully in scraps of cloth were a handful of treasures collected over years of wandering fields, forests, and shorelines. Most people would have called them worthless. Faela disagreed. They were her most valuable possessions.
There was a stone worn smooth by the river, its curved surface reminding her of the archways she hoped to build one day. A twisted piece of driftwood, bleached white by the sea, had taught her how strong a beam could be when the weight was carried along its natural grain. A bird's nest abandoned after a storm, woven so tightly from grass and reeds that she had spent weeks studying how the strands supported one another.	Comment by Editorial Review: PACING: This catalog of treasures is a nice piece of characterization, but it runs long before the reader has any forward motion to hold onto, we're still in the village, nothing has happened yet. Trimming it to two or three standout items and letting the rest surface later through action would keep the opening moving. Worth a look, but the book works either way.
Her favorite had once been a petrified mushroom she found deep in the woods north of Brindle. Time had turned it to stone, preserving the delicate ribs beneath its cap. For months she had carried it everywhere, fascinated by how the thin ridges spread outward from a single point while still supporting the entire structure. It had given her ideas for roofs, bridges, and support beams. She no longer carried it. The mushroom now sat in Tedding's smithy. Years earlier, after helping repair part of the old workshop roof, Faela had left it on his workbench. When he asked why, she had simply pointed to the stone ribs beneath the cap.
"Strong things do not always need to be thick," she had told him.
Months later, Tedding had used a similar pattern to reinforce a section of the smithery ceiling that everyone else insisted would collapse. It ended up collapsing, but much later than it would have without the design. That was how it worked. She gathered things that taught her something, carried them until she understood their lesson, and then, when the time felt right, passed them on.
Most of the collection remained behind under her bed. The journey west required her to travel light. Even so, she had chosen a few of her favorites to bring along. Small reminders that the world was full of builders if one knew where to look. Sometimes they grew in forests. Sometimes they washed ashore. Sometimes they flew overhead on silent wings. All of them had something to teach.
There was one more thing Faela carried with her: the strong hope that somewhere beyond the forest, somewhere in the west, she would find the help Brindle so desperately needed. And because of that she rushed, for even a moment of stillness could give that small doubt in the back of her head room to speak.
She was gone not long after sundown. Slipping through the still and sleepy village like a whisper carried on a breeze. The narrow lane wound between and behind homes that had grown old alongside their inhabitants. Roof beams sagged where repairs had been delayed too many seasons, and the clapboards of several cottages bowed outward, their nails loosening under years of wind and dampness. A few would not survive another winter. One hard freeze, one heavy storm, and they would fold in on themselves like tired bones.
She moved nimbly and slowly past Tedding’s workshop at the edge of the main square. His building leaned slightly toward the road, its stone foundation cracked and sinking under the weight of tools that had long outlived their usefulness. The roof leaked more and more with each pummeling by the elements. Rusted hammers and warped irons crowded the workbench inside, relics of methods the village had never bothered to outgrow. Tedding still swore by them, though each season his repairs held a little less, and the carts and wagons he mended returned. And again. But the last storm had taken more than shingles. One of the outer homes had collapsed entirely. No one was hurt, but no one had bothered to rebuild it either. They had patched what they could; moved what they needed into the barn on their land; and gone on as they always did. Faela often wondered what her family would do if their house was taken in the next storm. They did not have a barn.
Somewhere beyond here there had to be builders who knew better ways, built stronger beams, laid smarter foundations, and had tools that did not belong to another century. If she could convince even a few of them to come east, the village might yet stand. If she returned alone, the village would keep sinking one beam at a time until there was nothing left. That was not an option, at least not one Faela was willing to admit.
Now the village was fading silently behind her on the almost 8-hour hike out of Brindle’s boundaries. Now, literally at the edge of everything she knew, she paused for the first time since leaving and dared to look back. The horizon was clear. There was no smoke coming from the chimney of her family's hut. There was no shadow of the high steeple that marked the church at the center of the village. It was all gone now, tucked behind the rolling hills and bending trees. Just beyond her sight was her village. And beyond that, even more villages. Even though her family never traveled far, stories flowed through the villages like wind through trees. Over time, those stories had planted false memories in Faela, making her feel as though she had already traveled to those distant lands. 
But today, it was the miles of forest that lay before her. Tall, ancient trees formed a woven canopy of muted greens and shadowed browns. These woods had raised her. She had hunted here, plucked wild berries from low bushes, and pulled stinging roots from the earth with calloused hands. She had run alongside her brother, Orin, chasing prints and laughing when their game outpaced them.
Girls were not known to hunt in their village. They did not gather either. They certainly did not learn how to mend the axle of a wagon or draw blueprints for new houses. But Faela had never fit within the lines others drew for her. And her brother did not treat her the way she saw other men treat women. Her brother was kind and reassuring, always leaving Faela to her own devices, no matter what they might be.
When the village carts splintered and groaned, it was not the smith they called first. It was Faela and her brother. Tedding, the village smith, scowled at them from beneath his soot-smeared brow, muttering about children stealing honest work. He had been an apprentice to his father from a young age and came from a long line of smiths. He never held Faela’s being a girl against her, only hated the thought of children doing a better job than he could. And even though they were children, their reputation preceded them, known for their meticulous repairs and unconventional thinking around building. When the repairs and builds were finished, they often left bread, firewood, and baskets that were newly woven. Not always coins, but gratitude. The coins they earned went straight into their ideas-better wagons, shared buildings for craftspeople to work and trade. 
Their sketches lined the walls of their tiny hut, each one born from long nights by candlelight and hard-fought negotiations. But life had grown bigger while the East fell into disrepair. As the villages grew older, so did their residents. Faela and Orin yearned to build their village up. They dreamed of expanding it. Once the building was complete, the repairs alone could keep them busy for a lifetime. Many in their village just idle away their lives. They were happy enough, but Faela wanted to feel a fulfillment that came from realizing her creations. And to do that with her baby brother would be a gift. They always built best together.
No blueprints could help her here; every step outside the careful ones she normally drew. This was the furthest from her family that she would ever have been. The path into the woods began to twist quickly, as if the forest itself conspired to disorient her. The light grew dim, filtered through branches that seemed to lean in, whispering secrets she was not privy to just above her head. Then she saw it: the path. It was not like the rest of the forest floor. It appeared suddenly: a ribbon of packed earth so narrow and deliberate it seemed almost unnatural. As a young girl, she had reached this point and turned back. Every child in Easter must have heard the same warning from their parents, she thought:
"Never step foot on the path. Not a single step. Do not take it west. Do not take it south. Do not take it north."
She stood there for a long time, one boot hovering just inches above the dirt. And then, with the release of a breath held deep in her chest, she stepped forward. The path stretched endlessly. Trees rose like pillars around her, bark dry and colorless. There was the song of birds, the rustling of small creatures, the crunch of her boots, and the distant hum of silence pressing in. She turned to glance back once more and was struck by the difference. 
Behind her, the forest glowed with life: green grass, wildflowers bursting red and yellow like tiny suns. The trees were still brown, but warmer somehow. Kinder. She turned forward again. The world dulled. The path shimmered slightly, as though coated in heat. A strange thrill filled her. She wanted to run fast and wild. She had heard stories of things she hoped to see: high towers, great libraries, and so many people. No one from her family had ever been anywhere like that. Most of the children from her village had left to find work in neighboring villages. But that had always been her family’s role: protectors of the village. Her father, his father, and so on, took this task very seriously. Too seriously, Faela thought at times. 
She did not know how long she had walked since the town boundary. Four hours, maybe more. The trees above her had grown impossibly tall, their tops lost to shadow. The sky had vanished above her, the light unchanged—as if the sun had forgotten this part of the world entirely. At least when she reached the fork in the road, she could rest. The fork was legend. It split north toward the sea, west towards the cliffs and south to the mountains where whispers travel through caves. Others said the fork was a test, and only those who chose truly had ever moved forward.
The path narrowed as Faela moved deeper into the woods, winding like a thread pulled through thick cloth. It dipped suddenly into a hollow where the ground grew soft with moss and the scent of damp stone thickened the air. Then she saw it, half-hidden in mist, across a dry ravine. She gently stepped off the trail, boots crunching over fallen branches. Her breath caught in her throat. Someone had to have built this.
The ravine below was dry; no stream, no bones, no trace of life. Just wind-etched stone and silence that sat with time. When she reached the far side, the mist had swallowed the world. The path climbed again, snaking between trees that grew thinner, then gave way to flat earth littered with black stones, like shattered obsidian. Faela’s eyes jumped from stone to stone as she stopped to drink from one of her jars, the water cold against her tongue. Her body moved before her thoughts could catch up, climbing through the thorns, brushing burrs from her sleeve. When she reached the top of the ravine, the woods had fallen silent again, as though watching with bated breath.
Stretched to the sky in front of her was a creation out of her dreams. Only here, standing before it, she felt even her imagination would not be able to conjure such a stunning sight. It rose from the earth like a monument, massive and wrong. Iron, cold and black, twisted into intricate designs that made no sense. Circles inside squares, sharp angles nested into one another like teeth. A sun with no rays. Vines with no thorns. 
There was no iron left in the world, only stories of a land with citadels made of an element that kept out whatever it desired. Myths from drunken travelers and mad old women who spoke of "the metal that does not rot" and "the dark cities under a world of iron beams." But no one had ever touched it. She wondered if anyone knew it was here. Why was it here? And more importantly, who built it?
[bookmark: _Hlk203840763]She stepped closer. The gate was six times her height, at least, sealed tight with no visible lock. The surface shimmered faintly, as if catching light from a source she could not see. When she reached out to touch it, her fingers stopped just shy of the surface. The air was cold. Still. The architecture is so sharp. Too deliberate. It did not belong here. And neither did she. Backing away slowly, her heart pounding, she felt something that normally escaped her.  	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: This line reads as Faela's present-tense thought inside a scene that is otherwise past tense. If it is meant as interior thought, the present tense can stay, ideally set off in italics so the reader reads it as a thought. If not, “was” would match the paragraphs around it. Your call.
Faela was not easily frightened. She had stared down the snarling jaws of cornered game, stood on shaky roofs during high winds to hammer in shingles. But this felt like a place meant to be forgotten. A place that even time had forgotten existed.
She looked back, her eyes tracing the patterns again. She wished she could burn those impossible shapes and strange geometry into her brain. She stumbled back, caught herself by the heels, and turned sharply. The ivy brushed against her like grasping hands as she pushed her way back out of the overgrown trail that had led her astray. And when she reached the main path again, she did not even pause to breathe. She hurried fast. Much faster than before. She felt the silence of the woods pressing in on her. It was different now, like something had noticed her. Every rustle of leaves, every shifting shadow made her shoulders tense up. She glanced back one last time. Nothing but trees and a gentle breeze. The gate was already out of view, swallowed by the bends in the trail and the curtain of thick foliage. Gone.
Almost as quickly as she remembered it, her right hand drifted to the blade at her belt. It was not much, but her fingers grasped the wooden handle, anyway. Not for protection, but for comfort. She hated that. Hated that she was rattled. That something had seeped beneath her skin and made her feel small and unprepared. She could hear her mother now; if you fail to plan, then you have planned to fail.
The path was steady again, more familiar. But it did not soothe Faela as it had before. There was a wrongness behind her, and she knew, deep down, it had not disappeared when she turned away. Some things could not be unseen. Or, in this case, unfelt. There was an uneasiness that she could not shake, but still she moved forward, not stopping again until she saw light filtering through the trees ahead. It was really light, not the dim gray she had walked under all day. She took it as a sign. An easy, slower breath returned to her chest. Her legs ached. Her shoulders burned. Still, she pressed on. Then, a sharp snap. Ten yards ahead. Faela froze. She had expected this, an encounter, but not on the first day. Not while she was still getting her footing. The noise came again. It was not closer, and it was not further. It was just there, waiting.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: “Farther” is the traditional choice for physical distance and “further” for degree, but plenty of editors no longer enforce the split and either reads fine here. Only change it if your house style draws the line. Not insisting.
Faela slid her pack down from her shoulders and dropped it to the ground. The wooden handle of the blade held so tightly in her hand that it had become another appendage. Faela’s sister, Tala, had once heard a strange tale from a traveler passing through their village. She spoke of a girl back home. She was someone she had known in her youth. The girl had been found one morning sitting at the edge of the forest, clothes torn, body untouched by any wound that could be seen. But something had gone missing inside her. She never smiled again.
Tala had contributed little to the conversation in her hut’s kitchen the night before. No farewell speech, no advice, and no protests to call it off. She just pressed the wooden handle into Faela’s hands with eyes of worry. Faela had seen something unspoken there: love, maybe, or something close enough. They had never been bonded in the way she and Orin were. They had always been the ones lost in plans and repairs, hands stained with oil and minds filled with measurements. While her sister had preferred simpler, more familiar dreams of a hearth, the perfect sewing knot, and of becoming part of a new story. A better story. 
They did not understand each other’s choices, not really. But lately, there had been more softness between them. The blade in her hand had been one of them. Faela had never believed in monsters, not truly, but she took it all the same. She did not necessarily want it, but could not ignore how she felt when she held it. 
Now, blade in hand, she moved. Darting forward, low to the ground, weaving through the underbrush, until she froze in her tracks. It was a small, brown ball. Perfectly still at first, then trembling. Had it not moved, it would have vanished into the dirt and bark. Suddenly, it let out a loud mew, far louder than anything its size should produce. The ball shifted, unwinding itself like a rolled rug. And there it was. 
A Toadcat. Faela’s heart leapt. She instantly knew the creature from travelers’ tall tales. Or so she thought until this very moment. Part frog, part feline, an extinct beast said to build homes along stones and sleep for years without stirring. This one was smaller than she expected, but still stood as high as her chest. Terrifying, yet comforting at the same time. Faela should be afraid, but she never thought to run or attack. She slowly lowered her blade, keeping her gaze on the unusual creature before her.
Toadcats were solitary and rare, even when thousands roamed the island. And from everything she had ever read on parchment scraps or borrowed pages, they were not known for their affection. Or their company. They were elusive things, usually glimpsed through leaves or disappearing into riverbeds before one could blink. Not aggressive, at least not without cause. And Faela had no plans to give this one any cause. She would not be provoking this toadcat today.
The creature blinked—sideways and slow—its strange translucent lids sliding across bulbous golden eyes that gave away no emotion. Then, without a sound, it sat back on its haunches as if it were awaiting Faela’s command, tail flicking once, then curling around its squat feet. Its eyes stayed on her, unmoved. Watching. 
Faela crouched, tense. Were there more nearby? Larger? Hungrier? She did not want to find out. And yet, curiosity tugged at her heels. From this close, she could make out the full strangeness of the creature’s form. 
Its body was round and oddly proportioned, like a toad, yes, but with elongated limbs and a spine that moved like a cat’s. Its skin, or fur, it was difficult to tell, was a mix of soft mossy green and muddy brown, with a glossy sheen as if it had just climbed out of a marsh. Patches of finer fur curled at its shoulders and underbelly, giving it a scruffy but not unclean appearance. Two sets of whiskers twitched from either side of its wide jaw, sensing the surrounding air. Two sets of whiskers, Faela thought. A male. 
Slowly, she moved past the toadcat, keeping her gaze averted but aware. He turned his head, tracking her, but did not follow. “Go back to sleep, little man,” she whispered. Faela exhaled when she was a few paces away and finally turned to glance back over her shoulder. The animal was still seated where she would have passed by it, but he had moved on to grooming itself with a long, oddly pink tongue as if it had all the time in the world and nothing better to do.
“Not aggressive,” Faela muttered under her breath with a giggle. “Just odd.”
She shook her head, swinging her pack onto her back and finally releasing the grip on the blade at her waist. But before she could take another step, she heard the soft pat-pat-pat of padded feet behind her. She paused and slowly turned, already knowing what she would find.
The toadcat appeared to be following her. Not too close, just enough to keep her in sight. It stopped when she looked, gave another quiet croak, and tilted its head.
Faela spoke sternly, “Oh no, you are not coming with me, Toadcat.” It blinked back. Then padded closer, unbothered. 
“Toadcat,” she said flatly, pointing a finger at it. “Stay.” 
The toadcat blinked its golden eyes and took another step forward. Now it was Faela tilting her head at this creature, “Stay… Stay!”
Still, as she turned back to the path, Toadcat followed. Not that it seemed she had any say in the matter, clearly. Already the forest had turned strange and alive in ways she could not understand. And this was no ordinary path on which she traveled. Stories she had grown to love were coming to life. Faela let the moment sink in. She felt differently in her heart, and she could not understand the feeling at the time for what it was.
That evening, Faela came to rest on a large rock to catch her breath and observe her surroundings. Of course, she knew she was being watched. Ever since meeting him, Toadcat had followed a few paces behind in the brush. She did not mind the company. It empowered her to have such a creature take an interest in her. She could not explain it; but she just knew that Toadcat meant her no harm. And he knew the same of her. 
Just then the sun dipped behind the canopy, and Faela was snapped out of the spell she had been under since encountering the toadcat. The spot she stood would have to be her camp for the night. She paced a circle around the path space, carefully spying for a place to tuck herself away off the path. As she continued, she found a patch of clean grass beneath the generous shade of a gnarled tree. Faela gently swept the area clear, hurling branches and rocks into the underbrush with sharp, practical throws. She reached to unbuckle her boots.
Thunk.
Something landed beside her foot. She looked down. A stick. Just sitting there. The same kind she would have chucked into the trees moments ago. Slowly, she turned. The toadcat stared back at her, its expression unreadable and mildly offended. Its wide eyes flicked from Faela… to the stick… then back to Faela. The creature gave its hindquarters a pleased little wiggle.
She picked up the stick, testing its weight. “You want me to… throw it again?”
She did. If she had to turn around right now and go home, this would easily be one of the best days of her life. 
The stick arced into the trees and vanished into the undergrowth. Faela turned to sit down, lips twitching with amusement—thud. Another stick. Possibly the same one. At her feet. Not a word, not a sound. But Faela swore it looked proud of itself.
She blinked. Toadcat was there again. Somehow. Staring. Waiting. Faela snorted. “You ridiculous thing.”
And so it began. The game, whatever it was, continued well after the sun went down. She threw sticks. Toadcat retrieved them with improbable speed and the serious demeanor of someone retrieving important documents. Sometimes it trotted back with entirely different branches. Once it returned, dragging a clump of damp moss like an offering. Faela could barely contain herself.
“You are terrible at this,” she muttered between chuckles. “And I have no idea what this even is.”
At one point, she feigned sleep just to see what would happen. A moment later, a small pebble bounced gently off her shoulder. She cracked one eye open. The toadcat sat two feet away, tail flicking. Branch. Stare. Blink.
“I am not made of sticks, you know,” Faela groaned, but tossed it again.
Eventually, the creature tired of the game. Or decided Faela had failed some unspoken rule. It curled up a short distance from her, its strange amphibious eyes still half-open but no longer tracking her every movement. Silence returned, thick and humming with the sounds of the woods. A breeze stirred the leaves overhead. She let her back press against the bark of the tree, the shade cool against her skin. Her calves ached from the climb, and her boots had rubbed raw spots on both ankles. She could feel every breath now, slow and deep. And with stillness came memory. Soft, unbidden. Most welcome.
It had been late spring, about a year ago. The air was thick with pollen and the scent of freshly turned earth. Faela and Orin were crouched together behind the smithy, surrounded by discarded scraps and broken wagon wheels.
"You are measuring too short again," Orin had said, adjusting the sketch Faela was working on. His voice carried that mix of teasing and precision she knew so well. "The front axle needs at least two more inches if we are going to balance the load."
Faela sighed and smudged a bit of charcoal across her cheek as she wiped her brow. "Orin, I know how to measure. It is not short. It is more compact."
Orin gave her that look, the one that meant I love you, but you are being impossible. He pointed to the corner of the sketch where her design curved too sharply. “And this will not work either. You will end up with a wagon that turns into itself like a dog chasing its tail.”
Faela threw a piece of bark at him. "You said it needed to turn faster!"
He laughed, a bright sound that echoed off the stone walls of the workshop. "I said faster. Not faster into a tree."
Their hands moved in tandem for hours after that. Redrawing, sanding, and assembling a scaled model with old spokes and mismatched axles. By the end of the day, they had built a tiny prototype that could carry a stack of potatoes from one side of the yard to the other, without tipping or dragging. Without exploding. It was one of her favorite days. Later that night, they would sit on the roof of their hut, legs dangling over the edge, watching the stars emerge.
“I want to build real things, Faela,” Orin had said quietly. “Not just wagons and furniture. Bridges. Halls. Things that change the shape of this place.”
She had nodded, her heart full. “Then I will help. One plank at a time.”
In the blink of an eye, the forest swam back into focus. Toadcat had curled itself into a loaf beside the path and now seemed over her presence. She reached for her pack and pulled out the one object that mattered more than her blade or even water, a scroll of thick parchment bound with a red ribbon. She untied it slowly, careful not to smudge the lines.
Inside were blueprints. Every inch was detailed, intricate, and beautiful. A market hall with skylights. A forge that shared space for work and community gatherings. Homes, not just huts. Their dream, captured in ink. Orin’s handwriting filled the margins. Notes. Jokes. Measurements. Corrections. His final mark. She folded it back carefully, pressing the ribbon into place.
[bookmark: _Hlk202988455]"We are on an important mission, you and I," she whispered aloud to the sleeping Toadcat.
Her voice sounded different out here, carrying against the silence. But it felt right to be so wild. She wondered if Orin was up on their roof right now, staring up. Though she was no stranger to stargazing, seeing them from this vantage somehow made her feel so small. Just then, like a drop of fire in the sky. Just for a second, there was a star above her. As suddenly as it appeared, it was then off and out of sight. Curious. She watched the sky a moment longer before her eyes drifted shut.
The next morning, refreshed, Faela set off early. For a fleeting moment, she had forgotten her first day in the woods. Forgotten the misplaced gate and the unexpected travel companion. The path stretched ahead, unchanged. But something in her had shifted. She adjusted her pack, gave the toadcat a brief nod, and stepped forward. With each step, Faela felt more assured. And the Toadcat followed as quietly as a ghost.









CHAPTER TWO
The table was still warm from the morning sun. It came in low through the eastern window, catching the worn grain of the wood and settling in the shallow grooves left by decades of use. Tala traced one of them absently with her thumb as she sat, her elbow resting near the edge. A loose strand of dark hair escaped the braid she constantly tried to tame. Across from her, Orin worked quietly through a length of twine, pulling it taut between his hands before looping it back through itself again. Neither of them spoke as they stuck close to the plan crafted in that very location the night before.
Faela’s brother by three seasons had always been grounded. Now, his movements were steady, practiced. His dark hair fell into his eyes as he worked. He had already finished his chores for the morning. There was still dirt along the cuff of his sleeve, darkened where the damp earth had clung. Ink stained his fingertips often. A badge of honor he happily wore as a mark of a long night spent drawing up plans beside Faela. He was a boy caught between youth and adulthood, but his eyes betrayed the old soul within.
Outside, the sounds of the village moved in soft layers. A cart’s wheel creaked somewhere beyond the tree line. Someone called out, the voice carrying and then fading. The wind moved lightly through the branches overhead, brushing against the side of the hut in a low, familiar rhythm. But neither sibling paid much attention. Their thoughts were elsewhere. Tala’s gaze drifted toward the doorway. The latch hung loose and swayed slightly with each passing breeze. She must have forgotten to close it when she came in. Even though Orin had been up and about well before her, she was last to finish her morning chores. Or maybe Faela had returned. As soon as the thought took hold of her, she pushed it down. She was finding it more difficult than usual to escape into her own thoughts. She hoped Orin could not tell how uneasy she was with it all.
Orin followed her glance, then looked back to his hands. “You need to pull yourself together, Tala,” he said.
She did not answer.
The hut was small but not cramped. Built low to the ground and set just beyond the edge of the main square, it sat at the border where the village gave way to trees. The walls were made from thick, pale wood, weathered smooth in some places and cracked in others where the seasons had worn them thin. A single beam ran across the ceiling, darkened with age, its surface carved in places where idle hands had left their mark over time.
The hearth sat against the far wall, its stones stacked carefully, though a few had begun to shift. A faint line ran through one of the larger ones, a crack that had widened slowly over the past winter. Above it, the carved beam curved inward and out again in a pattern that seemed almost deliberate, though no one in the house had ever spoken of when it had been made.
A pot rested over the coals, not yet lit. Tala stood, moving toward it with quiet purpose. She gathered a handful of kindling from the basket near the hearth and knelt, setting it in place before striking flint to steel. The spark caught after a moment, a thin curl of smoke rising before the flame took hold.
Behind her, Orin tied off the last knot and set the twine aside. “You left the latch open,” he said.
Tala did not answer. Orin was not sure if she heard him or was off in her own mind again. She tended to do that. But this was not that time for that, he thought. He watched her for a moment longer before taking a step towards her as his mouth opened. Just then the gate creaked open. Orin and Tala snapped their bodies stiff, as though they forgot how they normally composed themselves.
Footsteps in the yard. The soft clink of metal as the latch to the gate locked into place. The low murmur of voices—Elen’s quieter, Tomas’s steady and even.
Tala brushed her hands against her skirt and returned to her duties at the hearth. Orin moved back toward the table, taking his seat just as the door opened, already fiddling the knot open again as it unraveled to the floor.
Tomas stepped in first, ducking slightly beneath the frame. His shoulders had rounded over the years from lifting timber. He carried a bundle of tools in one hand, the leather wrap tied loosely around them. Elen followed close behind, a small basket hooked over her arm, its contents hidden beneath a folded cloth.
“Morning,” Tomas said, setting the tools down near the wall.
Orin nodded once. “Morning.”
Elen’s eyes moved across the room in a single sweep, taking in the lit hearth, the closed door, the two of them already inside.
“You are back early,” she said, silver strands creeping into the braid at the back of her head.
“The fence shifted again,” Orin replied. “Reset it before it worsened.”
Tomas grunted softly in approval. “Good man.”
Elen moved toward the hearth, setting the basket down and pulling back the cloth. Inside were a few small root vegetables, still dusted with soil, and a handful of greens gathered from the edge of the clearing. Tala stepped aside without being asked, handing her a knife. They fell into the rhythm of it easily.
Breakfast was always simple. Elen worked with practiced efficiency, slicing and adding, her movements smooth and measured. Tomas filled the kettle from a small clay jug and set it near the edge of the coals. Orin reached for the wooden bowls stacked near the shelf, setting them out one by one.
Tala moved between them, quick and quiet, her hands never still for long. Elen took notice. It was not normal.
“Where is Faela?” Tomas asked.
The question came lightly. Almost as an afterthought.
Tala’s hand stilled where it hovered over a bowl. Orin did not look up. “She was up early,” he said. “Went out before we came in.”
Tomas nodded once, accepting it.
“That one does not know when to call it,” he said. “Good. Make sure you leave her fair share here.”
Elen said nothing as she continued cutting, though the rhythm of it shifted slightly, just enough to notice if you were looking for it.
Tala was not. Orin was.
“She mentioned checking the outer path,” Orin blurted quickly. “Said she wanted to see if the storm had brought anything down. She will probably be out there all morning.”
It came too fast. Too prepared. Orin’s gaze flicked toward her, just for a moment. Then back to the table.
“That so?” Elen said.
“She did not say anything to me,” Tomas added, glancing toward Elen.
Elen set the knife down. “Faela does not always say everything she is thinking, or planning,” she said. Her voice was slow and calm. Elen’s eyes moved between Tala and Orin in a way that lingered just a moment too long.
The kettle began to hum softly as the water warmed. Tala shifted her weight, reaching for the ladle though it was not yet needed.
“She will be back,” she said.
No one had asked. Tomas pulled out his chair and sat, stretching his back slightly before leaning forward, his forearms resting on the table.
“Before or after we eat?” he asked.
Tala did not answer. Orin did. “I would not wait on her, you know,” he said.
The words landed with more uncertainty than he intended.
Elen’s gaze settled on him now. “How long has she been gone?” she asked.
Orin held her gaze for a moment. She knew. She knew he knew. But he continued, “Not long.”
Silence pressed in around them. The small sounds of the room seemed louder now, the crackle of the fire, the soft shift of the kettle, the faint creak of the wood as the hut settled.
Tala reached for the ladle again, though the pot still had not begun to boil. “We should eat,” she said. “Before it burns.”
Nothing was burning. Tomas leaned back slightly in his chair, his eyes narrowing just a fraction. “Is there something going on here?”
Elen stepped closer to the table. That was all it took for Tala to lose what little resolve she had. “She will be back,” she said.	Comment by Editorial Review: CLARITY: Both Elen and Tala get action beats in the sentence right before this line, so “she said” could belong to either one. Worth pinning down which of them actually says it, since the scene turns on who's holding steady and who's cracking. Not insisting on this, just noting it.
Tomas stood. The chair scraped against the floor behind him. Of course she would be back, he thought, it should hardly even take the morning to make her repairs and return.
“Elen, did I miss something?”
No one answered.
Elen did not move. She did not speak.
Her eyes had already shifted—past them, past the walls of the hut, toward something beyond.
As though she could see the path from where she stood. As though she had always known where it led.
“She left, Tomas,” Elen said.
Tala closed her eyes briefly. Tomas ran a hand over his face as what appeared to be his world came crashing down around him.
“Why would she do that?” he asked. But everyone already knew the answer. It was Faela, of course she could not sit by and watch her home crumble. It was the weight of that realization that began to break Tomas. If he were able to keep up with the repairs, then maybe she would not have left. He was not angry at her, but with himself. It was something heavier.
Elen finally spoke. “Because she was always going to.”
The room went still. Tala let out a breath that trembled at the edges.
Elen’s hand rested lightly against the edge of the table now, her fingers brushing the worn grooves in the wood. The lines that curved and looped and turned back on themselves. Patterns worn in over time.
The trees beyond the hut stirred, their leaves catching the light as they moved. For a moment, the shadows they cast bent in slow, overlapping arcs across the ground. Turning. Layering. Like something tracing itself again and again.
Elen lifted her gaze. “She is on the path by now,” she said, knowing exactly the direction she would be traveling.
Not a question. Orin nodded once. Tala did not. Tomas exhaled slowly. “Then we go after her.” Tomas began to turn towards the door.
“No,” Elen said, her voice sharpened.
All three of them turned to Elen.
“She is gone,” she said.
Tala shook her head, backing a step toward the hearth. “She is coming back.”
Elen’s eyes moved past Orin and Tala as she thought. Then her gaze turned to Tomas. A quiet exchange passed there. Wordless. Settled long before this morning.
“Is it time?” he asked.
Elen did not hesitate. “It may be.”
The kettle began to whistle softly. No one moved to take it from the fire.
“What does that even mean?” she said. “You are not making any sense.”	Comment by Editorial Review: CLARITY: The last named speaker before this line is Elen, but the confusion in these words doesn't read like something Elen would say about her own answer. If this is Tala, she needs a name or an action beat here so the reader isn't left guessing. Worth a look, but this is a style choice, not an error.
Elen stepped forward. Not toward Tala. Toward the door. Toward the path beyond it.
“Everything we have done,” she said quietly, “has been to keep you here. To keep you from being seen.”
The kettle continued to scream. Still, no one moved. Outside, the path curved away from the hut and disappeared into the forest. And somewhere beyond it, Faela continued down the path.









CHAPTER THREE
The quiet called through the branches as she walked in silence, listening as the path disappeared underneath her weight. Occasionally, Faela would pause to kneel beside a cluster of mushrooms to examine its structure, tracing her hands along the edge of their tops. So strong and resilient. Many of Faela’s structures were built with what she saw in nature in mind. 
The nights were quiet and her camps simple: a canvas tarp tied between two trees, a small fire built with care, her pack serving as both pillow and cupboard. She cooked over the flames, bread on a stick, dried fruit picked along the bushes that lined the stream. 
By the fourth day, the forest had shifted. What had once been dense groves of sun-dappled green now gave way to a dry, root-wrinkled landscape. Just as Faela’s thirst had begun to gnaw at her throat, she found it, a stream, curling through the brittle landscape like a misplaced ribbon of moonlight. She stood at the bank. Her breath caught in quiet awe.
The stream was not wide, but it flowed with purpose. Its waters were impossibly clear, so pure they seemed to carry their own light. Faela knelt and plunged her hands into the current, letting the chill roll over her palms and up her arms. The water moved with the grace of something alive, singing softly as it curved around stone and root. It was not a song she recognized, but it was one she felt under her skin, in the marrow of her bones. It was the kind of tune that made you forget your feet ached. 
Upstream, Toadcat lowered its squat body to the edge and sipped with quick, cautious laps, its wide toad-like eyes constantly flicking from water to trees and back again. Its coat shimmered oddly in the light, patches of oily brown and green spotted with natural camouflage. But its manner, as always, was far from natural. A creature of instinct, yes, but also of mischief and mood. Today, it was twitchy. Alert.
Faela rose and moved along the stream, hopping from one mossy stone to the next, sometimes crossing to follow the shade. Sometimes merely wandering along its banks. 
Somewhere along the way she came upon a pond cradled in a hollow of reeds and smooth stones. The water was still, the sky perfectly reflected upon its surface as though there were two worlds, and Faela stood encased between both. She stayed here longer than she had planned, letting her feet dangle in the shallows, her mind calm. She sketched by moonlight, designing a life between the branches, and writing down thoughts of the people who would live there. Then, something caught Faela’s eye.
The berries were as bright as fresh blood. She crouched low, drawn by their sharp color against the dull shades of the forest floor. Hunger gnawed at her, constant, assuring her provisions would last until she was west. She plucked a cluster of them from the low-hanging bush, ignoring the thin, waxy sheen that glistened faintly across their skins. They reminded her of the ones her father used to boil down for syrup. She ate them one by one. Tart. Sweet. Almost metallic. Toadcat gave a single, warning croak from a nearby stump, but Faela waved him off, licking the juice from her fingertips. By the time she reached the next clearing, her stomach lurched. At first, it was just a tightness, then twisting pain, deep and urgent, spreading from her gut like fire. Her vision blurred and her knees buckled. She collapsed. 
The forest reeled above her in dizzying circles, as cold sweat slicked her back. A shiver started in her spine and rippled outward until her teeth clattered like stones in a stream. Her breaths grew shallow and rapid. Then the vomiting came. Violent, retching waves that left her dry and heaving against the mossy earth. Her arms trembled, barely able to hold herself up. Black dots swam across her vision as she lowered herself further down against the earth. Her journey had taken a direct turn for the worse.
Toadcat was beside her in an instant, bracing her stumble. The creature pressed itself against her side, its large, smooth body cool at first, then slowly warming. It curled tightly around her torso, its weight heavy but comforting, as if trying to steady the rhythm of her shuddering breath. Faela faded in and out as time lost all its edges. Her body shook uncontrollably as the fever set in, her limbs twitching and curling on instinct. That was when the dreaming began.
She was home. The village streets gleamed in golden light, so bright and so clean. Tala stood at the well, ladling water that shimmered silver. Orin sat beneath the great tree, blueprint in his lap, but his pencil hovered in the air, never touching paper. Faela approached them, but neither turned nor acknowledged her.
Then, a figure stepped forward. A woman, cloaked in shadows even as the sun was gliding closer. Her face was half-hidden behind a veil of black netting. Her hands were too long for her body. Her mouth did not move when she spoke.
“You will build the world, girl,” the woman said, “but can you bear the weight?” Faela tried to look away. She could not. The woman raised one hand, black veins reaching out from her sleeve, “she waits. Your path runs beneath her gaze. Do not let her see you.”
The sky buckled, sending refracted light traveling in all directions. Faela screamed and woke with a gasp. Her face pressed against a bed of leaves, damp with sweat and dew. She turned her head and gagged, bile rising again. Her whole body trembled like a plucked string.
Toadcat had never left her side. He did not sleep. His bulbous eyes flicked to every rustle of wind, every crack of a branch. He was guard, nurse, companion all in one. That night, wrapped in his warmth, Faela thankfully slipped into a dreamless sleep.
By the next morning, the fever had broken. Her body ached, her skin felt stretched thin and fragile, but she could move again. Regardless, she rose slowly and began to sip from a jug. She touched her chest where Toadcat had curled around her and found her tunic clumped in his hair.
Beside her, flattened grass. Toadcat had clearly left and come back. At her side were three plump beetles, one already cracked open, and a pair of dark, oblong berries—different from the first ones, wrinkled and dried by the sun. Food. She gagged again at the thought, but forced herself to eat. Small bites. Slow.
He watched her quietly, head tilted. Faela reached out with trembling fingers and touched his head gently. She murmured, her voice cracked and dry. “Thanks, friend.”
A low, soft croak was his only reply as he curled back up at her side.
She looked towards the empty patch of forest. The crushed red berries scattered like blood across the earth. The hallucinations had been vivid, and that woman's voice still lingered, sharp and clear in her mind. Faela did not know what the words meant, but she knew a warning when she heard one. She would remember. And she would be ready.
With Toadcat beside her, Faela rose shakily to her feet. The path waited, and she had already lost a day to her sickness. With each step, Faela felt more like herself, but it was clear she would have to spend one more night to regain her full strength. 
The days that followed settled into a rhythm. Faela walked while Toadcat wandered ahead or disappeared into the brush, only to reappear moments later as though he had never left. They crossed shallow streams, slept beneath sprawling pines, and shared long stretches of silence broken only by the sounds of the forest. What had begun as a lonely journey no longer felt quite so lonely. 
On the afternoon of the ninth day, the hills began to rise. They were not vast or towering, but a chain of old, rounded peaks that rolled across the horizon like lying giants. Faela climbed slowly, the air growing thinner and the wind bitterly biting all around her. Toadcat bounded ahead, pausing to wait, tail flicking impatiently. Bounding faster and higher each time she caught up. The climb was not easy, but she was persistent. 
That night, Faela and Toadcat camped on a ledge just shy of the final ridge. This spot was as close to the heavens as Faela could imagine. The air was thin and cold as it carried the scent of stone and silence. Faela lay wrapped in her cloak, her back against her pack, a few slow-burning embers glowing beside her in a tiny ring of rocks. Toadcat slept in a tight coil at her feet, his long limbs twitching occasionally in some unseen dream. Faela could hear his slow, rhythmic croaks, the kind he only made when the world around them felt still and safe.
Above, the night was impossibly clear. The stars blinked down, thousands of them, more than Faela had ever seen from her village rooftop. They painted the heavens like spilled sugar on black velvet, their constellations unfamiliar and endless. She stared for a long time, not blinking, holding her breath. Something about this sky made her feel as though if she moved too suddenly, she might fall upward and into it.
Then came the first light. It streaked across the blackness like a silver arrow, swift and silent. Faela’s breath caught. Another followed, then three more, crisscrossing the sky in bright, sudden bursts.
“Shooting stars,” she whispered, awe softening her voice.
Toadcat stirred, lifting his head and blinking toward the heavens. His wide eyes reflected the flickering streaks. The lights came in waves. Long tails of fire arcing across the sky like silent songs. Not fast, not fleeting, but lingering, as though reluctant to disappear.
Faela stood slowly, her limbs aching but steady, and stepped to the edge of the ledge. From this vantage point, she could see the whole valley below, cloaked in shadows and silver fog. She reached into her pack, fumbling for the scroll of blueprints, but stopped. What she saw could not be sketched and framed. 
Then, lights changed. Where before there had been clear shooting stars, now came broader glows. Pulses of green, red, and violet. Faint, like whispers. They shone along the curve of the horizon, rising and falling in slow, deliberate waves. Her stomach twisted with confusion. Stars should not do that.
Toadcat croaked low with unease.
The colors danced, distant and unnatural. Beautiful, but not right. Like lanterns beneath the water. Like nature pretending to be nature. Faela stepped back, suddenly aware of how high she stood, how alone she was with only a creature of stories beside her and a pack full of dreams. And then, just for a heartbeat, the lights shifted into shape. Not a solid one. Not a figure. But a curve, a spiral, too precise to be chance. It held for only a breath, and then the colors scattered like dust in the wind. Faela sat down slowly, pressing her hand to the stone beneath her, grounding herself. The stars returned to their slow twinkling. The sky stilled as Faela slept with Toadcat at her side.
Faela awoke the next morning to the crackling sound of dry leaves and the distant whistle of wind against the mountainside. The sun, pale and still struggling to rise, peeked from behind the jagged cliffs that surrounded her. Toadcat sat nearby. She had grown accustomed to its companionship, to the unspoken bond that had formed between them during the past days of travel. Toadcat had become both guardian and companion, silently sharing in the beauty of the landscapes and the weight of the journey.
Faela stretched, her muscles protesting the day’s previous exertions. She could feel the deep ache of the climb, the exhaustion of pushing herself higher, and higher still, yet there was an unspoken thrill beneath it all. These hills were old, so old they whispered things Faela could not quite hear, though she knew they were speaking.
With a deep breath, Faela turned her attention back to the camp. The fire had long since burned out, and the embers glowed faintly under the cool morning breeze. She knew the day ahead would be long, but there was a certain peace in this solitary moment. No pressure, no expectations. Only the path, Toadcat, and a plan.
Faela turned to Toadcat, who was already pacing near the edge of the camp, looking out into the vast landscape as though it too was considering the road ahead. The creature had been with her through it all, in silence and wonder. And now, in the quiet morning light, the silence of the mountain seemed to pulse around them both. As though, acknowledging the unspoken bond they had formed. She smiled and began to pack her things into her lavender bag.
“Let us go,” Faela said, offering the toadcat a small smile. Toadcat darted ahead with surprising agility, its tiny paws quick against the rocky terrain. Faela followed, a little slower, but with a heart full of anticipation. 	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: “Toadcat” is capitalized as a name in one place and “the toadcat” is lowercase as a species in the same sentence. Both can be right, but pick a single treatment and keep it consistent from here on. Your call on which.
On the tenth day, her legs ached, her clothes hung in tatters, and her spirit teetered on the edge of exhaustion. The jagged rocks, the quiet woods, the murmuring stream, the still pond, and the towering hills had become part of her, etched into her bones and inhaled through her lungs. In return, she had left something of herself along the way. A quiet smile tugged at her lips, but the moment her gums met the air, a low, guttural growl broke the silence. Toadcat stood low to the ground, muscles tense, his body coiled in what could only be an aggressive stance. Faela had never seen Toadcat do anything like this in their time together. She was confused, not afraid. Not yet.
Then came the voice, dry and sharp like brittle leaves. “Do. Not. Move.”




















CHAPTER FOUR
The sea was calling again. Nolan felt it like a drumbeat in his chest—low, steady, ancient. It had been there for days, a constant hum beneath his thoughts, a distant rhythm that had grown stronger with every step he took away from the life he had known. It had begun long before he reached the legendary fork in the road, but now, standing here, the pull felt magnetic, almost unbearable. He closed his eyes, breathing deep, expecting to taste the salt of the ocean air on the breeze. Instead, there was only the sharp scent of pine, the earthiness of moss, and the faintest trace of wood smoke curling from the valley below.	Comment by Editorial Review: PACING: Chapter Three ends on “Do. Not. Move.”, about as sharp a hook as this book throws, and this chapter opens with roughly ten paragraphs of Nolan's history before we get back to that moment. Moving some of this backstory later, once the reader has the payoff of what that voice actually was, would keep the hook from going cold. Worth a look, but this is a style choice, not an error.
The scent was familiar, and it tugged at memories that had long remained buried. He had grown up in a small village just a few miles from the point where the forest met the rocky shore. The forest was his sanctuary, a place where he could escape the crushing weight of his family’s expectations. But it was the sea that had truly fascinated him. From a young age, he had wandered high above the coastline, his bare feet sinking into the grass as he imagined sand between his toes. His eyes fixed on the horizon where the waves met the sky. The sight brought him a sense of calm. It was a place of dreams, of promises that something beyond the waves could change the course of his life.
His father, a fisherman, would tell him tales of being at sea. But Nolan had always known that he harbored a deep, unspoken connection to the sea. It was as if the ocean spoke directly to him, and Nolan had always felt an unspoken bond with his father through that shared silence. "The sea, boy," his father would say, "it speaks to those who listen." At the time, Nolan had not fully understood. But as he grew older, he realized the truth in those words—his father had listened to the sea, just as Nolan had, but he could not ignore the whispers of the forest, either.	Comment by Editorial Review: FLOW: “Unspoken” shows up twice in close range here, once for his connection to the sea and once for his bond with his father. Worth swapping one out so the echo doesn't dull either use. Not insisting on this, just noting it.
The sea, with its many wonders, had also taken his father. When Nolan was fourteen, his father had set out on a routine fishing trip from the North Port. He would not return. None of the men who set out that day did. That was the last time Nolan had seen the ocean as anything but a force to be reckoned with. The man who had shown him the rhythms of the tides and the beauty of the deep had been swallowed up by the same waters. From that moment, Nolan’s connection to the sea had changed. It was no longer a place of wonderment, but a reminder of the fragility of life, of how the world could sweep everything away in an instant.	Comment by Editorial Review: PASSIVE VOICE: Letting the water itself do the swallowing, instead of being swallowed by it, would hit harder here, especially since this whole passage is building the sea into something that takes things from him. Your call, just flagging it.
His mother, too, had never been the same after the death of his father, falling into a deep silence that seemed to mirror the ocean itself—vast and distant. Nolan knew that he would have to leave home soon after. But that did not mean he could not seek solace in the forest along the way, walking paths that led him deeper into the wilderness. The forest was constant, sturdy, and safe. And it was there, far from the memories of his childhood, that Nolan had learned to chart the world with his maps and designs.
But now, standing so closely to the fork in the road, the call of the sea was different. It was not just a reminder of what he had lost: it was a calling, a lure that he could not ignore. This time, it was not his father’s ghost that beckoned him, but something far more compelling. The sea was calling him to something unknown, something larger than the life he had lived so far. And the closer he got to the fork, the louder that call became.
The path behind him twisted into the dense, untamed forest. He could almost hear the familiar rustle of the leaves, the whispers of the trees. He had walked those paths before, and he knew them as well as he knew himself. But there was something different now. Something about this moment, it felt as if it held the key to everything.
The road he was on would eventually split into three. The path to the north led toward the sea, and to the past that he had to take as a man from his village. Toward the very port that his father sailed from the day he died. To the west, the road curved toward Wester, the vast lands that lay amongst the mountains. There, Nolan could lose himself in the bustling crowds, in the anonymity of the city. The third path led east to Easter—a fertile land of fields and farms, where a quiet life might offer peace from the turmoil that had plagued him for so long. Normally, those west of the fork never ventured toward the east, there was no need. Some said a fourth path lay hidden, one that could only be found by those truly lost. But Nolan was not one for riddles, or magic.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: Comma splice, two complete sentences joined with just a comma. Split it into two. This one needs a fix, not just a look.
He adjusted the brown, leather satchel on his shoulder—wide and sturdy, packed with tools, maps, and a leather-bound notebook filled with sketches of ships he had drawn over the years. His father’s designs, mostly. The boat his father had begun building, the one that had never been finished, was still fresh in his mind. He had taken up the craft in his stead, honing his skills as a builder and creator. After a while he was not sure if it was to honor his father’s memory or to prove something to himself.
He knew nothing of what would be waiting for him at the port besides the promise of work. The north port had always been so far away that it hardly felt real. But the encampment was real. It was a place for those who were still choosing their paths. Some stayed a night, others stayed years, but all had one thing in common: they had come to the edge of something, unable to decide which direction to take.
Nolan had heard the rumors. But as the fire crackled in the distance, there was no longer any choice. He had come too far to turn back. His family was depending on him. For a moment, there were only the flames and the trees. The quiet did not last.
The sound came first, branches cracking and underbrush rustling. Then a figure barreled from the trees like a spirit on fire. She was slim but strong-looking, boots muddied and torn, face streaked with dirt. She was energy embodied. She came to a stop just as quickly as she appeared, eyes scanning the meadow as if she expected it to vanish at any moment. Behind her came something odd.
A toadcat bounded out of the woods with an unmistakable air of importance, as if he were the one forging the trail. His long, squat legs thudded the earth with impressive weight for a creature his size. Nolan took a cautious step forward and froze. "Do not move!" he yelled, steady and loud.
Faela turned slowly to meet the man’s gaze, looking more annoyed by his presence than the interruption itself. He looked at her as if he were looking through her. 
Faela yelled back, “Do not move.” 
Wide-eyed, Nolan stood in a state of confusion. In an instant, Toadcat was in the air above her. Before she knew it, the boy was on his back with Toadcat atop him. 
Faela walked over. “I told you not to move.”
Nolan struggled for air under Toadcat. “I told you not to move.”
Faela patted her leg and Toadcat rolled off in an instant. She spoke, voice steady as though she practiced. “You would be wise to get out of here before Toadcat pulls you out.”
“I thought that thing was chasing you!” Nolan exclaimed in confusion.
The boy scratched the back of his neck, sheepish. “Sorry. I—I panicked. I thought you were in danger.”
“I am,” the girl said dryly, brushing leaves off the toadcat. “From you.” 
Nolan had a boyish charm that made him seem younger than he was — fresh-faced, observant, and unassuming. His dark hair was thick and sprinkled with streaks of sun. It was a little unruly, falling naturally over his forehead as if he would just run a hand through it. His eyes, large and warm brown, carried a wide-eyed curiosity, bright with the kind of amusement that made you think he was still discovering the world around him. There was something unguarded about him, like he had not learned how to hide yet. His energy was light, casual, and inviting.
The toadcat grumbled and kept a steady gaze on Nolan, standing protectively at Faela’s side. Unwavering. Nolan tilted his head, intrigued at everything that was happening. A girl in the woods this deeply. This mythical creature, his people believed, had disappeared with the ages. The toadcat sniffed the air suspiciously, then licked one massive eye with a grotesque tongue. Amazing, Nolan thought. They stood in the dappled light, awkward silence swelling between them. 
“I do not have any money,” she said, her voice clipped and guarded. She took a subtle step back. Her gaze darted him over. Hands empty, no visible weapons, but too relaxed.
“OK,” Nolan said, lips twitching. The sarcasm was thick in each syllable.
The girl stiffened. “I have a weapon,” she added quickly, trying to sound intimidating. In her mind he was sure she did, but the threat echoed with cold steel. In reality, her voice cracked slightly at the end.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: This sentence loses track of whose head we're in, it starts in her mind, then “he was sure,” then back to the threat she's imagining. Tightening it to just her side of it would clear this right up. Catch this one before it goes further.
“OK,” he repeated, but this time with a short laugh and an undignified snort. He made no move to threaten, no jump toward aggression. Instead, he shrugged his bag from his shoulders and dropped it with a dull thump beside a fallen log, as if this were just another stop on a long journey.
She blinked again, looking more confused than alarmed. “I will use the weapon,” she insisted, drawing herself up, voice firming with false confidence. “On you.”
Nolan arched a brow, unbothered. “Let us hope not,” he said, settling onto the log with a sigh that sounded entirely too at ease for someone being threatened in the woods.
Then toadcat stirred. A low, wet gurgle rumbled from its throat, somewhere between a warning and a question. Its wide, golden eyes focused on Nolan with reptilian precision. That caught both of them off guard. The girl did not seem to fear the creature. Nolan could not say as much.
The girl allowed her posture to loosen, just a fraction he noticed. She had kept her shoulders tight and tall since they had first laid eyes on each other. Nolan was not the threat she clearly thought he was. As she studied his face, he realized how tired he must have looked. Like someone who had walked too far with too little rest, which was true. She crossed her arms. 
“Well,” Nolan said, glancing between her and the gurgling toadcat, “this might be the strangest welcome I have ever received, but... I have had worse.”
A pause. “I am Nolan,” he said, reaching out a hand. 
“I did not ask,” the girl replied, though her tone was softer now. The toadcat grunted again and slumped back to the ground, tail wrapping around its body in lazy coils. With a whoosh, the girl dropped her bag but touched the handle of the blade at her side. Nolan assumed she wanted him to see it. 
The forest hummed on around them. “I am Faela,” she finally said, allowing herself to let her guard down. “This is Toadcat.”
Her hair was tangled with forest flowers and Nolan could not help but stare as his stomach flipped. The silence between them stretched, broken up only by the rustle of wind in the trees and the slow thudding of Toadcat’s breath. Faela shifted her weight, uncertain. Nolan picked at the edge of his satchel, glancing toward the fork in the road. The firelight from the encampment flickered just beyond the trees, too far to offer warmth, but close enough to remind them they were not entirely alone. Now here they were. 
A flock of black-breasted sparrows broke through the canopy above them in a flurry, startled by something deeper in the woods. Both Faela and Nolan looked up, but neither moved. Something unseen passed between them in that moment, unspoken but understood. They were travelers at a crossroads. Both wary. Both tired.
“I am heading to the encampment at the fork,” Nolan offered, voice low. “Rest there for the night. Maybe longer. You are going there, too?”
Faela said nothing as she looked down at her feet. Toadcat blinked slowly, his long tail twitching once before settling again.
“I am not following you or anything,” Nolan added, suddenly defensive. “I do not care where you are going. I just figured if we are going in the same direction…”
“I suppose if we are both going that way.” Faela responded.
“Well,” Nolan said, after a moment. “Then we will walk?”
“I am fully capable of taking care of myself. Just so you know.” Faela looked down at Toadcat. 
Nolan rolled his eyes with a snort, “Oh, I know.”
She laughed, loud. Even Toadcat stirred. And with a shared smile, they walked on together down the path and into the trees. The three of them.
The air was warm, but not unpleasant. The breeze stirred through the tall ferns and crooked trees like an old lullaby. Faela, Nolan and Toadcat walked like this for an hour or more at a steady pace, until something strange interrupted the rhythm of forest and stream.
A tree, unlike the others. This one rose like a cathedral from the earth, ancient and alone. The surrounding trees seemed to shrink back, making space in deference. Its trunk was wide enough for three grown men to stretch across without touching fingertips. Its bark was dark, almost black in places, and gnarled into whorls that looked disturbingly like fossilized eyes. As Faela stepped closer, she shaded her brow and tilted her head back. The top of the tree had been touched by fire. Burned, it seemed. The upper branches, once proud and green, now drooped like skeletal arms. Charred, twisted wood reached downward like it was still trying to claw at the ground.
A sense of disquiet settled in her chest. She circled it slowly, boots silent against the pine-covered ground. As she moved to the other side, she halted. There, at the base of the trunk, was an opening. Not just a hollow or a knot, but a full arch, tall enough for her to stand within. Dark enough that even sunlight feared to enter. Nolan could not help but be enthralled with the curiosity of this curious girl.
Then Nolan looked to where her gaze fell. It was not the size of the opening. It was the cleanliness of it. The edges were smooth, not jagged, or natural in any way. Not animal made. Not storm-wrought. Intentional.
Toadcat hissed. The sound was sharp and guttural, rising from its throat like a warning dragged from deep instinct. Faela saw Nolan slightly jump, making her chuckle a bit. Toadcat paced a quick circle in front of her, tail stiff, fur bristling in stiff ridges along its spine. Its ears lay flat, and its wide eyes were no longer playful. They were locked on the tree, focused and wild.
Faela crouched, one hand near her dagger but not drawing it. “What is it?” she asked out loud. 
“I do not know,” Nolan said, seeming just as puzzled by the scene as Faela was.
The toadcat stopped pacing and snarled, its growl thin and vibrating, barely more than a tremor in the air. It was not just afraid. It was angry. Uneasy. Faela stepped closer to the base of the tree and crouched. Her hand brushed the earth. The soil was not the same, they both saw it.
All around the tree, the forest floor was dry and brittle with pine needles, dirt, and dust. But here, directly at the base of the opening, the dirt was darker. Richer. Wet, though there had not been rain for days. She dug her fingers into it gently. It was not soil at all. It was ash. Cold. Fine. Layered beneath a thin veneer of topsoil. She stood slowly, brushing her palms on her tunic. Her arms were prickled with goose flesh, the hairs on the back of her neck rising as a low wind stirred behind her.
She turned slowly, scanning the tree’s surroundings. There was no sign of fire anywhere else. No burn scars on neighboring trunks. No smoke damage evident. Whatever had happened to this tree, it had happened to this tree alone. 
Faela knelt once more, and Nolan swore she was trying to listen for something. She brushed her fingertips through the dark layer at its base. The ash was impossibly fine, clinging to her skin like powdered charcoal. It shifted in soft waves beneath her touch until her fingers struck something firm. Carefully, she swept more of the ash aside. Nestled within it rested a small piece of wood, no larger than the palm of her hand. She lifted it free. Nolan continued watching, enthralled.
One side was blackened and split from intense heat, its surface cracked into delicate lines. The opposite side remained smooth beneath her thumb, the grain still visible beneath a thin veil of soot. It should not have survived. Everything around it had been consumed, reduced to little more than gray powder that drifted with the breeze. Faela slowly turned the piece over in her hands. There was nothing remarkable about its shape. It was not beautiful. It held no unusual color or pattern. Yet something about it made her pause for a long while, brushing her hand back and forth in the ash.
Behind her, Nolan wandered along the edge of the clearing, studying the strange burn marks that reached only so far before disappearing into untouched forest. Toadcat prowled nearby, nose low to the ground, still watching the hollow with restless suspicion. Out of the corner of his eye, Faela slipped something inside her pack. She did not bother brushing it clean. The ash dusted her fingers and stained the fabric. Curious, Nolan thought as she rose, brushing the remaining ash from her palms. They turned toward the dark opening in the tree once more.
The toadcat hissed again, louder this time, then darted forward and bumped her shin with its head. Hard. Faela and Nolan both snapped their stare down at it. The creature’s expression, if it could be called that, was fierce and insistent. It let out a rapid string of grunts and half-growls, then turned sharply and started walking again, every few paces stopping to glance back as if to say, well, are you coming or not? 
Nolan stood still, now far more interested in the relationship of these two fascinating creatures he just met than an unusual tree.
Faela hesitated a beat longer, staring again at the opening in the tree before turning to follow Toadcat back to the path. Nolan followed behind. And behind them, the tree stood in silence. Watching. The ash shifting delicately below it.












CHAPTER FIVE
After a few miles of silence and awkward small talk, they talked about the villages they grew up in. His gentle words and delicate sensibilities made Faela feel like maybe she could find more like him in the west, to help her village. As they walked through a particularly narrow stretch of brush, Nolan began kicking aside fallen debris, gnarled, half-peeled bark. One skidded deep into the woods, with Toadcat breaking into a gallop out of nowhere.
Faela raised an eyebrow. “You want to see something incredible?”
“Always,” Nolan said, and swept another gently into the overgrown bushes ahead.
Toadcat returned a few seconds later, stick clenched in his wide mouth, and dropped it ceremoniously at Nolan’s feet. Then he looked up with expectant, blinking eyes.
Nolan stared. “Did you teach him how to do that?”
Faela crossed her arms, but the corners of her mouth twitched. “More like he taught me.”
Toadcat chose their next pit stop. He had run ahead and was found sleeping when Nolan and Faela next caught up to him. They both swung their packs to the ground and plopped down beside each other along the dry, grassy patch that ran along the path. 
“I suppose this is a would be a good place to rest for the night.” Faela suggested. 	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: “This is a would be” has an extra piece caught in it from an edit. This one needs fixing before it goes further.
Their encounter had set them back significantly, and they both knew they would not make it by nightfall. Nolan agreed. 
They ate in silence for a few moments, and then, as if instinctual, Faela pulled something from her pack. The scroll, tied with the red ribbon. She unraveled it carefully, revealing a series of intricate blueprints—sketched in black and blue, with neat, angular handwriting running along the edges.
Nolan leaned forward, eyes widening. “You drew this?”
“My brother and I.” Her voice softened. “Before I left.”
He scanned the designs—modular rooms, load-sharing beams, rotating skylights. A building meant not just for weather but for people. For life.
“These could work by the sea,” Nolan murmured. “A place like this—strong, flexible. Build it near the docks, definitely. You would have a whole community by the end of the year.”
Faela looked up at him, hesitant. “You are going there?” It had not crossed her mind that Nolan would be taking the most dangerous path from the fork. Suddenly her heart was racing. She was worried, for this boy she hardly knew.
Nolan nodded. “Soon, if the path lets me.”
Faela was quiet for a moment, then looked over at Toadcat. He had curled around a tree and was lightly snoring, legs twitching like he was chasing stars in his sleep. Faela smiled as she looked at him, her eyes shifting back to Nolan.
Nolan offered a small, tired smile. “These ideas will get you far on the other side of the sea.”
The other side of the sea. Faela could not believe what she was hearing. “There is no other side of the sea, there is just the sea.”
Now Nolan was the one who could not believe what he was hearing. “Why would you think that?”
Faela stared at him, wide-eyed and sure. “You have to know that there is no end to the sea. It just continues on as far as you can see. When you arrive on the horizon, it has moved hundreds of miles ahead.”
“Faela, that is just not true. For the history of time, my people have gone off into the sea and arrived on sand that looked like the sand at the north port. Early on they thought they had just gotten turned around and returned home. But it was not this land, it was…” 	Comment by Editorial Review: CLARITY: “For the history of time” trips up the ear, it's not quite an idiom English actually uses. “For as long as anyone can remember” would say the same thing and read clean. Worth a look, but the book works either way.
Faela stared, mouth and eyes wide, holding her breath. Nolan went on to share stories that his father told him when he would return from his long trips to sea. He showed her the maps he created of where he thought other lands like theirs may be. Faela could see that Nolan had a lot of love for his father but his final story, the story of losing his father to the sea he loved, made Faela tear up for this boy she just met. 
Faela thought of her own father. Tomas was kind and well-liked, but lately he always seemed distracted, as if part of him was somewhere else. She had never doubted his love, only wondered about the worries he never spoke aloud. She could not say that she was as close with her father as Nolan seemed to be with his. 
Faela sat quietly with the weight of Nolan’s stories pressing her into the earth, not able to move. As the last light of day drained from the treetops, the air turned cooler, the kind of cool that wrapped around bones and lingered in the spaces between words. Toadcat had long since stopped twitching and now lay in a puddle of moonlight, legs splayed in the undignified sprawl of deep sleep. The fire Nolan had built crackled low between them, its glow casting shadows that moved like old ghosts along the forest floor. They sat in silence again. Not an awkward one, this time, but heavy with things they were not saying.
Finally, Faela broke the stillness. “I almost cannot believe we are here.”
He knew what she meant. This place, this moment, it was the edge of something. The last breath before the dive. And neither of them seemed in a rush to surface.
Faela reached over and pulled her bag closer. “The encampment’s busy, right? Full of people?”
“So they say.” Nolan leaned back against a moss-covered rock. Arms folded behind his head. “Loud. Temporary. Electric.”
Neither of them moved to sleep just yet. The fire burned low between them, and above, the stars watched in silence—ancient, patient, and very far away. The fire popped and cracked. The stars came late, rising slow over the ragged black horizon like tiny embers breathed from the mouth of the world. Faela lay flat on the grass, her head just brushing Toadcat’s side. He grunted at her restlessness but did not move. The beast’s thick skin was warm, and despite the cool air of the night, Faela felt herself slowly relaxing. Above, the sky shimmered with pinpricks of light. But some of them... moved.
She blinked. “Nolan?”
“What is it?” he asked without looking up.
She pointed. “Those stars. They are... crossing each other.”
He squinted up, then smiled faintly. “Ah, you are seeing them.”
“They are unlike any stars I have ever seen,” Faela could not stop looking to the sky, “I saw them up on the mountain the night before we ran into each other.”
“They are not stars,” he said, voice lowered. “They are something else. Older than stars. Magic, maybe.”
Faela tilted her head. “Magic?”
Nolan chuckled softly, wondering how this girl who knew so little came so far. “Magic is... the name for things we cannot explain. The things that do not belong but still happen. Like this.” 
He gestured upward. Dozens of the lights were moving now — quick bursts of white and red, flaring soundlessly, zigzagging, then pausing midair. Too fast for birds. Too smooth for fire.
Faela frowned. “They move like they are looking for something.”
Nolan’s gaze turned serious. “Maybe they are. My aunt Glea used to say there were watchers in the sky. Spirits that drifted too far from land and got stuck between heaven and wind. Now they just... float, looking for someone who remembers them.”
Faela shivered as Toadcat had cuddled up and pressed himself near to her side. The elders in her village never told such tales. The realization that what she knew little about the world from the walls of her small village did not escape her, as she became lost in thought as the lights continued their strange dance. They were methodical. Almost patterned. Each pulse seemed deliberate, like a signal. A language neither Nolan, Faela or Toadcat could understand.
She glanced at Nolan. “If they are spirits, why do they not ever come down?”
Nolan’s brow furrowed. “Maybe they are not allowed.”
“Or maybe they are not spirits at all,” Faela said in a serious tone, wondering if she would ever know the truth behind the stars.
One of the lights broke from the others. It hovered lower than the rest, a soft hum filling the air, barely audible. Then, without warning, the lights pulled back — snapping into a grid like formation, blinking once, twice, then shooting westward across the sky until they were gone. The sky was still.
Faela stared after them, stunned. “They knew we were watching back,” she said half in jest.
Nolan said nothing but Faela thought he was being suspiciously too quiet. Toadcat tucked his chin under his arm and went back to sleep. Nolan and Faela followed.
The first birdsong cut through the fog like a thread of silver. It was early. Not the golden morning kind of early, but the soft-gray kind, where the world seems like it was holding its breath. Faela opened her eyes to the sound of Toadcat snuffling around the remnants of their campfire, nudging aside cold ash with his damp nose. Her blanket had fallen halfway off during the night, and the morning dew clung to her hair. 
Across the fire pit, Nolan was already awake, seated on a log and lacing his boots with the kind of quiet focus that only came from waking in unfamiliar places. He glanced up as she stirred. “Morning,” he said softly, voice still thick with sleep.
Faela rubbed at one eye. “You let the fire go out.”
“I thought about keeping it going,” he said, tying the last knot, “but it felt like the kind of night that should end without a flame.”
She raised an eyebrow at him. “Poetic.”
“Completely accidental, I assure you,” he said with that smile he got when acting coy. 
A small smile played at the corner of her mouth, but she said nothing. She rose and stretched, her shoulders cracking faintly. As she scanned the camp, she noticed Toadcat, curled up at Nolan’s side. Faela felt warm at the sight, like standing directly in a sunbeam. 
They packed without speaking. Their movements had already found a rhythm, unspoken and easy. Nolan offered her a piece of bread from his satchel, she took it wordlessly, tore it in half, and gave him back the larger piece without a glance. By the time they were ready, the fog had begun to lift, revealing the narrow path ahead, pressed into the forest floor like a scar. Just past the bend, the fork awaited—three roads splitting away from the woods and into lives yet to be lived. They both stared at it for a moment.
“It does not look like much,” Faela murmured.
“No,” Nolan agreed. “But what does the unknown look like?”
She did not answer. She just stared forward, arms wrapped around her pack, like she was holding something much heavier than supplies.
“Ready?” he asked, not looking at her.
She hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah.”
Toadcat bounded ahead without instruction, leading the way with a bounce in his strange gait. Nolan and Faela followed, side by side but not touching, footsteps quiet on the forest floor. The trees thinned as they walked, sunlight beginning to pour through the branches in soft, golden shafts. It was the kind of day that whispered of change, of crossing thresholds you could not uncross. Nolan glanced at Faela from the corner of his eye. She was staring straight ahead but could feel him watching her. He looked forward again as she turned towards him.
They walked in silence until the trees gave way entirely and the fork in the road revealed itself in full—three paths carved into the land, each veering off in a different direction. Grass grew wild between the stones. A weathered sign stood crooked in the ground nearby, the names of distant places scrawled in faded ink. Faela came to a stop.
Nolan did too. Neither spoke.
The wind picked up slightly, stirring the ends of their hair. Somewhere behind them, the forest sighed—like it was letting them go.
Faela adjusted the strap on her shoulder. “So.”
“So,” Nolan echoed.
Their paths waited. And for now, at least, they still stood at the same point on the map. As Faela and Nolan walked together, Toadcat padded silently behind, his eyes bright and knowing. Nightfall was swiftly approaching, but they walked on with a clear, shared purpose until Faela abruptly stopped. Nolan and Toadcat followed.
Two figures were emerging slowly through the rising fog of sundown.




















CHAPTER SIX
Slowly lurching down the road was a hunched man leaning heavily on a carved staff, and beside him, a woman with silver hair tucked beneath a scarf the color of faded leaves. A creaking wooden cart followed, pulled by a mottled goat. It held only a few bundles of cloth and what looked like a dulcimer tucked beneath a wool blanket. Behind them, strapped to a second set of uneven wheels, was a rowboat. Its hull was dented and patched with copper plates, out of place so far from the sea.
The man raised a hand in greeting. “Evening to you,” he called, voice gravelly but warm.
Nolan stepped forward. “You are heading away from the sea?”
The old man nodded. “Aye. The wind’s turned strange. And the stars no longer keep their proper place.”
Faela exchanged a glance with Nolan. “We saw something last night,” she said cautiously. “In the sky. Lights that moved... too fast.”
The woman’s expression changed. Her smile faded, as if her thoughts drifted somewhere cold. “Then it is not just us. We left the coast when the gulls stopped crying and the tides lost their rhythm. The ocean went silent.” She paused. “And now, it listens. We no longer know what listens back.”
A hush settled over the grove. Even Toadcat ceased his wheezing huffs, eyes locked on the woman. Another odd thing Faela noticed—neither traveler spared more than a curious glance at Toadcat, as if they were used to creatures like him. Or at least not surprised by his presence.
“What is in the East?” Nolan asked after a moment.
Faela tensed slightly. He still did not know just how far east she had come from. Or how long she had been in the woods. 
“Stillness,” the old man replied. “Maybe safety. For now.”
Faela tilted her head. “How do you know?”
“Age has its uses,” the woman said with a thin, wistful smile. Then she looked between them for a beat longer than necessary. “And instinct. You follow what feels right, even if you do not know why. And when the stars move, so do we.”
Her gaze lingered. She nodded, as if confirming something.
“You are a lovely couple, I do hope you will be where you need to be by sundown.”
Nolan blinked. “Oh—we are not—uh,”
Faela’s laugh came out high-pitched and far too fast. “No, no! Definitely not. Just traveling together. For survival. Practical. And we do intend to seek shelter. Not together, well, together but not together.”
Nolan laughed, “I think they get it, Faela.”
The old woman gave them a knowing smile, not the least bit convinced. “Mm. Practical is a fine place to start. Sometimes that is where the true things take root.”
Faela opened her mouth, shut it, opened it again and once again shut it.
Nolan scratched the back of his neck, half a smile twitching at the corner of his mouth. “We do travel well together.”
Faela gave him a quick glance. “You mean we have not killed each other.”
“Yet,” they both said, eyes meeting and then darting quickly elsewhere. 
With a gentle cluck to the goat, the old couple turned and continued eastward, the creaking cart trailing behind them like a lullaby winding down. Their figures blurred into the indigo mist, fading until only the soft scrape of wheels remained.
Faela stood quiet a long time. The wind at her back felt colder now, as if something behind them had started to stir.
“Do you feel as unsettled as I do?” she asked quietly.
“Just a couple of superstitious elders living in the old times when so much was still unknown,” Nolan replied. He glanced sideways at her, a thoughtful look behind his eyes.
She caught him looking and raised an eyebrow. “What?”
He shrugged. “Just thinking. The old woman—she did not seem wrong.”
Nolan just smiled at her. She tried her best not to smile back. It appeared on her face, regardless. They walked on, their silhouettes swallowed by trees that leaned a little too far east, and shadows that seemed, somehow, to lean west.
Nolan finally broke the silence. “You should have sent them the way you came. To the village you are building.”
“Why?” She could not imagine why.
He did not answer right away. Instead, he looked at her the way someone studies a compass—trying to decide not just where they are, but where they should be.
“You seem to have the kind of courage people follow without realizing they are doing it,” he said. “I saw it the moment you walked out of the trees. That is why you want to grow your village, right?”
Faela blinked, surprised by the earnestness in his tone. “I thought you were going to tackle me when I walked out of the trees,” she said with a gentle smile. “But no, I have no desire to lead, only build. That is how I can best serve.”
He grinned. “Yeah.”
He stepped a little closer, the air between them tight with something unspoken. Faela lifted her eyes. There was firelight in them, even under the now darkened sky. Her breath caught in her throat. And then, just slightly, she smiled. Before either could say anything more, Toadcat snorted loudly and rolled over. The sound was ridiculous and perfectly timed—they both laughed, the moment scattering like ash.
As the sun lowered behind the sleepy trees, they saw it. The torches began to glow one-by-one as they were lit at the encampment in the distance. The fork. Faela looked toward the camp. Once excited to arrive as quickly as possible, now she felt she could keep walking. Past the encampment and down her own path. A path with Nolan. "It is here?", she asked with anguish in her voice. 
"Yup, still here," Nolan replied, just as sad to have arrived at their destination. Knowing their paths would soon have to diverge.
Faela had thought about what the camp might look like, but she did not expect this. For the camp to look so much like home. It looked like her village. The tents were the small houses, slightly larger tents were where the travelers gathered to eat and tell stories, and the largest tent was the market. And even though it felt like her village, it did not feel like home. 
Nolan was raised in a village where most households were helmed by the women while the men went off to the sea, most never to return. The women were resilient. They had to be. There were children to raise, crops to sow and households to run. The young men in the village grew up to respect women and appreciate that they were no different from the men that went off to the sea. Nolan felt as though Faela would fit in with the women in his village. As tough as she appeared, Nolan felt as though he needed to look out for her. Besides the swift kinship he felt to her, he felt something stir inside him—unfamiliar, unsettling. Maybe respect. Maybe something else.
As they walked side by side through the tall grass, Toadcat waddled after them, croaking softly—an odd, glottal sound that might have been a complaint. He kept leaping into the grass like he had spotted something and then reemerged seconds later, annoyed to find the world unchanged.
“You will want to stay inside the ring,” Nolan said as they passed between the stone sentinels, “some say the fork is alive. They say those who camp too close to the wrong path wake up already halfway down it.”
Faela thought that sounded like the magic Nolan had told her about. Something impossible that just might be true.
As they stepped inside, Faela slowed, staring at the camp with wide eyes. Tents of all colors and shapes formed a loose crescent around a central fire. Traders bartered over carved bone and silk scraps, a woman cooked stew in a pot that smelled of garlic and fennel, and an old man sat beneath a lantern, painting scenes of places no one had ever heard of. No one looked surprised to see her. That unsettled her more than anything. And exhilarated her. 
Someone handed Faela a bowl without speaking. She accepted it with a grateful nod, her fingers brushing against the smooth ceramic as the scent of stew wafted up. Crouching near the outer firelight, she carefully set it down beside her. The flames flickered in a rhythmic dance, casting wild shadows that leapt along the tree line. Toadcat, ever her loyal companion, flopped down at the base of the trees, his sleek, spotted coat blending into the twilight underbrush. He kept one golden eye trained on Faela, though he made no move to interact with anyone else in the camp.
Nolan settled beside her with a quiet grunt, holding his own bowl of food. The firelight made the shadows under his eyes appear darker, deeper, as if the weight of something he had buried long ago still clung to him. He did not speak at first, and neither did Faela. They both simply ate, the sound of the fire and the distant hum of conversations filling the space between them.
It was not long before Faela learned that the girl who had handed her the bowl was Bertha, one of three siblings who had been living at the encampment for months. Their father had left on a fishing voyage expected to last twenty-one days. Four months had passed without a word.
Yet hardship seemed unable to touch them. Bertha was the kind of person who carried sunlight wherever she went. Her laugh was quick, her stories even quicker, and despite their dwindling supplies she always seemed eager to share what little she had. Before long, Faela noticed that nearly everyone in the encampment knew Bertha's name.
Her sister Eura was different. Quiet and watchful, she seemed to notice everything. While Bertha filled the air with stories, Eura kept track of practical things—the food, the tent repairs, the countless small details that held a family together. There was a guardedness about her that Faela understood immediately. Eura carried worry the way others carried tools.
Their older brother, Teigan, reminded Faela of the strongest beams in a house. He rarely drew attention to himself, but people naturally gathered around him. Though he often laughed with the other young men around the fire, there was a sadness in his eyes whenever conversation drifted toward the sea and the father they all missed.
Faela found herself drawn to the three siblings. Despite spending little time together, she admired the way they endured uncertainty without letting it harden them. Bertha's warmth, Eura's vigilance, and Teigan's quiet strength made them feel less like strangers and more like something she had not expected to find so far from home: a family.
That night, the encampment came alive with a kind of reckless abandon, as if the music and the heat of the fire could drown out the fears they all held inside. Lanterns swayed in the evening breeze, casting their soft glow over the revelers as they sang, danced, and shared what little they had. Dozens of performers from neighboring villages stood along the makeshift stage, their acts wild and unrestrained. Faela could not help but be swept up in it—each laugh, each cheer felt like a moment of pure freedom, where no one was bound by the weight of their own lives.














CHAPTER SEVEN
Nolan had wandered off to join Teigan and a few other young men by the fire. Ale mugs in hand, they began to swap stories of their fathers—men lost at sea, never to return. The more they drank, the more their memories seemed to slip from nostalgia into something darker, as if the weight of their grief was too heavy to carry in silence. Teigan, his voice low and rough, shared a tale of his father’s last voyage, how the boat had gone out to sea and never came back, leaving only a wreckage of shattered hopes behind. Faela listened, her heart heavy.
As the conversation swirled around her, more and more people began to join in. It was like a magnet pulling them all together—a shared understanding that somehow, despite such loss in the surrounding air, they had all survived. The day's work had finally come to an end.
The last of the repaired shelters stood a little straighter than they had that morning, their patched roofs already catching the cool evening breeze. Smoke drifted lazily from the bonfires while conversations rose and fell across the encampment. It was the sort of evening that reminded Faela why people built homes in the first place—not for the walls, but for the lives they sheltered within them. Toadcat lay curled beside the fire, asleep with one ear twitching whenever laughter broke out nearby. 
Bertha, however, still refused to sit. She moved from family to family collecting bowls, helping an older woman carry water, then kneeling to mend the torn sleeve of one of the younger children's tunics with practiced hands. Every time someone thanked her, she smiled as though they had done her the favor instead. Faela watched quietly from where she sat.
Earlier that afternoon Bertha had given the last of her own bread to one of the smaller children after insisting she was no longer hungry. Faela had seen the lie immediately. So had Eura. Neither had said anything. When Bertha finally lowered herself onto the log beside her with a weary sigh, Faela reached into her pack for the small carving knife she intended to sharpen before bed. Instead, her fingers found the familiar curve of smooth stone. She drew it into her hand.
The river rock rested comfortably in her palm, just as it always had. Years of rushing water had worn away every sharp edge until it fit naturally against her fingers. She remembered finding it as a little girl, half buried in the shallows near Brindle. She had carried it home because she admired the graceful curve along one side, imagining arches that could carry weight without collapsing beneath it. For years it had reminded her that strength did not always come from thickness or force. Sometimes the strongest things were shaped patiently, little by little, by the world around them. She slowly turned it over. The thought came as quietly as the evening breeze. Perhaps it was not hers anymore. 
"Bertha."
The girl looked over with her usual bright smile. "What is it?"
Faela held out the stone.
"I'd like you to have this."
Bertha blinked. She accepted it carefully, turning it over between her fingers before looking back at Faela with a puzzled grin.
"It is a rock." Bertha said.
"It is." Faela nodded.
Bertha laughed. "I do not think anyone has ever given me a rock before."
Faela smiled. "I found it years ago beside the river near my home. I kept it because I admired what the water had done to it."
Bertha studied the stone more closely.
"It was not always like this," Faela continued. "Once it had sharp edges. The river carried it over and over, through storms and floods, against larger stones. It was struck thousands of times."	Comment by Editorial Review: PRAISE: Giving Bertha the river stone instead of saying something comforting is the best kind of character writing, it trusts the object to do the emotional work instead of spelling it out. And it pays off everything we already know about Faela from the opening chapters, that she collects things that taught her something and passes them on once she understands the lesson. This is the manuscript at its best.
"But it did not break," Bertha said softly.
"No."
Faela looked toward the fire where Eura and Teigan were speaking quietly together.
"It only became smoother."
For a long moment neither of them spoke.
"I used to think that was why I carried it," Faela said at last. "Because it taught me something about building."
She met Bertha's eyes.
"I think it was waiting for me to meet you."
Bertha's smile faded into something quieter.
"Me?"
Faela nodded. "You have had more taken from you than most people ever should."
She glanced toward the path leading east, the one Bertha's father had disappeared down months before.
"You never let it make you hard."
Bertha looked down at the stone resting in her palm.
"You still find reasons to laugh. You still help people when you have almost nothing yourself. Every day this place throws something new at you."
She gently closed Bertha's fingers around the stone.
"And every day you become stronger without losing the kindness that makes you who you are."
The sounds of the encampment seemed to drift farther away. 
Bertha swallowed hard. "I do not know what to say."
"You do not have to."
Bertha looked at the little stone once more before slipping it into the small pocket sewn inside her cloak.
"I'll keep it safe."
Faela nodded. "I know."
Neither of them spoke again for several minutes. They simply watched the fire together while Toadcat lifted his head long enough to glance between them before settling back down with a contented sigh. For the first time since leaving Brindle, Faela realized that some of the things she treasured most were never meant to be kept forever. Sometimes they simply waited until they found the person who needed them more.
As the evening wore on, the group drifted through the growing crowd of travelers and newfound friends. Yet one man remained apart from the laughter. He sat alone near the edge of the firelight, his gray hair catching the glow of the flames. Deep lines marked his weathered face, as though time itself had carved stories into his skin. People greeted him as they passed, but few stopped. To most of the younger travelers he was simply Crispo, an old man who spoke in riddles and wandered from one half-finished thought to the next. But when the fire burned low and conversation began to fade, something changed. One by one, people found their way back to him. Voices quieted as chairs inched closer. Even those who had rolled their eyes earlier now leaned in to listen. His voice creaked like an old rocking chair, slow and uneven, carrying stories that felt older than memory itself. Some dismissed him as a harmless eccentric, but others whispered that he had seen things no one else had.
“I have seen things on the sea,” Crispo began, his eyes scanning the gathered crowd as if testing their courage, “things you cannot explain.”
A hush fell over the group, their laughter dying as Crispo's tale began. “A few years ago,” he continued, “I was traveling up the coast. Stopped by the northern docks, near the rocky shore. That is where I saw him—a man, or what was left of him. The storm had taken the rest of his crew, and he was left clinging to the wreckage. The sea had swallowed them all, but him... he survived.”
Faela leaned in, listening closely.
“The poor bastard was barely alive, his skin burned by the salt and the sun. But he was still breathing. I took him back to the village, thinking I could save him. But when we got there, he spoke of things—strange things. The creatures he saw. Things in the water, just beneath the surface. And the worst of it? He said they knew him. They were watching him.” Crispo’s voice dropped, growing quieter. “You hear whispers about it. But what they did to him… it broke him. He stopped talking after a time, and then one day, he just vanished. Gone. Like he was never there.”
The silence that followed was thick and unsettling, as if the campfire had dimmed for just a moment. Faela shivered, her skin prickling with the weight of his words. She felt Nolan shift beside her. He remained silent–his face shadowed in a way she could not read.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: This dash is a shorter en dash, not the em dash used everywhere else in the manuscript. Small thing, but worth making consistent. Catch this one before it goes further.
After a long beat, Teigan cleared his throat. “Enough of that,” he said, though his voice held a thread of unease. “We came here to drink, not to listen to ghost stories.”
The crowd seemed to exhale in unison, as if the tension had been broken. Music started up again, loud and boisterous, and people began to dance, their bodies swaying in rhythm with the beat. Faela felt a strange sense of release, as if the shadows of the firelight were pulling at something inside her—something she could not quite name.
For the first time in what felt like forever, she felt free. As she sat there, surrounded by strangers, she realized something profound. Here, in this fleeting moment, she could be anyone. No one knew her here. They did not know the weight of her past, the absence of her family, the void she carried within. She was not Faela the lost, Faela the orphan. She was just a part of the firelight, a flicker among many. The idea of reinventing herself seemed so simple, almost absurd. Could she? Could she really be someone else entirely, someone better?
Later, when Nolan had dozed off near the fire, Faela sat a short distance from the clearing, her knees tucked to her chest, eyes following the slow crawl of stars between the leaves. The forest had settled into its nighttime chorus—crickets, distant owl calls, and the occasional gurgle from Toadcat who had curled like a sentry at Nolan’s side.
But her mind was not in the forest anymore. It had slipped backward, uninvited. There had never been many people in Faela’s life. Not really. She remembered the other children in the village, their tight little circles and whispered secrets. She was always just outside them, always too quiet or too blunt, always with eyes that saw too much and a silence they found uncomfortable. They did not tease her outright—at least not often—but they did not include her either. She did not know which was worse. But she never minded too much. She had her brother and sister.
Orin had the kind of laugh that filled a room and turned the worst days into something survivable. Though he was younger, he treated Faela as though he were the older sibling looking out for the younger. It never bothered her as much as she thought it should. He had taught her how to hold a blade, not with arrogance but care—"So you do not cut yourself, dummy," he would say, ruffling her hair with a grin. He was reckless in a way that made people love him. He belonged in every room. People listened when he spoke. And then there was Tala.
Tala was not much younger than Faela and Orin. She had always seemed years ahead of them in most ways, but wore her naivety like a badge. Tala could mend: laces, cloth, even people. She would hum while she worked, songs she made up, songs that somehow stitched the world into something kinder. Faela used to fall asleep to those hums, clutching the corner of Tala’s woven blanket, pretending not to be scared when the storms rolled in.
The three of them had been everything. A world within the world. When no one else wanted her on their team for the spring hunt games, Orin had picked her first. When she got sick for two days straight and cried because she missed the village’s midsummer feast, Tala had brought her back a pressed flower crown and a loaf of stolen honey bread.
And just like that, her breath caught in her chest and she was no longer in the woods. She was back in the small, crooked hut at the edge of the village. It was night. The air was thick with the scent of wet stone and boiled root soup. A storm was pressing in from the hills, but it had not yet broken. Thunder whispered along the ridge line, distant. Looming.
Faela sat cross-legged on the floor, candlelight flickering across the worn edges of the sketches she and Orin had drawn. There were buildings with curved rooftops and wooden frames meant to bend, not break. A schoolhouse. A communal oven. Even a watchtower, though none of them truly believed they would ever need one for their intended use.
Orin knelt beside her, head bent low, carefully inking a new support beam onto the housing structure. His dark hair fell into his eyes, and he blew it away with a frustrated puff. “If we even a quarter of the right tools, half the men called for...” he muttered, “… this would not just be lines on paper.”	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: There's a verb missing here, “if we even a quarter of the right tools” needs a “had” in it to actually be a sentence. This will need fixing before it goes further.
Tala sat on the low stool by the window, her arms crossed tight over her chest. She was the youngest of her family, but her voice always carried the sharpest edge. “You do not even know if there are builders out there, Faela. No one knows who built it or if they were even still living near there. What if they laugh at you? What if they take the scroll and leave you with nothing? What if, worse?”
Faela did not answer. She looked at her sister—the way her lower lip trembled despite the hard line she tried to draw with her mouth. Her sister often heard tales from travelers. One spoke of a high tower she saw with her eyes from miles away. She could not recall exactly where. An impossible tower that rose higher than possible. 
“It is not just a dream. I can do this.” Faela said, sounding far more sure than she felt. 
“Faela’s right,” Orin said, not looking up. “We cannot keep hammering rotted planks into sagging frames. The village is collapsing around us.”
“I know that Orin. I live here, too,” Tala snapped.
“I have to do it now,” Faela said, her voice even. “If I leave before the rain, the trail will cover fast. They will not know I am gone until it is too late to chase me. And even if they did—what would they do? Drag me back. They cannot. They will not. I have the right…”
There was silence.
Tala dropped her arms, stared out the window at the gray clouds bruising the sky. Her voice came quieter now. “I just do not want you to disappear. Like—like some of the others.”
Faela crossed the room in two strides and crouched beside her, placing her hands gently on her sister’s. “I am not disappearing. I am going for all of us. I will be back. I promise.”
But Faela was worried about disappearing. Tales flowed through the villages of those who went lost, never to be found. No sign of them had been found to this day. The elders in the village doubted there ever would be.
Tala swallowed hard, blinking fast. Orin rose behind them, arms crossed now like hers had been. His face was unreadable for a moment. Then he said, “I should be going. I am going.”
“You cannot,” Faela said gently. “Your absence will be missed. You know it. You have to stay. Work. Help.”
Tala rolled her eyes, defiant, “She is right, you know it.”
Orin scowled but did not argue. “Be safe,” he said instead.
Faela nodded. She only nodded. Saying more might have broken her. She had left before sunrise. No one stopped her.
Now, deep in the woods, Faela wondered if they would have woken that next morning and known. If her parents had searched, or simply stared at the empty space where she had slept. If Tala had cried. If Orin had stood in the doorway with clenched fists and nowhere to put them. She thought of the scroll, safe and dry in her pack. She touched the top of her pack and let the feeling settle. They would understand it all, eventually. She was sure of it. 
Reality crept back in. The wind shifted through the trees, and beside her, Nolan. She was not home. But she felt far from lost.
She let out a shaky breath and glanced back at Nolan, who was snoring lightly, half-buried under his satchel. He did not know anything about her, really. And she, him. But then why was she feeling as though they had known each other a lifetime. She followed the outline of his face with her eyes, smiling. Feeling more settled than she should at a temporary camp deep in the woods at the crossroads of everything.
Toadcat shifted beside her and Faela reached out and scratched just beneath the fronds behind his ear. He let out a low croon that took Faela by surprise, she had never heard it, but made her smile. She stayed there, still, until the cold began to bite at her skin, then crawled back toward the fire, memories still echoing in her bones. 




















CHAPTER EIGHT
The morning mist clung low to the grass as Faela and Nolan slipped from the outer edge of the camp, winding through a thin path that skirted the hill above the standing stones to put well water in canteens. Toadcat followed just out of sight in the shadows of the tree line. They walked back in silence, the weight of their impending choices pulsing between them. Their shoulders occasionally brushed in the quiet.
As they turned back toward the bustle of the camp’s main artery, Faela caught a flicker of motion behind her. She looked over her shoulder. Three men were going tent to tent, ransacking them whether occupied or not. Faela barely had any time to process what was happening. Nolan saw it too. His jaw clenched. He put a hand firmly on Faela’s back. She inhaled, holding her breath as he steered her toward a side row of tents. “Go quickly,” he whispered. “Do not look back. I will find you.”
Faela took off down the narrow gap between tents, boots thudding dully against the soft earth. Behind her, Nolan vanished into the dark, drawing the guards' attention with a well-timed crash of a supply cart. She did not look back. It was only much later that she realized what she had felt that night, beside the fire, was not just relief. It was something deeper. But by then, it was already too late.	Comment by Editorial Review: PACING: Right in the middle of Nolan shoving her toward safety and the guards closing in, this sentence steps outside the scene to tell us how she'll feel about it later. It's a good tease, but it costs the chase some of its urgency landing exactly here. Moving it to right after she's safe would let the danger breathe. Worth a look, but this is a style choice, not an error.
Her heart pounded so fiercely she could hear little else. The tents blurred together, their canvas walls ghostly in the moonlight, while tears she had not realized were forming spilled warm across her cheeks. She dashed them away with the back of her hand, but more followed. And then, she turned a sharp corner and collided with something. The impact knocked the breath from her lungs. They both stumbled. Faela dropped to one knee, dazed.
“Oh!” came a startled voice, light and musical. “Are you hurt?”
Faela looked up—and froze.
The girl before her looked like she had stepped out of a storybook. A soft blue cloak embroidered with golden thread and tiny bells swayed around her. Her braids were coiled and threaded with beads that caught the lantern light, and her boots were spotless. She was radiant. Untouchable. She grabbed her hand and pulled her into the shadows between neighboring tents. They stayed until no one had passed for quite some time.
Faela stared, finally speaking before she thought better, “I… what are you?”
The girl blinked, then laughed softly. “That is a new one. Most people bow. Or at least stop staring after a moment.”
“I—I am sorry,” Faela stammered, scrambling to her feet. She brushed the dirt from her knees, taking an uncertain step back. “I did not mean to…”
“You are frightened,” the girl said, her voice suddenly gentler. She glanced over Faela’s shoulder. “Are you in danger?”
Faela hesitated—then gave a tight nod.
The girl extended her hand. “Then you had better come with me.”
Before Faela could argue, she was pulled gently forward. They moved between rows of tents, these finer, their flaps edged in silk and guarded by soldiers who straightened as the girl passed.
“I am Lyra,” she said over her shoulder. “Princess Lyra, technically. But you can just call me Lyra.”
Faela blinked. “You sparkle,” then, as if the confusion from their collision was clearing, “... Princess? Remind me what exactly a Princess does.”	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: “Princess” gets capitalized here as a plain common noun, not a title attached to a name. Elsewhere in the manuscript it stays lowercase this way. Worth fixing before you submit anywhere.
“Heavens, do you live in the farthest village from Wester?” Lyra’s eyes sparkled as if the word itself amused her. “Well… imagine someone who is always watched. And always expected to smile just right, say the perfect thing, and wear boots that never get muddy.”
She twirled a little, letting the bells on her cloak chime softly. “People bow to you, or stare, or whisper when you pass. They think you are made of fairy dust or spun sugar—or maybe they just hope you will fix everything they are afraid of.”
The princess was draped in robes of midnight blue that shimmered faintly, as though she were cloaked in the very essence of the night sky. She was so incredibly clean, Faela thought. There was something arresting in her presence, though she did not seek attention. It lingered in the graceful tilt of her head, the soft focus of her gaze, as if the world unfolded itself a little differently for her than it did for anyone else.
Porcelain skin with a hint of rose at her cheeks, as if kissed by something delicate and unseen. Her hair, a soft cascade of golden-blonde waves, caught the light like silk spun from sunlight, brushing her shoulders with the ease of something wild and unbothered. And her eyes—clear, wide, and edged in a shade of green or blue that seemed to shift with her thoughts. Her innocence was not ignorance. It was a wonder. 
Lyra paused, glancing sideways at Faela, her voice lowering a little. “But really? Being a princess means knowing which forks to use, how to dance with ambassadors, and how to keep smiling when people lie straight to your face. It means soldiers follow you, but so does danger. You get silk tents and golden lamps, but you also get rules. So many rules.”
She shrugged, tossing a braid behind her shoulder. “But I have decided that my kind of princess does not just sit on cushions looking pretty. She helps. She notices people who look lost.” Her hand found Faela’s, not tight, just enough to remind her she was still there. “And she does not care where someone comes from—only where they are going.”
Then, after a beat, she added with a grin, “Also, yes, we sparkle. Comes with the territory.”
Lyra laughed again, clearly delighted. “Yes, well. Some of us were cursed with good taste. You must miss home. Is it far from here?”
Faela’s steps faltered. For the first time since she had started this journey, she realized how naïve she truly was. There was so much she did not know. Was not told. Maybe there were reasons behind lies. But she was not one for tall tales. Dangerous or not.
“I am traveling West,” she said, carefully keeping her answer short.
“As am I,” Lyra said with a smile.
“Why are you being so nice to me?” Faela asked, changing the subject as quickly as she could.
Lyra tilted her head. “Because you looked like you needed someone to be. And because, as I said before, I would rather be the kind of princess who helps.”
Faela gave her a hesitant smile. “Thank you. Princess.”
“I think I like you,” Lyra said, bumping her shoulder lightly against Faela’s. “Although your hair is a disaster. We will need to fix that.”
Faela grimaced, running a hand through the tangled curls. “It is usually worse.”
Both girls laughed. And as they approached the largest tent—its canopy strung with golden lamps that cast a warm, flickering glow—voices spilled into the night: laughter, spirited debate, the distant strains of song, all weaving together in a vibrant hum of life.
Lyra paused just before the entrance, her posture straightening with quiet authority. “You are my guest now,” she said softly. “No one comes near you unless I say so.”
Faela hesitated, uncertainty flickering in her eyes. “You have already been so kind. I think… maybe I should go back and look for my friends.”
“Nonsense,” Lyra said, smiling. “At least let me introduce you to the queen. I am told it is the highest honor to be in her presence.” She rolled her eyes with theatrical flair, clearly unimpressed by her own mother’s status.
Before Faela could protest, Lyra slipped her arm through hers and gave it a gentle, reassuring squeeze. Together, they stood at the threshold of the great tent, where the air shimmered with golden light and the roar of life waiting within.









CHAPTER NINE
Faela stepped into a tent so vast it seemed to swallow the surrounding camp whole. Inside was a world unlike anything she had ever known. The air hung heavy with incense, polished wood, and the earthy scent of moss after rain. Thick carpets the color of dried blood and crushed velvet softened every footstep beneath her boots, while towering silken hangings of deep indigo and shadowed gold shimmered along the walls, embroidered with constellations she did not recognize. Candlelight flickered from sconces shaped like curling branches, setting the fabric gently swaying as though stirred by breath alone. Every corner of the grand space carried quiet, restrained power. As though it held a silence that felt less like peace than the moment before a storm.
At the center stood the royal procession. Faela had expected jewels, robes, haughty nobles trailing perfume and silken tunics. Instead, she found quiet strength. Stillness. Cloaked figures like carved statues, their garments speaking in subtler ways, a glint of embroidery here and a sigil there. Every thread whispered of power earned, not paraded. The weight of their presence pressed on her chest.
Faela’s gaze passed across the room… and paused. A tall man stood just beyond the pool of candlelight, too still to be part of the gathering. His eyes met hers, unreadable. No smile. No nod. Just calculation, like a man appraising the bones of a house before tearing it down. He wore no crown, no sigil that she recognized, but he belonged here. In the hush. In the watchfulness. 
Then the air changed, like a current shifting in deep water. From the center of the gathering Queen Mereth emerged. She did not walk. She glided out of the shadows like the spirit of some ancient god. Her robe was shadow-colored, trailing like smoke behind her. Strands of silver threaded her dark hair, catching the candlelight like stars caught in a net. Her beauty was severe, the kind that had forgotten softness.
The queen wore power like silk, effortless and elegant, tailored to her every breath. She did not need to raise her voice or lift her hand to command a room; her presence alone bent the air. Every step she took was measured, deliberate, like the slow swing of a blade too finely made to rust. She was beautiful, yes. The way fire is beautiful: golden, consuming, and never quite safe. Her hair framed her face like a crown of its own, catching the light as though it had been kissed by flame. Her features were sharply drawn, high cheekbones, a flawless mouth that rarely smiled without purpose.
Nothing escaped those eyes. They held the chill of calculation, but also the warmth of memory. She could look at someone and unravel them without saying a word, and when she did speak, her voice was smooth and low, the kind that left no room for argument. There was no innocence in this queen. And yet, beneath all the poise and polish, there was a kind of unspoken ache, like the ghost of the girl she might have been. She did not walk among mortals. She ruled them, with beauty honed into armor and a heart that had learned to survive by never being still.
Faela’s heart pounded. The Queen’s eyes cut across the space and settled on her, and it was as if something ancient and cold passed through her bones. Lyra stepped forward, her voice a formal melody.
“My queen,” she said, bowing low. “I found this one near the merchant tents. She was being followed. I thought it best to bring her here.”
The Queen’s gaze did not waver. She said nothing at first, letting the silence bloom and settle around them like dust on untouched shelves. Finally, her voice came. It was smooth and low, like velvet pulled over a blade.
“You did well, Lyra,” she said, though it did not have the ring of praise.
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“And you. What is your name?” she asked in what sounded more like a command.
“Faela,” her voice smaller than she intended. Then after a short stretch of silence throughout the tent, “my queen.”
“Good.” Mereth circled her once, eyes skimming her like a scholar over a puzzle. “You carry strangeness on you. I suppose it is not your fault. Such a child you are.”
“I did not mean to cause any trouble, my queen.” Faela was unsure if it was courtesy for a queen to behave this way. It was off-putting and cold. The opposite of the princess, Faela thought.
Mereth interrupted, though her tone was not cruel, “Some threads, once pulled, unravel more than just the hem.”
Faela felt the weight of every word, stubborn and sharp.
The Queen stepped closer, and when she spoke again, her voice dropped into something almost intimate. “You will stay in the royal quarter. You are under my protection now. Not everyone would grant it. You are lucky you ran into this one,” the queen purred as she grazed Lyra’s shoulder. 
Then, just as swiftly, Mereth turned, her cloak sweeping behind her like a storm’s first gust. She vanished behind the hanging silks, dissolving into shadow like a memory that refused to stay clear. Faela stood there, heart drumming against her ribs, her limbs heavy with questions. She had stepped into a different world. The rules here were written in a language she did not understand.
The hush broke. Faela let out a breath she did not realize she had been holding. She turned to Lyra, voice low. “That was intense.”
Lyra hesitated a moment then she said with a small smile, brushing a braid back over her shoulder. “It is just how she is.”
“But —” Faela barely got the word out.
“Come,” Lyra interrupted, gently steering her toward a side chamber of the tent with a giggle. “You must meet my brothers. You will hardly be able to tell they are royalty.” 
Faela glanced once more toward the shadowed place where the Queen had vanished. Her question still burned behind her eyes—but Lyra was already pulling open a curtain, ushering her deeper into the royal world.
The queen was already deep in conversation, a drink in hand, when Lyra and Faela entered behind her. Beside her, a tall man shifted. He wore deep silver armor etched with runes that pulsed faintly as the candlelight struck them. His face was all sharp lines and cold restraint, carved from stone and shaped by judgment. He did not speak, but the gravity of him made her breath shallow. His silence was not ignorance—it was choice.
She turned to Faela, abruptly leaving her discussion, as if continuing a conversation Faela had not realized they had started.
“This is the prince Eryon,” the queen said, her voice smooth and authoritative as she gestured toward him. The prince barely acknowledged her. 
Eryon turned to a man, one of many that stood surrounding the royal family. This particular man was standing at alert with his right hand grasping a long blade at his side, and snickered, “Lyra, no doubt. That was her, always bringing home those in need.”
The prince stood, arms crossed, with his gaze tilter opposite Faela’s directions. He wore the armor as though he was born to it. And he was. His shoulders broad beneath the weight of steel, every line of his frame cut with the effortless grace of a man who knew both strength and elegance. Sunlight kissed the edges of the polished metal, tracing over him like reverence. Beneath the open collar of the chest plate, a glimpse of sun-bronzed skin hinted at the man behind the armor—alive, warm, and far too beautiful to be carved from stone.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: “Tilter” is not a word, this needs to be “tilted.” This one needs fixing before it goes further.
His face was striking in that effortless, maddening way—clean-cut jawline dusted with the faintest stubble, cheekbones sharp enough to betray a noble edge. His hair, golden-brown and tousled in loose, natural waves, caught glints of gold in the light, like summer just after a storm. But it was his eyes that unsettled most—icy blue and impossibly clear, framed by thick lashes, eyes that could shift from cool detachment to smoldering intensity with a single glance.
There was something almost unfair about how handsome he was—not just in the symmetry of his features, but in the way he carried them. He looked like he walked out of legend.
A hush fell over the tent as Queen Mereth raised her hand. A subtle movement, but one that commanded instant attention. From the far side of the room, a figure moved through the golden glow like a shadow stepping into candlelight.
He did not stride like royalty, but rather a rambunctious child. “Gods, are we still doing introductions?” 
All heads turned. There stood Prince Sylas, wind-tousled and grinning, with his collar askew and a smear of what might have been berry juice at the corner of his mouth. Beside his brother he struck contrast in every way. He was younger, perhaps in his early teens, with tousled dark hair that framed a boyish face. As he spoke, it would fall into his eyes when tilting his head in quiet curiosity. His eyes, bright and full of warmth, sparkled with humor and mischief. When his gaze met Faela’s, there was no coldness, no aloofness, only an inviting, friendly spark.
There was something disarmingly boyish about Sylas, even beneath the tempered weight of armor. He wore it as if he were still growing into it, all and lean, limbs graceful but just a little too long, like the world had not quite caught up to him yet. The plates of steel curved around his frame with quiet purpose, but they could not hide the softness that lingered in his face or the bright, open wonder in his eyes. High cheekbones, a gentle mouth that so easily fell into a thoughtful line, and a smattering of freckles across the bridge of his nose, like a constellation drawn by sunlight. Faela normally did not take such appreciation in one’s looks.
“Apologies, Mother,” he added, only half-chastened as he bowed with excessive flair.
“And this,” the queen continued, her voice softening with affection, “is my youngest son, Prince Sylas.”
Sylas flashed Faela a playful grin that instantly melted some of the tension in her chest. His energy was vibrant and uncontained, like a crackling flame that defied the rigid walls of royalty. His warmth was undeniable, and for the first time since entering the tent, Faela felt a sense of ease wash over her. Unlike his older brother, who exuded an air of duty and restraint, Sylas seemed to embody freedom and joy. The contrast between him and Eryon was obvious, like a balance of strengths that complemented each other in ways she was still trying to understand. They stood beside each other like a statement.
Sylas raised an eyebrow playfully, the corner of his mouth twitching with curiosity. “So, Faela,” he said, his voice light and teasing, he leaned in slightly, his grin widening. “What is the real story behind you? What brought you to this place?”
Faela blinked, caught slightly off guard by the question, but the warmth in Sylas’s eyes made it easier to answer. She gave a small, almost nervous laugh. “There is really no story to be told. I am traveling west and everything is sort of unfolding as I go.”
Sylas’s eyes sparkled with intrigue, his attention now fully on her. “Unfolding? Oh, an adventure. Do tell.” He motioned for her to continue, clearly fascinated by her every word. In that moment Faela knew she had to fill in the dots. 
Faela hesitated, glancing around the room for a moment. The grandeur of the space, the figures of power standing before her—it all felt so surreal. But Sylas’s easygoing manner made her want to open up. He was so different from the other royals she had met, and his curiosity felt almost infectious.
“It all started with a traveler, I guess,” she said, her voice lowering a little. “He told my brother. He… well, he was the one who told me I needed to go west.”
Sylas leaned forward slightly, his expression one of keen interest. “Wait. How far east are you from, exactly?”
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Sylas leaned back, “Does it not seem a bit destined? You traveling East to West.” He sat upright, with a slight curl at the end of his lips, “Us, also traveling just that directions?”
Faela shrugged, a slight smile tugging at her lips. “It does not seem quite as grand as that. My brother just… he had a feeling people may be willing to relocate to their village. Not only to help rebuild, but to stay as part of the village. But I had no idea what I was walking into. And here I am.” She waved a hand, taking in the royal surroundings. “Royal tents and the like.”
Sylas let out a dramatic sigh, his eyes wide. “I will admit, I was hoping for a bit of a grand tale. So, tell me—do you have any magic hidden in your pockets, or is it all just sea calls and fate for now?”
Faela laughed, the tension melting away as Sylas continued to joke. “No magic, I am afraid. Just… well, just me. But who knows? Maybe the magic is in the journey. I am starting to think that.” Faela remembered Nolan in this moment. 
Sylas nodded sagely, though the playful glint in his eyes did not fade. “The journey does have a way of surprising you, does not it? It is not about what you expect, but what you find along the way.”
He paused, his grin softening just slightly. “And what are you hoping to find, Faela? Aside from, you know, getting tangled up in royal prophecies.”
She blinked, taken aback by the question. “What am I hoping to find?” Faela repeated slowly, as if testing the words on her tongue. “I do not know… maybe a place where I can make sense of all this. I feel like I am being pulled in all these different directions, but I am not sure where I am supposed to be.”
For a moment, Faela simply stared at him, the weight of his words sinking in. It was such a simple sentiment, but coming from this young prince, it felt like a promise. A promise that the journey would not be so daunting with someone beside her. Nolan’s face appeared to Faela, again.
“Thanks,” she said quietly, her voice soft. “I think I needed to hear that.”
Sylas grinned again, mischief returning to his eyes. "Well, of course you did. And if you ever need help to sort through all the royal nonsense, you'll know where to find me. Escaping trouble happens to be one of my finer talents." He winked. 
Faela laughed, her cheeks heating up. “I will keep that in mind, if I am to find myself in such places.”
Sylas’s grin widened at Faela’s answer. “That is the spirit,” he said, straightening with a mock bow. “Now, come on. Before I get dragged into another speech about sword posture from Eryon, let me show you around.”



















CHAPTER TEN
The royals drifted out like smoke—first the Queen, then the rest. Conversation thinned, laughter rising in soft pulses from behind gauzy curtains and distant corners of the tent.
Faela stood still in their wake, unsure if she was meant to follow someone or vanish quietly. No one told her to move. No one told her to stay. She slipped past a column draped in green silk, hoping to find an exit or at least a place to wait unnoticed. The corridor split, one way humming with music and voices, the other dimmer, quieter. She chose quiet.
The path curved slightly, ending at an alcove half-concealed by a hanging tapestry. She pushed it aside and paused. Inside, a narrow room unfolded—long and low-lit, lined with shelves built into the canvas walls. Dozens of books rested on thin rails, their spines worn or gilded. The air smelled of old ink and wildflowers pressed between pages.
Faela stepped inside, her fingers hovering over the bindings. Some were etched with symbols she could not read. Others bore sketches of maps, plants, or constellations she had only ever dreamed of seeing. She found a book the color of dusk and opened it in her lap. The script was unfamiliar, but a drawing caught her eye—a gate of black iron twisted with vines. Her breath caught. She flipped through the rest, hungry for more.
Time softened. She read on as candlelight dimmed. Book after book, her mind sinking into other worlds. She learned of a bird whose wings shimmered like flame, of a city beneath the sea where people traded stories as currency. She read about the Echelon Empire, only briefly, just enough to feel the chill of its history leap of the page. She did not hear the footsteps, nor see the young prince enter.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: Should be “leap off the page.” Worth fixing before you send this anywhere.
Sylas appeared. “I have been looking everywhere for you.”
Faela slammed the book closed, her fingers reluctant to put it down completely. She moved to stand with her nerves settled by the boyish charm radiating off the prince like sunlight. But before they could get their bearings, a figure moved into their view, tall, robed, and silent. It was one of the Queen’s stewards, his head bowed, hands clasped before him.
“Prince Sylas,” the steward said, “Her Majesty requests your presence at the evening meal.”
Sylas blinked, then groaned under his breath. “Dinner. Of course. Never mind escape. We are being summoned into the velvet cage.”
Faela hesitated. “I should really go back —”
“You are not planning to skip dinner, are you?” Sylas asked, his voice light. 
It seemed more of a command than a question. She glanced around the opulent, then back at the prince. “I was not sure I was… invited.”
“No,” Sylas said quickly, before she could finish. “You are coming with me. You will see. It is not just a meal. It is… a performance. A game. And you are about to become a very interesting piece on the board.”
The steward turned without waiting, leading them from the grand tent into the cooler evening air. As they walked, Faela glanced sideways at Sylas, who had gone unusually quiet. They reached the entrance, and Sylas paused just before the flap, turning to face her.
“Stay close,” he said, voice suddenly low and sincere. “And listen carefully. What sounds like small talk at this table… rarely is.” He pulled back the flap, revealing golden light and murmuring voices, the air perfumed with roasted spices and quiet tension. And with a final glance at the darkening sky, Faela stepped inside.
The great feast hall, if a tent could be called such, had been transformed into a glowing sanctum of soft candlelight and fragrant herbs. The table stretched like a spine through the center, laid with silver bowls of pomegranate glaze, roasted grains, and steaming platters of game meat. Faela sat near the head of the long table, flanked by Sylas on her right and Princess Lyra across from her. Queen Mereth presided at the far end, her dark, contemplative gaze fixed more often on Faela than the meal.
Conversation flowed with the ease of practiced civility. Eryon, when he spoke at all, kept his remarks clipped and dutiful. Sylas, ever the spark in the darkness, kept the table alive with tales of misadventures involving stolen honey-cakes and botched sword lessons. Laughter bubbled more than once, though it was not always in response to humor. Tension threaded through the silk, slicing easily. And for every time Sylas told a story of debauchery, Eryon told one of hard work. Only to be topped by Lyra’s tale about finding the softest silks. The queen let the pleasantries wear themselves thin before she finally raised a jeweled hand. Silence instantly followed, like a command with no words spoken.
“Faela,” Queen Mereth said, voice rich and deliberate, smooth as lacquered wood, “You hail from Easter, yes?”
Faela paused, her fork frozen in the air. The hare on her plate had been sliced delicately, steam rising off its glaze of pomegranate and rosemary, but the scent turned bitter in her throat. She lowered her fork with care, suddenly aware of how loud her breathing felt in the hush that followed.
“I do, my queen,” she said, stumbling over the words. She was not sure that was the right way to address royalty—Wester had kings and queens. Easter did not. She would have never had to say it aloud before.
Something flickered in Queen Mereth’s eyes, a narrowing of focus. “Curious,” she murmured, as if the admission confirmed a suspicion. She reached for the cup of spiced wine at her side, swirling it thoughtfully. “You speak well. Not like most who come from the fringes.”
Faela stiffened. “I was taught to read,” she offered, unsure whether she was being complimented or examined.
“Indeed? And who taught you?”
“My brother,” she said, then added quickly, “He was good with books and always had a few tucked away. We shared.”
“Books,” the queen echoed. “A rare commodity in your region, I am told. Rarer still for girls to learn from them.”
Faela flushed. She did not know what answer would be safe here. The queen’s words felt like gentle embroidery, but the needle beneath was sharp.
“I learned what I could,” Faela said. “When there was time.”
Queen Mereth took a slow sip of wine. “Time, books, a brother who teaches… A fortunate upbringing. Easter is not known for such luxuries.”
Faela did not know how to respond to that. The queen’s gaze was too steady. Faela’s fork trembled slightly as she set it down, the edge clinking against the silver plate. Across from her, Queen Mereth’s gaze remained steady, unblinking and unyielding. The conversation had turned colder, and Faela could feel the edge in every word. A subtle but certain dissection of character. A new voice joined the conversation: smooth, urbane, but laced with something older.
“Forgive the intrusion, Your Majesty,” said the man seated two places down from Mereth. Faela recognized him belatedly—the man from the shadows, the one who had watched her earlier with the stillness of a snake. “But I have rarely heard someone from Easter speak of books. Or brothers with the luxury to teach. I find that… fascinating.”
The queen did not stop him. That alone told Faela this man had power. He tilted his head, the light catching the silver thread in his collar. “Did your village see many outsiders, Miss Faela? Traders, perhaps? Or travelers from... other parts of the island?”
“Sometimes,” Faela said carefully. “Not many stayed long.”
“But some did?” He asked it so gently, almost like a friend.
“Some,” she said. “As I had mentioned before, our villages are in disrepair. Hardly somewhere anyone new wants to set up. Not like Wester, I suppose.”
Queen Mereth cleared her throat and slammed her chalice so hard to the table that it reverberated for an eternity in the silence that followed.
Faela swallowed, then spoke carefully. “I did not mean to offend, my queen.”
Mereth’s brow lifted just slightly. “Did you not?”
Sir Stellan met the queen’s gaze as if to tell her to take it easy on this wild, eastern girl. 
Faela hesitated. Her gaze flicked toward Lyra, who was watching her with a faint furrow in her brow, then to Sylas, who was no longer smiling.
“I… I say my queen because Lyra did,” Faela said. “And I did not know how to address a person in your position.”
A pause. The air between them tightened.
“But you are not my queen,” Faela added, the words slipping out before she could stop them. They landed heavy in the silence.
Mereth leaned back slowly in her chair, her fingers steepled under her chin, eyes narrowing—not with anger, but with interest. She studied Faela for a beat longer than comfort allowed, as though seeing something new in her. Something unexpected. The entire table felt suspended in time.
“No,” Mereth said at last, her voice low. “I suppose I am not. You are of Easter,” the queen continued, swirling the wine in her goblet without looking down. “A land that chose to let its crowns vanish into story. A people who traded banners for bonfires and thrones for shared bread.”
Faela sat straighter. “We did not trade anything. That was never ours to begin with. We made something new.”
“Did you?” Mereth asked. “Or did you simply let history forget you?”
Faela’s chest tightened. “We do not forget. We just do not worship it.”
The queen’s smile was faint, unreadable. “You speak like someone who has been told her stories are enough to stand on. I wonder how they will hold up when the storm comes.”
Sylas shifted beside her, but Faela did not look at him. Her attention was locked on the woman at the end of the table—the woman who spoke with the calm certainty of someone used to being obeyed.
“I do not want a throne,” Faela said. “But I know what it feels like to be part of something that does not need one. And where I am from, you do not need to rule to be respected.”
Mereth’s lips parted, but no words came for a moment. She blinked once, as though Faela had struck a note she had not expected.
Then she nodded, slow and deliberate. “Careful, girl. Words like that have been the start of revolutions.”
Faela looked down at her plate. And across from her, Lyra’s smile was soft and subtle—almost proud.
“I wonder, then,” Mereth said, setting her goblet down with the softest clink, “who do you believe rules Easter?”
The question landed like a stone in a still pond. The gentle murmur of side conversations dwindled into nothing. Faela blinked. She glanced toward Sylas, who was watching the queen warily, his usual smirk dulled. Lyra’s face remained serene, but her eyes did not leave Faela.
“I—I suppose the elders of the village,” Faela said, stumbling on her words. “Each village has its own. They decide things.”
The queen leaned back, steepling her fingers. “Ah. So, every man for himself. Or, rather, every small group of men—fragmented rule, like a broken mirror. No crown. No law beyond tradition. No vision.”
Faela’s brow furrowed. “It works,” she said quietly. “For us.”
Mereth’s voice remained soft, but it hardened beneath the surface like iron beneath velvet. “Does it? Or have you simply known nothing else?”
Faela’s shoulders stiffened. The weight of the question pressed into her ribs.
“In my kingdom,” the queen continued, “we have order. Law written and passed by those chosen to rule, by blood and by right. We do not leave justice to chance, or tradition, or village superstition. We do not scatter power across the hills like seed in the wind.”
She paused to take another sip. “Easter may survive. But it does not thrive.” A long silence followed.
Faela’s heartbeat rose louder in her ears. She felt, absurdly, like she had done something wrong. That simply existing had exposed her. That her very being offended something in the elegant symmetry of this royal court.
“I—” she started, then stopped. “We… people help each other. We figure things out. If a child is sick, everyone helps. If a roof caves in, we all raise it again. That is just how it is.”
“And when justice must be served?” the queen asked. “When a crime is committed, when blood is spilled, who decides what punishment fits? A butcher? A blacksmith? A mother in grief?”
Faela’s voice dropped. “Sometimes, yes.”
Mereth’s lips parted in a smile that never reached her eyes. “Fascinating. And terrifying. All at once.”
Sylas, perhaps sensing the tension climbing into the rafters, plucked a plum from the silver bowl near his hand and began tossing it gently in the air. “Let us not scare our guest with this torturous inquisition and talk of politics,” he said with forced cheer. “She just got here. We do not want her bolting from the tent in horror.”
Faela gave him a grateful glance, but the queen had not finished. She ignored Sylas completely.
“Tell me, Faela,” Mereth said smoothly, “what of the Eastern crown?”
Faela blinked. “I—what?”
“The old one,” the queen went on, fingers still steepled. “Surely you have heard stories. The Echelon line, long vanished. A once-glorious court—palaces in the forest, silk spun from moonlight, songs sung by fire that could calm storms. A crown that ruled not through conquest, but through accord. Do you not know of them?”
“I have heard… bits,” Faela admitted. “Mostly stories told by drunk men near the hearth. Old songs. Nobody believes them.”
“No?” the queen mused. “A shame. They were real, once. Their queen vanished after the final uprising. No one knows what became of her.”
She tilted her head, studying Faela. “And yet, you carry yourself like someone who knows more than she says. Like someone raised in shadow and story, not soil.”
Faela’s throat tightened. Her hands curled in her lap. “I am just a girl from a village,” she said. “That is all.”
“Are you?” the queen asked, and though the question was whispered, it rang louder than anything else spoken that evening.
For a long moment, no one spoke.
Then Lyra set down her glass with a soft clink, breaking the silence. “She is tired. It is a lot, adjusting to court. Even for me—and I was born into it.”
Queen Mereth glanced at her daughter, then gave a slow nod, as though granting a temporary reprieve.
“Of course,” she said. “Forgive me. Old queens ask too many questions. It is a habit of survival.”
But her eyes remained on Faela even as her hand returned to her goblet. She did not blink. Did not soften. She suddenly felt as though she were not sitting at a table but standing at the edge of something vast and perilous—a cliff with no bottom, a game she had already begun playing without knowing the rules.
She swallowed, hard. The satchel at her side—her mother’s, long ago—suddenly felt like it weighed ten times more than before. And across from her, Lyra was still watching, her expression unreadable, but not unkind. Only curious.
Sylas nudged Faela lightly with his elbow, his voice softer now. “Ignore the theatrics. They always get like this when the subject of politics is posed.”
But Faela’s heart was already beating faster. Because somewhere deep inside her, past the laughter, the stories, the warmth of wine and fire, was a memory of her brother’s confidence in her. She doubted her brother had ever imagined she would end up dining with royals and debating politics. She reached unconsciously for the satchel at her side, fingers brushing against the worn leather. A comfort from home.
She looked up to find Lyra watching her. Faela swallowed hard and her heart skipped as their eyes met. It was not just the princess’s beauty that struck her, it was the apparent kindness in her gaze. Faela felt as though they shared a silent bond, something deeper than words could express. A connection that transcended the sea, the stars, and the very land they stood upon. Faela thought to herself, this is the type of people I am looking for. Surely, Lyra could help her and Brindle.
Lyra’s presence was like a breath of fresh air, a calming balm to the charged atmosphere of the room. She radiated a tranquility that felt like an unspoken promise of understanding. Faela found herself drawn to her, unable to look away from the serene way the princess held herself. Lyra was no stranger to power, yet her authority was subtle, an aura that enveloped her without force. It was the kind of power that calmed chaos, offering peace without demanding it. Their eyes locked, Faela felt a deep sense of recognition in her chest, like the sea in her dreams had finally met the stars above.
The queen’s voice broke through Faela’s reverie, her tone shifting from commanding to inviting, as if the very act of speaking now carried a deeper significance. “You will travel with us,” she said, her words calm but heavy, sending a shiver through Faela’s body. 
Faela felt the queen’s words settle around her like a heavy cloak, pressing against her shoulders. She looked at each of them—the stoic Eryon, the carefree Sylas, and the ethereal Lyra. Their presence was overwhelming, like myths brought to life, and Faela, though dazed, felt an undeniable pull toward them. They were part of something far greater than anything she could have imagined, and she, it seemed, was now woven into that very story.
But it was Lyra’s gaze that lingered with Faela the longest. “Do not fear,” Lyra said, her voice soft but certain. “We travel the royal road, no one will bother you there.”
Faela blinked, startled by the sincerity in her voice. Before she could respond, Lyra gave her a reassuring smile.
Lyra continued, her smile deepening, “I have always wanted a girl my own age to be on these long journeys with. We would just have the best time.”
Aside from Faela wanting to spend more time with this interesting young woman, she had to admit to herself that since the invitation, the weight of the journey ahead seemed less daunting. It would be an unexpected relief to not have to sleep in hedges, hoping unsavory characters or large beasts would not prey on you.
The queen gave a subtle nod and, without another word, a wave of people appeared to remove the still-heavy dinner plates with even heavier dessert plates. The feast had dwindled to quiet murmurs and clinking goblets. Dessert was long cleared, and the firelight in the center of the tent had faded to embers. Faela sat still, her gaze flicking across the table—from the queen’s sharp, unreadable expression, to Sylas’s sleepy grin, to Lyra, who now rose gracefully to her feet.
The princess’s voice was soft, but firm. “I would like to walk, now.”
CHAPTER ELEVEN
Faela looked up. Lyra met her gaze with that same quiet knowing from earlier.
“Come,” she said—not as a request, but as something more intimate than merely a command. A thread offered. A choice that felt like anything but.
Faela stood, glancing toward Sylas. He gave her a mock salute and whispered, “Watch for ghosts.”
They slipped from the tent, the air outside cooler now, sharper. The firelight behind them gave way to moonlight, pale and thin. Stars wheeled above in sharp clarity, and somewhere far beyond the hills, an owl called once—then fell silent.
The path Lyra led them down was narrow and mossy, the lichen at its edges glowing faintly under the moon’s silver touch. Faela stepped carefully, conscious of every sound her boots made against the loam.
Moments later, they heard footsteps behind them. Prince Eryon emerged from the shadows, his stride crisp, his cloak nearly silent. He carried no torch. No lantern. Just a calm, cold certainty. A man who had always known the way.
“You are coming, then?” Lyra asked without turning.
Eryon gave a small nod. “It is tradition. I am not one to break those.”
Faela had the strange feeling the words were not meant for Lyra, specifically.
By the time they reached the tree line, Sylas had joined as well, muttering something to the guards trailing behind. Faela caught the sharp edge of his tone, though his smile returned as soon as he fell into step beside her.
The four of them walked beneath a cathedral of moonlit branches. The forest swallowed sound, save for the quiet hush of the wind and the distant voice of water. Faela stayed just a step behind—not out of reverence, but because something else walked with her.
Toadcat.
She could not see him, but she felt the air pull strangely near her ankle, like a second presence tugging softly at her awareness. The others did not seem to notice. But Faela did. She always did.
When the trees broke open, the sound of the waterfall poured over them—deep, melodic, endless. The silver stream fell from a ridge of black stone into a wide pool ringed with fern and moss. Moonlight caught on the mist, painting the clearing in ghost light.
Lyra moved first, slipping off her shoes. She stepped barefoot across the stone and knelt by the water’s edge. “Mother brought us here as children,” she said. “When stories still felt like spells.”
Eryon crouched beside her, arms resting on his knees. “It was never simple,” he said quietly. “You just wanted to believe it was.”
Sylas stayed further back, settling onto a low boulder with a sigh. “Father said this place was sacred. The only place where a man could hear his own thoughts without being interrupted by the weight of other people’s expectations.”
Faela blinked. She had not heard mention of their father before now. “What happened to him?”
Lyra’s voice was gentle. “He died last winter. A fever.”
Sylas tossed a pebble into the pool. “Just like that. No war, no glorious battle. Just a fever, and the world kept turning.”
“Maybe that is why it hurts more,” Eryon murmured.
Faela watched her for a moment, then stepped closer to the water’s edge. “So… it is you. You will be queen.”
Lyra’s smile reached her eyes. “One day, perhaps.”
Faela glanced at Eryon. “He does not seem bitter.”
“He is not,” Lyra said. “And that is what makes him dangerous.”
Eryon gave a short laugh, more breath than sound. “She means ‘noble.’ But she knows I would never take what is hers.”
“You would never want what is mine,” Lyra corrected softly. “Which is precisely why you should help me keep it.”
Faela looked between them, the water’s reflection shimmering in her peripheral vision. She felt as though she were witnessing something ancient—older than any of them, older than crowns and kingdoms.
“And Sylas?” she asked.
“He reminds us not to forget our own hearts,” Lyra replied. “Or how to laugh, even when the fire’s dying.”
“I am still here, you know,” Sylas called from his rock. “You cannot just narrate me like I am a dog in a tale.”
“I would never insult dogs that way,” Lyra said without missing a beat.
A smile tugged at Faela’s mouth despite herself.
Then, quietly, she asked that had been growing all night. “Do you want to rule?”
Lyra looked up at the sky. “I want to matter.”
She turned back to Faela, the reflection of the moon caught in her eyes like twin crowns.
“I do not care for power. But I care for what happens to those without it. And someone has to keep the monsters from their doors.”
Faela swallowed. She thought of the queen’s questions at dinner, the sharp press of curiosity, the tangled things left unsaid. She thought of her mother’s quiet silences and her brother’s worn hands. And of a different kind of power. Toadcat brushed past her ankle again, silent and unseen.
“You already matter,” Faela said softly.
Lyra’s smile was faint. “Then help me prove it.”
As they watched the waterfall, waves rippled outward—constant and wild. Eryon and Lyra slipped into a debate over politics Faela did not even pretend to understand. She drifted closer to Sylas, where the water crashed loud and wet, spray curling on the wind.
In the moonlight, when he looked up to the sky to search for the right words, he seemed older—more composed than his earlier behavior suggested. He spoke gently and met Faela’s eyes when he said something he thought she would find funny.
In the stories she had heard, and the way other girls described it, Sylas was the very image of a prince. An unfamiliar warmth crept into Faela’s chest. Her skin prickled. She was too hot, suddenly aware of her own body in a way that made her feel like she did not quite fit inside it. She watched the way he spoke—how his mouth curved slightly when he said something clever, or something just on the edge of dangerous, like he knew he could get away with it.
He laughed quietly at one of his own comments, and when he looked over, their eyes met. It was not a long glance. But it was enough. Faela looked away first. She told herself it did not mean anything. But she felt charged, if only for a moment.
“Are all the girls in your village as persistent on adventure as you?” he asked.
You speak now, dummy, she thought.
Faela blurted out, as if out of breath, “Oh no, I think I would be the only one you find.” She could feel his eyes on her as she avoided getting lost in his. “My sister and her friends would much rather gossip about the boys in the next village or find the perfect flowers for their hair.”
“And you have something against flowers, do you,” his lips curling as he played with her.
“I have something against picking something for vanity, only to watch it die.” Faela said, more serious than she would have liked.
“They must hate how you are smart and beautiful. If my brother had told me girls in the East looked like you, I would have actually volunteered for border patrol.” He started to step closer.
But Faela shifted, looking him in the eye. “What do you mean, border patrols? In the East? What borders?”
Now it was Sylas that looked confused. “The royal army patrols it is borders, even where the land meets the sea.”
“For what reason, if you do not mind me asking.” Faela was interested into what the west was trying to keep out. Or in.
“It has always been that way. When Eryon turned 16, he began accompanying Sir Stellan on patrols. When I turned 16, Eryon said I was better suited to guard the queen. So, I do.”	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: Ages get spelled out everywhere else in the manuscript (fourteen, for instance, back when we learn about Nolan's father), so the digits here stand out. Worth fixing before you submit anywhere.
“What job did Lyra get when she turned 16?” Faela asked. 
Sylas laughed out loud, “Faela, you are too funny.”
Faela, curious as usual, “why is that so funny?”
Sylas paced the water’s edge on a jagged rock cluster, “Because she will marry. Her husband will work, probably on the palace council like all royal family members.”
Faela began to understand what was being said, “Not Lyra.”
“What?”
Faela repeated, “Lyra’s not on the council, so not all royal family members are.”
Sylas, “Well, no. The only woman to serve on the council has been my mother, after father took ill.”
Faela felt silly for giving him such a hard time, “I am so sorry.”
Sylas paused and jumped down from his rocky perch. He looked Faela in the eyes, as if he were searching for something. But she did not know what. He looked sad, so Faela instinctively reached for his hand to comfort the young prince. It was as if no one had shown him such a kindness, his body did not know how to react. They stood in silence for some time before Eryon and Lyra requested their input on travel arrangements for the next morning. Faela just felt lucky that she stumbled upon this family. So generous and kind. 
Together, they turned toward the path. Faela felt the brush of Toadcat’s presence once more before it faded behind her. The stars wheeled overhead. The forest closed in. And the future walked with them into the trees and back to the encampment.
The forest’s silence trailed after them like a ribbon of mist as they returned to camp. Guards melted into shadow. The great tent loomed ahead, a fortress of silk and gold under the stars. Lyra offered Faela a brief, gentle smile before vanishing through a side flap. Sylas gave a two-fingered salute and disappeared in the opposite direction, his departure more subdued than his usual flair.
Faela stood alone for a moment beneath the arching entryway, the canvas above her glittering with sewn-in stardust. Then a soft-spoken attendant guided her back through the velvet corridors of the royal pavilion and into the private chamber prepared for her. She had not fully noticed it before, too swept up in the ceremony and unfamiliar faces. But now that she was alone, the space struck her like a dream.






CHAPTER TWELVE
The room was impossibly large for a tent, enclosed by panels of draped velvet and brocade that shimmered with woven threads of copper and starlight. The ceiling arched above like a midnight sky, stitched with constellations that glimmered faintly with magic. Lanterns hung from bronze hooks, casting soft pools of amber light. The floor was layered with rugs so thick and rich that her steps made no sound—crimson, navy, and gold woven in ancient patterns she did not recognize but instinctively felt drawn to.
At the far end of the room, a great bed stood beneath a canopy of sheer fabric. The frame was carved wood—black, gleaming, and intricately inlaid with pale ivory vines. Pillows upon pillows were stacked in orderly abundance, each of them wrapped in silks and satins dyed in dusk-like shades of plum, charcoal, and sapphire. A down coverlet was folded back, revealing sheets cool and smooth as river water.
Beside the bed, a table of polished obsidian bore a delicate crystal carafe, and a glass rimmed with silver. A small plate of sugared fruits and honey-dipped nuts sat untouched nearby. A faint scent of lavender and bergamot hung in the air, subtle and calming, yet strangely distant—like a memory trying to surface. Faela stood in the middle of it all, still wrapped in her travel-worn cloak, feeling like a ghost in someone else’s legend.
She eased onto the edge of the bed, the softness beneath her unlike anything she would ever known. Her fingertips brushed the embroidery on one of the pillows—silver thread in the shape of a phoenix curling into a crescent moon. Every detail had been chosen with care, and none of it was hers. She exhaled.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: “Would ever known” needs to be “had ever known.” This one needs a fix, not just a look.
Her thoughts turned, like they inevitably did, to Nolan.
He would have hated this room. She smiled faintly at the thought. He would have called it a noble prison, even as he stole three pillows for his own nest and helped himself to half the sweets. Her throat tightened. Where was he now? She had tried not to think of it until now, pushed it down beneath the flood of strange royalty, tense dinners, and moonlit walks. But now there was nothing to keep the ache from surfacing.
She shifted onto her side, curled into the softness, and stared at the tent wall as shadows flickered with the movement of distant candlelight. What if he had been taken? What if they, whoever they were, crossed paths with him?
Sleep did not come easily. She turned onto her back, staring up at the constellations stitched above, her mind spinning through what-ifs and maybes until they blurred together like candle smoke. Eventually, sometime after the third turn of the guards’ footsteps outside, Faela drifted into a light, restless sleep. Her dreams were full of too many voices—some she knew, others she did not. There was Nolan’s voice, always just out of reach, calling from a place she could not get to. There was Lyra’s, gentle and beckoning. And somewhere—beneath them all—the whisper of water, and a crown resting at the bottom of a pool.
Morning light spilled through the silk-lined seams of the tent-like honey. It painted the embroidered constellations above Faela’s bed in warm gold, chasing away the shadows of uneasy dreams. She sat up slowly, the sheets falling away like waves, blinking against the glow that gilded everything around her. 
For a moment, she had forgotten where she was. Then it all returned—Lyra’s quiet confidence, Sylas’s teasing smile, the queen’s gaze like a knife hidden in silk. Eryon’s statuesque presence. The feast. The walk to the waterfall. And Nolan—never far from her thoughts. Her heart beat faster again. She needed to do something. She threw off the blankets and crossed the room to her satchel, still sitting untouched beneath a low table carved in the shape of a coiled dragon. She pulled it open, fumbling for what she looked for. She hesitated at the sight of it. The scroll, tied with the red ribbon. She unraveled it carefully. It was starting to show wear and tear, the drawings growing dull while the surrounding paper became the color of dirt. The page crackled softly as she unrolled it.
But something was different. She blinked, staring at the lower edge of the drawing. There, where once had been the blank curve of horizon, was a harbor. A deep-water port, delicately inked by a sharper, more confident hand. Ships bobbed in dock. Narrow piers jutted into the sea. And beyond that: the ocean—etched in fine lines, its waves curling with movement and light.
She had not drawn this. Faela reached out and traced the little sigil just above the port—a circle with three slashes through it. It must be Nolan’s work. Her breath caught. He must have added it while she slept one night, or while she was distracted gathering wood. He had changed her world quietly. Deliberately. A new path had opened. And it pointed to the sea. Faela closed her eyes, the scroll held close to her chest. A slow, determined breath filled her lungs. The energy of the camp pulsed around her, the low rumble of hooves and steel and voices. But inside, something else stirred now. 
She sat cross-legged on the edge of the enormous bed, the scroll spread open across her lap like a relic. Her fingers lingered over the new lines. Her heart squeezed. A breeze fluttered the corner of the page. The tent was quiet, thick with the scent of lavender and oiled leather. The silken canopy above her caught the morning light and filtered it into soft gold, warming the thick velvet carpets underfoot. Her quarters, more of a royal chamber than a traveler’s tent, were furnished with a vanity inlaid with mother-of-pearl, a cedar wardrobe carved with vines and stars, and a table where breakfast still sat untouched: honeyed bread, wild berries in a silver bowl, and tea steeped with herbs she could not name. And yet, all she saw was the sketch. She traced one last line, the curve of a sail, and whispered his name aloud. “Nolan.”
Then—footsteps. Deliberate. Delicate. The curtain at the entry lifted gently, and Lyra stepped inside. She moved like water, her deep blue cloak trailing behind her, a quiet river of silk. Her braid was tighter this morning, and her silver circlet glinted at her brow, catching the filtered sunlight.
“You are up early,” Lyra said, her tone soft and unreadable. “I thought I would find you still tangled in those sheets.”
Faela quickly rolled the scroll, fingers fumbling with the tie before slipping it into her satchel and deflecting, “I could not sleep. The bed was far too comfortable, I wanted to savor every minute of it.”
Lyra’s eyes flicked toward the bag, but she said nothing. Instead, she walked to the table and picked up the teapot, pouring a second cup without asking.
Faela accepted the tea but did not drink. “It is… too much. Everything is.”
	Lyra nodded. “It is meant to be. My mother believes in overwhelming people before they have time to resist.” She turned toward the curtain. “Come. The procession leaves soon, and you ride with us today.”
Faela swallowed and stood, sliding the strap over her shoulder. The weight pressed against her side, a small, comforting anchor. She followed Lyra out into the brightening camp, her boots stepping from velvet to dew-damp grass.
Outside, the camp buzzed with quiet urgency. Horses were being saddled. Guards tightened straps and murmured reports. The morning sun painted long shadows across the royal road. The world was wide and shifting before her. She did not know yet what was coming but was compelled to see her journey through. For her village.
And with that thought, she adjusted her satchel once more and stepped forward. The royal procession had begun to move, banners fluttering lazily in the pale gold light. The sun, still low on the horizon, threw long shadows across the road, turning the dew-laced grass to silver threads beneath the hooves of fine horses and the light wheels of lacquered carriages. The royal road stretched ahead like a ribbon unfurling toward something vast and unknowable, and for a brief moment, Faela allowed herself to imagine.
What would it be like to belong here? In this world. Not just as a guest or an oddity swept into the tide of fate, but as someone who moved among the princes and princesses by right. To speak and be heard. To laugh without fear of stepping too far outside of expectation. To carry history like silk draped over one’s shoulders, rather than like stone hidden in one’s boots.
She glanced at Sylas ahead, animatedly talking with one of the scouts, and then to Lyra, who rode like a queen already—composed, elegant, yet somehow still grounded in something human. Even Eryon, cold as he was, seemed like a mountain carved from responsibility itself. They moved with certainty. She was still learning to move at all. Faela drew in a breath, steadying herself with the image of her brother, of her village far behind her, of the sea at her back.
And then, a sharp voice, crisp and cutting through the birdsong like a blade, “Hold!”
Faela froze mid-step. Queen Mereth’s command rang through the morning air, snapping the entire procession into silence. The rhythm of hoofbeats ceased. The murmur of conversation fell into stillness. Even the wind seemed to quiet. Faela turned sharply toward the queen’s voice, confusion tightening her chest. But the queen was not looking at the road. She was looking directly at her.
Around her, the birds had stopped singing. Her mouth went dry, and she felt every heartbeat like a drumbeat against her ribs. Something was wrong. Wrong in a way that vibrated through the soil. Then it hit her. Toadcat. Where was Toadcat? She spun in place, panic surging like wildfire through her veins. The brush to her left rustled. Not with the ordinary whisper of a passing breeze, but something evil.
“Run,” she screamed to the wind.
Before anyone could move, a sharpened stake—crudely made but launched with terrifying force—whistled past her cheek. She felt its breath on her skin. It embedded itself with a thwack so loud it seemed to split the morning open. Faela barely had time to flinch before the ground shook. Something massive had fallen. She turned just in time to see a boulder roll out from behind a ridge, crashing down toward the flank of the caravan. Screams erupted. Horses reared. A guard was thrown from his saddle.
"NO!" Faela screamed, though her voice was swallowed by the chaos.
Faela’s breath hitched. A sound escaped her throat that did not feel human—something torn from the center of her.
She ran to him, knees slamming into the dirt. “Toadcat—” she choked out, reaching for him.
He was still breathing. Barely. But the wound in his side was too deep, too jagged. Blood seeped into the earth in thick rivulets, dark and hot.
“Stay with me,” she whispered, pressing both hands to the wound. Her fingers trembled. “Stay! Please!”
Toadcat let out a low, gurgling sound. He looked at her, then nothing. Faela’s hands shook, soaked in blood. She bowed over him, tears sliding down her face unchecked. A ring of guards had already formed around the queen and her children. She could hear someone was yelling, but the words were drowned in the pounding rush of her grief. Lyra’s voice joined his, sharp and commanding. Orders were being given. Weapons drawn.
Faela’s chest tightened as she looked to the queen. From behind her stepped Sylas, who met her gaze. His expression filled with a fury that made her blood run cold. Still holding the bow in his left hand. And to her side, Toadcat laid dead.






CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Wester did not appear all at once. It unfolded. From the moment Faela crested the last hill, the world beneath her changed. What had been a ribbon of road through forested lowlands suddenly opened into an expanse so breathtaking, she lost her breath. Verdant valleys stretched as far as the eye could see, framed by mist-veiled mountains that shimmered with a subtle silver hue. Rivers wound through fields like polished glass, and every hill was painted in the softest greens and golds. But it was the palace that stole her words.
It rose from the land as though the earth had dreamt it into being. Towers of pale stone, not cold and gray but warm with veins of quartz and starlight, spiraled into the sky. Hanging gardens spilled over pagodas in great waves of flowering vines. Walkways arched over crystal-clear streams, connecting wings of the palace like a dance frozen in mid-step. It was not just a building—it was alive. No part of it clashed with nature. It grew with it, breathing the same air.
Faela had never seen anything come to life quite like the palace of Wester. So gentle. So powerful. Despite the start contrast to Brindle, she could not help think of home, even though her surroundings overtook her senses. 	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: “Start contrast” should be “stark contrast.” Catch this one before it goes further.
Easter, where the earth was a rough-hewn thing, where life fought against the terrain in ways that made it feel as though the land was always in struggle. The land was never forgiving in Easter. It was a place of hard rock and jagged cliffs, where rivers ran swift and dark through narrow trees, cutting through the earth like deep scars. It was a place where rain fell in torrents, flooding the fields and turning the roads into thick mud, a place where crops could fail in a season’s change, leaving whole villages hungry. Her home had always felt more like a refuge than a place of beauty, its rough edges tempered only by the warmth of hearths and the bond of people who shared a common struggle.
There was so much space here. Brindle certainly had none to spare. No wide, open fields stretching into infinity. No shining rivers that danced in the sunlight. No graceful palace like the one before her, nestled so naturally in the landscape. She thought of her home’s wooden houses with their thatched roofs, of the simple stone walls that held in the warmth of a fire but offered little in the way of elegance. She thought of the relentless wind that howled through narrow paths, bending trees low in its wake.
This place was everything the East was not. For the first time since she began this journey, she was completely confident this was where she was meant to be. Surely the people that helped build this land up so perfectly would steer her in the right directions. There was no question. No doubts. No regrets to be had.
Wester was a land where beauty existed naturally, where the earth had been sculpted by the hands of gods, or perhaps by the sheer elegance of time itself. Here, everything seemed designed to make one pause, to make one notice: the way the sun hit the golden hills at dusk, the way the rivers gleamed in the soft morning light, the way the flowers seemed to bloom in patterns that could not have been random. The land here, though not free of struggles, seemed to offer its blessings without need for relentless effort.
Faela shook her head, trying to shake away the memories of Easter. She needed to stop comparing. To stop thinking of her people, her life, as something lesser. She had known hardship. She had survived. She had walked beside Toadcat through forests, across mountains, and finally, across the sea. She had fought for her place in the world. That was enough. But as the palace loomed before her, she could not help but feel the weight of the difference.
And Toadcat, he was gone. The air was heavy in Faela’s lungs, thick with grief. They had walked for so long together, through treacherous paths, across vast open fields, down narrow, forgotten roads that twisted through the wilderness. Toadcat had always been with her, his soft purring a steady rhythm that had calmed her when the road felt too long or the journey too hard. She could feel his absence now, a raw ache that reached into her chest. The world around her, though breathtaking, felt too still. Too quiet.
Princess Lyra stood beside her, watching her with an understanding Faela could not quite bear. Without a word, Lyra grabbed her hand and led her to the palace. As they moved through the palace gates, her resolve had begun to return slowly. She had to begin again. She had to try to belong here. Try to earn trust and hope that others may trust her. She saw that as the first step of her plan. Just stick to the plan, she thought. Stay in the good graces of the people that could save her village. 
Inside the gates was like a small village in itself. Market booths lined the outer walls. Dried fruit, fish, jewels, even pictures were all available for a price. Just beyond the markets, a stable where palace staff were leading the horses that led their carriages across Wester from the fork. A large, stone stairway led up to the palace doors themselves. As Faela ascended, she looked back to take in the bustle all around her, envisioning it to be her own village. This is exactly how she wanted to build. Her parents must have known such a place existed. She began to go through old memories, wondering what else she knew nothing about.
The inside was certainly no tent in the middle of the wilds. It was a place so carefully designed, so undeniably beautiful, and yet it was tied to nature in a way that Faela had never quite experienced. Vast crystal domes bathed the halls in soft, refracted color, and the scent of fresh herbs and fruit hung in the air, mingling with the crisp mountain breeze. The stone was not cold and unforgiving, but warm, almost alive. The walls seemed to grow with the land, a seamless blend of architecture and the earth it sprang from. It was as if the palace itself were a living thing—growing, breathing, unfolding in harmony with the sky above and the mountains that encircled it.
As she let the palace engulf her whole, she marveled at how the stone walls were interspersed with draping vines and flowers, as if nature had been invited to take root in the very bones of the building. There were wide, arched windows that looked out over the lush valley, framed with creeping ivy. Every corner of the palace seemed to speak of care, of artistry, and yet it never seemed too perfect to be true. The juxtaposition of its grandeur and its seamless connection to the land made Faela feel like she was walking through a dream.
But what struck her most was how quiet it was. It was not a cold silence, one that felt oppressive or empty, but a stillness that held a kind of reverence. As though every sound, the gentle shuffle of feet on stone, the flutter of bird wings, the quiet whispers of the palace staff, was absorbed into the walls, carried away by the stones themselves, or transformed by the soft echoes of the fountain.
She found herself lingering by a balcony that overlooked a garden, more of a small forest, really, where trees grew tall and proud in the midst of carefully cultivated hedges and flowerbeds. The scent of mountain herbs and citrus hung in the air, their sharpness softened by the faintest trace of salt carried from the distant sea. The songbirds flitted through the open arches, their delicate calls a perfect contrast to the cool, weighty stone. The murmur of a fountain somewhere in the distance provided a low, gentle backdrop, as though the entire palace was exhaling in rhythm with her own breath.
It was a place so carefully designed, so undeniably beautiful, and yet it was tied to nature in a way that Faela had never quite experienced. A slight breeze rustled the leaves, but other than that, there was no rush, no pressing need to move. No clamor. It was as if the whole world were caught in a gentle pause, a breath held in time.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: This exact sentence already appeared word for word four paragraphs back, describing the same hallway. Looks like a leftover from drafting, worth cutting here so the description does not repeat itself. This one needs a fix, not just a look.
The first of the palace staff to introduce herself was Mara, a round woman with an easy smile and a perpetual bustle to her steps. Her dark hair was tied up in a simple knot, a few curls escaping to frame her face. There was a kindness in her eyes, but it was paired with an unwavering determination. She moved through the hallway with the practiced grace of someone who had known this palace her entire life.
“Lady Faela,” Mara greeted her, dipping into a curtsy, though her movements were more casual than formal. “I am Mara. I have been instructed to ensure your comfort, and I never fail an instruction I like.” Her voice was light, and her manner warm as she gave Faela an inviting smile.
Behind her stood a tall, slender man named Lin. His hair was dark, carefully pulled back into a low ponytail. Faela could see the strength in his hands, broad palms and long fingers that spoke of a hard worker. He held himself with the easy confidence of someone who knew his way around the palace, and yet his expression was always gentle. Lin’s eyes were steady and kind, an unspoken promise of trustworthiness.
And then there was Renna, who leaned against the doorframe with a playful smirk and short-cropped hair. Her dark eyes sparkled with mischief as she studied Faela with a knowing gaze. “Renna,” she said, offering a bow that was more casual than respectful. “I fetch things. And I am very good at secrets.”
Mara swatted her lightly with a folded towel. “Not so loud, Renna. You will scare the poor girl.”
“Not scared,” Faela said with a slight, weary smile. “Just a bit overwhelmed.”
Mara chuckled. “That is normal. This palace overwhelms everyone. But do not worry. We have found that tea helps.”
Renna winked at Faela before turning to disappear down the hall. Faela found herself glancing after her, curious about what secrets Renna might carry with her. As Mara led her to her chambers, Faela felt the warmth of her presence like a balm on her nerves. The corridors they passed through were bathed in the soft golden glow of afternoon light, the marble floors warm beneath her feet. It was such a contrast to the straw that lined her hut. It was a strange, almost foreign, but one that Faela felt herself beginning to appreciate.
“I will leave you to get settled,” Mara said once they reached the door. “But if you need anything, I will be just down the hall.” She smiled again, her eyes lingering on Faela for a moment before she turned and moved away with quiet efficiency.
Faela stepped into the room. It was peaceful, filled with the soft scent of citrus blossoms and fresh herbs, and as she glanced around at the delicate, silk tapestries and carved wooden furniture, she felt a small shift inside her. This place, while so different from Easter, was something she could get used to. 
Later that afternoon, as Faela wandered through the palace corridors, she was greeted by more staff. Some of them nodded in polite recognition as they passed, others stopped to offer small pleasantries. Then there was Stellan, the queen’s advisor, a man whose sharp eyes and crisp manner seemed to hold a quiet authority. He walked with purpose, his hands never idle as he carried an armful of maps in one hand while another grasped a sword handle, hanging at his right hip.
She had seen him before, inside the royal tent where he stood quietly at the Queen’s side, his posture straight but alert, like someone ready to step in. At first she had assumed he was just another member of the court. But later, when the Queen’s attention had shifted, she caught sight of him again, this time near the edge of the tent, speaking in hushed tones with Lyra. They had leaned close, their words too quiet to hear. Lyra’s expression had been unreadable, but Stellan’s gaze was sharp, assessing. Not flirtatious, not deferential—strategic. The kind of look a person gives when they are both trusted. What were they planning, she wondered.
Now, seeing him again, Faela felt that same flicker of unease. He gave her a slight nod, “Miss Faela, I see you are finding your way around.”
“I am trying.”
And then there was Prescott, the young steward with ink-stained fingers, who greeted Faela with an easy, if somewhat distracted, grin.
“When I am not working with Sir Stellan,” Prescott explained, looking slightly guilty, “I am also the palace’s part-time messenger. Some men may be marked by swords, but I will take ink any day.”
Faela smiled. “I did not know the palace had so many people running around.”
“Oh, it is not all royal duties and secrets,” Prescott said, her eyes twinkling. “Sometimes we just—” She lowered her voice conspiratorially, “—find time to talk about something other than schedules.”
Faela laughed softly, feeling the last of the tension in her shoulders ease. Perhaps this place, so different from Easter, could offer her the gentleness of time. A time to grieve, to breathe, and to begin again. The thought was still raw, still unfamiliar. But as she stood there, watching the staff bustle with quiet purpose, Faela realized that maybe—just maybe—this place, with its soft light and unhurried pace, could be the start of something new. For the first time in a long while, she allowed herself to hope.
That night, Faela stepped onto her balcony and looked out at the starlit lands of Wester.
The palace lights glowed like fireflies. The air was sweet. Somewhere in the distance, a chorus of frogs sang in gentle harmony. She placed a single, soft feather—the last from Toadcat’s coat—on the balcony rail. The wind took it, curling it upward into the stars. And with that, she let herself grieve. Let herself hope. And let herself begin again.
The next few days flew by.
They passed not in ease, but in repetition—meals delivered by silent stewards, fittings overseen by sharp-eyed seamstresses, and daily walks along the palace’s inner paths, which looped through rose gardens, statues, and colonnades choked with ivy. Faela never quite understood if she was being watched or forgotten, and the alternating loneliness and scrutiny made her limbs feel heavier by the hour.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
She saw Lyra most mornings, always late and never in the same mood twice. Some days she greeted Faela with warmth, brushing lint from her shoulder and laughing as if they shared a secret. Other times, her voice carried barbs. When Faela asked if anything had changed, Lyra said only, "The Queen sleeps poorly. And when she sleeps poorly, everyone does."
Sylas was often nearby, but always at the edge of things. Faela avoided him when she could, unsure what part of herself recoiled in his presence—grief, shame, or something older.
Eryon, though more reserved, crossed her path occasionally. He spoke of architecture, of design, and once—when he caught her sketching a gate in the margins of her napkin—asked, quietly, 
"Do you build to escape, or to remember?" She had no answer, and he asked nothing more.
On the third day, Mara brought word, she was allowed into the lower village with a guard for a few hours of "fresh air." It was not permission—it was placement.
She was taken through a back corridor and out a narrow postern gate. The path wound downhill past rust-colored walls and terraced courtyards, opening into the Wester market square. It brimmed with noise, fruit vendors shouting prices, children weaving through cart wheels, smells of sweetbread and ash and leather. Everything pulsed with color.
The guard stayed close but gave her space. She drifted between stalls, letting the movement and mess swallow her. She watched an old woman sell salt dyed green and blue, claiming it calmed storms. A child bartered for a cracked spoon with two beetles and a ribbon.
No one knew her here. It felt like breathing for the first time in days.
At one point, a group of women danced in a circle, tossing scarves in the air and clapping to a rhythm Faela did not recognize but wanted to. She did not join, but she did not turn away either. Each bend in the road displayed something new. If the fork was magical, then this was enchanting.
Back in the palace that evening, her fingers still smelled faintly of citrus and ash.
She sketched until her candle guttered low—market stalls, dancing scarves, the face of the potter, and her father’s hands carved from memory.
On the fifth morning, the Queen’s summons arrived. The ball would be the next night. 
Faela awoke to the morning light streamed through her window, gilding the carved archways in soft gold. For a moment, she simply lay still, cocooned in soft linen and silence. But life in the palace never stayed still for long, she was quickly learning.
A soft knock stirred her fully awake. When she answered the door, Mara was already bustling in, arms full of folded linens. Behind her came Lin, balancing a tray of fruits, cheeses, and a delicate pitcher of lemon water.
“Good, you are up,” Mara said with a warm smile. “I was beginning to worry you had been lulled into a hundred-year sleep.”
“That seems a little dramatic,” Faela replied with a small laugh.
“And yet you look brighter already. Wester suits you.”
Faela hesitated. “I am… not sure I belong here.”
Mara fixed her with a knowing look. “Belonging does not arrive like a royal escort, dear. It grows, like moss on stone. Quiet. Steady. Give it time.”
There was a knock at the door. A new face had come to whisk Faela to princess Lyra’s quarters. 
The golden light of evening slanted through the tall windows of Lyra’s chambers, warming the marble floors and catching on the crystal details of the dressing table. It was quiet except for the soft rustling of silk and the distant hum of strings tuning in the ballroom below. Faela stood before a gilded mirror, fingers curled tightly around the sides of her gown. The dress — midnight blue, stitched with tiny silver stars, shimmered as she moved, catching the light like ripples on a lake at dusk. It felt impossibly fine against her skin. She looked alien in it. Beautiful, as Lyra kept saying, but not herself.
Back in her village, everyone wore the same: woven tunics in shades of earth, tied with coarse belts. Function mattered, not form. No jewelry, no color, no decoration — too much beauty, the elders always said, was a distraction from purpose. And here in Wester? Clothing was a story. It was armor, ambition, desire. Every gown in the palace told a different tale. Cut, color, texture, and symbol, as if each wearer carried their history on their skin. Even the servants wore more embroidery than the village elder had in his whole lifetime.
Faela smoothed her hand down the bodice, watching the starlight ripple across it. What would the village think of this? she wondered. Of me?
“You keep fidgeting,” Lyra’s voice broke in from across the room. “You will wrinkle it.”
Faela startled slightly, glancing at the princess. Lyra lounged on a velvet chaise, barefoot, her lilac gown puddled around her like spilled wine. Her golden hair had been twisted up, revealing the delicate line of her collarbone and a set of amethyst earrings shaped like teardrops.

“I could just stay in my room, tonight,” Faela said, hoping that Lyra might be agreeable. After all, she had never attended a ball, everyone would spend their night directing her, watching her. “I bet your mother would not even notice.”
“The queen notices everything,” Lyra said, her tone darkening. 
Faela exhaled a shaky breath, changing the subject. “Where I am from, we do not wear anything like this. Fashion is not... anything. Everyone dresses the same.”
The princess was truly shocked by Faela’s words, “Then thank the heavens we got you away from the wretched place,” she said with a mischievous smile. 
“It is not retched, it is my home.” Faela wondered if Lyra had forgotten so quickly. While traveling the royal road there was much time to sit and talk as the procession weaved west. The princess’ carriage traveled directly in the middle of the procession, as did all the royal carriages. When they would halt for rest, before stepping foot onto the ground there would be tents and dining tables littering the surrounding fields. Sometimes stopping for an hour, or an entire afternoon, Lyra and Faela would talk. The princess had grown curious about Faela’s home and her role there. Although Faela could not help but notice that when she spoke of the future, of the journey back to her village, Lyra would quickly move on from the subject. Faela did not want to think about leaving either, but this was just a stop in her journey. 	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: She is pushing back on Lyra calling her home “wretched,” so this should say “wretched” too, not “retched.” Worth fixing before you submit anywhere.
As the girls stood in the mirror, Lyra gently brushing Faela’s wild hair out of her usual braid and into a bun that sat atop her head. She let the brush down and set her hands on Faela’s shoulders as their eyes met in the mirror. Lyra’s right hand slid down Faela’s arm to meet the top of her hand, sliding her fingers between hers. Faela was getting the sense that she was just another one of Lyra’s accessories. Until now she had been endeared by her affection. But this caught Faela off guard. Her mind went blank. One hand still gripping Lyra’s as the other sat awkwardly in her lap. And then, the door crash opened.
“Lyra, Mother is asking why…”
Prince Sylas’ voice broke off like a snapped bowstring. The girls separated instantly, Faela stepping aside so fast she nearly stumbled onto the bed. Sylas stood frozen in the doorway, eyes flicking between them. Then, slowly, he schooled his expression into something neutral. Almost too neutral. Eyes fixed on Lyra as if having a conversation. 
Faela had not looked at Sylas since that morning in the woods. The last morning at the fork. Just the sight of him now, so arrogant, sent her back. She had not meant to remember it. Not here. Not now, with the scent of jasmine rising from the gardens and the golden hush of Wester wrapping her in warmth. But grief had a cruel sense of timing. The memory came without warning—sharp, cold, and edged like broken glass.
Faela had barely caught a look at him. A blur of motion. A sudden tension in the air. And then, silence.
Sylas had the nerve to look startled. “It was a creature,” he said. “Eyes like a hunter. You do not know what beasts are out here.”
“He was mine,” Faela had said, her voice breaking, cracking open like the sky before a storm. “He was with me since the coastlands.”
But Sylas did not care. His face was unreadable, neither cruel nor regretful. Only calm. The calm of someone used to killing. Faela had not spoken much to him since they arrived. She expected coldness from the Queen, it was her constant. 
Sylas, ever cutting directly to the meat of it, “The ballroom is filling. You are needed.”
“Thank you,” Lyra said smoothly, her tone ice over fire. “We will be there shortly.”
He nodded once, closed the door, and was gone. Silence stretched out, awkward and brittle.
Then Faela was back the night that Toadcat was murdered. She stood at a fresh mound beneath a birch tree. Lyra had knelt beside Faela without a word, laid the blossom gently on the mound, and rested a hand on her shoulder. No hollow condolences. No need for them. Just presence.
And Eryon. Even now, Faela did not know what to make of Prince Eryon. He had the bearing of a blade, sharp and without warmth. He did not speak often, and when he did, it was with precision, not compassion. So when he arrived that morning with a spade in hand, Faela had been certain he came for another task entirely.
“I will dig,” he said, not looking at her. “It should be done properly.”
Lyra had blinked, as if uncertain she heard him right. Faela simply watched, too tired to speak. He worked in silence, sleeves rolled past his elbows, sweat beading along his brow though the morning was cool. There was something reverent in the way he moved—not tender, but exact. As if he understood that the shape of the grave, the care in its making, mattered more than words ever could.
When he was done, he set the spade aside and stood for a long while in silence, looking at the small grave as though it were a monument. They had buried him beneath a tree near the outer gardens, just before passing through the palace gates. A simple thing. A small grave. But the ache in Faela’s chest was anything but small.
Faela pressed her hand to her heart as she knelt by the tiny mound of earth, her fingers brushing against the soft soil that would never again feel the warmth of Toadcat’s fur. The small, still form of the cat seemed to hang in the surrounding air. The scent of him—the warm, earthy musk that had lingered in the crook of her elbow as he slept beside her on the path—was just out of reach, like the memory of a dream fading into the light of day. She could almost feel him beside her, hear the soft purring that had always been a balm to her weary heart.
He had been her only companion for so long, the one constant through the long, silent journey from her home, across the seas, and into the unfamiliar future. He had followed her, never straying far from her side, through rainstorms and sun-drenched days, over rugged hills and through quiet forests.
Princess Lyra stood beside her in silence, her eyes gentle, her expression unreadable. She had placed a single, deep-blue blossom on the grave, the petals fluttering like fragile wings in the breeze. Faela had not had the words to thank her. There were no words for the quiet grief that settled between them.
Faela swallowed hard, her throat tight with the weight of the loss. “I will miss you, friend.”
A low and firm voice, Eryon’s, added, “A creature who walks beside you through danger earns more than a hole in the dirt.” The thought comforted Faela for a moment until his voice jostled her back to reality.
Faela finally turned, her voice rough. “Is this some game to you?”
Lyra’s expression softened, and for the first time that evening, her confidence wavered. “No. Gods, Faela, no. I am just so interested by you. You do not care about dresses or jewels. You are happy to play in the dirt. It is in your nails. You have to agree, it is most peculiar how you act. But wonderful, just wonderful.”	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: “Interested in you” is the more natural phrasing here. Small thing, your call.
Faela’s jaw tightened. “You must forget. I had to leave my home to beg people to help us. I do not get to play dress up and dance my nights away. We do not live in stone palaces. Our homes are crumbling. They might not even stand now. I would not know. I should not be going to a party with you when I should be out finding what I came here to find.”
Lyra looked her in the eye. “Faela, it will be OK. I promise.”
This was exactly how Lyra acted on the road. She did not seem to appreciate the severity of Faela’s plight. She had risked everything she knew and left everyone she would ever known. And here is this princess, living a life of ease while telling her not to worry. She may find it comically ironic if not for how angry it seemed to make her.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: Same slip as the one back in Chapter Twelve, “would ever known” should be “had ever known.” Worth a pass to check for this phrase anywhere else in the manuscript. This one needs fixing before it goes further.
Lyra reached out again, to take Faela’s hand, gently, reverently. “Come, we will smile. We will dance. It will be true fun.”
Faela stared at her, the storm of doubt and longing still raging in her chest. And slowly, hesitantly, she nodded. They walked out together, hand in hand, into the fire lit corridors of the palace. The light streamed down the hallway like a raging river. It felt magical to walk within its confines. As they turned a corner, guitars and drums filled the quiet space. It was there that they found Prince Eryon. It looked as though he was staring out of a window, but Faela could see nothing but darkness outside as she approached.
 “If you do not present yourself to the throne room, mother is going to consider it treason.” He said to Lyra.
With that Lyra gasped with a fleck of fear in her eyes. She squeezed Faela’s hand before letting it go to run ahead. “Meet me there. He will show you.”
She had grown used to his silence. He wore duty like armor, even at a ball. And yet here, away from watchful eyes, he was something else. Less steel. More stone.
He continued to stare out a high arched window at the palace’s inner terrace, where dozens of columns formed  	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: This sentence stops short, “where dozens of columns formed” and then nothing. Something got cut off here and needs finishing. Catch this one before it goes further.
“The weight of the palace is carefully distributed,” he said without turning. “Each arch supports the next. Interlocking load paths. This design has not changed in over three centuries. You should keep that in mind when you are rebuilding your village. Stone would be best, but I know not ideal for all situations.”
Faela tilted her head with an unexpected smile. “You study architecture?”
“I study permanence,” he said. “What endures, and why.”
He turned then, his eyes sharp, but not unkind. “This palace is not built to dazzle. It is built to last. It mirrors the heavens—those columns you see? Each aligns with a constellation. The palace is a map. One carved into stone.”
Faela stepped beside him, drawn to his words. “And here I thought you were all sword and silence. Now you are talking my language.”
Eryon gave the faintest twitch of a smile. “Stone and silence, perhaps. But yes, I study more than war. My first memory is lying beneath this ceiling, watching the light change on the carved stars above. I remember wondering how something could feel so old, and yet so alive.”
“That is what this place feels like,” Faela murmured. “Alive.”
He nodded. “Wester keeps a piece of everyone who walks here. Even those lost.”
Faela’s breath caught at that. Toadcat. He did not say it—but somehow, he knew. Just as the silence was becoming a burning glow in Faela’s chest, the hallways exploded with guests come to attend the Queen’s ball. And with that, Prince Eryon bowed and quickly became lost in the crowd.











CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Back in her quarters, Faela slipped the jeweled blue dress over her frame, still feeling the ghost of Lyra’s hands against her skin. Her cheeks flushed, a shiver rising beneath the silk as she breathed in the scent Lyra had left behind. That evening, as the palace corridors dimmed to the cool hues of twilight, a summons came.
She remembered him, with his nervous eyes, his hands trembling as he grasped a ribboned scroll so hard that it was flattening. Inside, The King requests your presence. Faela’s gaze rose to meet Prescott’s. He was afraid. And with that, he took the scroll back, throwing into the fire that kept Faela’s room warmed. 
Faela’s heart stuttered. She had not yet glimpsed him—not truly. Whispers in the halls painted him as brilliant, reclusive, touched by something stranger than wisdom. She had not heard a bad word spoken against the king. In fact, besides the night at the waterfall with his children, she had heard no word of the king. Now he was asking for her.	Comment by Editorial Review: CONTINUITY: In Chapter 11, Lyra tells Faela their father “died last winter. A fever.” Here the king is alive and asking for Faela, and nothing in the scene acknowledges the contradiction, even though Faela heard Lyra say it herself. Chapter 17 gives the king's history but never explains why his own children believe he is dead. If Mereth hid him, or the children were lied to, the page needs to say so and Faela needs to notice. This needs fixing before it goes further.
She was escorted through winding staircases and hidden halls she had not known existed. Each passage seemed older than the last, more worn by time. Light filtered down through narrow windows, casting shifting patterns across her path. The air changed too—no longer perfumed by flowers or herbs, but tinged with something metallic and ancient, like storm-washed stone and old parchment.
Finally, they reached a heavy door. The page knocked once, then vanished down the corridor. It opened on its own. The room was chaos. A cavernous chamber, dimly lit and filled with towering shelves, cluttered tables, and strange machines that clicked and whirred in the dark. Papers lay scattered across the floor like fallen leaves. Bits of glass and copper gears glittered in the lamplight. The smell of oil and smoke hung in the air.
Faela stepped in, heart pounding. So, this was the King’s quarters. It was not a throne room. It was a workshop. Or a sanctuary. Or a storm frozen mid-roar. She had expected opulence, columns of gold, velvet-draped walls. Instead, she found the lair of a mind too vast to be contained. This place looked as though it were occupied by a madman. Trash was strewn across the floor, odd machines lay in disrepair, and strange devices sat abandoned in every corner. Faela stepped further into the King’s quarters, unable to believe what she was seeing.
Crossing the room into the cluttered chamber, she began to notice the details. The chaotic sprawl of parts, sketches, and unfinished mechanisms reminded her of Tedding’s workshop back in her village. Tedding, the old tinkerer, had a mind that reached beyond the boundaries of their simple world, but his hands were often less reliable. His shop had been filled with half-fixed tools, sputtering lanterns, and strange contraptions that no one but he understood. As a child, Faela would sit and watch him work, listening to his stories of the outside world and dreaming of paths she was never meant to take.
“Come closer, girl,” the voice rasped from the shadows, low, scratchy, as though it had not been used in days.
Faela moved forward. Past the towering shelves, past peculiar contraptions. One machine seemed to move objects along a rail that undulated like a silver snake. Another was a sealed jar with two liquids inside that swirled but never mixed. She had no words for these things. Only wonder.
And then she saw him. He stood an average height, nearly gaunt, swathed in dark robes stained by time and use. His face was sharp with years, his eyes bright with something deeper than madness, like a storm watching itself. There was power in the way he stood, yes, but also weariness. As though even kings could be burdened by what they knew. Faela froze.
The King regarded her in silence. Faela knew that a king should feel imposing, but this one did not. His kind eyes welcomed her without words. She recognized them, she thought. Just a glimmer, but she caught a glimpse of it. 
“Finally,” he said. “Let me get a look at you.”
She stepped into a patch of lamplight, not even realizing she had climbed so high above the rest of the palace. A great window—no, a door—was built into the wall behind him, its panes aglow with the deep orange of the setting sun. The light caught on her face and hair, illuminating the village in her bones, the grief in her chest.
“My King?” she asked softly, surprised at the words.
The King’s gaze pierced her, not unkind but searching. As though reading something older than names or titles in her eyes. And then, slowly, his shoulders loosened. He turned without answering.
“Come with me.” And he walked out the door.
Faela followed. Beyond the door was a wide stone terrace. Wind caught her hair, the air crisp with salt and sky. She laughed, the sound rising from her chest like a bird taking flight. How she wished her brother could see this. This impossible place above the world. She approached the edge, where the King stood silently. Below them stretched the sea—vast and glimmering. Her heart skipped. She had only ever seen the sea in a faded book, loaned to her one stormy night by a passing traveler. Now, it was real. Alive. Endless. The King watched her closely, saying nothing, as the wind tugged at her clothes and wonder lit her face. For the first time in years, he also stood looking out at the vastness.
The wind tugged at Faela’s dress as if to pull her forward, toward the edge, toward something unknown. Her eyes remained fixed on the sea, wide with wonder, disbelief shimmering within them like the sunlight caught on the waves below. It stretched farther than anything she had ever imagined. A blue so vast, it swallowed the horizon. It was movement and stillness all at once, breathing, and endless. Tears welled in her eyes before she could stop them. She thought of Nolan. 
The King stood beside her, silent. His long cloak fluttered around his boots, and his gaze followed hers to the distant water. When he finally spoke, his voice was quieter than before, more human than royal. "You have never seen the sea."
It was not a question. She shook her head. "No," she whispered, still half-afraid that if she blinked, it might vanish. "Only in a drawing. A traveler passed through our village once during a storm. He let me see a book, just for a moment."
The King went quiet. His eyes stayed on the water, but Faela noticed the flicker of emotion across his face.
Faela tore her gaze from the sea to look at him. “My king, I am not sure what the queen has told you of my situation, but I…”
He turned toward her, studying her as if weighing the truth. “The queen and I stopped speaking quite some time ago.”
The King chuckled, low and bitter. “And what did she tell you of my situation?”
Faela hesitated. “Your children speak kindly of you.”
His expression did not change. “That is good to hear.”
She paused. The chaos of the room below still lingered in her memory—the broken inventions, the twisted bookshelves, the strangeness of it all—but here in the light, with the wind and sea at her back, the King did not look mad. He looked tired. Old, perhaps, though his face bore few lines. And lonely.
For a moment, silence stretched between them. A peaceful silence. The kind that did not need filling. Then he turned, walking along the end of the terrace as far as he could, then turning to walk back the same path. This continued until he broke the silence with the last words Faela ever expected to hear. 
“Faela, you are in danger here,” the king finally said with an urgency that did not match the peace of the palace.
She could not help it—she snorted. Then laughed, short and sharp and disbelieving. It felt absurd, all of it, the towering halls, the soft beds, the food brought on silver trays, the queen’s icy stares, and now this. But as the laughter died on her tongue, something in his expression silenced her. There was no jest in his voice. No twist of manipulation. Only truth, plain and heavy.
“I am sorry,” she murmured, stiffening. “I just. That does not make sense.”
The King took a breath, his gaze lowering briefly to the carved stone beneath his boots. When he looked at her again, his eyes were not the eyes of a ruler. They were the eyes of a man remembering something long buried.
“I was younger than I am now. About your age, perhaps a little older. My sister and I arrived where the north ports are now. We were outsiders, too, like you, now.” 
He continued, “Echelon stretched across all the known world then. The mainland. The western islands. Even parts of the glacial reaches to the north. But the southern islands were unknown. Too foggy to travel into without knowing what was there.”
Faela blinked. Her chest felt hollow. Her thoughts tumbled too fast to grasp onto. Echelon. Mainland. Islands. 
The king went on with his tale, “We came here to escape Echelon. The kingdom across the sea. But I lost my sister that first night. Just as we stepped onto the beach, explosions, sand everywhere. We all got lost. We all ran. But Shivon was taken.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: This quote opens but never closes, there's no closing quotation mark at the end of the king's line. Catch this one before it goes further.
“Shivon was your sister?” she whispered. Heart breaking for this old man in his high tower that she just met.
“Yes, she was,” the king said matter-of-factly, “but I believe she goes by Elen now.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: Same thing here, the quote is missing its closing mark at the end. This will need fixing before it goes further.
Faela’s eyes narrowed and tears streamed down her face upon hearing that name. Her mother’s name.
“I thought she was dead. "I had no idea," the king said as he began to pace again, covering his face with his hands, "but she lived." She survived. I only learned of it recently, when word came to me that a girl would be traveling from the East. To the West. That she was the daughter of Elen. You, Faela.”	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: This line switches from curly quotation marks to straight ones partway through, and Faela's opening quote never gets closed before the king's dialogue starts. Worth a careful pass to sort out whose line is whose here. This one needs a fix, not just a look.
She backed a step, as if the words themselves pushed her.
“You said I am in danger,” she said. “What kind of danger? What does this mean?”
King Alaric hesitated, then said, “It means you are not who you thought you were. The Queen… she knows.”
Faela turned her face away, eyes burning. “Do they all know?”
“I do not think so. Only Lyra, I suspect.”
Silence spun between them, vast and heavy.
“What happens now?” Faela asked at last, her voice quiet.
King Alaric stepped forward, placing a hand gently on her shoulder. “You must leave, Faela. Now. And with great care. Because if the wrong ears hear your name, the war that once drove us from the mainland may find its way back to us.”
Quickly. She found herself on the other side of the door with Alaric sticking his head out to look in each direction before shoving her out and shutting the door. The palace halls still whispered with the king’s final words, but they offered no comfort now. Faela walked in silence through the palace corridors, escorted not by the king, but by two silent guards in green-and-gold livery. The scent of the sea and oil still clung to her, but it was quickly overwhelmed by the perfume of the upper halls, sweet florals, polished wood, and too much rosewater.
Music rose from somewhere ahead, strings and flutes and the measured rhythm of a slow waltz. Laughter spilled through the marble corridors like water over stone.
When the doors to the throne room opened, Faela stepped into a new world. The grand chamber had been transformed with light glittered off chandeliers as gowns shimmered in candlelight while the nobles of Wester danced beneath vaulted ceilings like birds in flight. It should have taken her breath away. Once, it might have. Everything felt distant. Dim.
The king’s revelations pressed on her chest like a weight, making it hard to breathe. Her mother. Echelon. The Queen’s silence. She moved through the ballroom as if underwater, hearing voices without words, seeing faces without names.
“Faela!” a familiar voice cut through the fog, warm and bright. “You are late. You are pale. You are—oh my, what happened?”
Faela shook her head, eyes glassy. “I cannot. Not here.”
Lyra frowned but did not push. Instead, she slipped her arm through Faela’s and led her gently into the crowd. “Then let us pretend. For now. Come. Dance, talk, smile a little. It’ll be easier with noise around.”
Faela nodded numbly. She let Lyra guide her from courtier to courtier, introducing her to names she instantly forgot. She smiled where she was meant to, laughed once or twice, but her heart was elsewhere, lost in the storm above the sea.
And then—Prince Eryon. He appeared beside them like a memory made flesh, tall and golden. His expression was unreadable, but there was a flicker of curiosity in his gaze as he looked at Faela.
“For a creature from the wild, you do clean up nicely,” he said quietly.
Faela studied him, her heart thudding. “Thank you.”
“And?” Eryon questioned, “No turning my words back to me?”
She searched his face for some sign—some confirmation that he knew. That he understood what the king had told her. But there was nothing. Just polite interest, carefully restrained.
Eryon’s brow furrowed. “What is it?”
Faela looked around. Lyra was so engulfed in her own conversations she did not realize she left Faela across the room. Faela grabbed Eryon and pulled him to the first space clear of guests. When she turned to speak, the prince was locked on her. Staring deep into her eyes as if he were expecting her to say something specific. Just not for this.
“You do not know, do you?” Faela asked, voice low, almost a whisper.
“That I am insufferable or such,” Eryon replied. “I do know you like to tell me.”
Before she could reply, a hand fell on her shoulder, causing her to jump. Startling, but familiar. Prescott. Even more terrified and quiet than the last time he whisked her away.
“You are requested elsewhere, my lady.” He kept his face down.
Eryon opened his mouth, clearly about to object, but Faela was already being led away.
“Where are we going?” she asked, blinking rapidly as the ballroom fell behind her. The music dimmed. The laughter faded.
“You are to return to your quarters,” Prescott said simply.
“I told Lyra I would prefer to stay there, but she insisted I be here.”
“It is not the princess that requests it,” Prescott said lowering his head in the direction of the queen. 
They moved quickly through back corridors, narrower, darker, and unfamiliar. Faela tried to remember the path, but the halls twisted and turned like a maze. Finally, they reached a corridor lined with iron-braced doors.
Confused, Faela said, “This does not look familiar.”
But Prescott stopped in front of one of the iron doors towards the end of the hall, bowing his head. “This is yours now.”
He knocked once, and without another word, turned and vanished down the hallway. Faela could swear he mouthed sorry as he walked by. The door creaked open on its own. Faela hesitated. No guards, no instructions. She stepped inside, a prisoner now. Or, it hit her, maybe she had been all along.
















CHAPTER SIXTEEN
The sky was still. Clouds hung like bruises above the sea, and the ship—a jagged-boned thing barely holding together—groaned as its hull scraped against the shallows. A tangled knot of exhausted refugees began to disembark, ankle-deep in brine, dragging makeshift satchels and quiet fears across the sand.
Shane was the first to step onto the shore, boots sinking into wet earth. Seventeen. Still too young to be anything, and already too old to go back.
He turned to help his sister. “Shivon.”
She was close behind, her dark braid soaked from the storm, her pale face streaked with salt and soot. She gripped his wrist as she stepped into the water, eyes locked on his, jaw set with the determination of someone who had already decided she would survive.
They were the last blood of House Chairon. The last of Echelon’s high-born line. And now, they were only refugees.	Comment by Editorial Review: CONTINUITY: Here Shane and Shivon are “the last blood of House Chairon.” But Chapter 23 gives Faela a living grandmother, Queen Maribel, and in Chapter 31 Stellan confirms Maribel is a Chairon who rules Echelon. Both cannot hold unless “last” means something narrower, such as the last of the rebel branch. Say what it means here. This needs fixing before it goes further.
Others followed: twins from the House of the Golden Branch, a sword master missing half a hand, two servants, three soldiers, a young healer with no voice. Fourteen, not counting the dead they left behind at sea.
Shane looked inland. A wide plain, edged with dark trees. No smoke. No banners. No signs of pursuit. “We have landed clear,” he said aloud, though no one replied.
Then the wind changed. Shivon’s head snapped up. “Do you hear that?”
“I hear nothing,” Shane said.
The sound came next—a high, keening whistle like pressure in the ears just before a storm breaks. Then light. The explosion hit the ridge just beyond the trees—a flash of searing gold and bone-white fire that split the afternoon in half. Heat rolled over the group like a living thing. The blast came an instant later, a deafening crack that shattered branches and hurled debris across the shoreline like knives. The ship behind them caught fire from the shockwave, splintering at the seams with a long, keening wail.
Shane hit the ground hard, sand scraping across his skin. For a moment, all he could hear was the ringing in his head, the crashing of waves. When he blinked, the world stuttered back into motion, too fast. Screaming. Smoke. Shivon. He scrambled to his feet. Across the wrecked clearing, he saw her—half-shielded by a fallen tree, pushing herself up, her face smeared with blood.
“Shivon!”
She turned toward him. Their eyes met, relief flashing between them, raw and terrified. Then, movement. Armored figures burst from the woods. One flying the gold sunburst banner of Wester. The other a dark spiral of Eastern rebels. They poured in like floodwaters, blades drawn, boots slamming into the mud, shouting orders he could not understand. This was a civil war, and they had landed at its heart.
Shivon screamed something. He could not hear it over the shouting. She reached for him. But hands seized her. Two soldiers in gold dragged her back. She fought them like a wild thing, thrashing, kicking. One of them struck her across the face. That is when Shane saw it. Something familiar. The armor these soldiers wore did not bear a sunburst, or a red thorn. A sigil etched on the breast plate, a circular spiral.
Shane surged forward only to be tackled from behind. His face hit the sand. He tried to lift his head—tried to find her again—but smoke filled the sky, curling down to choke the world from view. That was the last he saw of her. His sister. Gone into the mouth of a war that was not theirs.
Shivon did not remember how she came to be there, but she woke in a small, weathered hut in a small worn down village.
Over weeks, Tomas helped her heal. He asked no questions, though her accent was strange, her hands too soft for a farmworker, her eyes too burdened for her youth. But she listened when he spoke of the war. Of how Easter had once trusted a faraway kingdom named Echelon, only to find their allies turning conquerors. Of how Wester had retaliated, dragging the whole island into years of bloodshed.
She felt shame. But she did not tell him who she was. Not yet. 
They worked the land together. She helped in the garden, slowly learned to mend clothes and weave baskets. At night, she read from tattered books he kept in a trunk—folk tales, star charts, poetry. And sometimes, when the fire was low, she cried silently for her brother, her people, and the home lost forever. Tomas never asked why. He simply sat beside her, holding her hand. Love grew slowly, like spring after a long winter.
Tomas built her a bench near the orchard, where bees danced and the wind carried the scent of thyme. Shivon would sit there at dusk, watching the horizon, wondering if Shane had lived. If he would hate her for choosing to stay. For choosing this life. But one evening, as the sun dipped behind the hills and Tomas knelt in the dirt planting wildflowers, she looked at him and knew.
She could run again, or she could belong. She chose him. They married under a canopy of woven branches, surrounded by Tomas’ neighbors and friends, who welcomed the quiet, mysterious woman who had come from nowhere and made their village her home.
In time, they had children.
Faela, born during a thunderstorm, wild-hearted and brave. Orin, born in a hard winter, always watchful and wise. Tala, with her bright mind and boundless grace.
Tomas told them stories of ships that sailed above the clouds, of cities with glass towers, of lands far beyond the sea. But never the truth. Not all of it.
That truth, buried with the tapestry hidden in a box beneath the floorboards. The last proof of who she had once been. A sister. A refugee. But the past does not drown easily. It waits, like a tide, to return. And one day, years later, her daughter would cross the sea again… unaware that the world was hers. And that the war they fled was not yet finished. Nor the one they fled into. 














CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Smoke filled the sky, curling down to choke the world from view. That was the last he saw her. His sister. Gone into the mouth of a war that was not theirs.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: This opening recaps the line from the end of Chapter Fifteen almost word for word, but drops the “of,” it should be “the last he saw of her.” Worth fixing before you submit anywhere.
Shane arrived in Wester a stranger, completely alone after being separated from his sister, the only family he had left. She was screaming when they took her, soldiers, blades drawn. She was dragged away. For weeks he wandered this strange land, near mad with grief. But war makes ghosts of many.
Shane was taken in by a farmer named Carlos, who thought him displaced by war. He let him believe it. He did not dare reveal the truth. Echelon had betrayed this island with its ambition. But he was of Echelon blood. To survive, he had to bury that blood beneath layers of silence.
Carlos brought Shane to the Wester’s capital, and he began working in the palace as a stable hand. He kept his head down. Listened more than spoke. And slowly, he began to understand the fractured world this island had become, splintered, bitter, wary of outsiders, even as its heart still pulsed with greatness.
That is when he first met King Haran.
Haran was not the man history would paint him to be. Not a conqueror. Not a tyrant. But a deeply good man, ruling during the impossible.
The king found Shane in the stables, cleaning tack and brushing down horses. He had the bearing of a king, yet something restless in his eyes.
“You are not from here,” he said without preamble.
Shane froze. In an instant he decided to change his name, his life. This was where he would hide and wait.
“New to service, I see.” he continued.
Still, Shane said nothing, his heart thudding hard against his ribs.
Then he chuckled. “That is good. We need more of you, from our lands, in here telling us what the people want.”
From that day, the king sought Alaric, Shane’s chosen new identity, out often. Not as a king to a subject, but as a lonely man seeking conversation. They played checkers beneath the cypress trees and spoke of politics in abstract Hypotheticals, as the king called them.
“What would you do,” he once asked, “if given power in a land that did not trust you?”
Alaric still remembers his answer. “I would earn trust, not take it.”
He did not smile, but he saw something shift behind his eyes. As the years passed, Haran pulled him closer into his circle, quietly at first, then openly. He was made advisor, then commander. The more he rose through the ranks, the more the king’s daughters took notice. The king and his late queen had five daughters, each beautiful and smart. 
Whispers bloomed through the court. Who was this commoner rising through the ranks with the king’s favor? Which princess would he choose to rule alongside him?
Alaric did not care what they said, Haran trusted him. And both men cared a great deal for each other. Like the father Alaric had lost long ago. Like the son King Haran never had. 
When the king fell ill, Alaric sat beside his bed each night. When he wept for the queen who had long passed, he bore his sorrow in silence. In the times he was lucid he told Alaric everything. His love for his people. His worries for his daughters. 
The queen had died in childbirth with the youngest of their daughters, Mereth. Having no son would mean that the crown passed to princess Mabel, or rather the man she took as a husband. One night, when the fever had taken the king again, he gripped Alaric’s hand and whispered madness.
When Haran died, the court was thrown into chaos. Haran’s final will named Alaric as his sole heir, no marriage required. The court tried to block it. He offered to refuse. He never wanted the throne, only to serve and honor the king. But the people of Wester had grown to trust him. He had been there during bountiful harvests and famines. He had helped rebuild the outer walls when they fell to the sea below. He had brokered peace with rogue villages. Their support was overwhelming. What was left of the royal family were enraged but had no real choice. The late king’s word was law. 
A coronation was held, and soon a wedding followed. The new King and his queen stood beneath the banner of Wester, crowned by right of birth. 
Alaric became King Alaric of Wester, born of Echelon blood but sworn to Wester’s soil. And princess Mabel became queen. Mereth was beside herself in fury. Even though she was the youngest of the princesses, she considered herself to be the most clever and more prized of her sisters. But Alaric, ever the peacekeeper, did what he could to appease the royals. Mabel would have been queen had Alaric never arrived. She still would.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: “The most clever and more prized” does not quite match, one side of that pair should probably be “most” too. Your call, just flagging it.
That night at the wedding reception all the royal procession fell ill, save for Alaric, Mereth and a handful of advisors to the palace. As tradition held, the crown would pass to the next unmarried princess. Mereth wasted no time once the final princess remaining took her last breath.
He thought they could be happy, once upon a time. Ignoring the same whisperers that spit lies of him a short while ago. But she did not know him, really. She never understood his aversion to power. He craved peace and quiet. And he ruled with that purpose in mind. Alaric kept Mereth close in court. He gave her authority, allowed her to have equal rule when he did not need to. But eventually she stole it all. Courted all of Wester in the shadows. Now it is the queen’s rule they have all pledged themselves to.
But then, Faela. A curious girl with her mother’s eyes and the sharp mind of an architect. The first time he saw her, he knew. She was Elen’s daughter. His sister’s child. It was like seeing a ghost walk through the gates. How could he explain it to her? That he had failed to find her mother, failed to protect her, failed to be the brother he promised to be?
But Mereth sees threats where there are none. Or creates them where they do not exist. Alaric was sick when he learned the truth, that Faela’s presence in Wester was not chance. The queen had orchestrated it. She intercepted a letter. She learned Elen lived. That she had a family. That he had lied. He had told no one of his origins, not even Haran. He had buried Echelon behind loyalty and years of service. But Mereth found the crack. And she drove a dagger through it.
Now Faela was alone in this palace turned prison. She was the key none of them knew they had lost. And the war, on both sides of the sea, was far from finished.








CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
“Faela, you need to charge for this one!” her sister’s voice carried across the yard like a whip crack, hands planted fiercely on her hips. The late afternoon sun slanted through the willows, illuminating the dust motes dancing over rows of freshly sharpened tools and half assembled wagon wheels.
Faela’s fingers trailed over the polished curve of the wagon’s frame—its warm pinewood faintly fragrant, like Christmas in midsummer. She tested its balance again, heels pressing into the soft dirt until the wagon tilted an invisible half degree. It settled back with a satisfying creak, like the sigh of a ship’s hull after a long voyage. She closed her eyes, listening for any hint of uneven wood or misaligned axle.
This new model was enclosed, tightly joined slats sealing out wind and rain. Faela pictured the cluck of chickens, the rustle of straw bedding, and the sickle-sharp beaks pecking at feed—all safely contained through dusty crossroads and dirt graveled lanes. The blueprint had come to her one sleepless night, perched atop the great boulder that overlooked the winding path. Its silhouette glowing silver beneath the moon. She remembered the hush of crickets, the distant bark of an owl, and how the rough stone pressed into her back as she sketched the first imperfect lines under lantern light. The design had seemed to pour from the rock itself, as though waiting in the boulder’s veins.
“I just hope someone wants to use it,” she murmured, voice low enough that only she could hear it.
Her sister snorted. “People do not pay for dreams, Faela.”
That hurt more than Faela expected. Their family scraped by—barely—but they thrived, anyway. No one minded the barter of services or the occasional gift: a bundled cord of firewood for a weekend’s labor. No one except her sister, who carried a constant ache for something more. Faela understood it, respected her ambition—but something about it felt like pulling at the sky, unreachable.
Orin stepped through the gate, his boots grinding gravel into dust. The late sun gilded his sleeves, outlining dusty tendrils of sweat. As he sighed, Tala—her sister—arched an eyebrow, readying another reprimand.
“Maybe if she had a gift for knitting, our sister would not waste her time on hauling live poultry,” he muttered, voice thick with reluctance.
Faela’s heart skipped. “Did you?”
He dropped his pack with a thump that echoed through the yard. “No one was there. Spent all day walking to the smithy—no sign of the fittings. My feet ache, Fael. I am sorry.”
She studied him: the flat ache in his shoulders, the tight pinching of his jaw. Dust clung to the cuffs of his trousers, and the faint metallic tang of disappointment lingered on his breath. She reached out, sliding her palm over his rough forearm. The simple gesture spoke volumes—far beyond words or scolding.
“It is not your fault,” she said gently, eyes drifting back to the wagon. “We will make do. We always do.” She flexed her fingers, listening to the wood’s healing murmur. This wagon would serve someone; maybe not today, but someday.
Fast forward to a darkened cell as the flicker of torchlight danced over stone walls, narrow as the truth she had betrayed. Each scrape of iron on stone echoed like judgment in the silent corridor. The guards brought food once a day—a stale roll, cold broth—slid under the door without a word. Faela listened to the distant guards’ boots tapping on flagstones, the muffled clank of keys drifting like distant thunder. Sunlight slipped through the bars at a cruel angle, mocking the freedom she had once basked in.	Comment by Editorial Review: FLOW: “Fast forward to” sounds like a screenplay direction, not close third person past tense, which is what the rest of this chapter is written in. It breaks the voice right where the scene is at its most tense. Catch this one before it goes to print.
On the fifth day, the low murmur of multiple voices reached her. Four, maybe more. The key rattled—a cracked melody of authority. The door groaned open, but it was Prince Eryon who stepped through, not guards. His linen shirt hung loose, the sleeves rolled to his elbows, and shadows played upon his chest as he approached. Her breath caught at the sight of him—his presence both unexpected and forbidding.
“I could not come sooner—they would have noticed too soon,” he whispered, voice urgent and low. His eyes, usually cold behind palace walls, were flickers of conflicted fire now.
Faela’s throat tightened. She remembered his hand brushing hers in the village market, the curve of his smile—and the weight of betrayal that led her here. He closed the door behind him with deliberate care, each click echoing the seal of her choices. He leaned forward, the flicker of torchlight tracing the line of his jaw. She met his gaze, armor made of exhaustion and defiance. The queen’s reach was long—too long. And yet, here he was, a man torn between crown and compassion.
“I told your mother I had nothing to say,” she whispered, voice as steady as granite.
He paused, his breath softening as the world around them seemed to hush. In that suspended silence, their gazes intertwined—and in those eyes, they spoke whole novels without a single word. A tension built, drawing them closer until, simultaneously, their arms rose, reaching for the other in a perfect, electric moment.
The torchlight quivered across the damp stone, each flicker echoing the secret they shared. Faela pressed her back to the cold wall, breath catching as Eryon’s fingers brushed a stray curl from her face. The air between them was thick with everything unsaid — the guilt, the longing, the impossible hope. She closed her eyes, leaning into the warmth of his hand, her dress still crisp from the ball. The scent of her gown, faint with silken rose, filled the room.
“Faela…” he murmured, voice rough with restraint and urgency, “I had to make sure you were unharmed.”
Then, a sudden scrape of metal. The door swung open. A flash of cold steel. Sylas. A harsh reminder, she was still a prisoner. Instantly, both Faela and Eryon froze. Her pulse thundered at the contact—not desire, but danger. Eryon’s fingers clenched at her arm, pulling her back, his gaze flicking from her face to Sylas’s advancing form. Torchlight caught his smirk as he stepped forward, a menacing lull in his confidence. The intimacy shattered, replaced by the crack of steel-on-stone. Their kiss hung suspended — unfinished, urgent, raw — with the door carelessly agape, breathing a promise of hope and peril.
Sylas leaned against the cell door as it groaned shut behind him, a lazy smile tugging at his lips. He gave an exaggerated sigh and clapped once, slowly. The sound echoed unnaturally in the stone corridor, like mockery embodied.
“Well, this is a sweet scene,” he drawled, eyes flicking between their still-joined bodies. “Brother, did you think to sneak in here and steal kisses like some back-alley bard? Shall I tell mother what you have been doing? With her, in the dark?”
Eryon’s jaw tensed, but he said nothing. His fingers loosened from Faela’s arm, sliding away with deliberate restraint. Faela, flushed and furious, stepped back into the shadows, folding her arms against her chest like armor. The betrayals continued.
Sylas gave a theatrical gasp. “Oh, do not look so frightened, Faela. I am only joking.” His voice dipped low and mocking. “You do not really think I would go tattling to the queen about your little tryst, do you? I mean, honestly. She has bigger things to worry about. Like war. Or famine. Or the crown prince neck-deep in peasant affections.”
He grinned, wolfish and gleaming. “And besides, you are our guest now. Prisoner, yes, but that word’s so harsh. I prefer to think of you as something more entertaining. Something we can share.”
Eryon’s voice cut sharp through the air. “That is enough!” His right hand slid to the sword at his hip.
“Oh, relax, brother.” He waved a hand dismissively, turning his full attention to Faela, his smile chilling. “You should see your face. You look like you still think he came down here for you. That he cares. But that is the most delicious part, is it not? He is playing. And you are letting him.”
Faela said nothing. Her breath came shallow and quick, eyes narrowed, fists clenched at her sides.
Sylas took a slow step forward, circling the cell like a hawk testing its prey. “Why will you not let me play? You let Eryon. You even let Lyra.”
Eryon’s expression hardened and Faela’s heart sank.
Sylas continued lightly, his voice silk over razors. “Tell me, Faela. When the men chased you from the encampment at the fork did you think it was bad luck? Just a coincidence?”
Faela blinked. Her lips parted, but the words failed her.
“It was not,” Sylas said, lips peeling back in a grin. “Lyra orchestrated it. Gave the order herself. She is quite the strategist when she wants to be. Knew just where to place the men, when to drive you toward the broken path. Right into our waiting arms.”
“Liar,” Faela whispered.
“Mother was not quite sure how to nab you out there in the woods. She could not risk you making a scene. Those people look for any way to blame this palace for their downfall. We could not chance it. Not when we were so close.” Sylas was enjoying his audience. “Lyra insisted she could do it, and she did not disappoint.”
“Liar,” Faela whispered.
“Oh, no,” Sylas replied sweetly, “Eryon can confirm. Can you not, brother?”
Eryon did not speak. He did not move. But his silence screamed.
Faela staggered back, as if struck. Her back hit the stone wall, breath torn from her lungs like a sob. The torchlight flickered across her face, illuminating something that shattered behind her eyes.
Sylas tilted his head. “He was going to tell you, eventually. Maybe after another kiss. Or maybe not at all. Maybe it was easier for him to pretend this could be real.”
“Sylas!” Eryon snapped, stepping forward. His voice rang like steel drawn from its sheath.
But Sylas only laughed, sharp and amused. “Oh, do not get dramatic. I am just the one holding the mirror. If you do not like what you see in it, do not blame me.”
He looked back at Faela, his tone turning mockingly kind. “You are clever, Faela. You built wagons to carry your dreams and carved freedom out of scraps. But you walked right into this one, did not you? Right into our game.”
Sylas stepped to the door and rapped twice. The guards outside shifted.
“I will leave you two lovebirds to it,” he said over his shoulder, tone once again dripping in venom-laced amusement. “But do be careful, brother. Even pawns bleed.”
The door swung open. Cold light spilled in from the corridor.
“Oh,” he added, pausing in the threshold, “Mother sends her regards.”
Then he was gone, his footsteps receding down the hall like the fading sound of laughter in a nightmare.
Silence pooled in the cell again. Eryon stood frozen, the shadows swallowing the fury in his face. Faela stared at the far wall, unmoving, the torchlight barely touching her now.
When she finally spoke, her voice was a thread pulled too tight. “Is it true?”
Eryon did not answer. Faela could not stand to be in the same room with any of these people, not for one more second. She charged ahead toward the door. With two knocks it swung open.
“Go,” she could barely say as her voice trembled and tears pooled fast.













CHAPTER NINETEEN
Faela welcomed the quiet of the cell that night. She racked her brain for any sign that would explain what Lyra did. Faela thought they had become friends, forming a close bond on the royal road during their travels to Wester. She hated her. And then there was Sylas. He had killed Toadcat. He was happy to do it. She hated him. And Eryon. And the queen. And anyone else that looked her in her eyes and lied to her face. She hated them all.
She pulled her knees up to her chest, curling into the cold stone wall as though it could shield her from the truth. The silence was heavier now. Before, it had been a quiet she filled with defiance, even the occasional whisper of hope. Now it was hollow. She tilted her head back against the wall and let her mind slip sideways, away from this prison, away from the sting of betrayal. She clung to the memory like a raft in storm-torn waters.
The morning air had been brisk. Cool enough that breath fogged faintly between smiles. Lyra had ridden ahead, her braid whipping like a pennant behind her, cheeks flushed with wind and laughter. Her voice rose in teasing song, the verses irreverent and slightly scandalous, the kind only noble girls could get away with.
“Sing another one!” Faela had called, giggling as she tried to steady the pot of tea boiling precariously in the wagon bed.
“Only if you promise not to let it spill on his highness again,” Lyra called back, throwing a look over her shoulder at Eryon, who walked alongside Faela’s cart, rolling his eyes as though the sun had just insulted him personally.
Eryon, back then, had been so different. His laughter had come easier on the road, unburdened by palace eyes. The way he had sat on the edge of her wagon at campfires, sharing a knife to peel apples, fingers brushing hers as they worked. Faela had wondered if he meant to.
It had been Lyra who encouraged her to walk beside Eryon when the trail narrowed. Lyra who shared secret glances with Faela when she saw how the prince's eyes lingered. There had been jokes between them, codewords and smirks, stories told beneath a canvas of stars. One night, when Faela could not sleep, Lyra had offered her half of her blanket and whispered about her own dreams — not of courtly power, but of freedom. A name made in deeds, not bloodline.
"We are not so different," Lyra had whispered, tucking a strand of hair behind Faela’s ear. "You build wagons. I build paths. One of us just happens to wear silk while doing it."
They had laughed under that sky. They had trusted. The memory dissolved like ash the moment Faela opened her eyes and remembered where she was.
Stone. Straw. Cold. Lyra had not been building a path with her. She had been building it beneath her, leading her step by step toward betrayal. Toward this. Faela stared down at her hands, no longer stained with sap or oil or wood dust—just pale fingers, idle and trembling. She tried to summon anger. It did not come. No tears either, not this time. Just that awful, gnawing absence.
Hope had lived here once. It had hummed through her palms while carving beams. It had sung in Lyra’s laughter. It had glimmered in Nolan’s eyes when he looked at her. Now, it was all gone. Extinguished. Faela let herself lie back on the straw-strewn floor, not caring about the cold or the damp or the mold that bloomed in the cracks. The world had turned without her. And for the first time since they had locked that heavy door behind her, she stopped hoping anything could improve her situation.
Not because she had accepted her fate. But because, in her heart of hearts, she no longer believed any of it mattered.
The days bled into each other. Time in the cell was not measured in hours, but in sounds. The rattle of keys in a distant corridor, the scrape of the food tray across the stone floor, the hiss of water poured into a tin basin. No sun. No Moon. No Sky. Only the narrow slit of light that sometimes painted a line of gray on the far wall when they opened her cell door once a day. 
Faela stopped counting after the twelfth tray of food. Or maybe the thirteenth. She was not sure anymore. Sleep came and went without distinction. Sometimes she closed her eyes and opened them to nothing changed. Other times, she awoke from dreams so vivid. Dreams of wagon wheels and laughter and pinewood. The cell seemed colder for their absence.
She dreamed often of Nolan. His crooked smile. That half-worn scarf he always tugged at when nervous. The way he had always talked of the sea, not as an escape, but a destination. A place where the weight of the world slipped off your shoulders the moment the sails caught wind.
“Come with me, Faela.” There was such surety in his words.
She had then laughed. Told him he would get eaten by sea-serpents before he made it out of the channel. He had laughed too, but his eyes had been serious in the way only Nolan’s could be, gentle, but edged in something he never spoke aloud. What if she had gone?
Faela traced her fingers across the stone floor, the texture rough and cold beneath her skin. If she would have taken that path north with him, followed him to the docks, boarded the ship before the soldiers arrived, she would be free now. Not here. Not broken. 
Toadcat would still be alive. Her throat tightened, and she turned her face to the wall. It had been her fault, that much she knew. She had not looked back at Nolan. She remembered that, too—his face white with terror, his feet pausing as he pushed her off to her fate. She wished she had screamed at him to go with her. That she stayed with him. 
Was he alive? Did he make it to the sea? She liked to imagine he had. That he was on a creaking ship now, salt spray in his hair, sunlight warming his freckled cheeks. Happy. Maybe he was telling stories about her to young deckhands, about the girl who built wagons. But maybe he had not made it either. Maybe his bones lay somewhere in the reeds along the path, cold and forgotten. She should have stayed.
Faela’s stomach growled weakly, but she ignored it. Food did not matter. Hunger did not matter. There was no shape to her thoughts anymore, no structure. Just fragments that looped endlessly. Tala’s wild laughter. Her mother’s kind eyes. Toadcat’s final breath. Nolan’s hand on her back. Thought after thought of a life she may never return to. There was nothing she could do but sit there. And wait.
At some point, even despair quieted. Her body stayed upright out of habit, not intention. Breathing happened on its own. Thought came less, and less, until it felt like she was watching her memories instead of remembering them.
The cell blurred. The stone, once cold and sharp, now felt familiar. Not like comfort, but like surrender. The sound of boots still came and went. Voices outside the door rose and fell, none ever speaking her name. She wondered, once, if this was what forgetting yourself felt like.
She barely heard the guards anymore when they opened the door. They did not speak to her. They never had, not really. One day, they left a comb. Another, a fresh gown. She pushed both to the corner and ignored them. No one returned to collect them. They were testing her, she thought. Seeing if she would crack. If she would start begging. But Faela no longer had anything to beg for.
She took to speaking aloud sometimes. To the walls. To the rats she imagined lived just beyond the cracks. Sometimes, she said Nolan’s name just to hear it. Other times, she whispered to Toadcat, apologizing into the straw. One day she stood and crossed the cell, pressing her palm against the stone. It was cold, indifferent. Like her now. 
She smiled without warmth. “If I would have known. If I would have known what they were going to do.” Her voice cracked, and she fell silent. 	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: “If I would have known” is the spoken, informal version of “if I had known.” Might be fine as a grief-stricken, unfiltered line, but it's close kin to the “would ever known” slip flagged earlier, worth a look across the manuscript for this pattern. Your call, just flagging it.
The guards came that day with fresh bread. She did not touch it. The day after, someone left a folded note tucked inside the food tray. She did not open it. Nothing that could be written now would matter.
The cell felt smaller today. Faela lay unmoving, eyes fixed on the ceiling stone, its uneven surface etched with hairline cracks she had memorized days ago. Her body ached. Not from exertion, but from stillness, the kind that sank into the joints and hollowed out the bones. In the silence, her mind wandered again, backward, as it often did, through the narrow doors of her own history. There were moments. So many of them. Small forks in the path, barely noticed at the time. She saw them now in aching clarity.
She could have stayed with Tala. Learned the craft of homemaking, as her sister had begged her to. There had been a sunny day when Tala handed her a basket of clean linens and said, “Just try, Fael. You do not have to be different.”
But Faela was not different. She was only herself. 
And what of that boy? Garen? The one who would bring her a dozen eggs and a bundle of late lilacs, all shy smile and stammering affection. He would have built her a home. Nothing grand, just a little roof near the creek, goats and orchard and five children by thirty. A life soft and small. She could have chosen that too.
But she did not. Because she always wanted more. Not wealth, not power, but movement. She wanted to build something that could carry others further than they ever dreamed of going. And now, she was here. Alone. Caged.
Faela’s breath fogged faintly in the air. For the first time, she tried not to reach for the what ifs to escape her fate. She held them to her like gravestones. Each a version of herself buried under a different decision.
The bolt snapped. The door groaned open. Faela did not move. Two guards stepped inside. One was older, with gray in his beard. The other younger, his armor cleaner, his face careful to betray nothing.
The older one carried a brush. The younger held a folded dress and a shallow basin of clean water, steaming slightly in the cold. They did not speak at first. The water was placed near the straw mat. The dress, silk, pale blue, was laid carefully atop it. Not regal, but not plain either. A ceremonial sort of modesty.
The older guard broke the silence. “Up.”
Faela turned her head slowly.
“you are to make yourself ready,” he added. “do not make us have to do it for you.”	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: Both of this guard's lines start with a lowercase letter, “you” and “do.” Dialogue still needs a capital at the start of the sentence. Catch this one before it goes further.
His tone was not cruel. It was worse—flat, indifferent. As though she were just another object to polish and carry.
“Why?” she rasped. Not because she particularly cared, but because she was done letting other people tell her what to do.
Neither answered. They left. The door clanked shut again.
Faela sat up mechanically, her body moving before her mind gave permission. She dipped her fingers into the water. Warm. Almost soothing.
She scrubbed without urgency, without thought. Her hands washed her arms, her face. Her fingers untangled her matted hair, strand by strand. The brush bit into her scalp, but she kept going. When she was done, her hair lay in smooth, dull waves down her back. She slid the dress over her head. It was too fine for a prisoner. Too smooth for mourning. And yet, she wore it.
Faela stood, swaying slightly. The walls loomed close. Her chest felt hollow, as if someone had scooped out her lungs and replaced them with fog. There was no mirror in the cell. She did not need one. She did not want one. Whatever version of Faela stood there now, she was not the girl who sketched wagons in the moonlight. She was a figure in silk, carved by fate and guilt and silence. A doll. A relic. A warning.
She waited, eyes fixed on the locked door. Not wondering where they would take her, only if there would be anything left of her afterwards. She clung tightly to herself, her soul and worried she may lose that too. That is when she felt her toe slide over something on the floor. Just as she did a sound rung out in the hallway. She was not sure what it was, but soon there was the sound of footsteps. Distant, but getting louder and closer. They were moving fast.
Faela reached her hand down under her foot and felt it. A blade. Her blade. Impossible. How did it get here? A game by the queen? Faela had so many enemies in this place. Or could it have been Eryon, thinking he would help put an end to her pain in a show of mercy.
“If that is what he thought,” Faela spoke loudly for the first time in so long, “then he does not know me at all.”
Faela stood rigidly in the dim cell. Her face was pale, eyes flat with resignation, clutching the blade. The guards arrived without ceremony. Their footsteps echoed like an accusation. One bore the basin, the other the brush. They moved in with bored efficiency, without noticing her arm slide the blade into her sleeve.
The taller guard ordered, “Stand, we will take you to the queen.”
Faela nodded, stood, and remained still. She demanded, “tell me where you are taking me or I am sitting right back down.”
The small guard got close to Faela. He put his hands at the bottom of her dress and moved it up as he touched his hand to her inner thigh. Faela palmed the blade tighter, closed her eyes and hoped she would not have to use it. A single tear rolled down her cheek. The only one she would allow herself. When the taller guard joined in, leaning close to place his lips on her neck, Faela moved as if involuntarily. She grabbed a fistful of cloth and yanked him forward. In one swift motion, she spun, drove the blade under his arm. Chain-mail could not save him. He gasped, staggering back, and Faela kicked, and kicked until he fell over.
The short guard lunged for the sword he rested by the door when he undid his belt prior to his assault on Faela, but she anticipated his move, sliding off his grip and sending the blade slashing across his thigh. He fell with a roar, the sword untouched. Without a second thought, she sprinted out of the cell and straight into the large, dark palace. The corridors swallowed her. Outside the cell, court hallways were lit and ornate. Inside, the lower palace was half-forgotten. A series of damp stone halls, empty serving kitchens, old wine cellars, and unused guard posts.
Faela took a left turn into darkness. Her foot hit damp stone. Her lungs burned in the cold air. A flicker of torchlight ahead. She pressed herself flat against the wall. A pair of guards with torches and spears passed, muttering to each other but never seeing the woman in the blood-soaked dress. She waited until they were gone, then hurried on. Uneven stairs descended to a storage vault lined with crates and ropes. Picking her way carefully, she emerged to a secondary guard corridor, lined with old tapestry moons ago bright but now faded to dusty silver.
She paused there, sliding her back against the wall. Her chest heaved—both from exertion and the terror building in her mind. She dipped wet fingers in the dress—her stomach knotted with dread. But she did not have the luxury of fear. She pressed on.
She ran, rounded at the first right, a second, a third. Corridors piled atop each other, stone arches leading her deeper underground. She paused and leaned against the wall, tasting blood in her mouth. At the fourth junction, she stopped. 


















CHAPTER TWENTY
She burst into Lyra’s suite without knocking. The chamber was lit, candles flickered beside a low fire, casting warm light on tapestried walls. Lyra sat at a writing desk, quill poised above parchment. She stopped writing. Faela closed the door behind her, bloodied, breathless, but unbroken.
“Faela,” Lyra said softly. Her voice held surprise, relief, guilt. All blending together like venom and honey.
Lyra stood slowly, stepping toward her. “What have you done?” 
Faela answered by narrowing her eyes and revealing the blade in her hand. Another pause. 
Lyra swallowed. “Do not be dramatic. Tell me what you want.”
Faela lifted her chest, trying to steady her voice. “To go home. I want to go home, now, Lyra.”
Lyra ran a hand through her hair, shoulders tightening. “Even you must realize by now that we cannot let you do that.” She motioned to a writing desk with two stools. “Sit.”
Faela perched on the edge, feeling that ragged velvet through her dress. 
Lyra took a breath. “I never meant for you to end up in the dungeons. Not like this. But when you found out like you did, we could not risk that the person who had snuck you into father’s quarters would not sneak you right out the palace gates.”
Faela did not look at her. “You used me. Lied to me. Whatever comes next—you started it.”
Lyra did not deny it. Her voice softened instead. “I had to make choices, Faela. Hard ones. Ones that queens do not have the luxury of questioning.” Lyra’s gaze turned to the mirror and her reflection in it. “My mother always said it was the one thing Echelon got right. Having queens inherit the throne. Men really do seem averse to change.”
Faela’s throat tightened. “You want to be queen? That is what all of this has been for? Vanity!”
Lyra shook her head. “No, I do not want to be just queen. I want to be the ruler of this entire island. I want to save villages like yours, is that not something you would welcome?”
“You cannot tell people what you want them to do, Lyra,” Faela said, “It is not your place. It is not anyone’s place.”
Lyra’s lips trembled in a boiling rage. “It is a queen’s place.”
“Lyra, I truly do not care.” Faela hissed. “Your mother is going to hurt my family because of some silly fight with your father. So, he had a sister? She is across the island; what harm is she doing there?”
Lyra’s eyes said it all. Faela felt her stomach turn. Her face contorted at the thought of what would happen to them. They would all face death, believing she had betrayed them. 
Lyra flinched. “Whatever needs to be done for the good of the island is a decision for the queen.”
Faela swallowed hard. She closed her eyes, the tears swelling up like hot coals.
Lyra moved closer. “Faela…”
Faela backed away. Voice as cold as stone. “Stay away from me. You have no idea what you have done.”
Lyra reached for Faela’s arm. 
“No!” Faela screamed as she slid the blade free once again. She stared at it, then Lyra. “I thought we were friends. I trusted you.”
Lyra remained still. “A mistake.”
Faela’s blade trembled in her hand, the metallic whisper of blood still fresh on the edge. Lyra’s chest tightened as she stared down the weapon. Faela took a breath.
Suddenly, the heavy door burst open. A figure, cloaked in boot-leather and midnight blue, stepped into the room. Sylas. His eyes were icy, his posture like an arrow. Faela spun, lungs ripping with shock and rage. He had come for her.
Before Faela could raise her blade again, Sylas glided towards her like water. One boot slid behind her, sweeping her leg. She collapsed–the blade snatched from her grip in a flash of motion so swift she barely registered it. Sylas pressed her down, one arm around her throat, the other pinning her wrists.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: This is an en dash again rather than the em dash used through the rest of the manuscript. Worth fixing before you submit anywhere.
“Faela,” he murmured, his voice low and calm. “As much as I like our games, we must be serious.”
Her eyes flared. Ridged with fury, she thrashed, but could not break free. Lyra rose, step by cautious step, heart quaking.
“Sylas,” Lyra said, voice strained. “Are they ready for us?”
Faela inhaled raggedly, the cool marble pressing hard in her back as Sylas pressed her to the floor.
Sylas’s jaw tightened. “They wait for us in the throne room. You know mother and her theatrics. 
Faela’s heart throbbed. She choked on the implication, the queen had found what she wanted and did not need her anymore.
Faela managed to get words out in between deep breaths as his knee pushed deeper into her sternum, “Sylas, this is wrong. We have not…”
Sylas, stern, controlled. “Your protests can continue later. Now please, Faela.”
Faela’s mind spun, blood pounding in her ears. She looked at Lyra–the girl she thought she trusted, the one who had led her here under false promises. Anger scorched through her despair.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: Same en dash versus em dash slip as a few lines up. Catch this one before it goes further.
“Let me go,” she spat. “Let me go to them, my family, before the queen kills them. My sister is just a girl, barely your age.”
Sylas tightened his arm. “Once we reach the throne room, you are free to plead. I do not have the power to give you what you want. Now let us get this over with.”
He hauled her to her feet. Faela’s legs buckled, but he kept her upright. Lyra, trembling, looked away as she scanned the room for the crown she wore. Much like the queens, but with smaller stones that stood floating atop a golden halo that circled Lyra’s head.
Sylas straightened, sword at his side. He motioned for a pair of guards who had burst in behind him. They closed ranks, torches flickering over worried faces.
Sylas held up a hand and directed the guards. “Take her to the queen. And watch out for her. She just killed two of your friends. She is stronger than she looks.”
Before Faela could recover her balance, the guards closed in. Faela’s fingers grazed wood of the desk—just out of reach. She glared at Lyra, unmoved by her pleas.
Sylas placed a firm gloved hand on Faela’s elbow. “Come,” he gestured. 
The guards flanked her with one on each side. Lyra followed a step behind. They passed into the hallway. Outside, palace servants and courtiers paused—aware of tension, unsure what to expect. The queen’s voice echoed in the distance.
Faela halted. “Stop.”
Sylas paused. “What now, Faela?”
Faela swallowed. “Tell Lyra… tell her she did this. If anything happens to them, or me… she will carry the blame.”
Sylas, flinching just a fraction, nodded. “You will have your chance to speak. Only the queen’s justice is followed in the throne room.”
[bookmark: _Hlk201606726]Faela had not been to this room of the palace since she floated through the doors on the night of the ball. The same night she found out that her uncle, the uncle she did not know she had, was the king of Wester. 
Faela’s lip quivered. “Just… let me see them.”
Faela touched the young prince’s arm, one final plea screaming from her eyes. She hoped that the boy that she first met was still in there. The one that seemed so kind and playful, willing to make everyone around him laugh. He seemed so happy. And now. By now guards had filled the hallway. Two pushed ahead to push open a pair of towering gold doors. They shone like the surface of the sun.
Sylas pulled his sword and held the point to the small of Faela’s back. “Move.”









CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Footsteps echoed through the hall like drums of judgment. They marched toward the throne room in single file. Above them, the opulence of the palace soared. Arched ceilings painted with gods and triumphs, jeweled sconces casting firelight in gold and crimson. But below that splendor, Faela felt only the slow twist of dread in her gut, winding tighter with each step. She forced her shoulders back. Fear could buckle a person. But it could also sharpen them. Today, she would let it do the latter. 
The corridor opened into the grand hall, and the weight of it hit her like a stone. Torchlight flickered across the vast, vaulted ceiling. Crystal chandeliers glittered overhead, their many flames dancing like stars about to collapse. Tapestries hung along the walls, each woven with the faces of monarchs long dead — stern, ageless witnesses to whatever punishment was about to unfold.
A stunned hush swept the court. The courtiers stiffened in their velvets and silks. Guards straightened, one subtly resting a hand on the hilt of his blade. Their group walked the length of the marble floor, closing the distance between themselves and the throne. It loomed far ahead—impossibly large, ornately carved, and cloaked in shadows. Faela did not remember it being there on the night of the ball. But that night she had been busy with blood and betrayal. Her breath caught in her throat.
From beside her, a whisper: “Faela… please.” Tala’s voice—shaky, barely audible—cracked like glass.
Sylas strode forward, stopping before the dais. His head dipped in a mockery of respect. “Your Majesty,” he said, voice smooth, “I have brought Faela, as ordered. Quite simple, if you ask me.”
He turned just enough to flash a grin, winking at Faela with all the charm of a wolf in a nursery. She felt hate curl in her belly. A hatred she had reserved only for the queen until now. Queen Mereth rose from the throne like mist off a grave. Her gown shimmered with every movement, the fabric a cascade of silver and venom. Her smile was the kind that came just before a blade was drawn.
“No doubt, my prince,” she said. Her gaze swept the chamber and landed on Faela like a falling sword. “Welcome, child. We have much to discuss. Such as your family’s loyalty.”
Faela’s knees nearly buckled. Her mother’s loyalty. Her father’s. Orin’s. Tala’s. Her own.
“Guards,” the queen said with silken malice. “Bring them closer.”
Two guards stepped forward and motioned Faela’s family into the open. Her mother stood slowly, face white as parchment. Her father looked ten years older than he had that day before she left. Orin refused to meet her eyes, and Tala. Tala’s lashes were wet with tears, but she did not cry.
“Faela,” said the queen, her tone soft, lethal. “Step forward.”
She did, dragging her injured leg, dress bloodstained and torn from her flight. Every eye in the court followed her limp like vultures tracking a wounded animal. Guards fanned out behind her family, corralling them into a tighter cluster. Her mother wept at the sight of her. Orin looked as if he would be willing to take on the entire court. But again, Faela’s eyes lingered to her younger sister.
Faela’s heart thundered as she tore her gaze to take in the entire court. She remembered Lyra’s betrayal, Sylas grabbing her wrist and yanking her from the chaos. And now here they all were, at the moment where it mattered most.
The queen raised a gloved hand. “Now,” she said. “Speak.”
Faela swallowed hard. The air in the grand hall seemed to hold its breath, heavy with judgment.
“We do not want anything from your family. Truly, my queen.” Faela’s blood boiled. She knew how to speak in court now. She still had a chance. “I do not know what you know of my mother, but she is not the king’s sister. She grew up in a tiny village along the path in Easter, just like her mother and everyone in our family before that. This is all an accident. A misunderstanding.”
“Oh, Faela,” the queen cut in, glancing toward Tala. “You are not here by chance. You are here because I brought you here. And she helped.”
Gasps flared like sparks through the crowd.
Faela turned, horrified. Tala’s mouth trembled. “You did not say this was what you had planned,” she whispered. “You said you would help us.”
Faela stared at her sister, a girl she had implicitly trusted, despite her recklessness. But now she saw it. Tala’s hunger for significance had been a thread the queen pulled until the whole tapestry unraveled.
“You discovered your mother’s secret,” the queen continued with Tala like they were old friends, venom curling through her voice. “Who her brother is. Who you could be.”
Faela bit the inside of her cheek hard enough to taste blood. The queen had set the board. Tala had moved the pieces.
“We shall hear the truth,” Mereth said, her voice rising. “And we shall render judgment—on my husband’s lies, and your family’s treachery.”
Faela dared a step closer to her family. The floor beneath her feet seemed to pulse with energy, the weight of power thick in the air. The guards slammed her to the marble, her cheek cracking against the cold stone. She looked around, took in the surrounding faces. Who gasped? Who looked as though they wanted more. She would remember their faces. And the faces of those holding back tears. Holding themselves back. Like Lin and Prescott, who shared glances across the room as if mid conversation.
Sylas sauntered forward, unsheathing his sword with slow relish. He pressed it into the small of her back like a promise. “Boys,” he said, grinning, “leave something for me. I am not done playing with my favorite toy.”
Faela’s body shivered. Tears fell without effort now, carving paths down her face. Then the queen began to pace around the throne, her voice resonant.
“Imagine,” she said, “being lied to by your husband. The man who is also your king. Imagine learning he is not one of us — no, no. It was a bad enough, my father leaving everything to a commoner. But for a prince to leave one kingdom to steal another. One has to wonder what else he has planned.”	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: “It was a bad enough” is missing something, probably just drop the “a”, “it was bad enough.” This one needs a fix, not just a look.
From the far end of the room, the doors creaked open. A man stumbled forward, flanked by guards. The king. Barely able to stand.
The queen glided down the stairs toward Faela’s family. “What do you take from a man with nothing? Prison? Too kind. He is already living in a prison of his own madness. No, the only thing you can take is what he loves.”
Faela’s mother went still. Her face, usually so composed, even in terror, now cracked with a fear Faela had never seen.
“Now, children,” Mereth cooed, circling behind them. “This is the best part.” She gathered Tala and Orin close, her stare locked on Faela. “Your mother was to be queen of Echelon. My dear husband serving her while trampling us.”
Then the queen turned to Elen. “Do you miss your home, Princess Shivon? Your mother’s health is failing. The throne calls to you.” The queen delighted in her own words, “Would you trust your cousin with your kingdom? After what he did to those rebels? Those were your men.”	Comment by Editorial Review: CONTINUITY: Mereth calls someone Elen's “cousin” here, and the context reads as Alaric. In Chapters 15 and 17 he is her brother. If a different man is meant, say who. If it is Alaric, change the word. This needs fixing before it goes further.
The king finally found his voice, loud and clear. “Leave her alone. Deal with me. I lied to you. I betrayed you. Punish me.”
The queen smiled, cold and final. “My dear husband, this is your punishment.”
She raised her hand. Faela looked to Sylas, who already had her locked in his sights. He drew his blade again, the metallic hiss echoing like thunder.
“Do not worry, Princess,” he said. “There will be a rightful heir in Echelon. It just will not be you.”
A whoosh echoed throughout the room. As soon as she heard it, it was gone. Faela crawled forward. Her palm met something wet and hot. Blood. She stared at it, thick and fresh, dripping down her arm. Slowly, her eyes lifted, scanning the floor ahead. Her mother lay in a lake of red. In pieces.
Faela’s scream tore loose, raw and shaking. Tomas stood stoically. Tala and Orin collapsed into each other. The faces in the crowd blurred, the noise fading into a hum. Two guards grabbed her under the arms and began dragging her back, away from the carnage.
“Bye-bye, Princess,” Sylas called. “I expect you will pull yourself together by dinner.”
The queen’s voice followed like a noose. “We still have so much to discuss.”
Faela did not fight when the guards dragged her away. There was no point. Her body was limp, her mind fractured and drifting, her fingers still sticky with her mother’s blood. Her limbs moved like someone else’s, useless, half-dead things attached to a ghost. But they did not take her back to the cell. The hallway twisted in the opposite direction this time. Gold-veined walls and polished floors replaced damp stone and rusted bars. The smell of mold and old straw was gone, replaced by warm lavender oil and beeswax polish. Faela blinked at the surreal beauty of it all.






CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
They brought her to a suite. Two double doors swung open, revealing a room awash in candlelight. Soft rugs covered the floor. Sheer drapes fluttered at the open windows. A hearth crackled, casting amber light across velvet cushions and glass perfume bottles lined on a table she dared not approach. There was a bed—gods, an actual bed—with feather pillows and silken sheets.
The guards did not shove her this time. They merely stepped back and let her walk in under her own power.
“Clean yourself up,” one muttered. “You are expected for dinner.”
Then the doors closed with a click. Faela stood in silence for a moment. The room was too warm. Too quiet. Too much. She crossed to the bed and sat down slowly, the mattress sinking under her weight. It had been weeks, maybe more, since she had touched anything soft. Her fingers curled into the blanket, not for comfort, but to prove it was real. Her thoughts wandered to Eryon. Where had he been? Where had the prince, her supposed friend, hidden himself while his mother murdered hers in front of an entire court? She had looked for him in the queen’s eyes. In the crowd. But he had not been there. Not even a shadow of him. Had he known what was coming? Had he fled the moment blood was on the air?
Faela squeezed her eyes shut. She wanted to scream, to shatter every delicate thing in this gilded prison. But grief weighed down her rage like chains. And there was no one to hear her scream, anyway. She was alone. Until the knock.
Faela did not move at first. The knock was too gentle, almost unsure. Then the door creaked open, and a girl stepped through—familiar, but wrong somehow.
“Faela?” the girl said quietly.
Faela looked up slowly. It was Eura. Her face was thinner, paler, and her simple servant’s dress hung loose on her frame. But her eyes were the same. Bright and careful and kind.
Faela stood too quickly, nearly stumbling. “Eura?”
Eura ran forward and caught her in a hug. “They told me you were here. I did not believe it until I saw you. Saw what they did to your family.”
Faela froze in her arms, unsure whether to weep or pull away. “How? How are you here?”
Eura stepped back and sat beside her on the bed. “They came to the Fork. The night you disappeared. Nolan looked for you everywhere. He did not sleep. Went tent to tent asking if anyone saw you leave.”
Faela’s throat tightened. “He looked?”
“Of course, he did. And then, the royal guards showed up.”
Faela tensed. “Did they… hurt anyone?”
“No.” Eura shook her head. “They said they were looking for workers. ‘By order of the king,’ they told Bertha. You know how things are. We could all use the work. No one connected the two. Not until now.”
Faela closed her eyes, her hands clenched in her lap. “And Nolan?”
“They took the men to the northern dock. I have not seen him since.” Eura hesitated, then added, “Bertha and I, some more women, we were offered palace work. Scullery maids. Seemed like a blessing at the time.”
Faela swallowed hard. “I am glad Nolan got out.”
Eura nodded. “He would have fought them. Probably would have gotten himself killed.”
Silence stretched between them like a wound.
“I do not know how to help you,” Eura said finally.
“I do not need help,” Faela murmured. “Not anymore. It is all over.”
The words sounded hollow even to her own ears, but they were true. She had nothing left to fight for. The queen had ensured that.
Eura reached for her hands. “It is far from over. From what I hear, you are the one in charge.”
She saw a spark in her eye that lit the smallest spark of hope within her. “And what would you do in my position? She just killed my mother. And has three other family members to threaten me with.”
Eura pulled her closer, “What do you want Faela?”
Faela realized that she had no want for anything other than her mother to return to her and be able to go home. “I want to go home,” she said as if it were impossible.
“Then let us get you home.”
Faela doubted anything she could do, short of what she was already doing, would do much to change her situation.
Eura sat at the end of the decadently silk bed. “The prince will be here soon. You can use him.”
Faela did not understand. “I do not know where you are getting this information Eura, but Sylas only wants to hurt me. He will not do anything for me that his mother does not direct of him.”
Eura sunk deeper into the bed with a sigh. “If you pretend that you like him, like what he does to you, he will listen to you and not that old queen. I have heard awful stories about this family. You would not even believe some of them.”
“Even if I wanted to, or could bring myself to, he would not believe me.” Faela’s heart was racing at the thought of doing anything the young prince might want from her. “He just killed my mother. If I get the chance, I will kill him myself. Then the queen.”
“Faela!” Eura yelled so loudly that the birds at the window flapped away. “You cannot say things like that here, if they hear you then they will never fall for it.”
“Eura, I do not know what you think of me, but I cannot do that. I just will not.” Faela stood and began to pace the room, anxious with each passing second they spoke about it.
“I think that you are to be queen of Echelon, if you make it that far. But Faela,” now Eura spoke with urgency as she stood to slow Faela in her tracks, “you will not make it that far by doing what they tell you to.”
“And what exactly are you telling me to do? Smile when he threatens my family, ask for more when he puts his hands on my body?”
“I know how it sounds, but you have to trust me. When our father left, and then Tiegan… I do not like to do it, but they have their weapons and we have ours.” Eura looked sad but spoke more confidently as she continued. “And this one, they cannot take away from us. We are free to use it as we like.”
Faela felt awful for her friend. She hated that Eura, maybe even young Bertha, would be put in the position to have to barter themselves. “Eura, I am so sorry.”
“I do not need your apology. I need you to wake up. You are to be the queen of Echelon. You want revenge? You want them to pay for what they have done?” Eura’s spark had exploded into a fire.
“I do not want them to pay.” Faela could feel her resolve again. She could see Toadcat laying in front of her, dead. She could see her mother’s blood pouring from her lifeless body. She could see the pain in her father’s eyes when he realized all was lost. “I want them to suffer endlessly.”
Suddenly, a sharp, deliberate knock at the door. Both girls jumped.
Eura stood quickly with her eyes burning into Faela’s. “I must go.”
Before Faela could respond, the door opened. And Sylas stepped inside. He filled the doorway like a shadow. Still in his court uniform, he was clean, polished, smiling like a man who had not gutted her world hours earlier.
“It is nice to see you have not lost your ability to make friends after all this.” he drawled.
Eura took a step back, her expression instantly guarded. “Apologies, my prince. I will return to the kitchens.”
He did not acknowledge her, simply moved from the doorway.
“Go, fast.” Faela said softly, her voice a faint rasp of urgency.
Eura slipped out, her hand brushing Faela’s shoulder before the door closed behind her. Then they were alone.
Sylas crossed the room in a comfortable stride, glancing around with false appreciation. “What do you think of your new room? The atmosphere is shit if I am being honest.” He was looking at Faela, almost disappointed she was not thanking him for the upgrade in jail cells.
But she stood her ground. She would not give him the satisfaction of seeing her flinch. He came closer, slow, and calculated, until he was just a breath away.
“I like you wild like this, like you were when we found you out there,” he said, brushing a curl from her face.
She jerked away.
His smile widened. “Still a little fight left. I admire that.”
“What do you want, Sylas?” she snapped.
“Oh, nothing much.” He leaned in, voice dropping. “Just to remind you of your place.”
Her pulse hammered in her ears. The nerve he had to think she even cared about her place. She had no place and did not need him to remind her of it.
Sylas circled her slowly, like a predator deciding where to bite. “You see, Faela, it is important you understand something. The queen may dress you like royalty. Feed you like a guest. But make no mistake, this is not a gift. It is a leash.”
“I know exactly what it is, Sylas.” She said, eyes narrowing. 
She turned and crossed the room trying to calm her thoughts.
“Good.” He stopped behind her, so close she could feel the heat of his breath. “Because if you try anything clever, if you even think about rebellion, I will make sure what happened to your mother seems merciful.”
Faela turned to face him, trembling with rage.
“Go ahead,” he said, voice playfully spilling from the grin he wore. “Spit in my face. Hit me. I know you want to. I want you to.” But she did not move.
Sylas studied her for a moment, then leaned in and whispered, “I will see you at dinner.”
And with that, after a stolen kiss on the cheek, he turned on his heel and left. The door shut behind him with a soft click, but it reverberated through Faela like a war drum. She did not move. She did not breathe, for a moment. Then, slowly, she let the air escape her lungs. In. Out. As if that rhythm could still anchor her. As if breathing still meant survival.
Faela stood in the center of her suite, staring at nothing. Draped in golden candlelight, perfumed with rosewater, and dressed in pale blue silk, she looked every bit the noble princess. Besides the blood that stained in pools, discoloring her clothing and skin. She was even wearing slippers—the dainty kind sewn with silver thread and glass beads. It was a lie. All of it. And yet here she was, alive. As if that were a mercy. Alive in the same palace where her mother’s blood had soaked the stones. Where her siblings had been bound and threatened. Where her father had dropped his eyes to the floor and said nothing as judgment was passed on them all.
They had not dragged her back to the dungeon. No manacles. No rats. No mold. Instead, she had been led here like a guest, like royalty, and left alone in her own suite, as though the horrors of the court had not played out before her eyes just hours ago. She was not sure which version of captivity was worse.
When the servants came in, they avoided eye contact. Dropping trays or refreshing her chamber pot in deafening silence. Two of the queen’s ladies-in-waiting arrived with ivory combs and soft brushes, their hands gentle but firm as they coaxed Faela out of her stained dress and into fresh layers of embroidered silk. One of them chattered about the menu for dinner. Fig-stuffed quail and sugared grapes, she thought. And the other whispered to her about how handsome the “new boy from Easter” was. Apparently, all the girls were already taken with him. Faela blinked. The “boy” from Easter. Orin. They were talking about her brother. As if he were just another court novelty. As if he were not a pawn placed here by the queen to torment her. She felt sick.
The ladies prattled on, unaware of the storm tightening inside Faela’s chest. She did not respond. did not scream. She simply let them dress her, decorate her, make her presentable for the queen’s next round of theater. All while she listened to them laugh about dresses and eligible lords as if they were not standing in the shadow of blood. She said nothing. There was nothing to say.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: The second sentence here starts lowercase, “did not scream” needs a capital D. Catch this one before it goes further.
When they left, Faela did not sit on the chaise or the bed or the velvet stool before her vanity. She went to the floor, in the corner of the room, near the wide glass windows that overlooked the sea. There, wrapped in silk and jewels, she curled her legs beneath her and stared out over the water. The waves crashed softly against the cliffs below, oblivious to the death and treachery inside the palace.
It was beautiful. It was wrong. Her hands gripped the window frame tightly. She had not asked for this. She had not wanted this. If she had never left her village, none of this would have happened. If she had never tried to fix the broken cart that day. If she had not learned to sketch maps or trace old blueprints. If she had just kept her head down and let the world pass her by, she would not be here. Her mother might still be alive. Orin would not be forced into this masquerade. Tala would not have been manipulated by the queen.
Faela bit her lip until it bled. But then, the more she sat there — thinking, unraveling — something shifted inside her. No, she did not wish she had not learned to sketch. That skill had brought her and Orin closer together. He used to hover over her shoulder, offering critiques far above his age, pretending not to be impressed while his eyes sparkled with pride. When she sketched, she belonged to herself. The world made sense in lines and shadows.
And she did not regret the days she spent fixing broken carts at the edge of town. She loved those moments. Loved the look on a stranger’s face when she handed them their satchel or wheel or latch, repaired and stronger than before. No one expected the village girl with stained hands to be their salvation. That made it sweeter. She had never been content to let the elders work themselves into early graves while the rest of the world looked away. The roofs had needed mending. The well had needed reinforcing. She chose to care. She chose it all.
And now she was here, in this grand palace of cruelty. Because of who she was, not despite it. That was not a curse. That was a calling. Her breath hitched. I am not weak. Not really. Not yet. The queen might have torn Faela’s heart out and handed it back to her wrapped in ribbons, but she had not destroyed her. Not entirely. They expected her to break. To sit in this gilded cage and wait for death, or worse.
She looked down at her hands. Steady now. Faela stood. Slowly, she walked to the mirror, her reflection foreign in its regality. The girl staring back wore sapphires in her ears and powder on her cheeks, but her eyes were sharp again. Her spine straightened.
“I will not die in silk,” she whispered.
She did not know how she would do it. She did not have a plan. Not yet. But she would not be a passive player in the queen’s game. She would survive. And not just survive. She would save herself. She would save them all.
A knock interrupted the moment—soft, hesitant. Faela turned, cautious. “Come in,” she said.
The door creaked open, and Sylas entered again. His posture lazy but eyes gleaming with the cruelty of a cat that knew the bird could not fly.
“My, my,” he said, sweeping his gaze over her. “You clean up nicely.”
Faela did not respond.
He stepped forward, too close again. “May I escort you to dinner, princess?”
“I would be honored, my prince,” she said, voice flat, calculating her words and movements to suit him.
His grin widened. “That is the spirit.”
He offered his arm like a gentleman. She ignored it and walked past him. She smiled as his eyes beamed, following her silk dress from the floor to her shoulders.
Let him follow. Let him watch. Let them all underestimate her just a little longer. She would sit at their table. Wear their jewels. Eat their cursed food. But one day soon — maybe not tonight, maybe not tomorrow — she would take her freedom back. And when she did, she would not just survive. She would rise. And with each step towards her next obstacle, she hoped. And planned.
















CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
The long dining table in the vaulted hall gleamed with silver and crystal. Candlelight danced across polished surfaces, illuminating plates of fig-stuffed quail, glazed root vegetables, and sugared grapes that looked like forbidden jewels. A hush fell as Queen Mereth emerged from behind her throne, regal and terrible, the air around her humming with authority. She glided to her seat at the center of the table, head of the kingdom, while a servant poured deep red wine into her goblet. The court bowed their heads. An ivory silence followed her every movement.
“Welcome,” Mereth began, her voice soft as silk on poison. “Welcome on this most unusual, and celebratory evening.”
She lifted her goblet and turned slightly, making eye contact with each of them. “I know this has been a trying day. It has been for all of us. Loss is never easy.”
Her smile widened, an act of false warmth.
“For Faela,” she said, turning to her niece, “I hope you can accept my sincere apology. I am so sorry for the unfortunate events involving your beloved mother.” She made a small, elegant gesture with her hand, as though waving away a pestilent fly. “It was a misunderstanding. But a necessary one.”
The words dripped onto the table like wine, staining the air. Faela sat rigidly while her father, Tomas, nodded slowly. His face was ashen, grief masked by subdued pride in his daughter’s composure. Orin stared at his plate, but his fingers trembled. Tala, seated on the far side, kept her eyes fixed on the corner of the table, her eyes red and cheeks pale. A horrific contrast.
Clearing her throat, the queen continued, “I trust tonight we are all on even ground. No more blood. No more grievances. We move forward, together. As one family.”
She sampled a grape, considered it slowly, then smiled at Orin before her gaze landed on Faela.
 “And you, Faela. Looking toward the future. Do you accept this…reset? A fresh start.”
Faela’s throat felt thick. She forced a nod, lips still. The silk of her gown felt tight, like a shroud.
Tomas spoke before she could answer. “A fresh start.” His voice quivered. “Yes. We accept.”
It was well spoken. It was calm. But for Faela, each word was a stone in her gut.
The queen continued, voice soft and coaxing. “Excellent. We cannot let grief ruin everything we have worked for.” She passed a plate of glazed carrots to Tala. “Here, my dear.”
Faela’s sister, perched between Orin and Faela, accepted it with trembling fingers. She slid forward, voice barely above a whisper. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”
Faela watched Tala’s lips move. Such courtesies came easily. Too easy.
Sylas cleared his throat. His eyes flicked to Faela once before resting again on the intricacies of his food.
“Faela,” he said, soft, almost caring. “You handled yourself with grace today.”
The words should have been cruelty, but they were not. His tone held something gentler. Almost merciful. But she knew better. This was just another performance of cruelty for the sake of cruelty.
She closed her eyes, relaxed her jaw and nodded. “Thank you.”
Tala suddenly lifted her head and spoke, voice small but firm. “We all suffer loss. We must heal together.”
A tremor passed around the table. Tomas blinked twice. Orin followed suit. As if they were told to behave this way. Hold their tongues in exchange for survival. Faela fought to hold on to her anger. She needed it if she was going to get out of this alive.
Mereth raised her wine glass again. “Yes. Together.” She glanced meaningfully at Sylas, who sat on her left. Sylas returned the look with a charming but cold bow of his head.
Sylas spoke next, voice smooth. “Together.” He set his fork down with exaggerated politeness and leaned back. “And what better way to start than with a toast?”
The queen leaned forward. “To family.”
“To family,” voices from around the hall echoed, some in quieter tones, but none refused.
Faela felt cold. Her lips formed the words, but her mind was elsewhere. The candles flickered. Shadows pooled at the feet of ancient tapestries–their painted monarchs watchful. The meal progressed. Careful bites, soft murmurs. Mereth sipped her wine as they spoke of mundane things, as if her mother’s death had slipped between them like a casual inconvenience. A servant brought more quail, another filled glasses, but the atmosphere remained silently electric. Faela’s heart pounded, but she kept her place.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: Another en dash where the rest of the manuscript uses an em dash. Worth fixing before you submit anywhere.
Lyra leaned toward Faela, spooning roasted apples onto her sister’s plate. “Be sure to eat,” she whispered. “You need your strength.”
Faela nodded again. She focused on the apples. Took a small bite. Tried to swallow without choking. She hoped they all felt it. The injustice written in every beat of her heart. Toward the end of the meal, conversation was flowing again.
Mereth leaned back, satisfied. “I cannot tell you how relieved I am, looking around this table.”
Her gaze traveled slowly. To the king, his face bruised but dignified. To Orin, rigid but nodding. To Tala, her eyes of a stranger.
“And to you,” Mereth said last, holding Faela’s gaze. “Faela, I look forward to seeing more of the princess in you.”
Faela felt the words like a trap closing. Slowly, she raised her glass. The wine shimmered, red as destiny.
“To family,” she repeated.
“To family,” the court echoed.
Faela held the toast in her mind like a blade. Because yes, she would stay. She would play along with the niceties. She would dine and laugh and rest under a happy pretense. But she would not forget. Not ever. Because behind every polite nod and every polite bite lay a kingdom unraveling under secret violence. And she would unravel it, piece by piece, starting from within. This was her plan now.
The dinner ended. Servants cleared the table. The evening was far from over, but the first layer had been peeled back. Dessert was to be served. It would be more opulent than the dinner itself. The grand hall was quieter now, the candles burning low as faint scents of fig-stuffed quail and glazed carrots still lingered in the warm air. Servants moved silently, arranging porcelain plates and crystal bowls before the gathering. Tension hummed like an undercurrent. A poised calm before the next move.
Queen Mereth, regal in her silver gown, surveyed the court with a satisfied glance. Then, as if on cue, she smiled and addressed the table. “Ladies and gentlemen,” she began, voice smooth and assured, “I trust you have enjoyed the meal.”
Soft acknowledgments drifted back — nods, murmured affirmations, careful smiles.
“Excellent.” Mereth gestured to the servants. In a practiced ballet, they brought gilded trays bearing desserts: sugar-glazed tarts filled with citrus cream, spun honeycomb shards, bowls of whipped cream peppered with rosewater, and Faela’s personal favorite, dark chocolate truffles shaped like seashells. But everything here had purpose. Even this dessert.
The queen’s voice softened pleasantly. “Dessert tonight is an assortment of sweet treasures from across Olliday Island. All of our beloved home.” She paused, as if weighing each word. “Of all I have missed since rising to this throne, it is the flavors of the lands I have cherished most.”
A ripple of interest passed through the court. Faela recognized that shift. The moment where everyone leaned forward. Sylas, nearest her, raised an eyebrow and picked up a truffle. Lyra let out a small sigh, as if bored. Orin blinked at the whipped cream, like he found comfort in sweetness again. Even Tala seemed to relax.
Candlelight caught the sheen of the queen’s eyes as she lowered her voice, leaning forward in her chair. “I am to leave at once for Echelon. We are, that is.” The queen raised her drink in Faela’s direction.
Faela’s heart froze. Instantly, she felt as if every eye turned red hot, focused on her alone.
Mereth continued, words slow, deliberate: “I wish for you to accompany me. To cross the sea, to see your ancestral home, and to make an audience with your grandmother, Queen Maribel.”
Faela’s breath caught. The tarts seemed to waver in her line of sight. Chocolate truffles slipped from Orin’s fingers. Tala let out a quiet gasp.
Mereth’s voice was soft but indisputable. “I will bring you as a gift. A bridge. The heir of Echelon, offered to ensure that your lineage receives clemency, and that your family receives respite from the wars that plague our lands.”
She paused. The hall was silent. No one dared move.
Faela felt the world tilt. She stared at her plate, at the golden crust of the tart, the creamy swirl of whipped rosewater, the promise of sweetness. Behind it, trust, responsibility, destiny.
Queen Mereth’s eyes flicked to Orin, then Lyra, then back to Faela. “Once we arrive, I intend to present you before Maribel herself. You, the indisputable missing link to the Echelon kingdom. I believe you have the ability to end a lifetime of bloodshed with your presence alone.”
Faela’s breathing was slow, controlled, like she was drawing a weapon. She met her father’s steely gaze, searching for contempt, but found calm.
The Queen whispered quietly to Sylas, who nodded slowly, but spoke not a word.
Mereth’s voice cooled as she shifted her attention back to Faela. “I hope that you will go with me willingly. And I promise we will keep your family here. Safe. Under Lyra’s protection.”
A collective breath was held. She knew better than to trust Lyra’s protection. She too thought she was under it. Once. Faela raised her eyes. She was thinking, fast. Much faster than she would have admitted since the queen’s apology earlier. Her mind raced through possibilities. Alliance, betrayal, hope. What could be worse than this? Worse than sitting in that cell. Feeling her mother’s blood on her fingertips. Still warm. But deeper than fear, something fierce kindled in her chest. A spark. A remembrance of strength. Of drawing direction lines across maps, planning routes. Of fixing broken carts and mending lives. Maribel. A grandmother she never met. A kingdom calling her. A chance.
Faela straightened her shoulders, smoothed her silk sleeves, and then nodded. “I will go.”
Her voice was calm, clear. A sovereign’s voice even in yielding. She watched the shock ripple through the court. The ones that cheered the queen at court smiled. Those that had looked to Faela and her family with tears in their eyes, as if to say sorry, smiled. It was filled with sorrow, but all the same. The entire court glowed with the possibility that this war could be ended. And that gave Faela a sudden and unexpected purpose. 
Queen Mereth’s expression split into a carved smile. It was exultant and dangerous. “Excellent!”
She extended her hand across the table, and Faela took it. The ring at the queen’s finger was icy gold. Faela felt the chill run up her arm, but she squeezed back.
“Then,” Mereth continued, addressing the court, “we embark as soon as possible. Prepare your minds and your hearts.”
Servants started clearing plates, but no one moved. As they removed dishes and distributed ivory maps, Faela sat back and closed her eyes for a moment. She felt something tremble inside her, but it was not fear. It was a resolution. 
Faela opened her eyes. She met the queen’s gaze. “If we leave as planned. If I go with you. Maybe even fake a smile or two. There is something I need to do.”
Mereth’s gaze sharpened, delighted, savoring each word. “Delightful. Go on.”
Faela took a breath. “You are right. Now that this mess is behind us, we all need to move on. And I will help the people on this island because it is my home. It is the home of my family and everyone I love. I will step onto your boat willingly, but we travel as equals. And I am the one who will speak to my grandmother. I will advocate for peace. But I will do it and you will stand beside me smiling.”
Mereth’s smile deepened. Genuine surprise mingled with pride. “A delightful ambition.”
Faela continued. “I should decide what I will say when I meet Maribel. On my own terms.”
The queen set down her glass and nodded. “As you should. After all, it is your rightful kingdom.”
Those words, both of them powerful on their own but together carried a ridiculous irony. No one should have the right to a kingdom. Especially a foolish girl that was captured the first time she dared to leave the only home she had ever known. A few short months ago, she did not know this palace existed. That a land across the sea, larger than she could comprehend, was hers by right. Because her mother was dead. 
At that, the hall took on its gentle buzz. Conversation thawed. Plans were spoken, laughter crept in, maps rustled. Faela stayed quiet. She stayed alert. She listened to Mereth’s stories about her island youth. Of storms survived, forests walked, and star-filled skies. Faela pictured the waves and remembered the sea beyond the palace walls, dark and eternal. Soon she would be crossing it. She wondered what it would feel like to drift across the waves. When the dessert plates were removed and the brandy glasses emptied, Mereth rose once more.
“Then it is settled,” she declared, voice ringing like a bell. “Our journey will reunite bloodlines.”
She lifted her glass. “To a future forged by us.”
Tala cleared her throat. “And who, exactly, will lead Wester while you sail off to Echelon?”
A hush fell over the table.
“We all assume,” Tala continued, voice steady but laced with tension, “I assume that a new ruler will rise in your absence.”
Mereth did not let her finish.
“There will be no assumption,” the Queen said. “From this day forward, the crown of Wester will pass to queens. And to that end, I name Lyra my heir.”
Tala’s mouth parted. Silence swept through the court once more.
Mereth gestured to a servant, who stepped forward with a sealed scroll. “To solidify our union with Echelon, Lyra will wed Prince Orin before the spring equinox. The joining of our houses will symbolize the future we shape together.”
Lyra did not flinch, though her eyes briefly met Faela’s. Orin sat back, stunned.
Mereth continued, “And when Faela ascends in Echelon, she will take a Westerian husband to bind our worlds in shared peace.”
Sylas raised his glass without a word.
Tala rose to her feet, her voice cracking. “And what of me?”
Mereth did not even look at her. “You will remain at court. But you will not rule.”
Tala looked to Eryon, to Orin, to anyone who might speak on her behalf. No one moved. Faela stayed silent. She had nothing to offer Tala now.
The Queen turned back to her guests. “To new beginnings,” she said again.
Faela rolled her eyes. To hell with these toasts.
“To the future,” the court echoed—some with longing, others with mistrust.
Faela stood and lifted her glass one last time. She let her gaze sweep every face. She looked to her siblings, her father, the king, Sylas, Lyra. She longed to put her eyes upon the only member of the royal family that was not there. The only one she wanted to see. He had not told her the truth, but his words never lied to her. She had to believe that if she asked him outright, his words would be true.
She felt the world pivot on this moment. So she drank. The brandy burned, and she let it anchor her. They were on the cusp of a journey made of hope and danger. She welcomed them both. Along with cup after cup of each drink put before her.
The queen took Faela’s arm later and pressed a cool kiss to her hand. “Thank you for your grace.” She continued. “I will see to it that you want for nothing on this voyage.”
Faela inclined her head. “Thank you, Your Majesty,” as she reached for another cup.
As the court dispersed into corridors scented with fragrance and quiet chatter, Faela sat, drinking, and trying not to think. She just wanted to be. Just for a moment. Until the guards led Faela through the silent halls of the palace. The air was heavy with lavender and sea salt, tinged by the distant rhythm of the tide crashing far below the cliffs. Moonlight slanted through high windows, throwing lattice-shaped shadows across the tiled floor as they approached her suite.
Her mind moved slowly, yet with strange clarity. She was leaving at dawn. Bound for Echelon. Bound for answers, and possibly her own undoing. But that did not scare her anymore. What scared her was how quiet her heart had become. How composed she felt after promising herself to the queen’s plan. Calm like still water before it boils.
When the guards opened her chamber doors and bowed, she gave a faint nod and stepped inside. The doors shut behind her with a soft click. Her room was as she had left it. Candles flickered. Her nightgown, woven of pale silk, was folded neatly on the end of the bed. A trunk sat open by the wardrobe, filled with folded dresses and formal wear stitched with the blood red sunburst of Wester.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
She moved through the room, brushing her fingers along the velvet drape of the canopy bed, the polished surface of the vanity. Her reflection stared back at her, tired and pale. Not the girl who had first entered the woods. Not the girl she knew.
She loosened the ties of her gown, slipping it off her shoulders, leaving her loose slip on as she continued across the room. Just as she sat on the edge of the bed to undo the pins in her hair the door flung open. No knock. No warning. Faela did not have to look to know who it was. She was expecting him.
Sylas entered like a shadow, quiet, deliberate. He shut the door behind him, then leaned his back against it, arms crossed.
“I thought I would pay my favorite princess a visit,” he said.
Faela did not turn, she did not want to lose the nerve.
“Oh, come on,” he drawled. “You are the prized heir now, are you not? Off to grandmother dearest with the queen’s blessing. Quite the upgrade. Soon you will be in a new palace. With a new prince in your bed.” 
She finally turned to face him. “Why are you here, Sylas? Are you not bored yet? I know I am.” 
He said nothing for a long moment. The flickering candlelight carved harsh lines across his face. His usually smug expression was unreadable now, mouth drawn, eyes dark. “You know,” he said at last, “I expected you to scream at mother. Or cry. I would have wagered there would be tears. But you just… agreed to go with her. How could I be bored when you continue to surprise me?”
She met his gaze and did not flinch. “Why did you really come here, my prince?” She held her eyes on his.
He smiled wide. “See? Surprise after surprise.”
Silence yawned between them, thick and wide. Her stomach twisted, but she could not let him see any hint of hesitation on her. Sylas looked at her, something unreadable behind his eyes. He sat in the chair near the hearth, elbows on knees, and stared into the low-burning fire.
“You remember the Fork?” he asked quietly. “Where we met?”
Faela was genuinely taken aback. The change in him was so sudden, it startled her. She nodded, playing along, “I remember.” Faela moved slowly, sitting across from him. “You were kind to me at the fork. I thought you liked me.” And for a moment, the memory of the sweet prince she first met made her cheeks flush.
Sylas smiled to himself, almost acting as though he expected this conversation to unfold. For a moment she panicked as he continued, “I like you very much, Faela. I have since the moment I first heard your name. I fear I may love you.”
There it was, she had him. Now she had to keep him. But that was too easy, she thought.
He shrugged. “I know, it is pathetic. You must think I am so…”
“Broken,” she said knowing the answer, without missing a beat. She seized the moment.
Sylas tilted his head. “Maybe. Maybe I was always broken. Maybe I have just stopped hiding it.” 
He was still now, and the silence between them was quieter, more like snowfall than a blade waiting to drop. Faela tried not to fall into her own trap. She did not know what game she was playing, yet. But as sure as she knew him, he was already deep into whatever high-stakes one he was playing.
“You have no idea what you are getting into with her.” He said with a low voice, “The girl who still believes she can fix things. Even now. Even after all of this. How do you do that?”
Faela’s voice cracked, but she held it steady. He appeared so genuine. “I do not know how to be any different, I guess. I wish I could be. Believe me, I do. Then I would not be here.”
He looked at her then—really looked. Faela’s chest tightened. Her entire body tightened as his eyes softened and the fire crackled. “You would have always ended up here, Faela. Maybe the sooner you realize that the sooner you can move on.” He leaned back in the chair. “You know what I realized? Just tonight. It does not matter if I am broken. Or if I regret anything. She owns me. Just like she owns you. You think you have choices, Faela. But you do not. I do not. No one does.”
“I do,” she said. “You do.” 
She stared deeply into his eyes, trying to find the good she once thought was in everyone. Even as she did, she could feel the hatred she held for him bubbling up inside her. He stood. Moved slowly toward the bench she sat on by the window. She felt her heart come close to bursting in her chest. But she stayed still, forcing herself to breathe steadily. He knew what she was doing.
Sylas knelt before her. His hands curled around her hips, both meeting at the small of her back. His head laid in her lap with his cheek resting on her thigh. He looked up, eyes glittering with something unreadable. Longing. Pain. Emptiness. His hands slid up her back, brushed her shoulders and cupped her face in his hands as he grew to meet her height. The tension vibrated like a bowstring.	Comment by Editorial Review: CONTINUITY: Sylas's age is given two ways that do not agree. Chapter 9 describes him as “perhaps in his early teens” with a boyish face, while in Chapter 11 he says he began guarding the queen when he turned 16, which makes him at least sixteen. A few paragraphs after this scene Faela still sees “the boy controlled by an evil queen.” Yet here he is in a sexual scene with her. With romantic and sexual content, his current age has to be settled on the page and read clearly as adult, and the early description in Chapter 9 should match it. This needs fixing before it goes further.
“Do you not want to scream,” he whispered, “or shove me away?”
Faela blinked, tears burning at the edges of her eyes. But she said nothing. For a moment, it looked like he might strike. Or collapse. Instead, he stared, taking Faela in. Terrifying. She braced herself. But nothing came. He just held her, as his face softened, trying hard not to betray the evil being held at bay.
Faela could feel Eura’s words swirling in her head. She trusted this girl she barely knew. And nothing Faela’s done up to now has done anything but dig her deeper into trouble. So, she stamped down that voice in her head that she always had listened to before. The one that told her to fix her father’s wagon when he could not get the angle of the wheel right. The one that told her to give her favorite book to a young traveler who had never seen one before. The voice that made Faela leave her village on that fateful morning.
Sylas dropped his hands, appearing to tire of playing with his prey. But Faela grabbed both of his hands into hers and pulled him close. He had a look of confusion painted on his face as he scanned Faela’s expression for an answer. “I think I might be broken, too.” And as Faela worked hard to think of her next step, wondering what she should say next, her mind went blank and her body fell numb.
In a thundering boom, Faela was back in her village as a child. She had met a boy traveling with his family. He had two books with him. That summer, they would each sit side by side for hours, as Teddings repaired the family’s cart. She must have read the book about how to plant an elm tree at least fifty times. She remembered feeling something for him when his hand would brush hers as they thumbed through the pages. She had waited at the village fence each day the next summer, hoping to see his family’s old white donkey pulling their lopsided cart behind it. He never came back, but she always remembered that feeling. As though her heart were in freefall.
Now, as Sylas’ hands searched her body, fingers grazing her nipples under her silks, which stiffened with every pass, that familiar heat bloomed low in her stomach. With that, her body relaxed, and Sylas’ tongue had found his way into her mouth. For a moment she forgot, then surprised by her own audacity and chose not to stop. If this were her weapon, she would wield it unflinching.
He grasped her tight by the waist, his mouth moving from her lips to her neck. Then lower. His hands were rougher than she expected, uncertain but determined, like he did not know what was allowed. As she let him, his touch grew more accurate. Faela stepped backward, guiding him, leading him like a dance. She did not speak, and neither did he. But when she reached the edge of the bed, she stopped. She let him look at her, stepping back and slowly leaning against the bed. 
“Faela?” he asked, voice raw as he laid her down and slowly slid up her slip, running his lips up her thigh. She resisted, pushing him up to his feet and spun in coordination until she was pushing him back onto the bed.
She said nothing. Her mouth was already on his neck, his ear, his lips. She stood, commanding his view as she dropped her expensive silks to a ball at her feet. He looked as if he may speak, so Faela lowered back down onto him. She kissed him as she moved a hand down his chest towards his navel, then lower. He did not stop her. Of course, he did not.
Suddenly, a knock at the door, sharp and measured. It cleaved the air between them.
Sylas froze. Faela rushed her dress back up her body, guiding the straps back over her shoulders.
Another knock followed, firmer this time. And then, through the door, “My Prince.” It was Sir Stellan. “You are needed in the war room. At once.”
Sylas did not move at first. His jaw flexed. A shadow flickered behind his eyes, rage, or reluctance, or both. He looked at Faela again, gaze dark and unreadable. She did not speak. Did not break the silence. Just let her hand rub up his chest, coming to rest on his shoulder. His gaze on her softened.
“Of course,” Sylas called, voice cool, casual. But it cracked slightly at the end. “Tell her I will be right there.”
He leaned in once more, brushing his lips to her temple—not a kiss, not tenderness, but a claim. Then he straightened, smoothing the front of his tunic.
His last glance at her was fire restrained. “Another time, princess.”
Faela panicked in the moment, fearing all her effort lost. She grabbed his forearm as he walked by her, “Do not let her break you anymore, Sylas.” She let herself soften, trying to see the boy controlled by an evil queen. Not the man who killed her best friend and mother. 
The young prince seemed to really think about Faela’s words as his stare paused on her. But as hard as she tried, she could not read him. And a moment later, he left. The door was slow to close behind him. Faela sat still, her body still hot. Her pulse still roaring. Only once she was sure, truly sure, that he was gone, did she let out the breath she had been holding? She walked to the window and pushed it open. Cold wind rushed in, tangling her hair. Her hand trembled but not from fear. From rage. And clarity.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: This is not actually a question, just an inverted sentence, so it should end in a period, not a question mark. Catch this one before it goes further.
And, as Faela sat in her anger and regret, another knock on the door followed by a voice she recognized as one of the guards that placed her in the room, “We have something to bring you.”
After what felt like a minute, another knock followed by, “Prince Sylas sent us.”
The words sent a chill through her body. They knew she would have to respond to that. And fast. Sylas must know she was playing with him. He sent them. She thought hard, opening the door, welcoming an end to this cycle of madness.
Two guards stood before her, quickly parting to reveal a hunched over man, with deep bags under his eyes. He looked as though he had not slept or eaten in a week.
“Father!”
Tomas was pushed through the door into the opulence that was Faela’s cell. She felt shades of joy and shame. But as she hung her head, Tomas enveloped her in his arms. She stood there, motionless, as he looked her over and took her back into his embrace, trembling with sobs.
It worked.
He had not broken her. Not yet. And soon, she would step onto that ship. Not as a pawn. Not as a gift. But as a weapon. A storm in a silk dress. And no one, not Sylas, not even the queen, would see it coming.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Dawn crept over the cliffs, pale as a promise. Or a threat. The light unfurled slowly, tentatively, like a ribbon of breath pulled taut across the sea-hardened sky. Gulls wheeled in silence above the distant surf, their wings backlit in trembling silver. Morning slid along the cobbled road that led to the palace gates, slicking the stones in a sheen of wet gold. It pooled between worn flagstones, climbed the soot-streaked walls, and spilled across the high battlements where the gilded banners hung limp in the breeze—once proud, now faded.
Faela stood still before the gates, motionless as a statue carved from regret. She wore traveling robes of deep indigo—somber, practical, the color of the horizon before a storm. Silver thread caught the dawn light, weaving quiet strength into the fabric. This was no longer courtly finery, no longer a reflection of lineage or privilege. This was armor—soft to the touch, but heavy with resolve.
Queen Mereth stood beside her, unflinching. Her cloak, sable-black and lined in fox fur, clung tightly to her narrow frame, every seam tailored for command. The crown was absent, yet she wore power like a second skin. Her gaze never wavered, not even when the gates groaned open, revealing the broken silhouettes waiting beyond.
Faela’s family stood just beyond the palace gates. Tomas, her father, hunched under the weight of sorrow. His tunic was plain, worn at the cuffs, stained by sleepless nights. Grief hollowed out his cheeks and sat in his eyes like old coals still burning. Orin stood behind him, arms folded stiff across his chest, the tight line of his jaw betraying a storm of emotions too dangerous to name. Tala looked like a ghost, hands wringing at her waist, eyes unfocused. Only Lyra held her posture, her chin high, hands folded, calm and unblinking, like she was auditioning for the role of dutiful daughter and had not committed yet.
Faela’s breath caught in her throat. Then she stepped forward, brushing dread aside with a practiced calm that felt thinner every day. “Father.”
Tomas straightened and pulled her into a fierce, shaking embrace. His hands, callused and clumsy, gripped her shoulders as though afraid she might vanish. “My daughter,” he whispered, his voice splintered with grief. “I am so sorry.”
Faela shook her head slowly, voice weighted with pain. “It is I who am sorry. If I had —” Her words faltered. “Mother might still —”
The ache behind her ribs bloomed like bruises spreading beneath skin.
Tomas drew back just far enough to look her in the eye. His expression hardened, fierce in its tenderness. “Your mother made her choice. She had to. She would not regret it, Faela. Not if she were standing here now. And one day, I do hope, you will understand that. And if not, then let the truth live in your bones, anyway.”
He let her go with a heavy sigh, as though torn from her by unseen chains. Palace guards ushered him back, quiet, and grim, disappearing into shadow. Faela turned to Orin and Tala. Her expression did not soften, but something in her eyes shifted.
“Take care of yourself here. And take care of her,” she rasped to Orin. “Protect her. From Sylas.”
It was not a command. It was a prayer torn from a trembling soul.
Orin’s hand met hers, palm to palm. “I will. Take care of yourself, Faela. I am worried for you.”
Faela, assured him, “You do not have to worry about me. Just keep everyone safe here and I will be back when I can. We will all go home. I have a plan.” She wondered if he could tell how little confidence she had in the moment.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: That comma after “Faela” is not doing anything, “Faela assured him” reads cleaner without it. Small thing, your call.
Tala could hold herself back no more and fell to her knees before Faela, her body trembling with held in sobs. “I am sorry,” not lifting her head. “I did not know. You have to believe me”	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: This line is missing its dialogue tag, “not lifting her head” needs a “she said” in front of it to actually attach to Tala. The last line is also missing its closing period. This one needs a fix, not just a look.
“I know,” Faela said gently, bending to kiss her sister’s brow. She wondered if she knew she was lying. “Stay strong.” Their eyes met. Faela’s clear and cool, Tala’s brimming with tears. And in that space between them, the girl Faela once loved as a sister no longer stood.
Lyra approached last, composed, and elegant. “I will miss you. I know you do not believe me. But I will. I have come to love you like a sister.” she said, her tone carefully measured.
Faela regarded her with something like pity, or perhaps contempt. “I do not care,” she said, voice flat. Her fingers barely touched Lyra’s before falling away.
Then she turned. For the second time, she left them behind. This time, there was no hope of return. As strong as she resolved to be, and what little hope she clung to, she had no idea what lay ahead. And no idea if she would return. 
A soft throat-clearing carried across the stones pulling Faela back to the salty morning air. Mereth, already striding forward, did not look back. “Time.”
Faela followed, taking a large gulp with her first step. Each followed like echoes. The gates groaned open on rusting hinges. When they slammed shut behind her, the sound reverberated through her chest like a war drum. As the palace fell behind her, its shadow slid across her heart. A long, cold stain. She was free of it now. But freedom was not peace. And ahead of her lay the road, and the cruelest woman she ever knew.
The clatter of hooves and wheels soon replaced the echo of iron. Faela did not look back. She could not. The air outside the palace was colder, thinner. As if even the wind had learned to hold its breath. When the carriage door opened, she stepped inside without a word, her silence an armor no one could touch. And then they were moving—away from the marble and the masks, into a different kind of uncertainty.
As the carriage rattled along a winding road that shimmered in the blush of dawn. Morning sunlight spilled in soft, buttery gold through the trees, casting fleeting patterns on the forest floor. Grand oaks and old maples lined the road like sentinels, their leaves whispering secrets to one another in the wind. Here and there, the canopy broke to reveal mist-laced glades and distant glimpses of the sea—pale as polished steel.
Faela sat in silence, one gloved hand resting on the windowsill, her gaze fixed outward. She traced the familiar curves of the road with her eyes, committing them to memory. This was the last time she would see these woods, this land. She inhaled deeply, as if she could steal a piece of it with her, press it between her ribs and keep it safe.
Opposite her, Queen Mereth sat with the composed grace of a blade sheathed in velvet. “We depart for Echelon by way of the North Port,” she said lightly, as though narrating a pleasant itinerary. “But first, the Fork. Perhaps you will make new friends. The old ones were so very dull.”
Faela’s throat constricted. “Eura?”
Mereth’s expression did not flicker. “She remains in service. Her and the other girl. Tucked deep within the palace, safe, as requested.”
Faela closed her eyes for a moment. Safe. That was all that mattered. If they stayed hidden in the labyrinth of servants’ quarters and forgotten corridors, they might remain untouched by the queen’s shadow.
“And… my grandmother,” Faela said slowly, “she is expecting us?”
Mereth’s eyes gleamed, sharp as polished steel. “She knows a royal emissary is coming to present a gift of good faith.”
A gift. That is all I am to her. To all of them. Faela nodded, though her heart thundered. She hunched forward slightly, gloved fingers curling around the edge of the carriage seat as if to anchor herself to the moment. A mile from the Fork, the carriage slowed to a halt.
Mereth signaled to the drivers. “Rest the horses.”
The door creaked open, and Faela stepped down. The road was damp with morning dew, and the air smelled of wet leaves and wood smoke from a far-off hearth. Her boots sank slightly into the dirt. The world felt too quiet.
Sir Stellan approached from behind the carriage, his uniform gleaming in the light. His presence always made Faela weary.
“Princess Faela,” he said, his tone falsely sweet. His smile stretched too wide, and his eyes were empty. “I trust you are well?”
“I am fine,” she said curtly, stepping past him. A bench sat beneath a solitary oak, gnarled and vast. She moved toward it, drawing her cloak tighter.
Stellan followed, his footsteps deliberate. “It feels strange, does not it?” he asked. “Leaving everything behind. Your family. Your home.”
Faela sat without responding, every muscle in her body tense. The man crouched down before her, violating her space with casual menace.
“You need not be afraid,” he murmured. “Of the seas, of the ship, of Echelon. You are heir to their throne. They will throw a grand ball in your name.”
Her breath caught in her chest. She said nothing. Her silence was armor. His hand twitched, as if he might reach for her.
“Sir Stellan, thank you so much for taking such good care of Faela. I am sure she feels all the safer for your presence. You are so kind to escort the royal emissary across the sea.”
The voice rang out like a blade drawn from its sheath. Faela looked up. From behind the carriage stepped Eryon, his royal cloak billowing slightly in the breeze. Dust clung to his boots, and his riding gloves were still on. He had come fast, maybe without permission. His hand rested on the pommel of his sword, not drawn, but ready.
Sir Stellan rose. “My prince,” he said, face twisting with surprise. “We did not expect you would be joining us.”
“I am not here to travel,” Eryon interrupted coldly. “I am here to see my mother off.” He took a step forward, eyes locked on the man. “To make sure Faela is ready for the trip.”
Stellan hesitated. For a moment, tension shimmered in the air like heat. Then he gave a tight nod and vanished around the carriage without another word. Faela let out a breath she had not realized she was holding, her hand pressed to her chest.
Eryon knelt beside her, his presence grounding. “Are you truly alright?”
“No. I do not feel alright.” Her voice broke on the word. “But I will be.” 
She stood, then turned to him. “Promise me you will protect them. My family. Promise me. If you ever cared for me, even once, you will make sure nothing happens to them Eryon. Say it. I need to hear you say it!”
Eryon reached for her hands, clasping them between his own. His eyes, those green-gray eyes, were filled with a sorrow that mirrored hers.
He looked down, as though ashamed. A pause. Then he looked up again. “I promise you, Faela, I will keep your family safe. As long as I breathe.”
She sat again, the rough bark of the oak pressing into her palms. They stayed that way a moment longer. Two souls bound by choices neither had wanted. Eryon approached kneeling in front of her, placing both hands on her knees. She swallowed hard and met his gaze. They sat, quiet for some time. Missed opportunities hanging in the air like clouds in a storm. She might have loved him if she did not hate him. She hated him. She hated them all.
Then the carriage rolled forward once more, creaking toward the crossroads.
They traveled for three days, the road narrowing and winding as it left the palatial stone far behind. Faela rarely spoke. Neither did the queen. They moved in a silence broken only by the low rumble of wheels, the occasional clatter of hooves, and the hiss of wind slipping through pine. Each night they camped at the base of hills–royal tents unfurled like silk creatures under the stars. Servants built fires and laid out food. Mereth ate little. Faela ate less. Sir Stellan finished all their servings. 	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: En dash again where the manuscript's own convention is an em dash. Worth fixing before you submit anywhere.
On the second night, it rained. Faela stayed up, listening to the soft tapping on the canvas. By the third, the skies cleared, and she caught her first glimpse of the stars. Distant. Still watching. That night, for the first time, Faela spoke truly wanting a conversation with her travel companions. 
“Do you ever wonder what they are? The stars?” she asked.
A long silence followed. Faela looked from the queen to Sir Stellan and noticed the lack of emotion on their faces. They already knew what they were. They were not stars at all. Nolan was right.
“They are not what you think.” Stellan answered. 
Faela did not know what to think. “What do you mean?”
Stellan grinned, “Echelon is going to change the way you look at everything. Including those stars.”
Faela did not care for his tone. She knew a warning when she heard one. She tucked the unease away. She was getting good at that.
The queen gave him a sharp look but did not contradict him. From there, no one said anything more. The fire crackled, and the stars kept watching.

















CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
By dawn of the fourth day, the smell of salt and fire began to rise through the trees. Not far off, past the fork and to the north, the sea was waiting. They would soon arrive at the Fork. A crooked signpost leaned at the edge of a muddy stream, pointing in opposite directions. The branches of the willows trailed into the water like curtains drawn closed. Two paths. One home. One exile.
Back in the castle, the corridors ran quiet as a mausoleum. Morning light slanted through high stained-glass windows, painting blood-red, gold, and azure across stone floors that had once echoed with courtly music. Now, only the clicking of Lyra’s heels stirred the hush.
She strode through the palace halls with surgical precision, chin lifted, robes of state trailing behind her like liquid smoke. Earlier that morning, before most of the court had risen, the marriage proclamation had been read. Orin stood beside her, visibly pale but dutiful, as the rings were exchanged, and the vows spoken before the High Steward and a room of yawning witnesses. No fanfare, no celebration. It was a coronation masked as a wedding.
Lyra had claimed the title of Regent Queen before the ink on the scroll had dried. The air still crackled with the tension of what had been done. Ambition disguised as necessity, ceremony concealing control. Every step Queen Lyra took now was to cement that power.
She arrived at the war room to find Sylas already there, slouched against a long oak table like a cat that had devoured something it should not. Maps were unfurled before him—detailed renderings of provincial borders, military outposts, sea routes leading to Echelon, and encoded communications regarding Faela’s diplomatic itinerary.
Orin entered moments later, posture rigid and expression unreadable. He wore the ceremonial sash Lyra had given him. It was deep crimson trimmed with her family’s crest, a red thorn. It looked like it chafed.
“Orin,” she said brightly, extending a hand. “Husband.”
He flinched, just slightly, but took her hand as required. It was cold.
She turned to both men. “We will hold the kingdom while Mother is away. And I hope,” she added, eyes flicking to Orin, “that my husband will take an interest in ruling beside me.”
Her voice was sugar, but her gaze was iron. Inwardly, she had no intention of yielding any real power to Orin. He was the son of rebels. Of traitors. The royal blood that flowed in him was not theirs, not truly, not by marriage or legitimacy. But the people loved him. And that made him useful. For now.
Sylas gave a dry nod, folding his arms. “We will need border patrols. Defenses along the northern edge, especially with the merchant families fleeing Olliday. There are rumors of smugglers and sympathizers looking for a way out, or a way in, depending on how the Faela thing plays out.”
Orin stepped closer to the table, jaw tight. “These people are not criminals. You cannot tell them where to go or what to do.”
Sylas tilted his head, smiling without warmth. “That might be, depending on who they support when the war begins.”
Orin turned to his queen–his voice low. “Lyra,” he caught himself, “wife, you said we would speak of decorum.”	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: En dash again where the manuscript's convention elsewhere is an em dash. Worth fixing before you submit anywhere.
There was a note in his voice. It was quiet, careful. But Sylas heard it, and his grin deepened.
“And you do not think I have decorum, brother?” Sylas felt his rage increasing. 
The words stung like acid. Orin’s hands curled into fists. He had no brothers. None he would claim. And certainly not Sylas, whose words slithered with menace no matter how finely spoken.
Sylas continued, “Who do you think you are?”
And without missing a beat, Orin spit, “I think I am your king, my prince.”
Lyra waved a dismissive hand. “We all have our roles. We stick to the plan. Nothing more.”
But before the next word could be spoken, the war room doors opened with a low groan. Prince Eryon entered. His presence cooled the air instantly. He wore his riding cloak, still dusted with dirt from his return. His hair was damp with sweat, and the leather at his belt looked freshly polished, but there was weariness in his shoulders, as if the journey had cost him more than time.
“Eryon,” Lyra said smoothly. “We were not expecting you.”
“I came to speak with Orin,” Eryon replied. His eyes passed over Sylas without acknowledgement, then landed on Orin with unreadable weight. “Alone.”
Sylas made a low noise of protest, but Lyra raised a hand. “Fine. Orin is Regent. If he wishes to meet privately, he may.”
Sylas gave a stiff bow and stalked out. 
“Goodbye, husband.” Lyra said as she passed Orin. “I will send for you when dinner has been prepared.”
Eryon waited until the door clicked shut. Then he turned to Orin. The stiffness in his posture softened slightly, but his expression remained clouded, caught somewhere between disapproval and something gentler.
“You are wearing the sash,” he said.
Orin looked down at it as though it had appeared suddenly. “I did not choose it.”
“No. But you did not refuse it either.” Eryon walked to the edge of the table and leaned against it. “I have seen many men wear symbols they did not understand. They become banners, then burdens.”
Orin met his gaze. “You do not trust me.”
Eryon hesitated. “No, I do not. Not yet.”
Orin’s jaw tensed, but he said nothing.
“But,” Eryon continued, “I made a promise. To Faela. I told her I would protect her family. That includes you.”
That caught Orin off guard. “She asked you that?”
“She did,” Eryon said quietly. “And you remind me of her.”
Orin’s eyes narrowed. “How?”
Eryon looked out the window, voice soft. “You both wear your grief like armor. You both speak as if you have already lost the future. But it is not lost, not yet.”
He turned back to Orin. “You are in danger here. Lyra’s games. Sylas’s hatred. They will cut you down.”
“They can do what they want with me,” Orin said. “I just want my family safe.”
Eryon smiled faintly. “Then you and I want the same thing.”
A long silence passed between them. No commands. No expectations. Just the first glimmer of an understanding neither had expected.
“I will not always be here to intervene,” Eryon said finally. “But when I can help you, I will. Quietly, if needed. The court cannot see us as allies.”
Orin nodded slowly. “I understand.”
He did not trust Eryon—not yet. But in that moment, he believed him. And in the world they lived in, that was something.
“Be careful with Sylas,” Eryon added. “He is clever in about the same way knives are.”
And then, before Orin could respond, Eryon turned and strode out of the room, boots echoing sharply across the stone floor.
Lyra re-entered moments later, expression unreadable. “Is the prince gone?”
Orin nodded.
She gave a faint, chilly smile. “Good. Then we can get back to work.”
But Orin’s eyes lingered on the door. And though the war room filled again with voices and talk of treaties and soldiers, a quiet certainty began to grow inside him. He was not alone in the castle. And if Faela still had champions, maybe there was hope yet.
Later, Tala waited in the sunlit courtyard, heart pounding like war drums beneath her breastbone. The parchment in her hands fluttered slightly in the breeze, but her grip remained firm. Too firm. The paper was softening where her sweat met the ink, and she cursed herself for caring so much.
The surrounding courtyard shimmered with summer heat, the marble tiles bright under the midday sun. Ivy curled lazily up the white stone columns. Fountains trickled in the background, their sound soft, almost mocking. The garden was too peaceful for what she felt inside. What she knew waited on the far side of her words.
She had practiced the speech alone in the early hours, whispering to statues, to doves, to ghosts. My name is Tala, daughter of Tomas, sister to Faela. No matter how many times she recited it, her voice always trembled on Faela’s name.
She was not supposed to be doing this. Not really. Lyra had asked, no, suggested, that she step forward, that she “give voice to the concerns of the people.” That the palace needed to show solidarity. Unity. Compassion. But deep down, Tala knew what it truly was. A performance. Still, if her voice could do some good, then it had to be worth something. She clung to that.
She did not hear him approach, only noticed the shift in light as a tall shadow fell across her. Prince Eryon. Taller than she remembered. His frame carried exhaustion like a second cloak, tension wrapped across his shoulders like chain mail. His boots rang sharp against the stones as he halted before her. Wind stirred his dark cloak, catching a silver clasp shaped like a hawk mid-flight.
They had met three times now, twice on the ramparts, once during a brief council session. Each encounter bristled like static. Now, standing this close, his presence was nearly suffocating. Not with cruelty, but with judgment. He saw the parchment in her trembling hands and frowned.
“You wrote that,” he asked.
Tala swallowed, lifting the page. “I — I drafted these. A speech for the plaza gathering, as requested. Petitions to reinforce the eastern borders, supply aid, and establish a village council. It is not much, but I want to help.”
She offered the parchment to him like a peace treaty.
He did not reach for it immediately. When he finally took it, his fingers barely brushed hers. Cold. Controlled. He scanned the text with sharp eyes, his silence dragging too long.
“I am sure whatever my sister told you to write will do,” he said at last.
Tala could feel her chest tighten. “Do you like it?” she asked meekly.
Eryon folded the parchment neatly and handed it back. His gaze did not soften.
“Words,” he said flatly. “Only words.”
The sting came instantly. She blinked, caught between protest and shame. “They matter. Words do matter. They can shape how we think, what we do.”
He cut her off with a slight raise of his hand. “They can distract. They can pacify. And they can be offered like coins to beggars, all while the palace hoards the real power, makes the real decisions.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: This quote never closes, there's no closing mark at the end of Eryon's line. Catch this one before it goes further.
Tala’s voice turned small. “I am not trying to deceive anyone.”
“No?” He arched a brow. “But you stand here with a speech written at your queen’s request. The same queen who locked Faela’s father behind the walls. The same queen who married Orin for optics. Tell me, do you think Lyra asked you to speak because she believes in your voice, or because she needed someone with a softer face to sell her authority?”
The accusation hit its mark. Tala’s mouth opened, but no words came. He stepped back, preparing to leave, the conversation done in his mind.
But she found her voice—cracked and thin, but full of truth. “I am sorry,” she called after him. “I am sorry that everyone hates me.”
He stopped.
The sunlight caught the edges of his cloak as it flared briefly in the wind. He did not turn, not yet.
“I do not hate you,” he said finally, his voice like flint striking steel. “But I do not know you, either. I only know what you have done. What you failed to stop. And what that failure cost Faela.”
She flinched.
“I loved her, you know,” he said, turning now, slowly. “Not with flowers and songs. With trust. With belief. I saw the kind of queen she could be. And I watched the court tear her apart at your hand.”
“I was afraid,” Tala said, tears threatening now. “Everything was changing so fast. I did not know this would happen.”
He stepped closer, eyes locked on hers. “Naivety is not harmless. It is a knife in the dark. You are that knife.”
The silence that followed felt heavier than anything she had carried before. But still, Tala straightened her back. “Then let me do better. Let me speak. Even if it is just words. Let me try.”
Eryon looked at her, something unreadable flickering in his eyes. Anger, yes, but also sorrow. He sighed, slow and deep, and ran a hand through his hair.
“Try,” he said at last. “But remember this. No speech, no parchment, no polished prose will matter unless you are willing to fight for what your sister bled for.”
He turned on his heel and walked away, his silhouette shrinking against the courtyard’s high archway. Tala remained where she stood, parchment still crumpled in her trembling hand. The sun blazed above, but the warmth did not reach her bones. She looked down at her speech. Ink smudged. Edges bent. But she did not throw it away. Instead, she pressed it flat against her chest. And let resolve settle in, quiet but growing. Like roots winding deep.






CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
The carriage rolled steadily along the winding royal road, its wheels groaning softly over the uneven stone and packed earth. Velvet curtains, drawn back with golden cords, framed the dawn spilling in through the windows—light that gilded the rolling emerald fields and dusted every edge of the polished wood interior.
Outside, spring breathed warmth into the land. Willow groves bowed in the breeze like mourners’ mid-prayer, and swaths of golden grass waved lazily under a pale blue sky. Here and there, stone farmhouses nestled into the hillsides, chimney smoke curling upward like small offerings to distant gods. Cattle dotted the slopes, and shepherds moved as specks against the land—unaware, perhaps, that war loomed just beyond the horizon.
Faela sat rigid opposite Queen Mereth, her spine drawn taut with discipline honed from years of court etiquette and sharpened recently by loss. Her hands were still now. Knuckles white. Her legs ached from the journey, but she gave nothing away. Pain was no longer a stranger — it was a companion, silent and ever-present.
The silence in the carriage was thick, but it did not last.
Queen Mereth leaned forward slightly, casting a long shadow across the polished floor. Her voice, when it came, was smooth and clipped, practiced at commanding but pleasant enough to veil the iron beneath. “There is still much to prepare. Olliday wine for Maribel. Diplomatic seals for the formal exchange. Ceremonial introductions at the Northern Port. But above all…” Her gaze sharpened. “You.”
Faela’s eyes remained fixed on the passing fields. “I do not understand how I am meant to stop your war just by being.”
The queen studied her for a long moment, expression unreadable. She looked every inch the monarch—wrapped in sapphire silks and bearing a silver diadem at her brow—but her stillness was the most powerful thing about her. Calculated. Watchful. Dangerous.
“You represent possibility,” Mereth said at last. “The union of two fractured bloodlines. A bridge. The future.” She let the words settle before adding, almost casually, “One day, you will rule Echelon. I am giving you that. I suggest you be a touch more grateful, Faela. You will finally have the power to protect all the people you so desperately want to save.”
“And please do not insult me by pretending this was not inevitable,” the queen went on, voice soft now. “I have shaped this world so you may one day inherit it. Do you think power simply arrives, unearned, without sacrifice?”
The queen exhaled, a faint sigh through her nose and continued. “You are young. You do not yet understand that refusal has consequences. That is why I must guide you to these things. You will soon learn about duty and honor.”
Faela rose to her knees, her movement sudden despite the carriage’s jostle. There was nowhere to go in the cramped compartment, no escape from the velvet-draped prison rolling steadily toward the sea, but she could not sit still beneath the weight of what had just been said. Her cloak spilled behind her.
“I cannot imagine learning anything of duty and honor from you,” she snapped, her voice sharp with disbelief.
Queen Mereth did not flinch. “That may be,” she said, almost too gently, “but this is what I was born to. Just like you.”
Faela stared at her, breath held tight in her chest. “I do not want it.”
“And that,” the Queen said softly, “might be exactly what makes you a great ruler.”
The words struck deeper than Faela expected. Not cruel, but cold, like water slipping past armor. Ruler. The word reverberated through her mind. She had many words for herself: daughter, builder, fugitive, survivor. But the ruler was a foreign shape in her mouth. A costume she had not chosen.
She sank back to her seat slowly, the jolt of the wheels reverberating through her spine. Her hands trembled slightly as she tucked the surrounding cloak again, armor reassembled.
“You will have to excuse me,” Faela said, her voice low but steady, “if I am wary of any advice you want to give me. One moment I am your prisoner, the next you are handing me a kingdom. Forgive me if I question your motives.”
Mereth studied her for a moment. Her expression did not change, but something sharpened behind her eyes. “You are right to be apprehensive,” she said.
Faela expected her to say more. Instead, the Queen turned toward the small window, watching the road wind through the forest. Silence settled between them. Not peace. Just stillness.
The trees outside blurred with motion. Faela focused on the sway of leaves, the glint of light on moss. It grounded her. It reminded her that there was still a world beyond this woman and her plans. A world that Faela had not agreed to rule.
After several minutes, the Queen spoke again, her voice quieter. Mereth went on anyway. “You do not crave the throne. That is rare. Dangerous, even. But it is precisely what this world needs.”
Faela turned her gaze to the Queen. “And what is it that you need?”
Mereth said without hesitation. “To survive what lies ahead. That means clarity. A future no one can contest.”
The mention of futures made Faela feel ill. She did not respond. Giving her that satisfaction would be a bridge too far.
Mereth sighed and shifted in her seat. “You may not want a crown. But I assure you, when you have it you will be slow to give it up.”
Faela folded her arms, looking back out the window. She did not ask anything further. She did not need to. Mereth closed her eyes, letting the rocking of the carriage lull her into a stillness Faela could not understand.
Outside, the trees began to thin. The road curved past a moss-covered milestone and into a clearing where the light poured golden across weathered stones. Up ahead, a sign leaned crooked in the dirt. THE FORK–3 MILES.
Faela fixed her gaze on the sign, jaw clenched so tightly it ached. A wind picked up, fluttering the curtains and carrying in the scent of pine and dust. She did not look back at the queen.
Instead, she whispered, “If you think you have won, you do not know me at all.”
Mereth’s tone turned silkier, almost indulgent. “Oh, I know you, my dear. And I know what you will do when the time comes. You will smile. You will bow. You will play the part. Because when you stare down at that throne, you will remember everything I have taught you, whether you wish to or not.”
Faela did not answer. She could not. Not yet. Her mouth was full of bitterness, bile and resolve. The storm was not crawling toward Olliday anymore. She was going to bring it.
Faela’s pulse quickened. The Fork. It was just a sign. Painted in chipped white letters. But for Faela, it was a threshold.
They came up to the first encampments two hours later. An old soldier’s rest now, abandoned. Faela recognized the stone ring of a long-dead campfire. She had stayed here once with Nolan and Eura, the night she would draw her first city map in charcoal on bark. The stars had been sharp and close, and they had passed a bottle of stolen cider between them while Nolan told tales of ghost ships on the northern bay. She could still feel the warmth of the fire, the pulse of laughter in her chest. That night had felt infinite. Now, even the ashes were gone.
They stopped briefly to water the horses at a stream. Faela stepped down from the carriage and knelt to cup water in her palms. The cold bit her fingers. It was the kind of stream her mother might have crossed carrying herbs wrapped in linen. She looked to the trees, expecting to see her mother’s silhouette, long and lean, a basket over one arm. But there was nothing.
The clearing looked smaller than Faela remembered. Once, the trees had loomed tall and protective, like sentinels guarding a quiet world tucked into the belly of the woods. Now they leaned with age, their leaves tired, their shadows longer. The old tavern slouched against the hillside, its red shutters sun-bleached to a dusty rose. Moss crawled over the stone chimney in thick patches. There was firewood stacked outside with swinging buckets hanging on pegs. 
Memory wove itself across the scene like cobweb silk–delicate, clinging, inescapable. Even the air was quieter now. Like it was mourning too.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: Same en dash versus em dash slip. Catch this one before it goes further.
“What happened here? Where is everybody?” Faela whispered, not realizing she had spoken.
Queen Mereth stood beside her–expression unreadable beneath the hood of her travel cloak. “I cannot imagine.”	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: Another en dash standing in for the manuscript's usual em dash. This one needs fixing before it goes further.
Faela moved toward the tavern door, fingers brushing the weathered sign above it. The painted lettering had faded to ghost-bone white. She stepped inside, and the air greeted her with the smell of rot and dust and something fainter, sweet, and buried, like old cider. The floor groaned under her boots. Empty mugs still sat on one of the tables, long forgotten and blanketed in a layer of dust so thick it looked like ash. She walked slowly, carefully, almost reverently.
Her hand trailed across the edge of the bar. She sat on one of the stools, still remembering the worn edge against her thighs, the way sunlight had once streamed through the windows here, the smell of bread and smoke and sweat. There were whispers of her life here, like pressed flowers beneath glass: faint outlines of joy, long flattened but not erased.
Her face softened, just for a breath. “I do not destroy things needlessly. But I never leave a place untouched.”
Faela frowned. “This is where Eryon was coming from, was not he?”
Mereth stepped closer, her silhouette framed in the fractured light falling through the shutter slats. “On my orders,” she said quietly. “Because if one person reached you, convinced you not to go, then this would all have been for naught.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: This quote opens but never closes. Catch this one before it goes further.
Faela blinked. “You killed them all?”
The queen gasped, eyes glinting in the dim light. “You remind me of myself when I was your age. Angry. Willful. No Faela, I did not kill them. Contrary to what you may believe, I do not just kill indiscriminately. We just encouraged everyone to move on.”
“You really are the worst,” Faela said, forgetting for a moment that the queen could end this farce at any moment, if she pleased.
Mereth smiled faintly. “After we cross the sea and you meet your family. Your true family. Then tell me if you still believe that to be true.”
She could not imagine anyone as cruel as queen Mereth. And with that, she let fear begin to creep back in.
They made camp just north of the fork encampment, beneath a jagged rock overhang that arched above the road like a broken jaw. The tents stood close together in a defensive circle, torchlight casting shadows that danced across canvas walls. The guards moved in silence, eyes sharp even in exhaustion. A single fire burned in the center, its smoke drifting up to a star-scattered sky.
Faela sat alone, wrapped tightly in her cloak. Her thoughts churned like stormwater — Tala’s trembling apology, Orin’s voice as he swore to protect her from Sylas, the memory of Sylas himself. His presence still burned beneath her skin, like a brand.
Inside the largest tent, Mereth was silent, reading dispatches by lantern light. She had not spoken to Faela since the tavern. The stillness gave Faela space to think. Maps unfolded in her mind, routes through the forest, forgotten docks along the northern river, hidden fishing paths. She could run. She could disappear. But not yet.
Later, unable to sleep, Faela wandered toward the tree line. The stars above stretched wide and endless, gleaming like old silver. The forest exhaled around her, and for a moment, she felt it—the breath of the world. Alive, waiting. For a while her life peeled away. For a moment she was just a girl. Just a girl with a family. And Toadcat still walked beside her. For a moment, she let herself be sad. But just a moment.
A twig snapped. She turned, heart quickening. It was Mereth, her hair loose, shadows tugging at her face, her presence calm but sharpened like a blade left out in the frost.
“You are not the only one with ghosts,” the queen said.
Faela narrowed her eyes. “What do yours answer to?”
Mereth smiled without warmth. “My mother. The crown. You.”
Faela’s breath hitched. “I do not mean to haunt you. Truly.”
“No. But here you are.” Mereth stepped beside her.
“I do not want to be a symbol. A peace offering.” Faela said in sincerity.
“Then be a sword, Faela.” The queen’s words took her aback. “When we finally have peace, and you hold power in Echelon, I will wish you well.”
They stood together beneath the ancient stars, the silence between them as thick as wool.
“Tomorrow, we reach the docks,” Mereth said. “Three days to Echelon. Are you ready?”
Faela hesitated. “No.”
“Good.” The queen turned. “Just make sure you are by the time we arrive.”
Before dawn, Faela walked alone to the Fork, where two paths met under the boughs of an old ash tree. She stood there, where so many roads diverged, and made an oath — not to Mereth, not to Maribel. But to herself.
The wind whispered through the trees as the carriage charged north. By midday, they reached the port. Gulls wheeled overhead, their cries cutting the salt-heavy air. The sea churned a brilliant blue, and ships creaked in their moorings, sails snapping like warning flags.
Mereth descended from the carriage first, her presence cutting through the bustle of the harbor like a blade through silk. Faela followed, her boots echoing against the worn stone of the dock. People stared. There were sailors, merchants, villagers from both sides of the island. Some stared with curiosity, others with reverence. A few with suspicion. The queen glittered in the sun, her cloak embroidered with the gold of her house sigil, her jewels catching the light like netted stars.
“My queen,” a boat captain said, bowing low. “Your cabin has been prepared. The ship is ready for departure.”





















CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Back at the palace, the hallways shimmered with candlelight. Wax pooled in ornate sconces as shadows stretched long across marble floors. Lyra moved from chamber to chamber like a wraith in silk, Queen Mereth’s regent-scribes trailing behind her with scrolls tucked under arms and wax seals ready to burn. The palace buzzed with quiet urgency.
At last, the proclamation was complete. Upon Her Majesty’s departure for Echelon, Princess Lyra of House Olliday shall be named Regent. Her husband, Orin of the Western Bloodline, shall serve as King Consort. The document was more than ceremony, it was power incarnate, veiled in gold ink and courtly calligraphy.
It was Lyra’s ascension in truth. She paused before the mirror in her mother’s study, one hand pressed against the cool glass. The reflection staring back was steady, composed. But her heartbeat was like a war drum. It was happening. The crown was no longer a whisper. It had a name now. It was hers. 
Outside, on the ramparts high above the sea, the wind whipped fierce and salt-bright. Tala stood near the stone edge, fingers curled around the cold railing. The sky stretched pale above, the horizon swallowed in mist. She had not slept. The memories would not let her. Footsteps crunched on gravel. She turned. Eryon. His posture was stiff from travel. A sunburn drawn across his cheekbones, a fresh scar cutting along his forearm like a red thread. He stopped beside her, his gaze fixed on the distant waves.
“Tala,” he said finally, the word simple, heavy.
She turned slowly, her voice brittle. “Prince Eryon.”
He studied her, eyes narrowed in unreadable calculation. “I wanted to apologize. For what I said.”
“No need.” She looked down. “You were right. About what I did. About Faela.”
Eryon’s jaw clenched. “You brought her to her ruin. Whether you meant to or not.”
His words cut across the stones like a drawn blade.
Tala’s lips parted, but no defense came. Just a breath. “I know.”
He turned toward her now, his shadow overlapping hers. “You want to help? Then do something worth more than regret.”
“I will,” she said, stronger this time. “Let me try. Let me prove it.”
His eyes flickered to hers, hard and searching. “Do not try. Do. No more excuses, Tala. No more tears.”
She nodded, throat tightening. “I understand.”
He stepped back, the wind shifting between them. “Promises are easier made than kept.”
Without another word, he left her standing alone. Lyra, unseen in the archway behind the stone corridor, watched him disappear down the stairs. Her breath caught, sharp, brittle. She had not meant to overhear, but every word now weighed like a chess piece she could use. She stepped into the open, skirts brushing stone, and crossed the courtyard slowly. She paced beneath the columns, her eyes moving not with worry, but calculation.
Later, the throne room swelled with light and bodies. Nobles filled the long hall, their silks rustling like leaves in a restless wind. Guards lined the walls. Commoners murmured in clusters, watching the raised dais where the future of the realm balanced on uncertain shoulders. Lyra stood at its foot, in pale ivory trimmed with her color of the house. The weight of her mother’s absence hung thick in the air. But she wore no hesitation.
“I intend to lead with strength,” Lyra announced, her voice calm but commanding. “To ensure stability in my mother’s absence.”
The assembled nobles bowed their heads, some in loyalty, others in forced civility.
A gray-bearded council member near the front cleared his throat, hesitant. “Your Highness, forgive me, but with the Queen’s envoy to Echelon not yet confirmed, some on the council question the timing.”
Lyra smiled, but her eyes gleamed with quiet danger. “The journey to Echelon is precisely why now is the time. They are our bargaining chip. Our link to peace, or war. We must show unity while that balance teeters.”
From the side, Sylas stepped into the light. The firelight played across his sharp features, his expression unreadable. “To question the queen would be enough cause for your own loyalty to be questioned.”
Lyra inclined her head slightly. “We must appear united. There will be no cracks for Echelon to exploit.”
Orin stepped forward then, dressed plainly but with the quiet strength that reminded some in the court of the Old King. He offered his hand, palm up, to Lyra. Eryon stood behind them, arms crossed.
Lyra looked from Eryon to Sylas, then to Orin, and finally to the watching court. Her voice cut through the stillness. “The regency is not a placeholder. It is a mandate. I will not warm this throne. I will rule it.”
A hush swept through the room. Then, one by one, they began to kneel. Slowly, deliberately. The entirety of the court followed.
After the meeting dispersed, the halls quieted. Lyra found herself in the Queen’s solar, alone. The moonlight fell across the desk where the royal seal still rested—Mereth’s seal. Not hers. Not yet. She reached out, fingers hovering over the carved metal.
Behind her, a voice murmured, “you have done it.”	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: Dialogue still needs a capital at the start, “you” should be “You.” Worth fixing before you submit anywhere.
She turned. Tala stood in the doorway, scrolls clutched to her chest.
Lyra arched a brow. “I have done something.”
Tala stepped forward. “I just wanted to tell you that I am thankful for your protection here. I want to help. I want to be of use to you.”
Lyra smiled, not unkindly. “You want redemption. I want obedience. We can both have what we need, so long as you do not cross me.”
Tala bowed her head. “I understand.”
As she left, Lyra remained at the window, watching the torch-lit courtyards below. She touched the regent seal once more. 
The corridors were dim, lit only by the low flicker of sconces along the stone walls. Tala walked in silence, the weight of Lyra’s gaze still clinging to her skin like heat. No guards accompanied her—none were needed now. She was trusted. Expected. Maybe even feared. When she reached her door, she paused a moment with her hand on the latch, letting the stillness settle.
Tala moved slowly through the space, her fingers trailing the carved edge of her vanity. The room was too quiet. Too new. Too borrowed. Everything in it belonged to someone else–the rose-colored rug, the embossed mirror, even the gown draped across the foot of her bed. Lyra’s former maid had helped her dress the day before. Another pair of shoes arrived this morning—too fine, too delicate. Everything was being given to her now. As if titles were made of fabric and perfume.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: One more en dash that should match the em dash used two sentences later in this same paragraph, let alone the rest of the manuscript. Worth fixing before you submit anywhere.
She paused at the window, watching the shimmer of sea in the distance. Somewhere out there, Faela was being carried away. And somehow, Tala was still here.
She told herself it was not her fault. That she had not known the letter would reach the wrong hands. That she had not known what the Queen would do. But now... she could taste it. The nearness of power. The hush of servants outside her door. The way Eryon had looked at her—like she was already wearing a crown. It was too late to unmake what had been done. The question was whether she would reach for what remained.
The day was waning when Prince Sylas arrived at Tala’s quarters, his boots silent on the polished flagstone corridors. He carried no heralds, no announcement—just the light steps of someone unannounced and unafraid. The corridors, once cheerful, now echoed with tension and uneasy murmurs. Tala stood at the arched window of her chamber, gazing out over the court below. She turned as he entered, face stark in the flickering lantern light.	Comment by Editorial Review: CONTINUITY: The time of day does not hold together in this chapter. Lyra's scene ends in moonlight, the courtyards are torch-lit, and Tala walks dim corridors to her door, so it is night. This scene then opens with the day waning, later calls the light “late afternoon,” and Tala finds it “sunlight she could thrive in,” while Sylas says “tonight, we begin.” Add a clear passage-of-time marker between the night scenes and this one, and make the light agree within the scene. Worth fixing before you submit anywhere.
“Sylas,” she said, carefully, the single word loaded with a bitterness she had been squashing for too long.
He bowed once, brief, precise, then raised his face, letting the shadows sweep across his sharp features. He offered no greeting. Instead, he stepped forward, stopping a foot away. “You are surprised to see me?”
Tala gestured to the window. “I just did not expect to see you here, that is all.”
Sylas smiled, just the faintest curve of his lips. “Am I not allowed to visit a relative in pain?”
This brought a thin laugh from Tala. “A sweet lie. A sugar to coat your gall.” She spun, moving past him to a cushioned chair. “Sit.”
Sylas smiled again but did not eagerly. He sank into the chair with deliberation. His hands relaxed in his lap, yet one knuckle gleamed with tension.
Tala watched him, measuring. “Your sister says you want to help me regain the court’s trust.”
He nodded. “Public repentance is ours both to perform. But I am not here for ceremony. I am here because I see something in you, Tala. I see…” He paused, studying her. “I see a spark of a kindred spirit.”
Kindred. The word was unexpected. Tala’s fingernails scraped the arm of her chair. “In cruelty?”
Sylas’s blue eyes flickered. “In ambition.” 
She studied him in the lantern light. The posture, the pride. There was purpose in his measure, a calm born of secrets. She stood, stepping around the chair. “You think cruelly.”
Sylas tilted his head. “I believe your sister said the same thing to me once.” He leaned closer. “Of course, I had just been torturing her to get your family’s whereabouts,”	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: This line ends on a comma instead of a period before the closing quote, and nothing after it continues the sentence. Small thing, your call.
“Tell me,” Tala answered after a breath. “Did you enjoy it? Hurting Faela?”
Sylas was caught off guard, something he normally did not need to worry about.
“Because seeing the pain in her eyes,” she whispered, “gives me more joy than even the most perfect knitting knot can match.”
Sylas hummed, moving to the low table beside her couch. He picked up a silver inkwell and tapped the lid. “I do believe I have underestimated you. Bravo.”
Tala watched him. The air chilled with their unspoken alliance. Sylas’s praise was something she had not expected. Something she felt stirring in her bones.
“I do believe you have,” she said, testing.
Sylas rose, encircling the chairs to stand opposite her. “you are aware of the rumors—Lyra’s positioning herself to keep mother’s crown.”	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: Same capitalization slip, dialogue opening with a lowercase “you.” Catch this one before it goes further.
Tala leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “I have watched her speak to the court. I have sat behind her as they all fawn. They whisper her name like a prayer.”
“And yet,” Sylas said, stepping close, “she is a child. Prone to fits. She is in no position to be leading during a time like this.”
His words—sharp, lethal—cut across her. She nodded. A plan stirred in her mind for the first time in months.
Tala rose as well, addressing him directly now, voice cold. “What are you proposing?”
He pressed his palms against the table; his next words were careful, iron-wrapped. “Your repentance. My loyalty. Let them placate the public. But behind that, we coordinate. Alliances with nobles whose lands border the ports. Tradesmen who grew tired of Lyra’s moralizing. Of Mereth’s constant put downs.”
Tala’s pulses thrummed in her throat. Years of outrage and remorse now had purpose. “You want that throne?”
Sylas shook his head. “I do not want it. But does it not make more sense for someone familiar with warfare, someone who has fought for this crown with their blood. What we need is a transition. Lyra is unfit, by inexperience, or by her own vanity. She underestimates both of us. We simply… wait. And then step forward.”
“And what becomes of Orin?” Tala asked softly. Feelings pierced behind her resolve. “Have you forgotten?”
Sylas’s eyes darkened, but his tone remained measured. “No. But he is provisional. He serves under Lyra’s banner now. If we move too quickly, we lose his allegiance. Our timing must be careful.”
Tala bit her lip, mind calculating. She pictured Faela, the wildness, the unbroken spirit. And the hold she still had over her. Their bond had been sharpened in war and betrayal. Even in regret there was connection. She nodded slowly. “You are right.”
Sylas met her, expression unreadable. “We proceed publicly as contrite. You promote your charities and render loyalty. I ensure my presence at Lyra’s side. Whatever her council demands. But behind the curtain…” His lips curved. 
Tala finished his words for him, “we take it all.”
At the far window, late afternoon light turned dim and silver. Shadows spread across their faces. Tala’s heart thudded. She pressed her hand to her chest. She would have feared daylight, the glare of exposure. But this, this was sunlight she could thrive in.
Silence held between them—a partnership forged with fists and smiles. Unseen. Unguessed.
He nodded once, once only. “Then tonight, we begin, quietly. When Lyra ends her public address, we request a meeting with those noble houses you speak of.”
Tala ran a hand through her dark hair, then shook herself with a swift decision. “And Eryon?”
Sylas’s face softened. “We give him space. Watch what he does. He may yet surprise us.”
“And if he surprises us…?” Tala asked.
“Then we adapt,” Sylas said. “But we do not wait for heroes to save us. We save ourselves.”
They left the chamber quietly, each stepping back into public persona, the repentant noblewoman, the loyal prince. In the hall, servants paused to bow; nobles glanced at them with suspicion, hope, curiosity.
Tala stopped at the threshold, looking back. The candlelight caught the patterned rug and the seals of power she had once coveted so fiercely, honor, prestige, name. Now, they would take them.





















CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
The royal carriages reached the ship, its crew already preparing to cast off. The Queen’s steps quickened, as she tugged Faela along. Mereth’s face masked the deeply rooted determination she held within her. Faela, her heart pounding in her chest, thoughts scattered and distant, could barely stay upright as she tried to keep up. As they rounded a bend in the road, she managed to pull away as something caught her eye.
A tiny green shoot no taller than her thumb pushed through a narrow crack between two stones. She slowed. The guard at her shoulder noticed immediately.
"Keep moving."
But Faela had already knelt. The guard sighed sharply.
"I said move."
She ignored him. The seedling was impossibly small, yet somehow it had forced its way through the stone. Two pale leaves struggled to unfold, held tightly together by the dry shell of the seed that still clung stubbornly around them. Faela smiled.
Carefully, she slipped one finger beneath the tiny seed coat. Years of carving wood and fitting delicate joints had taught her patient hands. The shell resisted for only a moment before falling away into her palm. Almost immediately the little leaves opened, stretching toward the morning light.
The guard stepped forward. "Enough."
Faela gently pressed the loosened soil back around the tiny stem with the tip of her finger, giving the roots a little more room before rising to her feet. The discarded shell rested in her hand. She looked once toward the seedling. Without its burden, it seemed almost impossibly fragile. Yet somehow stronger than it had only moments before. She turned the empty seed coat over between her fingers. It had done exactly what it was meant to do. It had protected something small when it was not yet ready.
But there came a moment when protection became a restraint. If it had remained, then leaves would never have opened. Brindle had been her shell. Her family had been her shell. The life she had imagined for herself had been her shell. None of them had been wrong. They had simply carried her until she herself were ready.	Comment by Editorial Review: PRAISE: Freeing the seedling and then turning it into this is exactly the kind of earned metaphor the rest of the manuscript reaches for but does not always land. It's specific to who Faela is, a builder who thinks in structures and supports, and it closes the loop on her whole arc without a single word of explanation.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: “She herself were ready” needs to be “was,” this isn't the kind of sentence that calls for the subjunctive. Worth fixing before you submit anywhere.
"Girl." The guard's voice was firmer this time.
Faela looked up. "I am coming."
As she stepped back into the procession, she glanced once over her shoulder. The tiny seedling stood alone between the stones, its leaves now fully open to the sky. She smiled to herself. Then, almost without thinking, she slipped the little seed shell into the cloth pouch tucked safely inside her pack. For the first time since leaving Brindle, she found herself wondering if perhaps she had not been leaving home behind at all. Perhaps she had simply been growing beyond it.
Just then, something else caught her eye. Her stomach sinking as she saw the distant forms of soldiers standing on the docks. They were lined up, their figures indistinct against the fog rolling off the sea. Their eyes were fixed on the horizon, watching, waiting. A low murmur rippled through the crowd of workers and merchants at the port, and she noticed the uneasy tension spreading like wildfire.
“Something is wrong,” Faela muttered, her voice barely above a whisper.
The Queen’s hand tightened on her arm. “Do not look back. Focus only on the task at hand. We must leave now.”
But even as she spoke, something in the air changed. The sounds of the port fell into an eerie silence, broken only by the sound of her heart thudding in her chest. And then, from the distance, she saw them.
The ships were no longer just shadows on the horizon. They were real, and they were coming. The sails of the incoming fleet were black as night, their flags adorned with a symbol Faela knew. It was a red thorn, the sigil of Echelon. The sight sent a chill down her spine, her heart skipped a beat. The Queen froze in her tracks, her face turning pale beneath the dim light of the evening sky. Her lips parted in disbelief, and Faela felt her grip on her arm tighten painfully, her fingers digging into her skin.
“No,” she whispered, almost to herself. “It cannot be… they cannot be here.”
She could see it in her eyes then. It was not just the Queen’s usual composure. There was real fear there. She was scared, and that frightened her more than anything else. This was the first time Faela had ever seen her this vulnerable. And in that moment, she realized just how dangerous the situation had become.
The ships were coming closer now, their black sails like looming shadows against the darkening sky. The sound of their creaking wooden hulls grew louder, and she saw the soldiers gathering on the docks, more of them than she had seen in all her time in Wester. They were preparing for something.
“Move!” the Queen barked, her voice hard as stone. “Get on the ship. Now.”
She barely heard her words. The port had erupted into chaos. Workers scrambled for safety, merchants screamed as they ran, the sound of their footsteps filling the air like a war drum. Faela could hear the Echelon soldiers’ orders now, their voices cold and sharp, cutting through the mayhem. She turned, following the Queen, but her mind was elsewhere. The port had transformed into a battlefield.
Suddenly, a scream pierced the air, high-pitched and filled with terror. A man fell, clutching his side as a soldier stood over him, sword raised. The soldier’s face was blank, cold, as if he had no care for the life he was taking. With a swift motion, he brought his sword down, ending the man’s life in an instant.
Faela’s heart lurched, and the horror of it all hit her like a wave. These soldiers were not here for peace. They were here for blood. And they would not stop until they had it.
The Queen’s grip on tightened, her hand pulling Faela toward the ship. “We have to leave now, Faela,” she said, her voice tight. But she could only stare at the carnage unfolding before her. Echelon’s soldiers were cutting down anyone who got in their way, slashing, and stabbing without hesitation.
“Faela, come on!” The Queen’s voice was harsh, a command. “Now!”
Faela hesitated for a moment longer before finally giving in. The Queen was dragging her onto the ship, pushing her onto the deck as ropes groaned and the ship shifted beneath her weight. The harbor receded behind them. 
Then — BOOM. The world snapped. A blast echoed through the air, and in a heartbeat, the dock beneath them splintered. Wood cracked. Screams followed. Faela met Mereth’s startled eyes. Then the blast flung them both into the sea.
When they came to on the shore, the remnants of war littered the ground like broken oaths. The wasteland stretched like a wounded beast beneath a pallid sky, the earth fractured into scorched veins, groaning beneath the weight of ruin. Wind scraped across the plain, lifting ash into eddies that danced like the remnants of the dead. Faela staggered forward, every breath a knife-edge of pain. 
Her once-silken gown now hung in soot-stained ribbons, its hem trailing behind her like a funeral shroud. Her skin was raw from the wind, blistered where sand had flayed it. The taste of blood and dust clung to her tongue. Her lungs burned.
She did not know where she was, only that she had survived, and that Mereth was gone. Not that she had seen it happen. All she remembered was the deafening collapse, the flare of magic gone wild, and then silence. She crawled free from a tangle of corpses and ruin, breathless, staggering like a ghost in a world that no longer recognized her.
Blood darkened the side of her gown, warm and pulsing from a wound just beneath her ribs. She pressed a trembling hand against it, hissing through her teeth. It did nothing to stop the bleeding. Her shoes—one lost somewhere in the debris—slipped with each step on the loose gravel. Her vision swam, a blur of gray and red and smoke. Someone… help…
A flicker of silver against the endless brown, movement. At first, she thought it a hallucination. Her knees gave out, but before she collapsed entirely, a familiar voice broke through the haze.
“Faela?”
Her breath caught, heart staggering against her ribs. “Nolan?” she croaked.
He was there, impossible. Dust-streaked and battered, his cloak torn at the hem, but his eyes were the same. That clear, storm-blue she remembered from the market square in the Fork. The way he spoke. The way he looked at her. All the same.
He dropped beside her and caught her before she fell fully. “I have got you,” he whispered, voice rough with relief. His hands were callused and warm, brushing dirt from her cheek.
She blinked up at him. “You are… you are here.”
“I am,” he said, fierce and urgent. “I am here. But how are you?”
He tried to lift her to her feet. She cried out, collapsing against him. His arms were around her instantly, steadying her. Her head lolled against his chest. She smelled smoke and steel—military.
Faela’s eyes dropped to the insignia stitched onto the shoulder of his coat. A sunburst. Echelon.
Her breath hitched. “Your uniform…”
“I did not know they were taking us there,” Nolan said tightly. “They forced us. Said if we did not swear allegiance, they would kill our families. We had no weapons. No chance.”
She searched his face, still half-expecting it to vanish like a fever dream. But he was real—too real. The boy she once trusted with her secrets, now cloaked in the colors of the regime that had shattered her world.
“I thought you were dead,” she whispered.
He looked away, jaw tight. “I thought you were.”
“Teigan,” Faela gasped when his memory singed in her brain like an ember. “His sisters are at the palace in Wester. They are not safe. He needs to go retrieve them. I know someone that will give them pass. I can tell Teigan…”
Nolan interrupted with a quick look down, and for a moment Faela did not understand. But the look on Nolan’s face said it all. Teigan was gone. Lost to the sea. Or Echelon. It did not matter now. There had been so much death around here and it all had one thing in common, the queen. She wondered what else she would lose to this woman.
Nolan tried pulling Faela up. “We need to run. Now.”
For a breath, she almost did. Her legs shifted beneath her, her weight unanchored. But something in her stilled.
She did not move. Instead, she pulled him toward her.
The way he looked at her — as if nothing else existed — made her sure. She leaned forward, one hand braced against the ground, the other still woven with his. Their foreheads touched, then their lips, quiet and inevitable. 
When they parted, her voice was hollow. “I cannot leave.”
Nolan blinked. “What are you talking about? We can go, now.”
She shook her head slowly. “If I run, they will turn on my family. I am the only reason they are still alive.”
His jaw tightened. He searched her face, as if some other answer might be hidden there.
“Then we will go get them,” he said. “But only if we leave now.”
“I have to go back to the docks. My grandmother will want to see me with or without the Queen.”
Nolan’s face went pale, his mouth parting in disbelief. “It is you,” he breathed. “We have been sent for you, Faela.” 
Her blood chilled. The sounds of slaughter fell away. The world tilted. She would be going to Echelon, with or without Mereth.
A rustling snap broke the silence. A figure emerged from behind a mound of broken concrete. Faela tensed. The man wore Echelon’s black and silver, his helmet tucked under one arm, a rifle cradled in the other. His gaze landed on Faela, then flicked to Nolan.
Faela and Nolan stood fast, clutching each other’s hand until the last possible moment.
“You found her already?” the soldier said, blinking. “Damn, first sweep.”
Nolan stepped in front of her. “She is injured. I am taking her to the med post.”
The soldier narrowed his eyes. “you are not squad, Nolan. Why are you out here?”
Faela straightened, despite the pain. “I am Faela,” she said, voice firmer than she felt. “they will be expecting me.”
Recognition sparked in the soldier’s eyes. “you are her.” He nodded, impressed. “Guess that means the rumors are true. Queen’s been taken. Maribel’s gonna want a word with you.”
Faela’s stomach clenched. If the queen was captured, what now? A coup? An execution? Or worse, more war. She reached for Nolan’s hand. He squeezed it tightly.
“What is your name?” Faela asked as they began to walk.
“Jed,” he said, hoisting his rifle. “Orders were to bring you in. But between us? There was nothing about retrieving a granddaughter—just two defectors.”
Defectors. The word hit like a stone. Just when she thought she was gaining ground, the truth yanked her back. It was cold, sharp, and sobering.
They moved northward, toward the scarred skyline, where ruined towers loomed like broken sentinels. The scent of smoke thickened. The wind shifted. The air grew damp. At the top of a ridge, the land fell away to a charred quay, where ships lay anchored in black water. Some burned still. Others sagged on their hulls, half-sunk and skeletal. But one remained intact, flags of silver and crimson fluttering from its mast.
Faela stared at it, heart thudding. That was the ship that would take her across the sea.
She looked at Nolan, who watched her not like a soldier, but like the boy who would once handed her wildflowers and played games with Toadcat.
“We will get through this,” he said softly.
She nodded, even though she was not sure she believed him. Not yet. But she kept walking.
Queen Mereth stood on the beach ruins like a fallen statue, wrists shackled before her, flanked by six-armed guards in black-and-silver livery. Behind her, the sea stirred, restless, as if echoing the churn in Faela’s gut. The queen’s once-regal figure was diminished now. Her crown gone, her robes torn and muddied. But her spine was straight, and her gaze was sharp with defiance. Mereth’s eyes swept across the dock, searching. And then she saw her.
Faela stood frozen in the open, hair tousled by the wind, face pale but upright. The queen took a half-step forward before the guards responded, firm hands on her shoulders. The iron links between her wrists rattled faintly.
The queen’s expression flickered–recognition, disbelief, then a fierce, weary kind of joy. “Faela,” she breathed.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: Last one of these, en dash where it should be an em dash. Catch this one before it goes further.
The name passed between them like a fragile bridge, suspended above the wreckage of everything they had lost. Jed, already stationed at the base of the gangplank, stepped forward, voice firm with rehearsed command.
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“Queen Mereth of Olliday,” he announced, “you are hereby placed under the guard of Echelon, acting under Queen Maribel’s direct order. You are instructed to surrender peacefully and will be escorted to the Tower of the Sea. Any resistance will be treated as open hostility. Do you understand these terms?”
Faela blinked, stunned by the absurdity. An invitation? To a tower? As if this were a courtly summons instead of a conquest.
Mereth gave a bitter laugh, lifting her shackled hands. “Custody?” she sneered. “This is how Echelon handles diplomacy?”
Jed did not flinch. “The recent events in your kingdom and the instability on Olliday have raised concern. Queen Maribel grows tired of waiting for compliance.”
“If you boys had not stormed the shore, we would already be on our way to Echelon ourselves,” Mereth snapped.
Faela looked between them. Mereth, proud and defiant despite the shackles. Jed, firm and unreadable. Nolan, standing close, silent but visibly tense. The sea wind blew again, tugging at their hair and cloaks, salt-flecked and cold. A strange thought came to Faela, out of place and surreal, I must look crazy. Here bleeding, barefoot, hair a mess. And smiling. Because she was smiling. Mereth being a prisoner herself brought Faela immense joy. Joy that she had not felt in a long time. Probably since the path.




CHAPTER THIRTY
The guards did not speak to him as they led him through the eastern corridors of the hold. They never did. Tomas had come to prefer it that way. The silence helped him keep track of his thoughts, like stones laid in a row. Left foot. Right. Door. Corridor. Breath. He counted each step until the path veered—left, not right—and the doors changed from plain to gilded, guards posted at attention rather than slouched from boredom. This was the royal wing.
He had known, from the way the steward had looked at him during supper, that this was coming. The king would want answers. Or maybe he just wanted to see the boy who bore Elen’s face when she smiled.
At the great doors, the guards paused. One knocked—once, twice. A voice within, low and unreadable, gave assent.
Tomas was ushered into the king’s rooms.
The air inside was warmer than the halls, perfumed faintly with smoke and cedar. Lanterns burned low on every shelf, casting long shadows across high stone walls. A fire hissed in the hearth, untouched by the wind that battered the windows behind it. Books lined the cases like soldiers, precise and ordered, their leather spines catching the light.
The king was standing at the window.
He did not turn immediately. Tomas took in the man’s frame—broad, straight-backed despite his years, his silver hair pulled back into a soldier’s knot. A wolf’s pelt was draped over one shoulder, the clasp plain iron. No crown. Just a man, looking out over his kingdom like he had been doing it too long to find it beautiful anymore.
“You are taller than I expected,” the king said.
Tomas hesitated. “Your Grace.”
The king turned at last. His eyes were pale, a color like melted snow. They settled on Tomas with something like curiosity, but also—unease? No, not quite. Recognition. He was seeing Elen. He was seeing a ghost.
“I am not a formal man, when I can help it,” the king said. “You may call me Shane.”
Tomas only nodded.
Shane gestured to a chair near the fire. He sat across from it. “Come. I have had enough of talking to generals and courtiers. I would like to talk to someone who knew her.”
Tomas sat. The fire popped. He kept his eyes fixed on the rug between them, the threads worn to nothing near the edges.
“I imagine you have questions,” Tomas said.
“Oh, many,” Shane replied, with a smile that did not quite reach his eyes. “But I will begin. When she left this place, she was still a girl. Elen had just turned seventeen. She disappeared with your uncle in the middle of the night. We thought—we all thought—he had taken her. That it was some scheme, or seduction, or madness. But she never returned. Not for messages. Not for gold. Not even when her mother died. And now…”
He trailed off.
Tomas waited. He knew better than to interrupt a king who was remembering.
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Tomas looked up. “She did.”
“She fled to Olliday,” Shane continued, “of all places. If she had wanted safety, there were friendlier shores. But she chose that city. A place with no name in its records, no claim to a bloodline. Did she have a good life?”
The question caught Tomas off guard. He had expected accusations, not grief.
“She was loved,” Tomas said, after a moment. “That is more than most people get.”
The king’s mouth twitched. “Not the answer I expected, but a kind one.”
“She did not speak often of her past,” Tomas said. “But I think she knew peace, in her way. She grew a garden. She worked with her hands. She taught me not to hate.”
The fire crackled between them. The silence stretched long enough that Tomas began to wonder if that was it—that the king had merely wanted a glimpse of the woman his daughter had become, filtered through the boy she left behind.	Comment by Editorial Review: CONTINUITY: “His daughter” makes Elen Shane's daughter, but Chapters 15 to 17 make her his sister, and Shane himself speaks of her mother and her brother in this scene. Whichever relationship the scene is meant to carry, the narration has to match the rest of the book. This needs fixing before it goes further.
Then Shane spoke again.
“There is something that has always troubled me,” he said, folding his hands. “Elen was many things. Wild, impulsive, tender-hearted. But she was not a coward. And she loved this country. She loved her brother, too much, perhaps. So why leave? Why run, and not once look back? Why never send word—not even when she had the safety of distance?”
Tomas’s jaw flexed. “You know the answer.”
“I know pieces,” the king admitted. “I know there were… events. Rumors. But I want to hear it from you. What did she tell you?”
Tomas did not reply right away. He looked at the fire, the way the flames licked the logs like hungry dogs. His mother had told him stories, yes. But more than that, he had seen. He had read letters she kept hidden. He had spoken to men in Olliday who remembered the day a girl from the north showed up at their gates with a wounded brother and a child she had no reason to keep.
He knew more than the king probably realized.
“She told me everything,” Tomas said. “Eventually.”
The king’s eyes narrowed. “Then say it.”
“No,” Tomas replied quietly.
“No.”
“I do not need to say it. You already carry it. I can see it in the way you hold your shoulders, the way you cannot decide whether to mourn her or be angry with her. You know why she left. Maybe you could not say it then. But you know.”
The king stared at him. His face did not change, but something in the air did—tensed, like a bowstring drawn and held. But he did not deny it.
“It was necessary,” Tomas said. “that is all I will say.”
The silence that followed was not the silence of anger. It was older. Worn. Like a cloak the king had grown too used to wearing.
“I told myself I would never forgive her,” Shane said eventually. “That I would die never knowing why. But I did know. Even then. I just did not want it to be true.”
“She did not hate you,” Tomas said.
“She did not love me enough to stay.”
“She did not stay because she loved someone more vulnerable than you. That is not the same thing.”
Shane looked at him. “You speak plainly.”
“I am not court-trained.”
“No,” the king said. “You are not.”
They sat in silence a while longer. Outside, the wind rose, rattling the stained glass. Tomas thought of Elen in the garden back in Olliday, her hands buried in dark earth, humming while the light dappled her face.
“She wrote you a letter once,” Tomas said suddenly. “Did you ever get it?”
The king blinked. “No.”
“She was not sure you would read it,” he said. “But she wanted to try. It was after I turned ten. She was... quieter after that. Like something in her had tried to rise and then sank again.”
“What did it say?”
“I did not read it. But she burned it. That was answer enough.”
The king nodded slowly, the weight of that invisible letter hanging between them like smoke.
“I never hated her,” Shane said. “But I hated myself too much to tell her that. I made decisions that—well, I do not expect you to forgive them. But I would have spared her, if I could.”
“I believe that” Tomas said. And he did. Even if the king had stood by and done nothing, that was its own kind of regret.	Comment by Editorial Review: MECHANICS: Missing the comma before the closing quote, “I believe that,” Tomas said. Small thing, your call.
“You remind me of him,” Shane said.
“My father.”
“Yes. He had the same way of looking at a room. Not searching for the exits. Just... seeing it. All of it.”
Tomas lowered his gaze.
The king stood. It was not a dismissal, but the end of something all the same. A closing of a page not fully written.
“I will not keep you,” Shane said. “But if you ever wish to speak again, you may come. I am not as unkind as history will say I was.”
Tomas rose. “No king is.”
That startled a laugh out of Shane—short, dry, but real.
As the guards opened the doors behind him, Tomas turned back one last time.
“She left because it was the only choice that let her protect him,” he said. “And she stayed away because she wanted to protect you too.”
The king looked at him, long and searching. But he said nothing. Tomas left him in silence.
The corridors had begun to empty by the time Tomas left the king's chambers. The conversation still lingered in his thoughts, heavy in places he had long ago learned not to touch. He walked without purpose at first, his boots echoing softly across the polished stone, until he found himself outside the room of Prince Eryon. The door stood partly open. Eryon sat alone beside the window, sleeves rolled above his forearms, studying a map spread across the table. The afternoon light caught the edge of his face. 
He looked up. "Tomas."
"I hope I am not interrupting."
"You are not." Eryon folded the map closed and stood.
For a moment neither of them spoke.
"I wanted to thank you," Tomas said. "For looking after my children."
A faint smile crossed Eryon's face.
"I have done less than she deserves. Less than you all deserve."
"Perhaps." Tomas nodded. "But more than anyone else."
Silence settled comfortably between them. Tomas reached beneath his cloak and produced a small leather pouch, worn smooth from years of handling.
"I was hoping..." He hesitated, then offered it forward. "If you see Faela before I do..."
Eryon accepted it carefully. "What is it?"
"Something she forgot."
Eryon loosened the drawstring. Inside rested a handful of ordinary things: a smooth shell polished pale by the sea, a piece of twisted iron no larger than a finger, several bright feathers and a tiny carving of a bird, no more than a child's whittling. Nothing of value.
He looked up. "I do not understand."
Tomas smiled to himself. He leaned against the stone window ledge.
"When she was little she'd come home with pockets full of things, everyone else had stepped over."
Eryon looked back into the pouch.
"I used to tell her to throw them away."
"Did she?" 
Tomas chuckled softly. "Not once." He reached inside, lifting the little carved bird. "Every piece had a story." 
He turned it between his fingers.
"She'd tell me where she found it. Why she could not leave it behind. Why it mattered."
Eryon listened until Tomas clinched the pouch closed and dropped it into his hand.
"I'll make certain she receives it." Eryon said as he closed his fist tightly around the pouch.
Tomas nodded and turned toward the door.
"Tomas."
He paused.
"I gave her my word I'd protect your family." He looked down at the bag. “And you trusted me with this. You have my word that I will place it directly into her hands.”
For a heartbeat neither moved. Then Tomas gave the prince a small nod and stepped into the corridor. Eryon remained by the window long after he was gone, staring at the pouch of oddities that had no real value. Yet to him, because they were hers, they were priceless.


















CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Fast approaching, a squat marine ship groaned into position, tugging up to the ruined dock. Ropes thick as Faela’s arms were flung onto the planks. The hull was blackened from fire but still seaworthy. It bore no colors—just a crest etched in steel on the prow: the Echelon Tower, wrapped in thorns.
“Move them aboard,” one of the guards barked.
The formation shifted. Mereth was pushed forward. Faela followed behind, with Nolan keeping close to her shoulder. The sand crunched under the weight of armored boots as the groups came together. Soldiers took their positions fore and aft, keeping weapons at the ready as if expecting the ocean itself to rebel. Faela and Mereth were instructed to walk.
Faela stepped onto the deck, where sunlight filtered through thick, gray sails. The smell hit her first. It was tar, salt, blood, and old fear. She gagged, then swallowed it down.
Mereth moved to the stern, pausing at the railing. She closed her eyes for a moment, bracing herself, chin high, lips pressed into a line. Faela stumbled as the ship lurched slightly. Nolan reached out, catching her by the elbow. Their fingers brushed, then held.
“You alright?” he asked softly.
"Do you remember the hollow tree?" she asked, steadying herself.
He blinked, caught off guard. "The tree?"
She nodded. "The one that burned."
A small smile crossed his face. "I remember."
"I have been thinking about it."
"Now?" he asked with a quiet laugh. "We are prisoners on our way to Echelon, and that's what you are thinking about?"
"It is."
Something in her expression told him there was more. She slipped a hand into her pack and searched for a moment before drawing out a piece of blackened wood no larger than her palm.
"I found it beneath the ash." Faela said grabbing his hand.
He turned it over a few times after she placed it in his hand. One side was charred and cracked, the other still smooth enough for the grain to catch the morning light.
"It should not have survived," he murmured.
For a moment they simply looked at it together.
"I carried it because I thought it had something to teach me."
Nolan smiled. "And did it?"
She looked out across the gray water stretching toward the horizon.
"I thought it survived because it was stronger than everything around it."
A slow breath escaped her. "I was wrong."
He waited.
"It survived because it endured." She looked deeply into his eyes. "It was changed by the fire."
"And I finally understand why I kept this."
"Building a fire?"
"No, it reminded me of you. The person you are destined to be."
For a heartbeat neither of them spoke. Around them sailors hauled ropes across the deck, shouted orders into the wind, and prepared the ship to leave Olliday behind. Nolan looked down at the little piece of wood resting in his hand.
"I do not know what to say." He smiled. "I have never been given firewood before."
Faela laughed, the sound lighter than it had been in days. "I hope not."
Carefully, he slipped the little piece of wood inside the leather journal tucked beneath his arm, pressing it between its worn pages before closing the cover.
"I'll carry it, always."
The ship lurched again. Their hands separated as another guard motioned them forward toward the hatch leading below deck. For just a moment, Nolan looked back at the journal beneath his arm. Then he met Faela's eyes once more.
Below deck, they were herded into a narrow passage that smelled of rot and rust. The guards flanked them with mechanical precision, marching them into a tight, windowless cabin lined with benches and rusted iron rings set into the walls. A single porthole the size of a dinner plate let in a sliver of daylight. Faela pressed her hand against it and saw the sea stretching out to the horizon, gray and vast. For a moment, she felt something strange and contradictory. Wonder.
She had never left the island of Olliday. Never seen anything beyond her village borders up until a few months ago. The sea had always been a line at the edge of her world. Now it was the path ahead.
Behind her, Mereth was shoved onto the wooden bench that lined one side of the room. The bench was slick—Faela recoiled slightly as she realized why. Vomit and worse clung to the corners, the reek of sickness and human neglect thick in the air. This was no royal transport. It was a prisoner transport.
“I am sorry,” Nolan murmured behind her, voice barely audible.
Faela turned to him, and despite the filth and fear, smiled faintly. “I know you have to. I will be alright. I have been through worse.”
He nodded, ashamed. His uniform marked him as one of them, but his eyes did not.
Jed lingered in the doorway with two other guards. “Orders are to keep them secured until we reach the outer islands,” he said. 
The door swung shut with a dull thud. One click. Two. Three.
Faela stared at the iron bolts now locking them in. Prisoner again, she thought grimly. Her shoulders sank against the wall.
Mereth let out a long breath and leaned back, her cuffs clinking faintly against the bench edge. “We are off to a fine start.”
Faela rolled her eyes, determined not to give her any attention, no matter how long the journey.
“Do you know that boy?” Mereth asked after a beat, her tone deceptively casual.
Faela opened her eyes, chest rising with a slow breath. “You should know,” she murmured. “Did you not pay him? You paid everyone else to follow your bidding.”
The queen lifted her chin. “My dear, I do not trouble myself with the minutiae. The entire production was Lyra’s. She is an artist with manipulation. I have never seen someone convince so many to give her what she wants—aside from present company, of course.”
Faela turned her head away, watching the way the ship’s porthole cast fractured bars of light across the cabin wall. She bit her lip, resisting the urge to spit back venom. Mereth, as always, was skating above the blood and grime of it all, speaking as if she had not orchestrated half the suffering from behind velvet drapes and velvet lies.
She thought carefully, then spoke. “What do you think she wants?”
Mereth smiled, but there was no humor in it. “Power. Recognition. Subjugation. Take your pick.”
“She wants my territory. She has always wanted it and thinks I am too weak to keep it.” Mereth seethed with rage.
A deep voice from the other side of the wall interjected, “She wants what is hers.”
Faela recognized the voice, and by the look on her face, Queen Mereth did as well. She had not realized until now, but Faela had not realized where the rest of their traveling party went. If they had even survived. But here was Sir Stellan, seemingly alive and well.
He continued, “Your majesty, forgive me, but you must have wondered why Easter is a land amongst itself. Why no monarch in history has chosen to claim the entire island?”
Mereth’s eyes narrowed, searching through old memories like sorted archives. “The treaty. As old as the island itself. The West is to remain free to itself. The East will also remain free to itself.”
“Yes, in part.” Stellan was calm, choosing his words carefully. “Generations ago, as Echelon grew, and the Chairon family amassed power, many disagreed with the royal family and the laws they put forth. It seemed there was nowhere to hide, not in Echelon, or anywhere else in the world they were taking over.”
Faela hugged her knees, shivering despite the heat. Even the queen seemed affected by Stellan’s words.
He continued. “Eventually, a small island was stumbled onto. It is told that a refugee boat from Molden, a desert city across the western sea, were caught in a storm and shipwrecked. The storm was constant, the weather acted as a gift to the island, to shield it from the reach of Echelon. 
“Then how did they get there, today?” Faela asked.
“I wish I knew.” Stellan seemed too familiar with the stories of Echelon and these other worlds Faela had never heard of. “My best guess is Maribel threw all the weight of Echelon into an attack, expecting the odds were at least a few ships would make their way through. They are nothing but men she does not know, nothing to the crown of Chairon.”
“Queen Maribel? She is a Chairon?” Faela continued to be surprised at every turn.
“Yes, Faela Chairon. A name that will bring people to their knees in Echelon.” Stellan’s words hit hard. 
The queen interrupted, “Olliday. A refugee state. How has this been hidden from history?”
“Eventually the borders of Echelon were secured. All points along the sea, guarded at all times. Large towers were erected, in case a stray escapee got through. Or to wait for an army to rise. It depends on whose words you believe.” Stellan paused, calculating. “Did you think killing the heir to the Echelon crown would not provoke an attack? You really should have done more work before usurping your husband’s throne.”
“Sir Stellan, you forget your place.” Mereth sounded like her old self. “If you were not already in chains, you soon would be.”
A long silence passed, punctuated only by the groan of the ship and the creak of ropes straining in the wind. Outside, the waves slapped against the hull like quiet applause.
Faela looked back toward the door, an unsettling thought entering her head. “Sir Stellan, why is it that you left Echelon?”
Mereth’s eyes darted her way. She was half waiting for his response, half wondering why she had not put it together.
A voice answered, as if Stellan’s past self were answering. “My family lived on a farm, north of Echelon’s borders, along a large collection of lakes. Generations of families lived in Seatree. But as Echelon’s reach grew, soon came soldiers demanding we pay the land tax of Echelon. We had hundreds of acres and could not pay. They relocated us south, to find work to pay Echelon’s newly enacted life tax.”
“That is ghastly,” Mereth said calmly.
Faela frowned. “So, you fled to Olliday?”
Sir Stellan continued, “My family was eventually separated throughout different work camps. I made some friends who had heard stories. Who knew people that could get them out. What was different about these rebels was that they were the prince and princess of Echelon. Working in the shadows to hurry people away in the night, the ones that were not going to make it if they did not escape.”
Faela could feel her eyes well up, “Sir Stellan, you knew my mother.”
“Princess Faela, I know your entire family. And you must understand what a dire situation you are in.”
Faela did not say it aloud, but she had known for a long time how grave her situation had become. And now with herself, her father and siblings being captive, she was questioning what a girl from the woods could do to end a never ending war.
Because now, everything had changed. The sea was wide. And the story was not over yet.
Faela leaned back against the bulkhead, arms wrapped tight around her knees. The boards beneath her vibrated with the rhythm of waves and distant mechanical strain. She did not respond right away, just let her eyes drift shut.
Outside, voices barked orders and boots stamped overhead. The ship gave a sudden shudder—hollow and metallic. A muffled clatter echoed through the lower decks, and the scent of gunpowder and rust drifted through the cracks. Moments later, Nolan appeared in the doorway. He moved carefully, eyes alert, balancing two tin tankards sloshing with stale ale. Behind him, a lieutenant watched with a twisted smirk.
The man leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed. “Do not underestimate them,” he said to no one in particular. “Heard the small one killed two of the Queen’s Guard at the palace.” He chuckled darkly. “Hope they got a piece of her first.”
Nolan stiffened. His hand gripped the railing so tightly the wood creaked beneath his knuckles. Faela saw it, even throughout the haze of exhaustion. His restraint was not from weakness—but from calculation. If he spoke, he would risk too much. And so, like every other sacrifice they had all made since the world fell apart, he swallowed his fury.
That night, Faela drifted to sleep to the rhythm of waves against the hull, each one crashing like applause for a play she could not escape. It had been days, maybe more, since she had truly rested. But exhaustion had finally overpowered vigilance, and for the first time since she left the palace, she dreamed. Somewhere in her sleep, she felt soft moss beneath her feet. A low purring hum curled around her like smoke. Toadcat, watching, as he always had. Then, silence.
Faela jolted awake to the cloying stench of stale wood, bile, and seawater. Her heart slammed against her ribs, pulse roaring in her ears. For a moment, she did not know where she was—only that everything was dark and tight and wrong. Then it came back. The ship. The prison cell. The things she had done.
The dim lantern above cast a dull light against rusted metal, flickering shadows across the damp wooden beams. From the bench opposite her, Queen Mereth snored faintly, a rasping, dignified kind of snore, as if even in captivity, she insisted on sounding superior.
Overhead, boots thudded along the planks, the pacing of watchful guards keeping rhythm with the roll of the sea. Someone muttered something unintelligible in a clipped voice—probably orders. Faela inhaled and regretted it. The cell reeked of sweat, mildew, and something older, fouler, that lingered in the walls like mold.
She pressed a fist to her chest. She would not forget what she had seen or had been told. That freedom was not a place. It was a choice. And now, even here, in the belly of her enemy’s vessel, she still had that. Even if the walls closed in, even if Echelon’s chains bound her hands—her mind, her will, her wildness would not be tamed again.
Above, the anchor shifted with a thunderous groan that vibrated down through the ship’s ribs. Chains rattled, and sailors began barking to one another. The hum of readiness swept through the vessel like the strike of a bell.
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