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          AZARIA, FOUR YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    
      The house was quiet. Not peacefully quiet. That was a different thing. This was the careful hush of a place before waking, before footsteps and kettle steam and my mother humming under her breath in the kitchen. Before my father’s low voice carried from the study, already halfway through some report he claimed he was only glancing over. Before questions. Before anyone could look at me and see too much.

      I stood. Cold bit through the thin fabric of my sleep shirt at once, and I crossed the room quickly, tugging open the wardrobe. My uniform waited where I had left it the night before, folded with precision that had been beaten into me long before I had earned the right to wear it.

      Black trousers. Dark gray tunic. Reinforced sleeves. Tall boots, polished but not gleaming. I had never trusted anything that gleamed too brightly. Things that shone often wanted attention more than they wanted to be useful. The jacket came last, black with gray trim, fitted close enough not to catch on a blade and plain enough to irritate everyone who thought rank should announce itself with unnecessary gold thread. I fastened each clasp with steady fingers.

      Captain.

      The word still felt strange on mornings like this. Not wrong. Never wrong. I had bled too much for it to feel wrong. But strange.

      There were people in Kareth who would have preferred the title on anyone else. A mage. A noble son with a more convenient face. Someone with fire in their veins or storms beneath their skin. Someone who could walk into a room and make power visible.

      I had a sword, a stubborn streak, and a long history of surviving people who underestimated both. It would have to do.

      I braided my hair quickly, pulling the long blond strands away from my face and tying them at the end with a strip of black leather. Then I took my belt from the chair and buckled it at my waist. Blade on the left. Dagger at my hip. Second dagger tucked into my boot.

      My mother hated the boot dagger.

      My father pretended not to know about it.

      I opened the door and slipped into the hallway. The house remained dark; the floorboards cool beneath my boots. I knew which ones creaked and avoided them by memory, moving past the closed doors and down the stairs with the silent care of someone who had spent too many years leaving before dawn.

      In the kitchen, the ashes in the hearth were dead, but the room still held the faint scents of yesterday’s bread and dried herbs. A bowl of apples sat on the table, red and gold and polished in that absent way my mother had when her hands needed work but her mind was elsewhere. I took one. Then, because I was not completely heartless, I paused long enough to scribble a note on the scrap of paper near the flour jar.

      Gone early. Don’t wait for breakfast. —A

      I stared at it for a moment, then added:

      I have eaten.

      That was a lie, unless one apple counted as a meal. My mother would know that. Still, the effort might earn me half a point. I folded the note once, left it in the center of the table, and took my coat from the peg near the door. The wool was heavy, dark, and still faintly damp from yesterday’s mist. Early spring in Tempest was less a season and more a wet apology for winter. I pulled it on anyway. The moment I stepped outside, the cold slipped under my collar like a knife.

      Gods, I hated winter.

      It was an unreasonable thought, considering winter had technically ended three weeks ago, but Tempest had never been a city concerned with technicalities. The capital clung to the cold the way old soldiers clung to grudges—white-knuckled, stubborn, and entirely convinced of its own righteousness.

      The street beyond my parents’ house was empty but for a milk cart rattling over uneven stones at the far end of the lane. Dawn had only just begun to touch the rooftops, turning the black tiles silver and the narrow windows pale. Tempest smelled of river fog, coal smoke, wet stone, and the sharp bite of wind funneling down from the northern hills. I breathed it in despite myself. For all its sharp edges, all its politics, all its gilded rot and council chambers full of men who mistook volume for authority, this city was mine.

      Or I was its.

      Some mornings, the distinction felt thin.

      I bit into the apple as I walked. By the time I reached the eastern training ring, the sky had brightened from charcoal to pearl. Guards stood at the main gate in pairs, shoulders hunched against the cold. One of them straightened when he saw me.

      “Captain Sylvenhart.”

      “Morning, Jes.”

      His eyes flicked to the apple in my hand. “Breakfast of champions?”

      “Breakfast of people who left before their mothers could ask questions.”

      His mouth twitched. “Dangerous habit.”

      “So is talking back to superior officers.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      I passed through the gate before he could decide whether I was joking.
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      Dain was already in the common room, because Dain was always already in the common room. It was one of the great constants of my life—alongside bad weather, Tywin’s paperwork, and Kael’s inability to keep his mouth shut for longer than thirty seconds. He sat in his usual chair by the window, legs crossed at the ankle, a mug of something dark steaming on the arm of the chair and a slim leather-bound report open across his knee. He didn’t look up when I came in, but the corner of his mouth twitched.

      “Late.”

      “I’m not late. You’re early.”

      “That’s what late people say.”

      I dropped into the chair across from him and held out the apple. Half-eaten, with one clean bite taken from the side.

      Dain looked at it, then at me. “Is that your breakfast?”

      “Was.”

      “You brought me half an apple?”

      “I brought you the opportunity to be grateful.”

      “How generous.”

      I placed it on the arm of his chair anyway. For a long moment, he didn’t touch it. Then he reached out, took the apple, and bit into the side opposite mine. I pretended not to notice the small surrender.

      The door opened before either of us could say anything else. Kael came in first, because Kael always came in first—not out of punctuality, but out of a genuine inability to enter any room without being noticed. He was mid-sentence, gesturing with one hand, the other occupied with pulling off his gloves.

      Reyna followed, arms crossed, expression flat, radiating the particular brand of patience that came from having already decided to set someone on fire and simply choosing the optimal moment.

      Behind them, Eris.

      He moved the way he always did—unhurried, deliberate, as if the air itself rearranged to let him through. His blond hair was still damp from washing, pushed back from his face, and he wore a simple gray shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows. Nothing remarkable. Nothing that should have made my pulse skip. It did anyway.

      His eyes met mine. Only for a second. It was enough to change the shape of the room.

      “Captain,” he said.

      “Eris.”

      Reyna made a sound of disgust and dropped into the chair beside Dain. “Gods spare me from whatever that was.”

      Kael removed his gloves finger by finger. “I believe it was called a greeting.”

      “No, that was not a greeting. That was a whole conversation for emotionally constipated people.”

      Dain pushed the remains of the apple toward her. “Breakfast?”

      Reyna looked at it. “Why is there one half-eaten apple on the table?”

      “Azaria brought provisions,” Dain said.

      “For who? A depressed squirrel?”

      “It was a generous offer.”

      “It was a cry for help.” Reyna looked at me. “Have you eaten?”

      “Yes.”

      Dain smiled into his mug.

      I kicked him under the desk. He didn’t even flinch. Bastard.

      Kael disappeared into the common room kitchen without being asked and returned with a board of bread, hard cheese, and a plate of pastries that he set in the middle of the desk with the air of a man presenting a diplomatic offering.

      “Sustenance,” he announced. “Because some of us understand that morale begins with food.”

      Reyna reached for a pastry immediately. Dain cut himself a slice of cheese with careful precision. I tore off a piece of bread and ate it before anyone could comment on the apple situation further.

      Eris looked at the pastry plate, then away.

      Kael noticed. “You’re not having one.”

      “No.”

      “You never have one.”

      “I don’t understand the obsession with pastries.”

      Reyna stopped chewing. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that.”

      “They’re bread with ambition,” Eris said calmly. “Unnecessary ambition.”

      “He’s broken,” Kael said to no one in particular. “Our water mage is broken.”

      Eris picked up a piece of bread instead, unbothered.

      The door opened again. This time, no one joked. A young courier stood in the doorway, cheeks flushed from cold and haste, one gloved hand gripping a folded dispatch marked with the seal of border command.

      His eyes found me at once. “Captain Sylvenhart?”

      I stood. The room changed with me. Reyna’s shoulders squared. Kael set down his knife. Dain’s gaze sharpened, all traces of sleep vanishing behind something colder. Eris rose a half-second after I did, silent and solid at my side.

      The courier crossed the room quickly and held out the dispatch. “Urgent from the Ilyen-Kareth border, Captain.”

      I took it. “Who sent it?”

      “Commander Pellan, stationed at the eastern watch post near Brackenford.”

      The name meant little. The location did.

      Brackenford sat where Ilyen’s wet forests bled into Kareth’s outer farmland, a border of narrow roads, scattered villages, old stone markers, and enough tree cover to hide an army if the army had the sense to keep quiet.

      I broke the seal and unfolded the paper. The first line tightened the air in my lungs.

      Rogue mage activity confirmed across three villages.

      I read on.

      Reports of livestock taken, storehouses burned, two villagers injured, one missing. Local guard unable to pursue due to magical interference. Witnesses claimed unnatural mist, controlled flooding, fire bursts, and memory disturbance.

      My gaze flicked briefly to Dain. He had gone very still. I continued reading.

      Last sighting near the old mill road north of Brackenford. Requesting immediate support.

      Reyna leaned forward. “How bad?”

      “Bad enough they sent for us.”

      “That means either desperate or stupid.”

      “Usually both,” Kael said.

      I folded the dispatch and tucked it into my jacket. “Gear up. We ride in twenty.”

      The room emptied in under a minute. No arguments. No questions. That was the thing about this squad—they could argue about pastries and buckets for an hour, but the moment the work arrived, every one of them moved like the soldiers they were.
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      We crossed the yard to the stables in a loose formation, breath clouding in the cold air. Kael was already adjusting his saddlebag. Reyna had her sword belt buckled before we reached the doors. Dain walked at my shoulder, quiet, already thinking three steps ahead.

      The stables were warm and dim after the morning chill, smelling of hay and leather and the warm musk of horses shifting in their stalls. I was halfway to my mare’s stall when the sound cut through the stillness.

      A horse screamed. Not fear.

      Temper.

      Reyna’s head snapped up. “Oh, excellent. The demon is awake.”

      Kael looked mildly interested. “I thought we agreed not to call him that where Eris could hear.”

      “I agreed to nothing.”

      Another strike hit the stall door. The stablehand flinched. Eris sighed softly and crossed the aisle. I watched him go.

      At the far end of the stables, behind a stall door reinforced with iron brackets and one very hopeful prayer charm someone had nailed crookedly to the beam, stood the largest black stallion I had ever seen.

      He was magnificent in the way storms were magnificent—beautiful from a distance and probably fatal up close. His coat was so dark it seemed to drink in the gray morning light. His mane fell thick and wild over an arched neck, and his ears pinned flat the moment the stablehand moved too close.

      The horse’s eyes were dark, intelligent, and full of murder. I understood at once why Reyna had called him a demon.

      Eris stopped several feet from the stall. “Karion,” he said, low and calm.

      The stallion’s ears flicked. Only once. Then he struck the door again.

      The stablehand jumped backward. “Sorry, sir. He won’t take the bridle.”

      “He never takes the bridle from strangers,” Eris said.

      “He tried to eat Harlen’s sleeve.”

      Dain came to stand beside me, arms crossed. “Did he succeed?”

      “Dain,” I warned.

      “What? I respect ambition.”

      Reyna joined us with her saddle over one shoulder. “Karion respects violence.”

      Kael tilted his head. “Karion respects boundaries.”

      “Karion bit a bucket last month because it was blue.”

      “That bucket knew what it did.”

      I should not have laughed. I absolutely should not have laughed.

      Unfortunately, the sound escaped before I could stop it.

      Eris glanced back at me. There was warmth in his eyes now, soft and fleeting.

      I looked away first.
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      We crossed the inner bridge as the city widened around us. Below, the river ran dark and swollen from melting snow upstream, licking high against the stone supports. Tempest had been built around water and stubbornness. Rivers split it, fed it, threatened it, and kept it alive. Bridges arched between districts like ribs. Shallow banks curved along the lower streets where children would play in summer and smugglers would move at night, depending on who asked. Today the water looked cold enough to punish optimism.

      Reyna leaned over her saddle slightly to peer down at it. “If any of those rogue mages make me fall into that, I’m burning the whole border.”

      “You are not burning the border,” I said.

      “I said if.”

      “I heard you.”

      “That was me showing restraint.”

      Kael looked across at her. “Was it?”

      “For me? Yes.”

      Dain’s horse, a lean dark gelding named Sparrow for reasons no one had ever adequately explained, snorted as if in judgment.

      Dain patted his neck. “He agrees with the captain.”

      “Your horse is named Sparrow,” Reyna said. “His opinion is invalid.”

      “Sparrow is a survivor.”

      “Sparrow is a horse with a bird’s name.”

      “He contains multitudes.”

      Kael smiled faintly. “As does Karion. Horse, demon, bucket assailant.”

      Behind me, Eris said, “He did not assault the bucket.”

      Reyna turned in her saddle. “He crushed it.”

      “It startled him.”

      “It was blue.”

      “A troubling color,” Dain said.

      I stared ahead, fighting the urge to laugh again. “Focus.”

      “We are focused,” Reyna said.

      “You are discussing a bucket.”

      “Squad morale.”

      “Reyna.”

      She sighed dramatically. “Fine. Rogue mages. Villagers. Border. Probable mess. Unpleasant weather. No bucket discourse.”

      “Thank you.”

      Kael’s voice slid in, smooth as silk. “For how long?”

      I did not dignify that with an answer.

      The road stretched on. The city fell behind. The landscape shifted from stone to farmland to the rougher terrain of the border country—dense treelines, roads that turned to rutted dirt, the air cooler and sharper with pine.

      The banter died down as we rode deeper into the silence. I turned the dispatch over in my mind. Memory disturbance. That was the piece that sat wrong, the one that tightened the space between my shoulders. Mind magic was as dangerous as blood magic—both manifested in wildly different ways, and no two practitioners were ever the same. A mind mage who could make farmers walk into walls was unpredictable in ways that fire and earth were not. Fire burned. Earth broke. Mind magic rewrote the rules of engagement entirely.

      My gaze drifted to Dain. He’d been silent for the last mile, scanning the treeline, reading the landscape the way he read everything—carefully, missing nothing.

      “Anything?” I asked, low enough that only he could hear.

      “Tracks on the roadside. Recent. Multiple sets, heavy boots, heading north.” His jaw tightened. “And the farmers we passed a mile back wouldn’t make eye contact. That’s fear, not rudeness.”

      I filed that. “Distance?”

      “Close. They’ve been in this area within the last day.”

      “Good. We’ll gather intel in the village first.”
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      The tavern near Brackenford sat at a crossroads—the kind of place that served watered ale and didn’t ask questions. Stone walls darkened by decades of hearth smoke, a low ceiling, a floor that had given up on being clean sometime during the last century. Three patrons hunched over their cups in the dim interior, none of them interested in looking up.

      The keeper was a broad woman with scarred hands and eyes that missed nothing. She watched me approach the bar with the expression of someone who’d already decided I was trouble and was calculating how much.

      I leaned on the counter. “Fisher sends his regards.”

      The shift was instant. Subtle, but there—a softening of the shoulders, a recalibration behind the eyes. The woman’s gaze swept my face, lingered, then moved past me to the squad waiting by the door. Measuring.

      “Fisher hasn’t sent anyone this way in months,” she said carefully.

      “Things have been quiet. They aren’t anymore.” I kept my voice even. “Four mages operating in the border area. Extorting villages, burning crops. We’re here to handle it.”

      The keeper studied me for a beat longer. I let her. This was how Korr’s network worked—trust was built on recognition, on knowing the right names and the right phrases, on demonstrating that you understood the unspoken rules. You didn’t demand. You showed respect, and information came to you.

      “They showed up two weeks ago,” the keeper said, lowering her voice. She set a cup in front of me and poured without asking. “Four of them. Three men and a woman. They come into the villages every three or four days, take what they want, and burn something if people resist. Always from the north. Always along the mill road.”

      “What kind of magic?”

      “Fire, earth, and something I haven’t seen before—one of them moves things without touching them.” She hesitated. “And the tall one. He does something to people’s heads. Makes them forget or freeze in place. A couple of farmers walked into walls after he was done with them.”

      Mind magic. I glanced back at Dain. He’d heard. His expression hadn’t changed, but his posture had sharpened—the particular stillness of a predator who’d scented something familiar.

      “The woman?” I asked.

      “Earth. Strong. Collapsed a barn wall on a livestock pen last week when the farmer told her to leave. Killed six goats and the man’s dog.”

      Reyna made a sound behind me—low, tight with anger. She had strong feelings about cruelty, and stronger ones about people who used magic to inflict it.

      The keeper’s hands stilled on the counter. She looked down at them for a long moment, and when she spoke again, her voice had changed. Thinner. Stripped of the careful composure she’d been holding.

      “There’s something else.” She swallowed. “My niece. Bessa. She went to deliver bread to the Hollows farm four days ago. She didn’t come back.” Her jaw tightened. “A boy from the village said he saw them dragging a girl toward the mill road.”

      The common room went very still behind me.

      “How old?” I asked.

      “Fourteen.”

      I held her gaze. “We’ll bring her back.”

      The keeper’s eyes glistened, but she didn’t blink. “Fisher’s people don’t make promises they can’t keep. I’ll hold you to that.”

      I left coin on the counter—more than the drink was worth. Respect worked both ways.

      Outside, I gathered the squad. The afternoon sun had burned through the cloud cover, throwing long shadows across the crossroads. I crouched and drew a rough map in the dirt with a stick.

      Dain’s tracks heading north. The keeper’s report—always from the north, always along the mill road. The pattern of villages hit, fanning outward from the ridge. And there, thin against the gray sky to the north, was a thread of smoke I’d spotted on the ride in.

      “They’re not moving randomly,” I said, looking at the dirt map. “They need shelter, water, and enough height to see the road before anyone reaches them. If they took Bessa north, and the attacks started near the ridge, they’re not hiding in the woods. They’re using the mill.”

      Dain crouched beside me, studying the map. “The old mill has the stream running past its foundation. High ground. Clear sightlines south.”

      “And water access,” Eris said from behind us. He’d understood the tactical picture before I finished drawing it.

      I nodded. “Four rogues: fire, earth, mind magic, and something kinetic—summoner or telekinetic, probably. The mind mage is the priority target. If he locks any of us in place, we’re exposed.” I paused. “And they have a hostage. The keeper’s niece—fourteen years old, four days missing. If she’s still in that mill, we bring her out alive. That changes the rules. We can’t collapse the structure. We can’t flood the interior. Controlled force only.”

      Eris inclined his head. His water would need precision, not power.

      “I can counter the mind mage,” Dain said. “If I’m in the Undercurrent when he reaches, I can block his influence and push back. But I need distance and time to anchor.”

      “You’ll get both.” I drew a line around the mill’s position. “Kael—mist first. I want them blind before they know we’re there. Full cover across the approach, thick enough to kill their sightlines.”

      Kael nodded, all business now. “I can hold a screen for eight, maybe ten minutes at that density. Longer if I thin it.”

      “Eight minutes is enough. Reyna—fire on my signal. You’re the hammer. Once Kael’s mist drops, I want you pushing them east, away from the tree cover. Herd them into the open ground.”

      Reyna’s smile was sharp as a blade. “With pleasure.”

      “Eris.” I met his eyes. Held them. “You’re on containment. If any of them break east toward the river, cut them off. And watch for the earth mage—if she starts pulling the ground apart, I need you to destabilize her footing.”

      Eris inclined his head. Calm. Certain. “And you?”

      “I’m going in first.”

      Nobody spoke for a beat. I could feel the resistance in the silence—not insubordination, but the involuntary tension of four mages who didn’t love the idea of their magicless captain leading the charge against people who could kill with a thought.

      I held the silence until it broke on its own.

      “First through the mist,” I continued. “I’ll draw their attention forward while the rest of you get into position. They’ll see one person with a sword. They’ll think I’m the weakest point. By the time they realize I’m not, you’ll already be behind them.”

      Dain looked at me. His expression said several things simultaneously, most of them profane, but all he voiced was: “You know I hate this plan.”

      “You hate every plan that puts me in front.”

      “Because every plan that puts you in front is a poor plan.” He paused. “I’ll be in the Undercurrent thirty seconds after you engage. Don’t die before then.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “Your best usually involves bleeding.” He stood, brushing dirt from his knees. “I want that on the record.”

      Kael grinned. “Noted and filed, Shadow Commander.”
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      The old mill crouched on the ridge like something abandoned by better judgment. Stone walls gone to moss, a collapsed roof on the eastern side, the waterwheel seized and silent in the shallow stream that wound past the foundation. Smoke drifted from a gap in the remaining roof—thin, lazy, the kind made by people who’d stopped worrying about being found. That was their first mistake. Overconfidence. They’d bullied farmers for two weeks without consequences, and they’d decided the world had nothing left to send their way.

      The world had sent me.

      We positioned in silence. Kael moved left, melting into the tree line with a grace that was entirely at odds with everything else about him. Dain ghosted right, finding a rise with clear sightlines to the mill’s entrance. Reyna circled east. Eris moved toward the stream, his steps so silent that even I lost track of him in the undergrowth.

      I drew my sword. The blade caught the late afternoon light—blacksteel and dragonsteel, balanced so perfectly it felt like an extension of my arm. Pearl gleamed in the pommel. A birthday gift from Dain, presented without ceremony and never spoken of again, because that was how Dain loved. No runes etched into the metal. No enchantments humming along the edge. A weapon that worked because the hand holding it knew what it was doing.

      Kael’s mist rolled in. It came low and fast, silver-white, thick as wool. It swallowed the mill in seconds—pouring through the gaps in the walls, filling the hollow around the building until the entire ridge disappeared beneath a shifting, luminous fog. Beautiful and disorienting. Inside that mist, the rogues would see nothing but white in every direction, sound warped and unreliable, every shadow a threat.

      I walked into it. The mist parted for me—Kael’s doing, a corridor of clarity carved through the fog so I could move without obstruction. Inside it, the world was silent. My boots made no sound on the wet grass. My breath came even and controlled. I counted my heartbeats. Ten. Twenty. Thirty.

      The mill’s door was open. I stepped through.

      Four figures. The mist had done its work—they were on their feet but disoriented, turning in circles, hands raised, magic crackling at their fingertips. The fire mage had summoned a flame that flickered uselessly in the dense fog, illuminating nothing. The earth mage had her palms pressed to the floor, reaching for the ground, but Kael’s mist confused the senses in ways that made even experienced mages fumble.

      The mind mage stood at the back. Tall, gaunt, his eyes closed in concentration—reaching outward with his magic, trying to find minds to latch onto. I went for him first.

      He opened his eyes when I was three strides away. Surprise. Then confusion. His magic brushed against me—I felt it, a cold pressure at the base of my skull, probing, searching for a way in. It found nothing to grip. My mental walls were good—Dain trained me after all.

      His eyes widened.

      I hit him hilt-first across the temple. He staggered. I followed with the flat of the blade across his wrist, felt bone crack, and he screamed—a raw, shocked sound—and his concentration shattered.

      The fire mage spun toward the noise. A gout of flame erupted from his hands, wild and uncontrolled. I was already moving—low, under the arc of fire, rolling across the stone floor and coming up behind a support beam. Heat washed over me, close enough to singe.

      “Reyna!” I shouted.

      The eastern wall exploded inward in a blast of orange and gold. Reyna’s fire—controlled, furious, perfectly directed—tore through the weakened stone and hit the fire mage dead center. His own flames flickered and died against hers like a candle against a forge. He flew backward into the far wall and didn’t get up.

      The telekinetic threw his hand out. A chunk of stone ripped from the wall and hurtled toward me. I couldn’t dodge—no room, no time. The stone stopped six inches from my face, suspended in midair, trembling.

      Dain.

      I couldn’t see him—he was somewhere hidden in the shadows, his mind anchored to the fight from whatever perch he’d found. But I could feel his presence, steady and fierce, holding the summoner in place from the inside. The rogue’s face went slack, eyes rolling, body rigid. Dain’s mind magic unraveled the man’s focus thread by thread, and the suspended stone dropped harmlessly to the floor.

      The earth mage screamed—rage, not pain—and drove her fists into the ground. The floor heaved. Cracks spidered outward from her hands, stone splitting, the entire structure groaning.

      Reyna staggered. The breach she’d blasted through the eastern wall had weakened the floor beneath her, and when the earth mage’s magic hit, the stone buckled. Reyna’s boot punched through a gap in the cracking floor. She went down hard, one leg caught in the rubble up to the knee, her balance gone.

      The earth mage saw it. Lifted both hands. A slab of stone ripped from the wall and hurtled toward Reyna.

      Kael moved. He threw himself across the gap, tackled Reyna sideways, and hauled her free of the rubble in a single, wrenching motion. The stone slab hit the floor where she’d been a half-second before, shattering on impact. Shards sprayed across the room.

      The mist thinned. Without Kael’s full concentration feeding it, the silver fog began to shred, pale light bleeding through. The earth mage blinked, clarity returning to her eyes. It didn’t save her.

      The stream outside roared. Water erupted through the mill’s foundation—not a flood, but a precise, devastating surge. It hit the earth mage at knee height and swept her legs out from under her. She went down hard, and the water kept coming, pinning her hands to the floor, wrapping around her wrists like liquid rope. She thrashed, tried to summon the stone beneath her, but the ground was saturated now—too wet, too unstable, her magic sliding off like oil on glass.

      Eris stepped through the breach in the wall, one hand extended, guiding the water with the calm precision of a surgeon. His face was focused, intent—the same expression he wore when he was doing something that required the full weight of his considerable power. He didn’t look strained. He looked like he could hold this for hours and still have enough left to drown a river.

      The mind mage tried to crawl toward the door. I put my boot on his back and pressed him flat. “Stay down.”

      He stayed down.

      The mist dissolved. The fire mage was unconscious against the far wall. The summoner stood frozen, Dain’s hold still locked around his mind. The earth mage lay pinned in Eris’s water. The mind mage breathed into the stone floor beneath my boot.

      Kael was still on the ground beside Reyna, breathing hard. His arm was scraped raw from the dive. Reyna was gripping his sleeve, her knee bloody, her expression caught between fury and something she would never, under any circumstances, call gratitude.

      “I didn’t need saving,” she said.

      “You’re welcome,” Kael said.

      “I had it.”

      “You had a stone slab about to flatten you.”

      Reyna shoved his arm. He grinned. She didn’t let go of his sleeve.

      “The girl,” Dain said from the doorway. He’d emerged from the shadows, gaze already fixed on a low door at the back of the mill. A cellar entrance, half-hidden behind a collapsed shelf.

      I crossed the room. Drew the bolt. The door swung open on rusted hinges. She was huddled in the corner of a root cellar that stank of damp and rot. Thin. Shaking. Wrists raw from the rope. Fourteen years old, and she flinched when the light hit her face.

      “Bessa.” I kept my voice even and low. “Your aunt sent us. We’re taking you home.”

      The girl stared at me. Then she started to cry—silent, shuddering sobs that shook her whole body. I sheathed my sword, kneeled, and held out my hand. She took it.

      I helped her up, and Reyna was already there with a cloak, wrapping it around the girl’s shoulders, her hands gentle in a way I rarely saw from her. Kael passed his waterskin over without being asked. Eris hung back, giving the girl space, his eyes finding mine across the room.

      We got her out.
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      Dain leaned against the outer wall of the mill, arms crossed, looking no worse than if he’d taken a brisk walk. He watched Kael and Reyna bind the rogues with suppression cords, his expression faintly bored.

      I went to him. “The mind mage,” I said. “Anything useful?”

      “Sloppy technique, no real training. He’d been practicing on the villagers to make himself feel powerful.” Dain’s mouth thinned with contempt. “Took about three seconds to shut him down.”

      My stomach turned. “Did you get anything from him?”

      “Names. Origins. They deserted from a garrison north of Ilyen two months ago. It wasn’t ideological—they wanted money, and they had the power to take it.” He paused. “The mind mage enjoyed it. The others were following his lead.”

      I nodded slowly. “We’ll hand them to the sentries near Brackenford with a full report. Tywin can decide what happens after.”

      Dain’s gaze flicked to my face, reading me the way he always did—like a language he’d learned so thoroughly it no longer required effort. “You’re bleeding.”

      I looked down. A shallow gash along my forearm where the fire blast had caught me—skin singed, blood welling sluggishly. I hadn’t felt it during the fight. I could feel it now. The dull, throbbing heat of a burn that would ache for days.

      “It’s nothing.”

      “It’s always nothing with you.” He pushed off the wall, the faintest edge of a smile softening his voice. “One of these days, you’ll learn that you’re allowed to say it hurts.”

      “Where’s the fun in that?”

      He shook his head, but the smile stayed. He reached out and gripped my shoulder—briefly, firmly. Not a word spoken. Not a word needed.

      Then he walked over to help Kael with the bindings, and I watched him go with that familiar warmth settling behind my ribs. The warmth of being known. Of being seen clearly and chosen anyway.

      Reyna appeared beside me, limping slightly on her scraped knee but refusing to acknowledge it. She inspected the scorch marks on the mill’s wall with professional interest. “My entry was perfect,” she announced.

      “You collapsed half the wall and then fell through the floor.”

      “The wall was structurally compromised already. And the floor was Kael’s fault.”

      “The floor was the earth mage’s fault,” I said.

      “Details.” She paused. “Don’t tell Kael I said thank you.”

      “You didn’t say thank you.”

      “Exactly. Keep it that way.”

      Kael called from inside the mill, voice echoing off stone. “For the record, I’d like to officially register that I was brilliant, underappreciated, and would like the rest of the afternoon off.”

      “Denied,” I called back.

      “Cruel. Heartless. I’m telling Tywin.”

      “Tell him. He’ll deny it too.”

      Laughter erupted. The sound bounced off the old stone and scattered across the ridge, and for a moment the ruined mill felt like the common room—warm and loud and full of people who belonged to each other.

      Eris found me as the others were loading the bound rogues onto spare horses. He said nothing at first. He fell into step beside me as I walked the perimeter of the mill, checking for anything we’d missed, and the silence between us was the kind that didn’t need filling—comfortable, layered, full of things we’d say later when the walls weren’t so thin and the squad wasn’t so close.

      He reached for my arm. “Let me see.”

      I held still. His fingers were cool and careful, turning my forearm toward the fading light to examine the burn. The gash was shallow but ugly; the skin around it reddened and hot. He cupped water from the stream in his palm—a small, precise gesture of magic—and let it flow across the wound. The relief was immediate. Cold and clean, washing away the grit and blood, numbing the sting.

      “You went in first,” he said, low enough that only I could hear.

      “That’s the job.”

      “The job is giving orders. You choose to go in first.” His thumb traced the skin beside the wound—uninjured skin, where the touch was gentle instead of medical. The distinction was deliberate. “One day you’re going to trust us to take the hit for you.”

      “I trust you.”

      “You trust us to watch your back. That’s different from letting us stand in front of you.”

      I didn’t have an answer for that. He knew I didn’t.

      We’d drifted around the corner of the mill without meaning to—or maybe meaning to entirely. The squad’s voices carried faintly from the other side, Kael’s laugh, the scrape of suppression cords, but here the wall shielded us from view. A pocket of stillness in the aftermath. His fingers lingered on my wrist—my pulse against his fingertips. The careful composure he wore in front of the squad softened, and underneath it I saw the thing he kept hidden: the fear. Not of the fight, not of the rogues, but of the moment—always coming, always inevitable—when my luck and my sword wouldn’t be enough.

      “I’m fine,” I said softly.

      “You’re always fine.” His voice was rough. Low enough that it lived in the space between us and nowhere else.

      He didn’t step back. Instead, he lifted his hand from my wrist and brushed the hair from my temple—slow, deliberate, his fingers trailing along the edge of my braid. Then he leaned in and pressed his lips to the place his fingers had been. Gentle. Barely there. The kind of kiss that said everything his voice wouldn’t—not here, not yet.

      I closed my eyes. Let myself have it. His mouth was warm against my skin, his hand found mine and laced our fingers together, holding tight for three heartbeats. Four. Five.

      When he pulled back, his thumb traced a slow line across my knuckles before he let go. “I’ll check the stream for residual signatures,” he said, and composure returned—smooth as water closing over a stone. As if nothing had happened. As if I couldn’t still feel the press of his mouth like a brand.

      He walked away. I watched him go—the set of his shoulders, the way the late light caught the damp ends of his hair, the calm certainty in every step. I pressed my fingers to my temple where his lips had been, and for a moment the war and the rogues and the bleeding felt very far away.

      I turned back toward the squad. Kael was arguing with one of the bound rogues about the theoretical limitations of mist magic. The rogue looked baffled. Reyna was inspecting a scorch mark on her sleeve with mild annoyance. Dain sat on a low wall with his eyes closed, face tipped toward the last of the sun, looking like a man who’d had a mildly interesting afternoon and nothing more.

      My people. My squad. The sharp-edged, brilliant, infuriating family I’d built from nothing.

      I sheathed my sword and went to help load the horses.
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      We rode back as the sun dropped behind the ridge, painting the sky in bruised gold and deep violet. The bound rogues trailed behind us on leads, sullen and silent. Bessa rode double with Reyna, wrapped in Kael’s spare cloak, her face buried against Reyna’s back. She hadn’t spoken since the cellar. I didn’t push. Some silences needed to be carried, not broken.

      We stopped at the tavern. The keeper came out before we’d fully halted. She saw Bessa, and the composure she’d held all afternoon shattered. The sound she made wasn’t a word—it was something older than language, raw and broken and fierce. She pulled the girl from the saddle and held her so tight I could see the muscles standing out in her forearms. Bessa clung to her. Still silent. But alive. The keeper looked at me over her niece’s head. She didn’t speak. She didn’t need to. I nodded once, and we rode on.

      Kael had finally stopped talking, which meant he was either exhausted or composing his next monologue. With Kael, rest was always temporary. Reyna rode with her chin lifted, black hair streaming behind her, looking like a war goddess who’d graciously decided to spare the countryside further destruction. She caught me watching and winked. Dain rode to my left. Eris rode to my right. The positions were habit by now—so instinctive that none of us questioned the geometry. The three of us formed the center, Kael and Reyna on the flanks, and together we moved through the fading light like something that had always been whole.

      “Good work today,” I said, and I meant it for all of them, but I looked at Dain.

      He nodded. A rare, unguarded thing—approval and affection stripped of sarcasm, offered without the usual armor. “You too, Captain.”

      “Despite the bleeding,” Kael added from behind.

      “Despite the bleeding,” Dain agreed.

      Eris said nothing. But his hand shifted on the reins, and for a moment—a breath, a heartbeat—his fingers brushed mine between the horses. A touch so brief it could have been the wind, or the jostle of the road, or nothing at all.

      It was everything.
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      The stables were lamp-lit and warm by the time we returned, the city dark around us. We’d been gone since morning. It felt longer. It always felt longer.

      I swung down from the saddle, legs stiff, the burn on my forearm throbbing in time with my pulse. Around me, the squad dismounted with the easy, bone-weary rhythm of people who’d done this a hundred times. Kael led the horses in. Reyna was already unbuckling her sword belt, muttering about hot water and sleep. Dain handed his reins to a stablehand and stretched his neck, rolling the tension from his shoulders.

      I was reaching for Vess’s bridle when the footsteps came. Quick. Deliberate. The stride that carried urgency in every step.

      A palace messenger crossed the yard toward me, an envelope in his outstretched hand. “Captain Sylvenhart. This arrived for you an hour ago.”

      I took it. The envelope was heavy, cream-colored, sealed with wax so old it had darkened at the edges, the insignia pressed deep and inked in gold. I turned it over, and the seal caught the lamplight.

      My blood went cold.

      I knew that seal. Had seen it in nightmares. Had felt the weight of it pressed into my skin, into my silence, into every truth I couldn’t speak and every lie I was forced to live.

      Torven Kaelor.

      The only person in this world who truly terrified me.

      My people. My family. The best thing I had ever built. They didn’t know that some monsters didn’t wait in ruined mills. Some wrote letters.

      I slipped the envelope into my jacket and forced my hands still.

      “Az?” Dain’s voice, behind me. He’d noticed. Of course he’d noticed. “Everything all right?”

      I turned and gave him the steadiest smile I owned. “Fine,” I said. “Let’s go home.”

      It was the most dangerous lie I had ever told.
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      Thank you for reading!

      

      I hope you enjoyed this glimpse into the world before The Shackled Oath.

      

      If you'd like to continue the journey...
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      Captain Azaria Sylvenhart has spent her entire career proving she can lead without magic.

      Lieutenant Quinton Thornvale is the blood mage everyone fears.

      Hunted by the same powers that want them silenced, Azaria and Quinton are forced into a fragile alliance.

      

      Available now on Amazon and Kindle Unlimited.
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      Join my Substack for:

      •	Bonus scenes

      •	Character POVs

      •	Behind-the-scenes writing updates

      •	Worldbuilding

      •	Sneak peeks at upcoming books

      

      → Join the Substack
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