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Starlight and Shadows






THE STARLIGHT SANCTUM, BOOK ONE


A scholar’s dream. A pirate’s curse. In a mansion filled with magic, shadows bind them both.
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In the enchanting city of Luminara, Illyria Moondrop casts aside her life as a professor to forge a new destiny. She transforms an ancient mansion into the Starlight Sanctum, a future beacon of magic and wisdom. Yet whispers from the mansion’s dark past threaten to unravel her dreams.

Enter Briar, a fierce half-giant pirate captain, driven by a haunting family curse and desperate for the Celestial Prism—an artifact that might finally free her of her legacy. Their fiery rivalry over this relic evolves into an unexpected alliance, and a love neither anticipated.

Shadows creep through the Sanctum and sinister political forces loom. Illyria and Briar must confront the mansion's malevolent spirits, grapple with Briar’s curse, and steer the treacherous waters of Luminaran politics, all while their hearts intertwine.
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Chapter
One



The elves of the Sapphire Isles held that hope and regret were the sun and the moon, forever chasing each other across the endless skies. Illyria Moondrop didn’t know which her arrival in Luminara would prove to be, but as she stepped onto the docks, she felt the weight of both in the air around her.

The sea breeze whispered through Illyria’s silvered curls, and she watched, motionless, as the ship that had carried her from the Sapphire Isles docked at the weathered pier. Around her, sailors and porters shouted to each other, their voices echoing across the harbor. Seagulls cried overhead, wheeling above the forest of masts that bobbed on the steel-gray water.

But Illyria’s attention is captured by the city of Luminara itself. The city-state of Luminara sprawled across the hills that tumbled down around the bay, fed by two rivers covered with endless canals. A jumble of architectural styles and cultures crowded on those hills: the graceful, domed towers of the Southern Reaches, the ornate spires of Drakondale influence, the lush, verdant gardens and terraced homes of the Wildwoods, and the stark, angular buildings of the eastern realms. The city-state of Luminara was home to all and beholden to none, independent from the other larger nations of the realms.

Illyria’s heart ached with the weight of the decision she’d made, but as she stepped onto the docks, she knew it was the right one. Perhaps, in all its tumult and excitement, Luminara could be home to someone like her, and all she had planned.

Illyria clutched the strap of her satchel, taking in the sights and sounds of the bustling port. The familiar heft of the bag against her hip was a small comfort in this strange, new place. Once, tomes and scrolls filled it to bursting as she scurried across the jewel-bright gardens and shimmering corridors of the Lyceum. Now, it held only what she needed to survive. The rest of her worldly possessions could come later; she’d send for them once she found her new home.

If she found one.

As Illyria descended the gangplank, a vivid figure stood out amidst the crowd on the pier. He was a demon, his skin a deep bordeaux hue, his horns curving back from his brow like a ram’s before pointing up at an angle. Intricate silver chains and baubles adorned each horn, while rings crusted the long, many-jointed fingers on each of his clawed hands. His eyes twinkled with good humor as he watched Illyria approach.

“Miss Moondrop, I presume?” he rumbled, his voice rich and warm. He swept into an elaborate bow, the jewelry on his horns chiming musically. “Arkenev vin Aglaron, at your service. My friends call me Arkenev, which I hope you’ll soon become. Welcome to Luminara.”

Illyria smiled, charmed by the easy patter itself as much as its contents, and dipped into a brief curtsy in return. “A pleasure, Arkenev. And likewise—just Illyria, please.” She straightened her satchel’s strap. “I must thank you for your promptness. My colleague spoke quite highly of your skills as a guide and assistant.”

“I could hardly call myself a savvy businessman otherwise.” His smile reached toward his eyes. “I am at your service for whatever you require in your new endeavors, may they swiftly bear fruit.”

“I’d prefer they bear coin,” Illyria said, with a grin of her own.

Arkenev chuckled heartily. “And so they shall.”

A group of Sapphirae elves from the ship cast uneasy glances at the demon as they shuffled past, murmuring to one another in their native tongue. But Illyria paid them no mind. True, she’d never actually met a demon before, but what better introduction to the freedom and peculiarities of Luminara than through a demon’s eyes? She met Arkenev’s gaze steadily. “Well, then. Shall we be off?”

“Of course, of course! The day wanes, and there is much to see.” Arkenev proffered his arm in an exaggerated fashion. When Illyria looped her hand around his elbow, his skin was pleasantly warm, almost hot to the touch, with a subtle cologne of leather and brimstone. Not a scent she’d choose for herself, but it seemed to suit him well.

The two made their way off the pier and into the winding streets of the city. Arkenev chattered merrily as they walked, pointing out various buildings and markets. The city rose and fell around them in waves, buildings clinging to the slopes in a delightfully discordant jumble of styles. Canals threaded their way downhill toward the harbor like silken ribbons, crossed by arched bridges, serving as natural barriers between the many districts.

And the life—there was such life in the streets, so different from the hushed pathways and alcoves she’d known in the Lyceum. All around them, the cobblestone streets teemed with people gathered from the farthest corners of the realms—Emberforged elves as well as Sapphirae; nymphs of every element; Skyborn and dwarves and countless more. Luminara was already proving to be a tapestry woven of many threads, a chaotic mosaic of disparate cultures. In the distance, a lutist’s melancholy melody echoed over the endless patchwork of structures blanketing the hills. It was just the sort of place Illyria hoped to call home.

“Your friend at the university tells me you’re hoping to open some kind of alchemy shop?” Arkenev tipped his head with a cascading twinkle of silver. “Luminara has no shortage of mages, but they tend to guard their resources quite jealously.”

“I see no point in keeping magic held so closely, when it has the potential to benefit so many.” It was a concept Illyria had worked over and over in her mind and on paper until it was worn smooth, when she decided to set on this path. But saying it aloud now carried its own kind of magic—both an invocation and a curse. “I used to teach at the Lyceum, in the Sapphire Isles. I’d love to bring that spirit of learning and discovery to any who care to study it.”

Her thoughts drifted back to the Lyceum, its towering spires and fragrant gardens, the bubbling of fountains accompanying late nights of study, and often, the crisp ozone of freshly-cast spells hanging thick in the air. If Starweaver Thalendrel were here, he’d recoil from Illyria’s words as if he’d found a particularly venomous viper in his candy dish. But “Professor Moondrop’s” tenure had reached its end, and she was ready for Illyria’s journey to begin, unfettered by the Lyceum’s delicate Lightweave chains.

“. . . And that, of course, is the famous Leaping Lion tavern, where the one and only Rey Stardancer once drank a pint of liquid lightning on a dare!”

Arkenev grinned, clearly relishing his role as tour guide, and Illyria couldn’t help but smile along. Nearly every block, Arkenev paused to exchange pleasantries with a passing friend or tease a blushing street performer. But always, his focus returned to her, voice swelling with pride over his city and compassion for the stranger within it.

They reached a broad market square, and Illyria’s eyes danced between the sights, drinking in the textures and colors. A menagerie of trinkets glimmered from the stalls: crystals humming with trapped prayers, amulets claiming they were braided from unicorn’s tails, and even what appeared to be a bottled typhoon, fuming silently in the glass bulb that contained it. She made a mental note to return when she had time and coin to spare.

Illyria paused at a stall selling delicately painted lanterns, the designs catching her eye. She reached out to touch one stained with gentle hues evoking the setting sun, and with a pang in her heart, she was reminded of twilight in the Isles. Perhaps a single reminder of home wouldn’t hurt, even as she tried to begin anew . . .

But her attention was abruptly drawn to a ruckus across the square. A trio of Skyborn acrobats was in the midst of a juggling act, using their wings to rise to different heights as they passed their enchanted orbs back and forth, the orbs leaving trails of sparks that arced in the dimming afternoon light. Each successive pass caused a spray of fire even greater than the one before, making the crowd gasp and shield themselves from the heat of the flames.

“I promise I didn’t bribe them to put on a show just for you,” Arkenev said with a laugh.

Illyria smiled back at him, though her gaze remained transfixed on the fiery contrails that seared across the sky. “I should hope not. I don’t think I can cover the extra fee.”

But suddenly, one of the acrobats squawked in panic, and the intricate dance was sent awry. A miscalculation sent one of the orbs careening towards the very lanterns Illyria had been admiring. Illyria’s eyes widened as she watched the flaming orb careen towards her, its trajectory a chaotic blur.

Then, without hesitation, her fingers danced in familiar motions and she whispered a counterspell.

A wave of air expanded outward from Illyria’s hands and struck the orb in mid-air, wrapping it snugly in an embrace. The renegade orb halted and hovered like a firefly with its fierce inner glow still intact. The acrobats had frozen in place, their shocked faces lit by the faint orange glimmer from Illyria’s spell. Heart lodged in her throat, she guided the orb down, ignoring its screech of sparks, and extinguished it against the cobbles.

The square was hushed around her, and Illyria sensed the collective breath being held. Everyone was watching her. She had barely registered what she had done, but it had been enough to save the lanterns from destruction.

Arkenev stepped forward, breaking the silence with a broad sweep of his hand in her direction. “Well done, well done!” Arkenev’s meaty palms met in a resounding clap that echoed across the square. “Behold the prowess of Illyria Moondrop, an esteemed mage of the Sapphire Isles. Soon to bring her gifts to a storefront near you!”

Illyria waved him off, heat rising to her cheeks. “I’m also not paying you extra for the promotional assistance. At least not until I actually have a store to promote.”

“It’s never too early to start spreading word,” Arkenev countered.

An elderly orc emerged from behind the lantern stall, and approached Illyria with a grateful smile, gesturing to the lanterns. “Please. Take any you like. I thank you for your swift reflexes, madam.”

“It was nothing, honest,” Illyria said. “Any novice at the university could manage an elemental spell like that . . .”

A young human child, eyes wide with wonder, tugged at Illyria’s robe. “Is it true then, the tales of elven magic? That they’re even more powerful than ours?”

With a grin worthy of being called ‘demonic,’ Arkenev squatted to bring himself eye level with the child. “Oh, very. You haven’t heard of Illyria Moondrop? Why, her Lightweaving magic ensnared the Serpent of the Jeweled Seas!”

“Still not paying you extra,” Illyria said.

“But it is my pleasure to serve.”

Arkenev regaled the child with a few more increasingly outlandish stories of her supposed feats, and Illyria’s gaze drifted over the crowded square, taking it all in. It was so different from the elegant academies and libraries of her homeland, and a pang of longing struck her then, for the hushed halls of the Lyceum and the comfort of routine research. But she had chosen a new path, and it was so tantalizingly close that she could almost taste it, as vividly as the scent of spun sugar from a nearby stall. She only hoped it, too, wouldn’t dissolve to nothingness in her mouth.

Arkenev finished his storytelling and stood, offering Illyria his arm once more. “Well, then. Shall we continue our quest?”

Illyria nodded, pushing down her doubts. She had to trust this was the right decision.

As they walked, Arkenev pointed out more landmarks: the lush, dense greenery of the Groves spilled onto the Artisan district from one side, and to the other, the impossible towers of the main university loomed, their structures an intricate lacework of pale stone. “Behold, the spires of the Council of Arcane Scholars. A venerable institution in our fair University, though not quite as progressive in certain regards as your envisioned little shop.” Arkenev’s frown was fleeting, but Illyria caught it nonetheless. “These spires are meant to serve as conduits, rooted on the magical ley lines that cover the city. It is said the scholars here can use this power like no other.”

Illyria listened, but she couldn’t ignore the uneasy thought creeping in. Did she really have any right to come here and alter the natural flow of magic with her obscure traditions? Or was she being arrogant, assuming she had something to offer this city at all? The magic in the air did feel different here—steadier, but stagnant. Like an ancient tree sunk deep into the soil, unwilling to bend. She pictured her store like a sapling, eager to spread its branches but easily crushed underfoot. Could her little shop really thrive in the shadow of everything else?

“You’re worried,” Arkenev said.

Illyria shook her head, clearing her mind. “I devoted my life to gathering knowledge. Now I wish to share it, although I’m not certain my teachings will be welcomed.”

Arkenev gave her arm a reassuring pat. “Luminara has ever been a haven for magic from all corners of the realms. Any who seek to further our understanding should be embraced.”

But should was not the same thing as would.

She was jolted from her thoughts as Arkenev steered them along the Artisan District’s main thoroughfare. “I have just the building in mind for your shop,” he said brightly. “It might strain at the edges of your budget, but I think you’ll agree that its location on the main road here is perfect, and it’ll take hardly any work at all.”

Illyria followed hesitantly. The shade of the buildings here was comforting, but she still harbored doubts. And as eager as Arkenev was to play tour guide, she needed to make this choice for herself.

“Now, then! As you can see, you’d be well served by the University students and members of the Arcane Council here, and with so many other establishments nearby . . .”

Illyria slowed her steps, tilting her head. There was an inexplicable pull at the edge of her senses that lifted the hairs on the back of her neck. A whisper that she felt rather than heard, luring her in.

“Forgive me, Arkenev, but might we take a brief detour?”

Without waiting for a response, her arm slipped free from his, and she turned down a narrow side street that branched away from the main thoroughfare, letting the gentle tug lead her along.

Arkenev paused, surprise registering on his face. “Of course. Although, I don’t usually bring clients this way,” he admitted, the confidence in his tone wavering for the first time. The vibrant sounds of the market square began to fade, replaced by the soft click of his hooves on aged cobblestones.

The side street was only a short cul-de-sac, barely more than an alley in length, unkempt trees gnarled with unknown ailments looming over the pathway and concealing empty-looking buildings on either side. The road culminated at a hulking mansion shouldered uncomfortably between its neighbors, its shutters drawn, and its walls wounded with deep scars of time’s passage. The shuttered windows, darkened with age and neglect, seemed to gape like rheumy eyes, hinting at memories long forgotten. The building itself seemed swollen, as if it had leeched away the life of this forgotten side street and hoarded all its secrets for itself.

“Oh, that old place,” Arkenev murmured uneasily. “It’s been abandoned for ages, boarded up since . . . Well, it’s best we don’t linger.”

But Illyria moved closer, her footsteps slow and deliberate. The mansion felt like a wounded animal, one sure to lash out at her if she moved too swiftly, but she couldn’t shake the certainty that it needed her aid all the same.

“What is this place?” she whispered, her voice filled with wonder. To her, the mansion was more than its decaying façade. It whispered tales of grandeur and knowledge, of days when its halls echoed with laughter and sunlight painted those weary walls. She could almost envision it now—a hub of life and arcane wisdom.

Illyria reached out, brushing her fingertips against the rusted padlock barring the front gate. As her fingers touched the metal, though, the padlock crumbled away in a shower of rust, and clattered to the ground.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Arkenev cautioned, shifting his weight. “No one’s set foot in there for decades. Who knows what might be lurking inside.”

But Illyria was transfixed, ascending the crooked porch steps strewn with leaves. This place was more than just wood and stone—she could feel its spirit, proud and willful despite the years of neglect. The closer she drew, the more a pleasant warmth filled her chest, the answering resonant hum of a deep wellspring of magical potential unlike any she’d ever felt outside of the Weaving Pools in the Lyceum.

“The Starlight Sanctum,” she murmured. In her mind’s eye, she could already envision its transformation—a shop, a gathering place, a home for magical knowledge.

As she neared the entrance, she reached out, pressing her palm flat against the doorframe. Closing her eyes, she listened for the mansion’s whispers, communing with its weary spirit. In the stillness, she could see it clearly—the Sanctum’s potential to become a beacon of light in Luminara.

But her vision was interrupted by a sudden unease—the sense that they were not alone. From beyond the dust-clad windows came furtive whispers and faint scuttling sounds. Illyria found herself unable to move, transfixed by the shadows stirring just beyond the edges of her vision.

Arkenev tensed, tail flicking warily. “It seems this place already has occupants,” he said under his breath. “I don’t think it’s safe to go inside, my friend. These old places collect all manner of things over time, and not all are friendly.”

Illyria hesitated, torn between curiosity and caution. The logical part of her knew Arkenev was right—this decrepit old mansion could harbor any number of threats, from mundane squatters to more sinister presences.

Yet something seemed to call to her from within its decaying halls. As she lingered on the threshold, the warmth she’d felt shifted with a threatening chill, faint yet unmistakable. No simple vagrants then—whatever lurked inside was of a darker nature.

Illyria glanced at Arkenev, reading the concern in his eyes. She knew he only wished to keep her from harm. But the Sanctum’s spirit still called to her, desperate and hopeful all at once. This building was the destiny she sought—she felt it scrawled in the stars that had guided her path for many years. Whatever evil had crept within these walls, she could not abandon her fate.

Illyria reluctantly stepped back, already feeling the pang of loss. “This is the building I want,” she said, and as she spoke the words, the force of her conviction was like a spell, binding her to this building, whatever secrets it harbored. “Will you help me find its owner?”

Whatever misgivings he still had, Arkenev nodded, solemn. “If this is what you want, then I am but your humble servant to make it so. Come. We’ll head for the Archives right away.” His smile bared his jagged teeth. “Let us discover what your future holds.”


Chapter
Two



Briar’s shortsword glinted in the afternoon sun, its smile-sharp edge pressed against the fence’s throat. She’d had a long day already, docking in Luminara, squaring away provisions, and paying off her crew. She hadn’t quite anticipated she’d need to add some public threats of violence to her tasks, but a captain did what she must.

“You dare question my wares?” Briar’s voice canted low and dangerous, rough as the uncut Selusine crystals the man had just accused of being fakes. “You’ll be lucky if you still draw breath to question, after I’m through with you.”

Around them the bustling marketplace slowed to a crawl, vendors and patrons alike pausing to watch the confrontation unfold. Jorn shifted uneasily behind her, as if he couldn’t decide whether to shield the view of them from the crowd, or ensure everyone saw how the fearsome Captain Briar of the Defiant handled threats.

The man’s eyes bulged, the apple of his throat bobbing as he gulped. “I only—questioned—if it’s even possible to harvest Selusine this time of year⁠—”

Briar leaned in close, her breath hot on the man’s skin. “I’ve sailed the Heart Realm’s seas, battled monsters you can’t imagine, all to bring back treasures beyond your wildest dreams. If you think I can’t handle a simple Selusine harvest, then you’ve no clue what I’m capable of.” She pressed the sword harder, just shy of drawing blood. “And if you continue to question my abilities, I’ll make sure to leave a mark on you that will last longer than any of my treasures.”

The fence whimpered, some kind of response in the sound that was close enough to acquiescence.

“Now, let’s try this again,” she said in a smooth purr. “Why would you accuse me of peddling false goods?”

The man sputtered, grasping for words. “I—I meant no offense, Captain. It’s just . . . We have to be careful these days. Counterfeits are everywhere, and it’s my reputation at risk, too.”

“Your reputation. Your reputation.” Briar barked with a laugh, and glanced at the marketplace around them. “And you think questioning me is the best way to save your own hide?”

Briar held the man’s gaze, watching the realization dawn on him. She could see the thoughts churning behind his eyes—weighing his options, grasping for a way out. Whoever he was afraid of, Briar had to ensure he feared her more. Finally he slumped, defeated.

“It wasn’t my idea. It’s—The Crimson Ledger sent me. They want to undermine you. Any of the Sea Serpents. Said if I could catch you peddling false goods it would ruin your reputation.”

Briar tilted her head, wind whipping her dark locks across her face. “The Crimson Ledger, you say? Well then, you’d best repeat that nice and loud. Tell all these good people who’s really behind this little scheme.”

The man paled, but he repeated himself for the growing crowd to hear. “The Crimson Ledger told me to accuse you of selling counterfeits. They’re trying to freeze out the Sea Serpents in Luminara.”

Jorn tensed, hand drifting toward his own blade as he scanned the crowd—watching for any Crimson Ledger agents trying to slip away, Briar assumed. Murmurs rippled around them like a pebble skipping across the crowd’s surface. The Crimson Ledger had long been an irritation to the Sea Serpents and anyone else trying to make a living trading through Luminara, but only that—an irritation, easily soothed with drink and a hefty bag of coin. But if they were trying to freeze them out? That posed a new set of problems Briar wasn’t keen to grapple with head-on.

When he finished, Briar stepped back and sheathed her blade. “I ought to gut you for being the Ledger’s lapdog.” She grabbed the fence’s coin purse from his belt, hefting it twice to check the weight. At least triple of their agreed price for the crystals. “But I’m feeling generous today. Now scurry on back to your masters and tell them they’ll have to try harder next time.”

With a mocking half-bow, Briar strode off, Jorn falling in step behind her. The marketplace’s patrons easily made way for them, though whether it was from Briar’s little display or her natural bulk was anyone’s guess. Her giant’s blood from her mother’s side put her easily at least a head over the humans and elves in the port, and her broad shoulders tended to part through crowds as surely as the Defiant’s prow.

“The Ledger won’t give up as easily as that coward,” Jorn said, keeping pace with her as best he could with long strides. “If they’ve set their sights on the Sea Serpents . . .”

Briar waved a hand dismissively. “Let them try. We’ve got the wind at our backs and the open sea before us. No uppity merchants trying to play kingmaker can match that.”

Truthfully, the potential of increased antagonism from the Crimson Ledger worried her. She hadn’t survived this long on the high seas by ignoring potential threats. But there was no need to stir up her crew just yet, much as she trusted Jorn.

“For now, we should make the most of the time we have ashore. Still plenty of goods we need to offload, and I wouldn’t mind sniffing about for some cargo we can carry out of the city, too.” Briar elbowed him playfully. “And I know you can’t wait to see your songbird again, eh?”

Jorn flushed, scrubbing a hand through his shaggy hair. “Caelan has nothing to do with this.”

“Mmhmm, I’m sure.” Briar laughed, the sound booming over the crowded market. She lived to fluster her stoic first mate. “Admit it, you’ve been moping ever since we set out last moon.”

“I have not—moped⁠—”

“Fine. Yearned, then.” Her smile softened. “You deserve some happiness, my friend. Just try not to get too distracted, eh?”

Jorn straightened his vest, as if to regain some dignity. “I won’t neglect my duties. But I do wish we could stay in port more often.” He glanced sidelong at Briar. “The crew would appreciate more time on solid ground as well.”

Briar exhaled through her nose. She knew Jorn spoke truly—months on end at sea wore on even the hardiest souls. But establishing trade routes took time and consistent voyages.

“If we can get some more legitimate cargo contracts, we could look at changing our routes,” she conceded. “But that means dealing with the very folks trying to undermine us now. We’d need real leverage to get them to play fair.”

Jorn nodded. “A heftier payout would certainly help in that quarter.”

As would the Celestial Prism she sought, but Briar kept that to herself. No sense hanging her crew’s hopes on whispers and breadcrumbs. “We’ll see how much we can get for this moon’s haul,” she said. “I still have some promising leads to follow up on, but we’ll need to be ready to move at a moment’s notice.”

Jorn looked like he wanted to press for more details, his sharp eyes searching her face. But he simply nodded. “Aye, captain. I’ll pass the word along.”

Good man. Briar clapped him on the back. She could always count on Jorn to follow her lead. “Let’s just enjoy our time here while we can, eh?”
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True to her word, after a few more deliveries, her satchel of spoils growing lighter and her coin collection fatter, Briar led them to the charmingly disheveled Quays, a district overlooking the harbor that brimmed with the infectious creativity and enthusiasm of artists, performers, poets, and more all seeking to stake their claim on Luminara’s artistic annals. The Silken Verse was one of several famed salons, known for its varied performances that demonstrated everything from Xifun’s raquantai storytelling traditions to the Emberforged elves’ firesongs alongside an eclectic array of dishes and drinks from all over the realms.

For Briar, the main attraction was the various information brokers, traders, and other sorts who brought goods and news from the farflung corners of the realms. For Jorn, of late, the tavern’s charms lay elsewhere, but Briar could hardly blame him. He’d found happiness, of a kind. Such prolonged connection seemed ever more out of Briar’s grasp, but how could she help but to be happy for him?

The interior was elegant yet cozy, with dark, carved wood paneling and folding screens that depicted serene seascapes, mountainside vistas. Enchanted candleglass orbs cast a warm glow over the tables and central stage. In one corner, a dazai player stroked a soothing, sedate melody over her five-stringed instrument that mingled with the low hum of conversation.

Briar smiled and made her way to the bar, Jorn close behind. After ordering a bottle of jasmine icewine from Fricassar, she carried the bottle and a stack of the tiny bowl-shaped glasses one drank it with to a table near the stage. A group of sailors Briar recognized as regular runners between Luminara and the Sawtooths were already seated there, trading stories and gossip. They welcomed her with a hearty round of salutations, and Briar found herself grateful for the distraction.

“Evening, gentlemen,” she said with an easy smile. “I see you started the revelry without me.”

The leader of them laughed, prompting their crew to follow suit—a deep-bellied chorus punctuated by clinking tankards that echoed against the high ceilings. Valdissi, if Briar remembered them right. “If it ain’t Briar!” they said, tucking back a long curtain of violet hair. “We were just talking about our last run out of the Sawtooths.”

Briar began pouring out the icewine for the table without waiting for permission. “Something unusual?”

“Strange lights in the mists, voices that carried off the waves.” Valdissi picked up the cup Briar set before them and gave it a sniff. “Folks’re wondering if someone pulled the Scepter of the Tides from its grave, and the fogfolk are in a stir.”

Briar leaned in, eyes glinting. “Fogfolk, eh? Didn’t take you for the kind that bought into that drivel, friend.”

One of Valdissi’s men piped up. “Oh, they’re real enough. My cousin’s seen ‘em. Fought ‘em off his trawler.”

Briar made a show of looking impressed. “You don’t say.” She took a long draught of her ale. “Well, if this Scepter of the Tides is hittin’ the market anytime soon, be sure to let me know.”

The sailors guffawed. “Searchin’ for trouble, are ya?”

“Trouble?” Briar’s grin was wicked. “I prefer to think of it as opportunity.”

She let them draw their own conclusions, sipping her icewine casually. But inwardly her mind churned. The Scepter of the Tides—now there was a legendary find she didn’t dare aspire toward. She wasn’t here for tall tales and old sea legends; she needed concrete leads. As if the Prism were any less absurd a rumor, Briar chided herself—but if she couldn’t believe in it, then what could she?

Briar was about to suggest they try another tavern when the dazai player struck out a long, low chord, and the room fell into an awed hush. All eyes turned to the small stage as the candleglass around the hall’s periphery dimmed, and those above the stage flared brightly.

It was time for the star attraction of the evening—a performance from the son of the Silken Verse’s owners himself, a master of the fluid dance. Briar found an empty table near the front with a good view and leaned in, her breath quickening.

The drawn-out dazai note warbled, and Caelan glided into the circle of light, clad in flowing silken pants of deep orange hues that complemented his light brown skin. The tale woven through his dance was one of forbidden love: two star-crossed merfolk from warring underwater clans. Caelan launched into an intricate routine full of long lines, impossible holds that challenged his muscles, and explosive leaps that rippled like the waves.

Briar was transfixed, momentarily transported from her cares as Caelan’s dance swept her up in its narrative. Jorn, who’d slid into the seat beside her, was equally enthralled. For all his stoicism, Briar knew her first mate was utterly besotted with the talented performer. She hid a smile, happy to see this softer side of Jorn.

Each extension and bend of Caelan’s lithe form spoke of power and grace, and Caelan embodied the merfolks’ joy and defiance, loss and triumph, until the mournful notes signaled their tragic end. With a final elegant tumble, he sank to the floor as the music concluded, and for a drawn-out moment, silence reigned.

Then the room erupted into thunderous applause. Jorn was on his feet in an instant as Caelan took his bow. Briar found herself swiftly joining in—when Caelan danced, it was easy to get swept away. She caught Jorn surreptitiously brushing tears from his eyes as he gazed at Caelan with naked admiration. After a few polite bows, Caelan bounded off the stage, and into Jorn’s open arms for hearty embrace.

“That’s a new one, isn’t it?” Jorn asked, as the raucous cheers subsided once more into low din of tavern chatter.

“Was waiting on it just for you.” Caelan beamed. “What did you think?”

“It was perfect.”

Briar smiled, bittersweet. She knew Jorn chafed at their extended voyages away from port, and Luminara, with Caelan’s presence, offered a taste of the life he might wish for. But Jorn had pledged himself to her cause, and she could only strive to be worthy of that loyalty.

Caelan’s gaze met Briar’s over Jorn’s shoulder, and his grin widened. “And here we have the dread captain, scourge of the seas herself. Care to join us?”

Briar laughed. “For you? Always.”

They settled around a table in the corner, Caelan cozied up to Jorn while Briar reclined with her boots propped on a stool. After they’d toasted, Caelan settled his gaze on Briar with all the timidity of a boy meeting his lover’s parents for the first time, which tickled Briar greatly. “So, captain, dare I ask what mischief brings you back to our fair port?”

“Oh, you know how it is. The usual.” Briar shrugged, aiming for nonchalance. “Spoils to trade, secrets to ferret out. Speaking of, heard any juicy gossip while we were away?”

Caelan’s gaze turned shrewd, though his tone remained light. “I’ll keep an ear out for anything of interest. But I can’t be cutting you any special deals—wouldn’t want to get accused of playing favorites around here.”

“Smart man,” Briar said. She jerked her thumb at Jorn. “Even if there’s no accounting for your taste, clearly.”

Jorn sputtered in protest while Caelan threw his head back and laughed. “No no, he’s got his charms,” Caelan said, eyes crinkling with mirth. “A steadfast heart, for one. Fierce loyalty—I’ve seen that myself.” He squeezed Jorn’s hand. “And not too hard on the eyes, either.”

“Well, aren’t you a hopeless romantic.” Briar’s tone was wry, but she was touched at the obvious affection between them.

Jorn was blushing faintly as he ducked his head. “Yes, yes, very charming,” he muttered.

Caelan’s expression softened. “I only wish we had more time together. I know you’ve duties to the Defiant, but . . . I do miss you, when you’re away.”

Jorn’s face grew somber. “As do I.”

A pensive silence fell. Briar stared into her drink, a pang settling in her chest. After a moment Caelan rallied, flashing a grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Ah, but we’ve tonight! And a few more days, surely? Plenty of time to catch up.”

Through the moon, at very least,” Briar said firmly. “You’ve got my word.” She met Jorn’s gaze and inclined her head in wordless understanding.

Before they could speak further, a server approached their table, inclining his head respectfully. “Pardon me, captain. A messenger bade me pass this along to you.” He offered an elegantly scripted note, and Briar took it, frowning slightly as she scanned the contents.

Beside her, Jorn tilted his head, and Caelan sat up, as well, his languid pose from a moment ago replaced with cool caution. “What is it?” Jorn asked in an undertone.

“Someone claiming to have information I’ll find useful.” Briar’s eyes narrowed. “Could be nonsense, could be a trap.”

“Could be,” Jorn said.

“But only one way to find out.” Briar tucked the note away and made to stand.

Caelan rose as well, regret plain on his face. “I should see to preparing the stage for the next performers. Firesingers, you know how they are.” He made a good-natured show of rolling his eyes before touching Jorn’s shoulder. “Be careful, both of you.”

Jorn covered Caelan’s hand with his own. “I will. You have my word.”

They held each other’s gaze a moment longer before Caelan stepped back. With a nod to Briar, Jorn slipped into the background.

Briar led the way upstairs, Jorn a silent shadow behind her. Around them patrons laughed and drank, and the dazai player’s tune retreated to a dull thrum at the back of Briar’s mind. At the top of the stairs, Briar scanned the balcony that overlooked the main tavern floor, taking in the private nooks tucked into shadowy alcoves. Candles flickered in frosted glass jars, and the heavy scent of incense hung in the air. Her gaze settled on a hooded figure seated alone at a table in one of the far nooks.

With a subtle hand signal to Jorn, Briar approached, senses primed for the first hint of a trap. But the figure simply watched her come, face obscured beneath the hood’s deep cowl.

“You sent for me,” Briar said, foregoing any pretense.

“I did.” The voice was female, low and rasping. Pale, ashy hands with long, claw-like nails appeared as she beckoned them closer. “Sit.”

Briar remained standing. “You claim to have information I’ll find useful.”

“I deal in more than claims.” When Briar didn’t immediately respond, the woman leaned forward. A demon, or at least one with demon’s blood—horns framed her skull, and her mouth was jagged with too many slender teeth. “I know what you seek. Word travels quickly when one knows how to listen.”

Briar tensed, and shifted, subtly leaning out of earshot of Jorn. “Does it now?”

“The Celestial Prism.” The woman whispered the name like a caress. “Its powers are legendary. And many covet it, yourself included.”

Briar’s heart quickened, but she kept her face impassive. “And if I was?”

“Then you would be wise to listen closely.” The woman’s long nails ticked against the tabletop. “I know when the Prism will be available, and who currently vies for it. This knowledge does not come freely, but for the right price . . .”

She trailed off leadingly. Jorn shifted his weight, hand drifting toward his sword hilt behind her, but Briar was focused wholly on the woman. This was the first real lead on the Prism she’d unearthed in moons. She had to know more.

“For information only, I won’t go over twenty bones,” Briar said.

“Twenty-two.”

Briar suppressed the urge to roll her eyes. But she’d spent more than that on the jasmine icewine, and all it was currently giving her was a buzz now verging on a headache. She fished the coin out and slid it across the table. “Now talk.”

The woman inclined her head. “There is an auction planned on the first of the Gold Moon at the Amber House. The Prism will be there.” Her voice dropped. “I imagine it will attract interest of many. Possibly even the Crimson Ledger.”

Briar’s jaw tightened. Those damned pricks again. This was about more than the Prism now; it was a matter of pride. “I will have it first,” Briar vowed, eyes blazing.

“Amber House, twilight hour. You’ll have to register with the Amber Group for bidding, but they’re trustworthy enough. Don’t expect it to come cheap.”

She stood, Jorn rising with her. As they navigated through the crowded tavern, Jorn spoke low at her shoulder.

“Captain, how do you aim to finance this?”

“I’ve got some ideas,” Briar said vaguely. In truth, she was less focused on the money and more preoccupied with the Crimson Ledger’s involvement. Bad enough she had to compete with anyone for it, but the Ledger? That thought was downright unbearable.

They settled their tab with the Silken Verse, Caelan’s parents fussing and twittering over Jorn so much that it almost scrubbed away Briar’s foul mood. Jorn promised he’d return in short order, as soon as he’d seen Briar safely to lodgings for the night. Fortunately the Quays had plenty of secure, cheap rooms; even Briar needed a good night’s sleep on solid ground from time to time.

But they’d barely made it a few blocks out of the Verse’s shadow, moonlight dancing over the cobbles, when Jorn nudged her arm. “We’ve got company.”

Briar tensed, hand dropping to the hilt of her sword. Shadowy figures trailed them from a distance, barely visible in the silvery light.

“Just keep moving,” she muttered. “We’ll lose them around the next bend.”

But as they turned the corner, a tall, broad-shouldered man blocked their path. Rane. Briar suppressed a groan. Rane Rivers was an ox of a human man, his face like a raw turnip. He wore a long black duster and heavy boots, and even in the moonlight Briar could see the glint of weapons strapped to his body. He glared at them with unspoken menace. He’d been an enforcer for the Crimson Ledger ever since they were a fledgling band of high-waisted speculators squeezing meager bones’ worth of profits out of the grain market.

“What do you want?” Briar asked bluntly.

He grinned, the expression more threatening than friendly. “Nice to see you, too. Word is, you’ve got wind of a certain item coming to auction.”

Briar crossed her arms. “The Crimson Ledger must be slipping if they have to send their troll to intimidate me over trinkets. Shouldn’t you be off crashing the futures trades?”

Rane chuckled. “Tread carefully, Briar. You don’t want to make more enemies than you already have.” His amusement faded, face hardening. “Stay out of the Ledger’s affairs.”

Briar stood her ground. “Or what? Your coffers may run deep these days, but I remember the scrubs behind the legends. I won’t be scared off so easily.”

For a tense moment, they stared each other down. Then Rane stepped aside.

“May the deepest pockets win.” She brushed past him, only the rigid set of her shoulders betraying her anger.


Chapter
Three



The musty air of the Luminara Archives enveloped Illyria as she stepped inside with Arkenev, and her lips curled with a smile at the nostalgic scent of aged parchment and dust. Shafts of light filtered in through high windows, catching motes that danced lazily through the stale air. Row upon row of shelves stretched before her, crammed with leather-bound tomes, fraying scrolls, and cracked tablets—a testament to Luminara’s extensive recorded history ever since the city-state had carved itself out of a remote corner of what was now the Kingdom of Drakondale many ages ago.

Somewhere in this labyrinth of knowledge, the secrets of the mansion at the end of Silver Crescent in the Artisan District awaited. Illyria only hoped the building was willing to offer them up to her this time.

At her side, Arkenev let out a low whistle, shrewd eyes roving over the shelves. “I’m sure there is some kind of order to this cataloguing, but I can’t make horns or hooves of it.”

“We need records. Property records. Maybe they’re sorted by district?” Illyria offered, knowing she sounded more optimistic than she felt. Luminara’s system of governance was so vastly different from she was accustomed to in the Sapphire Isles. They headed for one row of shelving, and Illyria squinted to read the label handwritten on its side. Frivolous Filings.

Well, that was no help at all.

Before Arkenev could muster up a response to the label, a gravelly voice called out, “Can I help you?”

Illyria turned to find an elderly orc man seated at a nearby table, spectacles perched on his broad nose as he scrutinized the pair. His dour expression made it clear they were interrupting his work. Illyria smoothed out her robe and approached the desk.

“Terribly sorry for the intrusion, sir. I’m hoping you can assist us in finding some information.”

The orc’s bushy brows rose a fraction, as if to say, What else would you be here for. “Information on what, exactly?”

“There’s an old mansion, just off the main road in the Artisan District. I believe the street is Silver Crescent? It appears abandoned, though it must have been grand in its heyday.” She paused, watching the orc’s face closely. “I’m interested in finding whoever owns the property.”

At first dismissive, the orc’s eyes gradually took on a haunted look. “Ah. That place.” He shifted in his seat. “Been a while since anyone’s taken interest in that old ruin. Folks prefer to let the past lie.”

Illyria’s brow lifted at his change in demeanor. What secrets did this place hold to warrant such a reaction? “Indulge my curiosity, if you would. Any information you have could prove useful.”

The orc studied her a moment, then heaved himself to his feet with a sigh. “Very well. But don’t say I didn’t warn you, sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong.”

He shuffled off down one of the shadowed aisles. Exchanging a glance with Arkenev, Illyria hurried after him, her robes swishing softly with each step.

The orc led them deep into the archives, past row upon row of increasingly dusty tomes and crumbling scrolls. Fragments of forgotten magic clotted the air like a phantom itch over Illyria’s arms. This section seemed even older, even less frequented than the ones they’d been browsing before. Cobwebs draped across shelves and the scent of mildew hung in the air.

At last he paused, squinting up at a high shelf. “Ah, there we are.” He pulled down an ancient ledger bound in cracked leather. Holding it delicately between two fingers, he thrust it toward Illyria. “It’s your problem now.”

She took the heavy tome, suppressing a sneeze as a cloud of dust rose into her face. “Wonderful. Thank you for your help.”

The orc merely grunted and shuffled away, leaving Illyria and Arkenev alone among the shadows and parchment.

“Shall we?” Arkenev gestured to a nearby table, scattered with a few other ledgers that previous visitors had abandoned, as well as a half-eaten pastry that looked like it had been there for at least a day or two. Arkenev plucked it up, gave it a sniff, and set it out of their way.

Illyria nodded and they sat. She had to angle the faded pages to catch the dim light. Her eyes widened as she took in the contents. Detailed sketches depicted the mansion as it must have looked centuries ago, grand and pristine. A vast atrium filled the mansion’s center, stretching up all five stories of the structure to an elegant, geometrically pleasing oculus that allowed sunlight to cascade in and—if Illyria was correct—charted out other celestial occurrences of note on the inlaid design of the flooring. Illyria traced her finger over the intricate drawings, marveling at the craftsmanship and attention to detail.

But as she turned the page, the sketches grew darker, more macabre. The once-grand mansion had been altered by subsequent owners with macabre additions and renovations charted in various building permits that had been approved by Luminara’s council. Finally, past all the the schematics and permits, were records of ownership and sales. It culminated in notes on the final resident: Victor Albemarle.

Illyria’s brows furrowed as she scanned the notes on Victor Albemarle. According to the records, he had purchased the mansion some fifty years prior but then mysteriously vanished not terribly long after. Since his disappearance, no living kin had come forward to claim the property and attempts to contact him had gone unanswered, so ownership had reverted back to the city of Luminara—though they hadn’t done anything with the property since then.

“Curious.” Arkenev tapped the entry with one clawed finger. “Prime piece of real estate like that, abandoned for decades? You’d think someone would have snapped it up, or the city would have auctioned it off.”

Illyria nodded slowly, her mind churning over the possibilities. But before she could posit any of them, the same orc who’d assisted them earlier sidled over. Apparently he’d been more interested in their search than he’d let on.

“Not so strange, once you know the tales,” he said in a gravelly half-whisper. He occupied himself with reshelving books, though it looked like nothing but busywork to Illyria as he leaned in conspiratorially. “Rumor has it old Albemarle got mixed up with some . . . unsavory characters. Dark rituals and forbidden magics, you know the sort. The cultish nonsense that springs up every now and then.”

“Cultish?” Illyria and Arkenev exchanged uneasy glances.

“Mind you, I’d take the rumors with a hearty grain of salt,” he added hastily, clambering back to his feet. “The proud city-state of Luminara has no official stance on the alleged existence or non-existence of any such thing.”

Illyria stared down at the ledger, her earlier unease spreading like a toxin. What had they gotten themselves into?

“Right,” she said briskly. “How does one go about claiming property like this? Abandoned, no heirs, mired in rumor . . .”

The orc paused, scanning the shelves around them before answering. “Ah, well, that’s a tricky business,” he murmured. “Usually one can petition the city for a private sale, but I’m not familiar with the process.”

Arkenev cleared his throat. “Perhaps we should consult an expert. I happen to know someone well-versed in the legal intricacies of Luminara—one of the Amber Group members by the name of Tiberon. He advises my business interests from time to time, as well.”

At this, the orc frowned, shelving one tome with a particularly clamorous thud against the back wall of the shelf. “The Amber Group has a certain reputation, you know. Not all of their investments are on the up-and-up.”

Arkenev smiled thinly. “I assure you, Tiberon is a man of integrity, whatever else the Amber Group is involved with. And besides, we’re not looking to make any investments. We simply want to investigate the property further and see if it would be possible to acquire it.”

The orc grunted noncommittally. “If you say so.”

Illyria hesitated. She’d trusted Arkenev this far, but that sense of unease was only growing. “We’ll proceed with caution,” she said finally. “Any help I can get in securing the mansion would be appreciated.”

The orc looked unconvinced, but said no more. Illyria copied down as many details from the records as she could in her own notebook, then snapped it closed, and cast the ledger a final, lingering gaze. Perhaps it wasn’t worth all this trouble. But her intuition had never led her astray before, and something in the mansion had gotten into her blood—a certainty that this was what she’d risked everything to come to Luminara for.

With the information in hand and a contact to pursue, Illyria and Arkenev took their leave. As they exited the dusty archives, there was an underlying tension in the air, shimmering around Illyria like the skin of a bubble—a mix of excitement for the future, yet wariness of what more it might bring. The mansion had no current owner, which should have been a blessing, but the lack of owner itself was a challenge, as were the rumors that seemed to cling to the mansion like stubborn vines.

Outside of the Archives, a sprawling plaza unfolded before them, a central gathering space amidst the various administrative buildings that kept the tiny city-state of Luminara humming along. The gentle trickle of crowds as they strolled from one building or another created an ambiance that was neither too busy nor too tranquil. At the Archive’s end of the plaza, an ornate fountain sprouted like a bloom, and a handful of workers had gathered around it to share gossip, eat wrapped lunches, or simply enjoy the serenity. A light breeze carried the faint scent of lilacs from nearby gardens.

Illyria inhaled deeply, letting the sweet fragrance clear her mind. As she and Arkenev meandered along the cobblestone paths bordering the plaza, their conversation turned once more to the mysteries of the mansion on the hill.

“The legends do seem awfully foreboding,” said Arkenev. “But I think they present their own opportunity, as well. Imagine the renown that could come of transforming such a dark and dismally storied place into your sanctuary of brightness and learning!”

Illyria smiled slightly. “I like that view of it. But it’ll do me no good if I can’t find a way to persuade the city to sell it to me.” Illyria mentally tallied through the funds she’d prepared for this endeavor—the entirety of her inheritance from her human father, who’d been a moderately successful merchant, as well as every last crown from her pension from the Lyceum. She’d sold off the vast majority of her collected scrolls and magical implements, save for those she thought might be useful to get the shop up and running, and had drained her savings from the original incantations and spellwork she’d offered in a number of scholarly journals. She’d hoped it would be enough, but she hadn’t counted on complicated legal fees on top of it all. Maybe the mansion itself, though, with such a dour reputation, would come at a steep discount. Really, she’d be doing Luminara’s Senate a favor by taking it off their hands.

So she could try to persuade them, at least.

Then an elderly dwarven woman shuffled up to them, her eyes brimming with concern and curiosity. She wore a crocheted shawl over her shoulders despite the delicate spring warmth of the day, a slight tremor in her posture as she drew up before them.

“Name’s Vaela,” the dwarf introduced herself as she nervously clasped her hands together. “I overheard you talking to the archivist about the Albemarle mansion and I wanted to tell you something.” Her voice wavered as if she were unsure of whether or not to share her knowledge, but she eventually spoke up. “It’s no secret that there’s some dark history there.”

Illyria and Arkenev exchanged uneasy glances. The legends were proving harder to dismiss by the minute. But Illyria steeled herself. She had to know the full truth.

“Please, tell us what you know,” Illyria said. She led Vaela to a stone bench in a quiet corner by the burbling fountain.

Vaela settled onto the bench with a weary sigh, smoothing her skirts around her. “I worked in that mansion, for a time,” she began somberly. “As a maid, for the Albemarle family some sixty years back. They seemed like good folk when they moved in, full of hope and grand plans to restore the place to its former glory.”

Vaela’s eyes took on a faraway look, as if gazing back through the decades. “But it wasn’t long before things started happening. Strange noises in the night, belongings gone missing only to reappear in the oddest places. The Albemarles were certain the mansion was haunted, though I never saw any apparitions myself.”

She shook her head ruefully. “But spirits aren’t the only thing one should fear. It was the changes in the Albemarles themselves—the man of the house who’d showed us nothing but kindness and decency became cruel and demanding, and Lady Albemarle was driven to hysterics, night after night, swearing the house was out to get her. Only their youngest daughter seemed unaffected—insisted the house wanted for them all to atone, and then it would let them rest. I left before the season was out, but I hear they . . . parted ways with the mansion some time shortly after, amidst a family tragedy. After what I witnessed become of them, I cannot believe that mansion is free of some malevolent curse.”

Leaning in, Vaela met Illyria’s gaze with sudden intensity. “There’s a curse on that place—that’s what I think. That place chooses its owner. Those it rejects fall under the curse’s sway, and vanish into the shadows of history. Only those capable of breaking the curse will thrive within its walls.”

A chill ran down Illyria’s spine at the dwarf’s ominous words. But she wouldn’t allow superstitious tales to sway her from her dream. She had to believe she could overcome whatever darkness lay within Albemarle mansion.

Could it be a curse, in truth? Not merely the superstitious concept of one, but one woven by a skilled mage. Even the most potent curses were just intricate spellcraft that could be unraveled with the right tools. She would have to craft some sort of talisman or acquire a prism, specialized for curse-breaking. A daunting task, but not impossible.

“Thank you for the warning, Vaela,” Illyria finally replied. “I will proceed with care.”

Illyria’s thoughts drifted back to her time at the Lyceum. She’d mentored countless students over the decades, nurturing their talents on the serene campus that overlooked the shimmering Jeweled Sea, the towers glinting in the violet mists as magic drifted like seaspray on the air. She’d ushered a great many talents to newer heights, but sadly, some, too, had been cut short.

One student, Mireldis, showed exceptional promise. Too much ambition, perhaps. He produced innovative papers on bending the laws of magic to exceed the natural limits on power. A dangerous path that made Illyria uneasy, though his work revealed striking acumen.

Then two of her best students fell ill. Another followed. An insidious sickness spread through the students who’d received the highest marks on Illyria’s examinations, one that even the healers couldn’t diagnose.

But Illyria had her suspicions, confirmed when she persuaded Starweaver Thalendrel to loan her a specially crafted crystal for sniffing out and detecting dark magics being cast. In the depths of night, the moon casting eerie shadows over the campus, Illyria tracked down Mireldis chanting ominously in an abandoned dormitory room, wreathed in tendrils of inky magic that seemed to sap his own vitality even as he shaped it.

Horrified, she realized he was cursing the other students to eliminate his competition. His obsession with power had corrupted him utterly. It took herself and three other instructors to contain Mireldis’ vile curse, and that only with the aid of an enchanted Prism, a rare and costly artifact designed to entrap dark magic.

The memory of that oily, writhing curse magic lingered, impressing upon Illyria the gravity of a true malediction. She shuddered. Breaking a curse woven by a malign power would require great skill and an intricate ritual. But she had to believe it could be done. For now, she had leads to follow on acquiring the mansion, and contacts to pursue.

Steeling herself, Illyria strode purposefully down the lamplit street. She would see her dream realized, no matter the obstacles ahead. The Starlight Sanctum would shine as a beacon of hope in Luminara. She had to believe that, even in the face of old wounds.

After handling a few more meetings with suppliers that afternoon, Illyria parted ways with Arkenev and returned to her hotel, the Cloister, an elegant and understated establishment that had seemed like a modest indulgence to Illyria at first but now struck her as excessive. Warm lantern light glinted off the lobby’s marble walls and accentuated the intricate mosaics adorning the floors. Not for the first time, Illyria mused that she ought to seek out more modest accommodations, especially given the new complications in acquiring a location for her envisioned Sanctum. But for now, she allowed herself to enjoy the comfort. It had been a long day of negotiations and veiled inquiries into the property’s history.

As she entered her room, Illyria’s gaze was immediately drawn to a soft golden envelope resting atop a velvet pillow at the center of her bed. She approached cautiously, noting her name flourished across the front in bold calligraphy. The quality of the stationery and the weight of the paper marked this as no ordinary letter.

With care, she broke the black waxen seal and unfolded the heavy parchment. The contents invited her to a private auction held by the Amber Group, promising it would be full of “intriguing and tantalizing items.” More importantly, it offered a discussion with the sender so that they might come to “mutually beneficial arrangements.” The letter was signed by one Tiberon. Tiberon—the very man Arkenev had suggested they contact about the mansion’s legal intricacies.

It seemed Tiberon had chosen to contact her first. Illyria’s eyebrows knitted together in thought. How had he known of her interest so quickly? And why this cryptic invitation by messenger to a secretive auction? For now, she could only speculate. But it appeared fortune was favoring her, even if the path ahead remained obscured by shadows.

Illyria turned toward the window as dusk fell over Luminara. The skyline glittered with lanterns coming alight, the city transitioning into night, and in the harbor, the lighthouse swept its mournful gaze over them all. She reread the the letter, weighing her next steps. An auction by the Amber Group could open intriguing possibilities—perhaps even provide access to a Prism, that rarest of magical artifacts. Yet there was unease in her heart. Perhaps she was placing far too much weight on this sad, lonely mansion. Perhaps this whole journey was proving to be one folly after another—but what better choice did she have? She could not in good conscience continue with the Lyceum, not that Starweaver Thalendrel would have her back even if she wanted to. And the thought of leaving the magical world behind pained her more than the prospect of dealing with any curse or ghost or anything else possibly could.

As Illyria’s mind churned with questions, a flicker of movement on the street below caught her eye. A lone cloaked figure stood observing her hotel before melting into the shadows. She peered closely, but they were already gone, vanished as quickly as they had appeared.


Chapter
Four



Briar, Jorn, and Caelan stepped into the grand hall of the Amber House, its opulence overwhelming. From a distance, the mansion appeared to be crafted from polished mahogany, but up close, its amber structure shone, lit from within by the fading sunset. Ancient insects and ferns were frozen within the luminous amber, silent witnesses from epochs past. Briar’s eyes were drawn upwards to the central chandelier, a marvel that scattered a golden, warm glow, gilding the gathered guests.

Jorn let out a low whistle at the sight. “Never seen anything like this before. The stories didn’t do it justice.”

Briar nodded, her nerves evident in the way she fidgeted with a jeweled cuff. “I suppose they need to impress. Though it makes me wonder what they’re trying to prove.”

“That they have coin to spare for such frivolities, I’d wager.” Jorn kept his tone light, but his sharp eyes continued assessing.

Briar adjusted the violet silk blouse she wore with its plunging neckline, ruffled at the collar and cuffs, and tucked into leather breeches. A leather corset cinched her waist, and an embroidered wrap skirt covered her legs, the slit at one side revealing the breeches and boots beneath. She’d aimed for a mix of elegance and flair, but felt as if she’d ended up somewhere adrift from both. Briar fidgeted with the engraved silver bracelets at her wrists clad in runes from the Mountain Giant sect, gifts from her mother’s family. Even her loose curls and the dagger at her hip marked her an outsider here.

Jorn gave her an appraising look, amusement crinkling his eyes. “Stop fussing. You look fine.”

“We’ll see about that,” Briar muttered.

You look ready to plunder some noble’s treasure hoard, Captain. I don’t think they see many folk like us here.”

“Good,” she said with a roguish grin. “I like surprising them.”

Caelan appeared at Briar’s side, proffering crystal flutes of a pale pink liquid that he’d swiped from a nearby floating tray. “No better time than one spent among potential marks to work on our sleight of hand.” He flashed a roguish grin.

Briar accepted the drink, its rosewater scent cloyingly sweet. “I prefer a more direct approach to separating the wealthy from their fortunes, but I’ll leave the subtlety to you.”

“Wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Briar took a sip of the rosewater cocktail, nose crinkling at its delicate floral taste. “Well, isn’t this dainty?” She lifted the glass to her face and squinted at it. “Are you sure there’s alcohol in it?”

“Judging by the other guests’ current state,” Caelan said, “one can only hope.”

As she scanned the opulent hall, taking in the attendees in their finery, Briar noticed a half-orc man approaching. His fine suit and neatly-trimmed beard marked him as someone of some means. Briar subtly shifted into a guarded stance, and Jorn did likewise at her side.

“Welcome, welcome,” the man rumbled in a refined baritone. “I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure. Tiberon of the Winterskies.” He extended a hand.

Briar passed her glass to Jorn, and clasped both of Tiberon’s hands in the orcish gesture of greeting. What she lacked in class, she could at least make up for with her knowledge of all the realms. “The name’s Briar. Charmed to make your acquaintance.”

His eyes narrowed, just for a moment. “I don’t recall seeing your name on the invitation list. Are you here accompanying someone?” His words held polite inquiry, but his tone suggested he already suspected otherwise.

“I’m here on my own coin,” Briar said evenly. “I’ve got deep pockets when the prize is worth it.”

“I see.” Tiberon studied her a moment longer, then inclined his head. “Do enjoy the event. If you’ve need of anything, I’m at your service.”

He turned and melted back into the crowd. Briar watched him go, frowning slightly. She hadn’t expected to be recognized here. Word of her exploits hadn’t reached these elite circles, had it?

“Well, that was bracing,” Jorn muttered. “I don’t think he’ll be letting us out of his sight tonight.”

“Indeed.” She held her hand out for the glass she’d handed him. “I’m going to need that.”

“I thought you didn’t care for it?”

“It’s not my usual type, but it’s growing on me.”

Briar took a long, fortifying swig of the rosewater cocktail, letting the subtle sweetness roll over her tongue. Caelan excused himself to mingle, and lighten a few pockets, no doubt. Attendees mingled in small groups, dressed in silks and velvets befitting the upper echelons of society, and Briar couldn’t help but wonder if any of them were members of the Crimson Ledger, as well. This seemed like the Ledger’s kind of crowd: rich, full of themselves, and ripe for the picking. She only hoped her pockets would prove as deep against the likes of these people as she hoped.

Her gaze moved on, and landed on a woman in a beautiful deep navy velvet gown. She looked to be half-elven—Sapphirae, as best as Briar could tell, with silvery hair cascading in curls over one shoulder, and a wry grin perched on elegant lips. Her gown shimmered when she moved, as if threaded through with stardust. The woman was conversing with a portly demon who laughed in booming bursts, and the half-orc who’d introduced himself, Tiberon.

Even from a distance, Briar could sense the woman’s poise and elegance. Most Sapphirae Briar had met were insufferable pricks, but something about this one seemed different. She couldn’t put her finger on what exactly drew her eye. An aura of approachability, perhaps. Or was it those luminous eyes that glittered like stars? They were striking, even from across the room.

Jorn followed her gaze, then gave her a light elbow to the ribs. “Not your usual type, but seems to be growing on you,” he teased in a low voice.

Briar laughed. “Just appreciating the view,” she said lightly, still watching the woman. What business did a Sapphirae have here? Another mystery to unravel.

Jorn smirked knowingly. “Well in that case, I’ll leave you to it. I’m off to collect our charmer before his fingers get too quick for his own good.”

“At least not in public,” Briar teased.

With a bright flush on his cheeks and a parting pat on her shoulder, Jorn slipped into the crowd. Briar’s fingers tightened on her glass. On her own in this den of vultures, but she’d never been one to back down from a challenge. She took another sip, savoring the rosewater.

Growing on her indeed.

Briar straightened her shoulders and smoothed her skirt before sauntering over to the Sapphirae woman, whose companions had similarly departed. Up close, her beauty was even more striking—high cheekbones, full lips, and those glittering eyes. They were a bit like the sky on a clear night at sea, shiny as glass and every bit as sharp.

“Didn’t expect to see one of your kind so far from the cloistered isles,” Briar commented, a playful lilt slipping into her voice that she didn’t intend. Tides, she was out of practice at this.

The woman raised a slender eyebrow, intrigued. “Nor did I expect to encounter a daughter of the sea so deep inland. The tides have brought us both far from home, it seems.”

Her voice was melodic, with a hint of laughter behind the words. Briar found herself instantly at ease, despite her earlier misgivings.

“I’m full of surprises,” Briar said, mouth twisting roguishly. “I’ve even visited those fabled Sapphire Isles a few times, though I don’t suppose I saw them at their best.”

At that, the woman laughed, a sound like chimes in the breeze. “For that, you have my apologies. We Sapphirae have a reputation for being . . . inhospitable hosts.”

“Inhospitable? Is that what we’re calling it?” Briar grinned. “Well, no hard feelings. I’ve learned to take these things in stride.”

Their banter came easily, like a well-rehearsed dance. But beneath the lighthearted words, an undercurrent of connection hummed between them, and Briar found herself leaning in, as if drawn by an invisible tether.

“Briar’s the name. I captain the Defiant.”

“Illyria Moondrop, at your service.” She inclined her head politely.

“Moondrop, is it? Fitting name for one with such captivating eyes.”

Illyria’s laugh was musical. “And you’ve a prickly name for someone so smooth.”

“I’ve found it saves time.”

“And what else might I learn about you to ‘save time’?” Illyria asked, playing along.

Before Briar could respond, though, a loud gong reverberated through the hall, signaling the start of the auction. Briar sighed, giving Illyria an apologetic look. “Duty calls, I’m afraid. But don’t think you’re rid of me yet.”

“I should hope not, Defiant Briar.”

It had been some time since Briar had felt the strange heat rising on her cheeks. “Until we meet again, Illyria Moondrop.”

With a final lingering look, Briar turned and wove through the crowd to find Jorn and Caelan. She found them near the front, where Amber House assistants were handing out delicate paper fans to attendees to signal their bids. Briar took hers gingerly, turning it over in calloused fingers far more accustomed to cutlasses than finery.

“Making friends already?” Jorn asked as she joined them.

“Jealous?” Briar grinned. “Well, it hardly matters now. It’s time for the main event.”

Jorn gave her a knowing look. “It would help if I had a better idea just what you were after here.”

Briar’s lips squashed together. “Always keeping an eye out for goods we can resell at a premium, that’s all.” She hesitated, the lie tasting far too bitter. “I’ll know it when I see it.”

“As you say. Just don’t bankrupt yourself, aye?”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

Their banter was a comfort, easing her nerves. She examined the paper fan, turning it over in her hands. Despite her bravado, doubts gnawed within. If she could secure the Prism, though, she could handle it swiftly, all without ever letting Jorn worry.

The gong rang again, quieting the crowd.

A hush fell over the crowd as the first item was presented: an iridescent phoenix feather in crimson and gold, procured from a nest in the Ognn Mountains. The auctioneer extolled its restorative properties in grandiose terms. Briar tuned him out, gaze drifting back to Illyria, but her sight of the woman was quickly lost in the frenzied bidding that transpired. Five thousand crowns, seven—Briar had worried this group might be too rich for her blood, and it seemed frightfully likely now. A trickle of sweat ran between her shoulder blades as the first round of bidding wrapped up.

The items continued in succession, each more fantastical than the last. A mermaid’s comb of pearl and coral. A Borzhes painting of the late King Vromar of Drakondale. The Amber House reminded all the attendees that they procured only the most meticulously authenticated goods and magical artifacts, listing pedigrees, provenances, proofs in endless succession.

“You’d think they were auctioning off the bloody Crown Jewels, the way they go on,” Briar muttered. When would the damned Prism come up?

Jorn smiled, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “I know that look, Captain. You’re scheming something fierce.”

“Might be.”

“Esteemed guests of the Amber House,” the auctioneer intoned, and a frisson of excitement ran down Briar’s limbs. The lights in the hall dimmed, and an assistant carried a velvet pillow onto the stage. Upon it lay an object no bigger than a fist, yet it seemed to contain an entire galaxy within its crystalline structure. Instantly its radiance captivated every gaze, casting vibrant rainbows upon the walls. Its luminosity was hypnotic, almost intoxicating. Murmurs of awe rippled through the crowd.

“Forged by no fewer than thirty great artificers of the lightweaving tradition,” the auctioner proclaimed, “this prism holds unmatched power in neutralizing curses and dark magic. Intricate ensorcelled mirrors are etched with woven spells within, designed to capture and reflect curses inward upon themselves until they unravel completely. The resources and mastery required in their creation make them extraordinarily rare.”

Briar’s breath caught, hanging on his every word. The paper fan crinkled in her grip, and Jorn cast her a sideways glance, brow furrowed. She knew he didn’t grasp her desperation for the prism, but she couldn’t explain, not yet. Shame twisted within her.

The auctioneer continued elaborating on the prism’s history and significance. Briar shifted her weight between feet, barely able to contain her eagerness as the start of bidding loomed. Her entire body thrummed with anticipation. If only fate would grant her this one mercy.

The auctioneer gestured to the glowing prism. “We shall start the bidding at five thousand crowns. Do I have an opening bid?”

A flurry of fans shot up from all corners of the opulent hall. Briar kept her eyes peeled, observing her competitors, fan lowered for now—she’d wait until the chaff sorted themselves out. There was an elderly woman decked out in a riotous blend of different gemstones, and an Emberforged elven man, the fiery marks on his arms aglow. Briar scrutinized each bidder, gauging their determination and means.

As the bids flew, Briar chewed her lip. Ten thousand crowns. Fifteen thousand. By the time it reached forty thousand, the competition had thinned out considerably, and Briar put in her fan, only to swiftly be topped with fifty thousand—from none other than Illyria, the half-elf she’d been flirting with earlier. Briar swore under her breath, but kept in the running whenever the auctioneer began to count down.

Seventy thousand crowns. Ninety. They rolled into the hundreds of thousands, and the pit in Briar’s stomach grew. Only Briar and Illyria persisted, and when Briar offered up two hundred thousand, it was with shaking hands.

“Two hundred fifty,” Illyria said.

The crowd’s murmurs swelled, but somehow, Briar heard “three hundred thousand” echo from her lips. She couldn’t think of the last time they’d sold a single piece of bounty for that much. Sometimes an entire journey’s haul came in well under it. But it was still within her savings—the Prism was worth it.

Three hundred twenty, three hundred fifty thousand. With each bid Illyria’s slate-grey features hardened, meeting Briar’s glare. Briar’s knuckles whitened around her fan as fury mounted. No mere trinket collector, Illyria clearly grasped the prism’s significance like Briar did. What need did she have of its power? Jorn cast Briar a worried look, but she shook her head firmly. She would find a way. Briar’s heart pounded thunderously in her ears. She could not fail, not when she was so close . . .

“Four hundred thousand crowns,” she called out, her voice booming through the grand hall.

A collective gasp rippled through the crowd. Briar stood tall, chin raised in defiance as all eyes turned to her. This staggering sum would deplete nearly all of her savings scattered in the nearest ports, but she had faith that her crew could rebuild their coffers in time. They always found a way.

Illyria’s eyes narrowed, her lips drawn in a tight line. For a moment, it seemed she might actually concede. A flicker of hope stirred in Briar’s chest.

But then Illyria leaned down to confer with Tiberon, the Amber House man who’d confronted Briar earlier, their voices hushed. After a brief exchange, Illyria turned back to the auctioneer—but her gaze landed squarely on Briar.

“Five hundred thousand crowns,” Illyria announced coolly.

The words slammed into Briar like a crashing wave. She felt the color drain from her face. That was a sum she could not match, not even by emptying every last coin from her coffers.

Numbness seeped through her as the reality set in. This was a blow she could not recover from. The auctioneer’s gavel pounded with finality, granting the prism to Illyria.

Briar stood frozen, despair threatening to swallow her. She had gambled everything for this one chance to save her family, and lost. Around her, the crowds murmured excitedly about the evening’s highest bid. But inside, Briar crumbled, grief ravaging her heart. She barely noticed as Jorn gently guided her aside, his touch anchoring her while her world spun out of control.

Briar blinked back the sting of tears, clenching her fists. She would not show weakness here, not in front of these strangers. But the anguish must have shown on her face, for Jorn wrapped a steadying arm around her shoulders.

“We’ll find another way,” he murmured. “I promise you, we’ll figure this out.”

His words were meant to comfort, but they only stoked the fires of Briar’s frustration. Another way? There was no other way. The prism was the only chance she had to reverse the curse’s creeping march.

Across the hall, Briar spotted Illyria accepting congratulations on her victory, the glimmering prism now in her slender hands. Red-hot fury blazed through Briar, momentarily chasing back the grief. She ripped away from Jorn and stormed across the hall, the crowds hastily parting before her towering frame.

Illyria turned at her approach, surprise flickering across her face. Behind her, Tiberon tensed, as if ready to intervene.

“What could you possibly want with the prism?” Briar demanded. She knew her voice was rising, but she didn’t care anymore about propriety—as if she ever had.

Illyria’s expression turned icy. “My reasons are not your concern.”

“Like hell they aren’t! If you mean to damn me, then at least have the courage to—” Her voice broke, raw emotion choking her words.

It was too much. She’d already revealed too great a weakness just by coming here tonight, then by bidding so foolishly like she had. And now one setback, and here she was nearly spilling everything to an utter stranger. Briar bit down on her tongue until she tasted copper.

Illyria’s gaze softened, just a fraction. Briar thought she saw a glimmer of understanding there. But then Tiberon stepped forward, inserting himself between the two women.

“Mistress Moondrop has no obligation to explain herself to you. I’m sorry, miss—Briar, was it? Perhaps you’d best step outside to clear your head.”

To Briar’s fury, Illyria did not contradict him. Her eyes bored into Illyria’s, willing the woman to relent, to offer some explanation, some hope.

Jorn arrived then, grasping Briar’s arm. “Come. There’s nothing more we can do here.”

He was right, of course. But Briar had never been good at dealing with an adversary she couldn’t take in a proper fight.

As they moved through the crowds, feverish tingles rippled across her skin. An onset—a warning. She shuddered, fresh despair threatening to crush what little spirit she had left.

They had failed. And now Briar would pay the price.


Chapter
Five



Illyria stood once more before the looming mansion, its shadow falling over her like a shroud. Mid-afternoon sun slanted down past the building’s turreted façade, warming the air, but the building’s presence felt ominous. A chill clung to the ancient stones with a stubbornness that the day couldn’t scrub away.

She clutched the provisional permit tightly, the paper and the rights it granted her feeling as fragile as a spider’s web. Tiberon and the Amber Group he worked with had proven quite eager to invest in her venture—helping her secure not only the Celestial Prism to alleviate whatever foul curse plagued the estate, but putting up additional funds for transforming the mansion and establishing relationships with suppliers for the shop. Tiberon’s aid and his connections within the Luminaran Senate had secured her the provisional permit, and it was just the chance she needed to transform the mansion into her alchemical shop and magic atelier. The Luminaran Senate would make their final judgement on selling her the mansion pending a thorough review of the property’s records, but for now, the creaking old ruins were hers to begin renovating. She was determined to prove to the Senate, her new investors, and everyone else that she could spin that fragile web into something grander.

She inhaled deeply, taking in the earthy scent of possibility. Guilt still gnawed at her over her victory in the auction. The Sea Serpents pirate woman, Briar, had clearly wanted the Celestial Prism desperately for some specific purpose—not mere vain possession, like so many of the other bidders had. She could still picture Briar’s crestfallen face, those dark eyes brimming with loss. What had she needed the Prism for so badly? Had she robbed the woman of her only hope?

But Illyria couldn’t let it weigh on her. She carefully tucked the permit back into her satchel, and grazed the wrought iron gates with her fingertips. She was entangling her dreamed-of Sanctum’s fate with others’ fortunes, now, and she couldn’t let them down. She would make the mansion into a sanctuary for magic and alchemy—a place where all were welcome, outcast or aristocrat. She only hoped the pirate woman and those like her might understand in time.

Illyria turned to the two artisans she’d arranged to accompany her for her initial inspection of the mansion. “Right, then!” Illyria rubbed her hands together, a nervous habit. “Shall we get to work?”

First was Thalia Strider, stout as the Ognn Mountains she hailed from, her silver-threaded hair woven with charms that clinked when she moved. Thalia’s keen eyes missed nothing as she scrutinized the mansion’s façade. She came highly recommended for her expertise in structural engineering and architectural renovations, maintaining a building’s essence while modernizing it to current standards for occupancy and magical refinement.

At Thalia’s side stood Eren Fairwind, an eccentric Viridelf woodworker. He towered over them, pale as birch bark, his hair the color of sun-bleached straw. Like most Viridelves, he hailed from the Wildwoods of Aeloria, but Eren had spent years wandering beyond their reaches, integrating the diverse cultures he encountered into his craft. Though he still moved with the wild, untamed grace Illyria had noted in other Viridelves she’d encountered, it seemed his time away from the Wildwoods had sanded down some of his sharper edges, and those that remained, Illyria couldn’t help but admire.

Eren nodded, hefting his toolkit over one shoulder. Thalia swept an appraising gaze over the mansion and grinned. “Lead the way.”

Illyria took a deep breath, then pushed the creaking iron gates open. This time, she allowed none of her earlier trepidation to seep into her movements as she climbed the steps onto the broad porch. Any thready sounds of movement, magic, whispers were only a part of the house’s charm, she told herself, and what she couldn’t tame herself, the Prism would help contain. This was the Starlight Sanctum, now. She only had to show that to the rest of the world. And her work to do so began today.

The heavy wooden double doors resisted for only a moment before surrendering to her palms with weary groans and a faint splintering noise. Illyria cringed. It would seem the intricate sylvan pattern carved across their surfaces in bas relief would need some repairing. But that’s what Eren was here for.

The sprawling atrium captured their attention first, reaching up five stories overhead. Sunbeams streamed through the oculus, scattering dust motes over the mosaic tile floors now dulled by grime. Shadows clung to the edges of the open space, hinting at the mansion’s many mysteries.

But it had promise. It was even more beautiful than the architectural schematics in the Archives had hinted at, despite the disrepair. Illyria’s lashes fanned shut, and she pictured it transformed—the balconies that ringed the atrium would be adorned with shelves bowing under the weight of magical tomes and artifacts. Sunlight would catch on vials of shimmering potions and elixirs. Customers would mill about all through the day, marveling at the wares.

“Good bones,” Thalia remarked, testing a stone column with her calloused hand. “Whoever designed this place knew their craft. Pity it’s fallen to disuse.”

Eren tilted his head back, observing the streams of light playing across the atrium through the oculus. “The trees sing of this place. Their branches remember when it was alive with music and laughter.”

“Well then,” she said, “let’s see if we can’t bring some of that life back into these old walls, shall we?”

The three continued onward, their footfalls echoing across the empty expanse.

As they moved from the atrium to the great hall, Illyria’s mind raced ahead, envisioning the bustling bazaar she hoped to build here. The grand staircase sweeping down to the atrium could host demonstrations of alchemical arts, conjuring shimmering illusions for gathered crowds. She could grant vendors their own stalls in the alcoves off the main hall, peddling enchanted jewelry, mystical ingredients, even snacks and beverages for patrons. She could almost hear the steady foot traffic, smell the mingling scents of incense and potion ingredients.

Thalia paused, running an appraising hand along a section of wall. “The stonework here is quite sound. I believe we could reinforce this wing and convert it into a potions laboratory and workroom for you.”

“That would be perfect,” Illyria said. Nearby, Eren nodded approvingly, no doubt picturing the wooden shelving he could craft.

Illyria peeked in the cracks between another wide set of double doors, and was greeted with the earthy scents of a conservatory. It looked more like the Wildwoods right now, but it would be the perfect space for a café. Sunlight streaming through the arched glass ceiling, dappling the tiled floors with leafy patterns . . .

Thalia paused, scrutinizing a section of wall. She ran her fingers along the stone, nodding to herself. “The load-bearing walls over here check out. We could open up some of the interior partitions without compromising structural integrity.”

Illyria beamed, buoyed by the dwarf’s confidence. Thalia and Eren discussed structural improvements and layouts, Eren interjecting with potential woodwork and furnishing ideas. Despite the mansion’s current state of disrepair, its potential was readily apparent to all three of them.

Illyria felt a swell of hope in her chest. Perhaps this venture would work out after all. With the right renovations and some clever magic worked into the design, this place could become the sanctuary of magical knowledge she envisioned. A place where all were welcome to share in discovery.

Illyria’s optimism dimmed, however, as they ventured deeper into the mansion. Strange noises and odd shadows put her on edge. She thought she caught a whiff of sulfur at one point, then rotting flowers the next.

Illyria’s musings were interrupted by Eren abruptly stopping in front of her. “The wood whispers even louder here,” he murmured. “Dire whispers. Dour.”

Thalia paused her inspection of the stonework, glancing over. “I don’t know about dour, but . . . I did hear something.” She hesitated, casting an anxious glance toward Illyria. “A whisper on the edge of hearing. Like a—a breeze.”

Illyria frowned, straining her ears but picking up nothing. Still, she felt a prickle on the back of her neck, as if she were being watched. She peered into the gloomy corners of the conservatory but saw only rotted vines coiled tight around the conservatory’s bones.

Eren trailed his fingers along the wall. “Restless,” he murmured. “Echoes of past pain.”

Thalia nodded sagely. “Aye. This place has known suffering.” She turned to Illyria. “But we’ll change that, won’t we? Breathe new life into these old bones.”

Illyria straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin. “Yes. The past may haunt this place, but from now on, it will be filled with light.”

She tightened her grip on her notebook, reminding herself of the power she now possessed in the Celestial Prism. Whatever darkness lurked here, she could face it. Still, the uneasy ambience persisted. Eren and Thalia glanced around warily as well.

A skittering sounded behind her, making her whirl around. Surely just a—a squirrel, raccoon, some unwelcome vermin, but a perfectly mundane one.

“It’s probably just critters who’ve made this place their home,” Illyria said aloud. “Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve dealt with a rodent infestation!”

She forced a laugh, trying to dispel the tension.

Illyria nodded. “Yes, exactly. Perfectly normal sources for odd noises and smells in an abandoned building.”

Even so, the hairs on the back of her neck wouldn’t lie flat. Something about this place felt . . . watchful.

“Well, well, what have we here?” Eren said.

Towards the back of the conservatory, a makeshift forge and workbench had been set up, tools scattered around it, and an odd assortment of scrap metal lay strewn about.

“Could be squatters,” Thalia said. “Leaving their things behind. I like that explanation much better than ghosts. Or even rats, for that matter.”

“I don’t think we’re necessarily free of the rat hypothesis just yet. But it certainly looks like someone was working here,” Illyria said, her voice a soft whisper in the stillness of the conservatory.

Eren nodded slowly, his bright green eyes scanning the area. “Whoever it was must have been quite skilled.” He reached for a nearby hammer, testing its weight before setting it back down.

“The smell of charcoal is still in the air,” Thalia noted, her nose wrinkled in distaste. “Someone was here recently.”

Their unease dissolved into laughter as they poked through the abandoned setup. The craftsmanship on the tools was superb—clearly no amateur had worked here.

Thalia hefted a hammer, inspecting the metalwork. “I’d love to meet the smith who forged these beauties. This is quality Emberforged steel.”

Eren held up a battered kettle. “Maybe they’ll stay on to help rebuild! Extra hands are always useful.”

“Unless it’s just the squirrels again,” Illyria teased. “And they have a fondness for hoarding blacksmith’s tools.”

Thalia’s laugh boomed out. “Have you got any spells for banishing the furry unwanted?”

“I’m sure I can concoct something.”

The whispers seemed to retreat as they laughed, the oppressive weight in the air lessening slightly. Illyria allowed herself a small smile. Whatever secrets this mansion held, she would uncover them in time, but with each reasonable explanation they devised, the mansion felt a little less ominous.

“Where to next?” Eren asked.

Illyria considered their options. There was so much to explore still. “I’m going to check the upper floors,” she decided. “I want to see if any of the old living quarters could work for my studio.”

Illyria let her companions drift apart to continue studying the main floor as she made her way up an ornate staircase, its marble steps worn smooth by centuries of feet. On the top floor, she paused by a solarium filled with murky light filtering through dust-clouded windows. Strange shadows seemed to flit at the edge of her vision, but she pressed onward, surveying with as impartial an eye as she could muster the high-ceilinged rooms, each one so different from all the others.

The architecture made no sense. In rooms where she’d expected windows, she was confronted with flat walls; rooms that should have been spacious had been partitioned into cell-like chambers. She trailed her fingers over peeling wallpaper and rotting woodwork that looked like it had weathered a flood, yet she knew the floor immediately below it was dry as bone.

Passing one room, Illyria heard a faint scratching sound from within, and she scampered past, not keen to face whatever rodents, squatters, or other creatures had taken up residence. Instead, she backed herself into the room opposite. But she couldn’t help but feel a sense of unease the deeper she stepped into this new room, the air thick with a musty scent. The temperature dropped noticeably around her, prickling gooseflesh on her arms. Her breath misted in front of her face, and the very air seemed saturated with the scent of dormant magics best left undisturbed.

“Hello?” Illyria said softly—nonsensically, she knew. But the chamber seemed to swallow up her words. There was no furniture inside it, only a multifaceted set of walls—an octagon or even more faces, she couldn’t be sure.

Then she crossed the center of the flooring, and intricate sigils of silver and azure glimmered from the carved floor. Their pattern raced toward a stone alcove set into the far wall, as if something had been switched on. Heart pounding, Illyria moved toward the alcove, and she reached out to brush her fingers over a collection of items nestled within the niche—a dagger, a scroll bound in leather, an amulet on a delicate chain.

It was a mistake.

The moment her skin made contact, she gasped, and a chilly spike of memory shot through her.

The air was heavy with the smell of incense, and the floor beneath her feet felt like it was shifting and writhing. Faint whispers coiled around her, seemingly coming from everywhere. Bloodstained altars shimmered in eerie candlelight while chants rose up from dark hoods. Screams of agony echoed off the stones. An image of a bouquet of flowers, withering and rotting with impossible speed—The stench of sulfur, and some foul potion bubbling beneath it⁠—

Illyria yanked her hand back, stumbling away from the alcove. The sigils on the floor seemed to be pulsing with a new energy, the silver and azure light growing stronger with each passing second. She couldn’t shake the memory that had just assaulted her mind, the images of dark rituals and sacrificial offerings.

She gasped for air, her heart pounding as if it would burst from her chest. The vision had been so vivid that she could still feel the oppressive weight of hatred, pain, despair, and rage that permeated it. Illyria tried to steady her breathing and calm her racing heart, but the memories burned, an indelible stain on her thoughts.

What had happened in this room? Who were the shadowy figures she’d glimpsed, their chants still ringing in her ears? She had more questions now than before, but one thing was certain—this mansion had borne witness to evils beyond her worst imaginings.

Illyria took a deep breath to steady herself, then turned and strode from the chamber with renewed purpose. She had come here to claim this place and establish her shop, her vision of unity. The things she had witnessed only strengthened her resolve.

As she descended the grand staircase, she caught sight of Thalia and Eren chatting in the conservatory. She quickened her pace, eager to join her companions and share her plans to cleanse the mansion.

But as she entered the sunlit conservatory, the words died on her lips. Thalia and Eren were not alone.

Before them stood a tall, imposing woman with jet-black hair set against pallid grey skin, and eyes like freshly spilled blood. Her presence seemed to leech the very warmth from the air. Beside her loomed a burly man with arms thicker than Illyria’s waist, his face brutish and twisted with the kind of snarl that suggested he’d forgotten how to unsneer it.

“Well, well,” purred the woman in red. “Here’s the woman herself. Perhaps she can be more forthcoming with answers. You are Illyria Moondrop, I presume? I wanted to see this venture of yours for myself.”

Illyria straightened her shoulders. “And you are?”

The woman smiled, showing too many teeth. “Vespera Crimsonblade, at your service. I lead the Crimson Ledger here in Luminara.” Her voice was smooth as silk, yet sharp as a dagger. “I understand you’ll be peddling some very rare magical wares.”

Illyria tensed, instantly on guard. She’d never met this Vespera before, but she’d heard mention of the Crimson Ledger when she was speaking with Tiberon and Arkenev. A merchant’s guild, according to them, though their description seemed to barely rate them above the likes of organized criminals.

“And what of it?” Illyria asked lightly, moving closer to Thalia and Eren. She kept her tone casual, but her senses remained heightened, watching the intruders for any sudden movements.

Vespera smiled, the expression not reaching her eyes. “I make it my business to know everyone conducting arcane affairs in this city. I heard you were starting a new venture in magical trade and I hoped to learn more.”

“Perhaps another time,” Illyria said dismissively. “I’m quite busy at the moment, as you can see. But I’ll be sure to let the Crimson Ledger know if I need anything.”

Vespera’s smile faded, her ruby eyes flashing. “I don’t think you understand how things work around here,” she said, her voice low and dangerous. “The Crimson Ledger has interests in every aspect of trade in Luminara. We like to vet any new businesses, especially those dealing in such rare commodities.”

Illyria bristled, standing up straighter. This woman waltzed in here acting like she owned the place, implying threats if Illyria didn’t play by her rules. But Illyria had faced down far more frightful creatures—three-headed manticores, the Singing Blade of Sorrows, and even Starweaver Thalendrel and the tenure committee at the Lyceum. She would not be intimidated.

“I appreciate your concern,” Illyria said coolly, “but I have matters well in hand. My investors have already been secured, and my temporary permits approved to begin work.” She gestured around the grand foyer. “As you can see, I’m rather busy overseeing construction. So, unless you’re offering to pick up a hammer and get to work—we do seem to have a few spares . . .”

Vespera stepped closer, eyes flashing. “You have no idea who you’re dealing with,” she hissed. “The Crimson Ledger has connections across all the realms. We can make things very difficult for you if we so choose.”

“Then it would seem you have your hands full plenty without worrying about my humble affairs. Now please leave, before I summon the city guard to escort you out.”

Vespera’s lip curled in a sneer. For a moment, Illyria thought she might lash out, and found herself reaching in the back of her mind for the beginnings of a warding spell to try to soften the blow. But then Vespera took a breath, smoothing her features.

“Very well,” she said evenly. “I can see I’ve overstayed my welcome.” She snapped her fingers at her hulking muscleman, who had been looming nearby looking quite eager to wreck something, provided he could find anything in the mansion that wasn’t already wrecked. “Come, we’re leaving.”

As the man lumbered after Vespera, she paused at the door. Looking over her shoulder, she fixed Illyria with those chilling red eyes.

“This isn’t over,” she promised softly. “I’ll be keeping an eye on you and this little venture of yours. Mind that your ambition doesn’t outgrow your station.”

Then she swept out into the street, her man at her heels.

Illyria let out a shaky breath, the half-formed warding spell dissipating. Beside her, Thalia and Eren looked shaken.

“By the stones, what was that about?” Thalia asked. “Seems you’ve already made an enemy here.”

Illyria waved a hand, affecting nonchalance as best she could. “It’s nothing. Just a petty criminal trying to throw her weight around.”

Inside, though, nerves twisted her stomach. She knew well the kinds of trouble organized crime could cause, especially for a new business like hers. But she couldn’t let Thalia and Eren see her worry.

“Now, where were we?” she said briskly. “I believe you were saying something about reinforcing the western walls, Thalia?”

The dwarf gave her a look that said she saw right through Illyria’s bravado. But she allowed the distraction. “Aye, the masonry’s crumbling a bit there . . .”

As Thalia launched into structural analysis, Illyria only half-listened. Vespera’s threat echoed in her mind. And those baleful red eyes . . . Illyria suppressed another shiver. The people at the Amber House had hinted at the Crimson Ledger’s reach in almost every aspect of Luminara’s economy—every trade and every business living or dying at the whims of their investments, or lack thereof. Making a run on a commodity to raise its price, or flooding the market to lower it, all on some petty whim to toy with their adversaries and detractors.

Yet despite her disquiet, determination flooded Illyria’s veins. She would not be cowed by the likes of Vespera Crimsonblade. Her dreams for this place were too important.

Illyria gazed around the decrepit foyer, picturing it restored to grace. Sunlight dancing across polished floors, shelves bowed under the weight of magical tomes and artifacts. A place of wonder, open to all who sought knowledge—all who sought it. Not only those deemed worthy by the Lyceum’s rigid standards. Not only those the Crimson Ledger permitted to afford it. She had compromised her principles once, bowing to the Lyceum’s strictures, coveting magic like a rare gem that only the Sapphirae, or those laden with coin, could afford. But no more. From here on, she would walk the path of integrity. Vespera and her thugs did not frighten Illyria.

No, she realized with quiet surprise. Whether it was cursed mansions, mystery tenants, or cutthroat merchants, Illyria wasn’t afraid at all.


Chapter
Six



Briar wove through the marketplace, the tableau that usually was one of her favorites in Luminara now just another tedious task for her to handle. Some merchants waved their hands, conjuring showers of sparks to entertain potential customers. Others whispered incantations, making their wares float gracefully through the air. But Briar had no time for such performances today. She was a woman on a mission.

She’d already exhausted most of her contacts here in the city in her search for another Prism, all to no avail. Her crew certainly enjoyed the extra time ashore, but their funds would not last much longer. Briar thought of Jorn, her stalwart first mate, and the question he had posed about their long-term plans. She still had no solid answer for him, and it needled at her.

Snippets of conversation reached Briar’s ears as she walked. Many centered around the new magic shop being built by an upstart elf—none other than Illyria Moondrop, the woman who had outbid Briar at auction for the Celestial Prism. She gritted her teeth and hurried on past.

Briar inhaled the scent of exotic spices and incense that mingled in the cool evening air. Getting worked up about it, though, wouldn’t aid her cause. She had to stay focused. Another Celestial Prism existed somewhere—it had to. The bracelet on her wrist glimmered again, as if sensing her determination. She would not leave Luminara empty-handed.

A sudden commotion drew Briar from her thoughts. To her right, a group of merchants were loudly arguing with customs agents—and where there were tedious customs agents, Briar had long since learned the Crimson Ledger was rarely far behind.

“You can’t keep tacking on extra fees for no reason!” one merchant shouted, face reddening.

“Our contract stated the agreed-upon price,” added another. “Yet our shipments are continuously delayed unless we pay more.”

The agents stood stoically amidst the uproar. Briar gritted her teeth. She was all too familiar with their manipulative tactics.

“Please. I need them for my shop opening!” a familiar voice rang out—clear and gentle as a bell, but cutting through the commotion nonetheless.

Briar’s eyes darted through the crowd and landed on Illyria Moondrop herself. The half-elf woman’s fists were clenched, her eyes ablaze. As their gazes locked, recognition flashed in Illyria’s eyes.

Briar hesitated, conflicting emotions swirling within her. This woman had snatched the Celestial Prism right out of her grasp, dashing her hopes. Yet now Illyria found herself at odds with the same corrupt powers that had long been Briar’s enemies.

An idea formed in Briar’s mind. Perhaps this chance encounter could prove fortuitous after all. She would play nice, for now. There were always possibilities to exploit when old foes shared new foes.

With feigned casualness, Briar sauntered up to Illyria. “Fancy seeing you here, Miss Moondrop,” Briar said, a sardonic lilt to her voice. “Sounds like your shipments are hitting some troubled waters.”

Illyria’s eyes flashed, though she otherwise kept her expression neutral. “Indeed. Though I suspect you’re no stranger to such obstacles yourself, Captain.”

The two women eyed each other tensely. Around them, the argument raged on, but neither paid it any mind, focused only on each other. Then, abruptly, Briar changed tacks. She leaned in, lowering her voice conspiratorially.

“Let me guess. Crimson Ledger,” she said. “If you truly need assistance liberating your cargo, I might be persuaded to help. For a price, of course.”

Illyria arched one cool eyebrow, and her guarded expression softened, just a fraction. “While I appreciate the offer, Captain, you surely know I’m not going to pay you with the Prism. So what’s in it for you?” she asked, though not unkindly. “Why help me now?”

Briar flashed a roguish grin. “Let’s just say that when it comes to the Crimson Ledger, I’m not above exploiting a potential new ally.”

Illyria paused, considering. Finally, she nodded slowly. “Very well,” she said. “Perhaps we can discuss this further.” She tipped her head in the direction of a colorfully lit market stall. “Over tea, even.”

A glint of interest flickered in Briar’s eyes and her smile widened. “It would be my pleasure.”

The two women made their way through the crowded marketplace, weaving between merchants hawking enchanted wares and customers haggling for lower prices. They soon arrived at the tea stall, festooned with strings of glowing lanterns that bathed everything in a kaleidoscope of colors.

Briar inhaled deeply as they took their seats, the aroma of exotic teas and spices filling her senses. “I’ve always liked this place,” she remarked. “They brew the most interesting concoctions here.”

Illyria’s eyes crinkled with amusement. “I should hope so. They’ve got the theatricality, to be sure.”

“For once, it holds up. You get the right blends from the Many Peaks Surging Skyward or the Castaways, and you’re in for quite the treat.”

A server approached and they placed their orders: an earthy pu-erh tea for Illyria, and a citrusy blend for Briar. As they waited, an awkward silence descended. Briar cleared her throat.

“So, about the Crimson Ledger,” she began. “They love this tactic, returning shipments to their origin to drive up prices and give a good rattle to folks they don’t care for. If you ask me, it’d be easier to mark the cargo as surrendered, then you can arrange for a shipping agent of your choice—that’d be me—to negotiate fetching it from where it was sent back to. Then it can get resent under different paperwork, also conveyed by your agent of choice.”

Illyria listened intently, her expression thoughtful. When Briar finished, she inclined her head. “That sounds like an awful lot of steps just to get around some unscrupulous customs agents.”

“Oh, it is. It’s that or bribe ‘em more than whatever the Ledger’s paying ‘em, but that can be an even pricier undertaking, trust me.”

“Impressive. I’ll take it under consideration, then, while my business man, Arkenev, looks into his avenues as well.” She took a slow sip of her tea. “Though I must wonder what your stake is in all of this.”

Briar’s mouth quirked wryly. “Let’s just say I have my reasons for opposing the Ledger at every turn.”

Illyria’s eyes glinted with interest. “I can respect that. We all have our secrets.” She set down her teacup with a soft clink. “Speaking of, I’d love to hear more about your adventures aboard the Defiant. Your reputation precedes you, Captain.”

Briar grinned, leaning back in her chair. “Well, there’s a terrifying thought.”

Illyria shook her head with a light bounce of long, wavy locks around her shoulders. Like a veil of stars, Briar caught herself thinking, with an embarrassing warmth spreading through her chest. She had to admit, there was something about Illyria that drew her in; something that made her want to share more than just her adventures on the Defiant. Briar cleared her throat, trying to focus on the conversation at hand.

“I’m sure you have the most fascinating tales.”

“If I didn’t, then I wouldn’t be doing it right.” Briar cast her thoughts back. “Let’s see, what’s one polite enough for an elven lady like yourself . . .”

“Oh, I’m only half-elf. And I’m hardly polite.” Illyria smiled thinly. “Just ask anyone on the Sapphire Isles.”

Briar laughed brightly at that. “All right, here’s one. It all started when I decided to take the Defiant south,” Briar began, her face lighting up with excitement. “We set sail for the Southern Reaches, and I knew right away we were in for a wild ride. The winds whipped our sails and our crew cheered as we traversed the open sea.” She paused, gazing nostalgically into the distance. “We didn’t expect to run into any trouble so far from land, but that’s when we sighted a vessel bearing a strange banner. We knew right away they weren’t friendly.”

Illyria nodded, studying Briar’s face with rapt fascination. “What happened then?” she prompted eagerly.

Briar smiled wryly. “They called us out to surrender since their ship was larger than ours. We did what any sensible pirate would do—we laughed at their demand and retaliated with a volley of cannon fire!”

Illyria laughed in disbelief at Briar’s audacity, but Briar continued undaunted. “It was a fierce battle; swords clashed and smoke filled the air as our crews fought valiantly for their ship—but in the end, we emerged victorious! We hoisted the Defiant’s banner high on the mast and headed back home with tales of glory to tell.”

She ended her story with a flourish, punctuating it with an exaggerated bow as Illyria applauded appreciatively, her laughter twinkling like a cascade of bells.

“An impressive feat indeed,” Illyria said. “You’re quite an adventurer, Captain.”

Briar grinned sheepishly and waved off the praise. “Just doing my job.”

“Of course, it wasn’t all smooth sailing,” Briar continued. “We had a spot of trouble with a sea serpent who took exception to us traversing her waters.”

“A sea serpent?” Illyria echoed. “Goodness, how ever did you manage to evade it?”

“With quick thinking and quicker feet! Or fins, rather. We had an amphibian first mate at the time, goes by Gill. He dove straight overboard and led the serpent on a merry chase while we raised anchor and hightailed it out of there.”

Briar mimed someone diving off a ship with a dramatic sweep of her arm.

Illyria chuckled. “How very brave of him! Though I can’t imagine your crew was pleased to leave him behind.”

“Oh, Gill’s a slippery one. We got into port and he was already on the docks waiting for us, waving like we were long-lost loves returning from sea.”

Briar took a long draught of her tea, savoring the memories. Across from her, Illyria’s smile was warm and intrigued. For a moment, Briar could pretend there was no curse, no rivalry—just two adventurers swapping stories over tea.

“You certainly have a knack for adventure,” Illyria said with admiration. “Was that what put you at odds with the Crimson Ledger? There’s certainly no love lost there, it seems.”

Briar’s smile faded as she nodded. “Oh, indeed. Those ghouls have been the bane of my existence since I first set sail. It was just after I had purchased my first boat that they first approached me—offering me a spot in their ranks if I wanted it.”

Illyra furrowed her brows in confusion. “Why would they offer you such a thing?”

Briar shrugged. “I was young, but I was already carvin’ a space for myself to stand out in the sea of nobodies.” She paused for a sip of tea before continuing her story. “I wanted to prove that I could do more than just steal ships—so I’d set off to find the infamous pearldiver naga of the Castaways and reached a trade agreement to secure a steady stream of moondrop pearls. Not a soul other than me had ever pulled it off to the level I did then.”

Briar sighed before continuing. “It was a real shame, what happened next. As soon as I’d secured the agreement with the naga, the Ledger sent their own envoys to try and get their own agreement. When that didn’t work and the guys got sent back chopped up worse’n clam meat, they decided to use their pull with the dock customs to tie up my shipment in paperwork for alleged smuggling.”

Illyria shook her head in disbelief. “Vile.”

“It gets worse,” Briar said darkly. “When I refused to cooperate with them, they released a rumor about me being a pirate—which of course only incites more trouble for me if I’m ever caught near any dockside without a proper explanation. So I figured, hell. Why not lean into it? If no one’s gonna respect me for setting up an honest trade anyhow . . .”

She finished with a bittersweet smile. Despite everything, it felt good to tell someone about her achievements—good not to be alone anymore in this arduous endeavor she’d chosen for herself.

Briar set down her empty teacup, the last dregs swirling like stardust. “Enough about me, though. Tell me more about this sanctum of yours. A magic shop, you said?”

Illyria’s eyes lit up, and she leaned forward eagerly. “It’s coming along splendidly! I’ve secured the loveliest building just off the main row in the Artisan District—five stories, a beautiful atrium for all the shelving, and a conservatory I’m hoping to turn into a magical café attached to the shop, with infused brews. Then in the old parlor, I can already envision where the shelves of ingredients will go, and the tables for alchemical crafting.”

She gestured animatedly as she described her plans, painting pictures in the air. Briar found herself captivated by the enthusiasm in Illyria’s voice.

“My hope is for the Starlight Sanctum to be a place of learning as much as a supply shop, where those with magical talents can gather to collaborate and create, unhindered by old prejudices.” Illyria’s expression turned inward. “The Lyceum hoards its knowledge only for the Sapphirae. But magic should be for all who wish to learn it.”

Briar nodded along. She knew well the sting of prejudice, being half-giant, and a pirate besides. Still, she had to admit the Lyceum produced some of the most skilled mages. “Won’t the Sapphirae fight you on this?” Briar asked. “Opening their style of magic to all races seems like it would ruffle their feathers.”

Illyria sighed. “Undoubtedly. But someone must be bold enough to try.”

Briar smiled crookedly. “Well, you’ve got guts, I’ll give you that.” She lifted her teacup in a mock toast. “Here’s to sticking it to the old guard.”

Illyria returned the smile, tapping her cup to Briar’s. In that moment, Briar felt the first stirrings of respect for this bold elf. Perhaps they weren’t so different after all.

As their conversation drifted to various sights around Luminara, Briar felt an unwelcome heat creep over her. She glanced down at the bracelet on her wrist, its metal links woven densely. Yet to her dismay, dark veins were creeping up along her skin from beneath it.

Briar suppressed a curse. She couldn’t let Illyria see. Casually, she adjusted her sleeves to cover the spreading darkness, and ordered them both another round of teas.

Yet as the steam wreathed around her face, Briar wrestled with herself. That blasted Celestial Prism could be her only hope—and no other Prisms were making their presence known. Briar studied the elf over the rim of her teacup. She genuinely liked Illyria, despite their differences. The elf had vision and spirit; Briar had to give her that. And yet . . .

“Briar . . .” Illyria lifted her eyes to Briar’s, the swirl of varied colors catching all over the elegant planes of her long face. “About the Celestial Prism . . . I am sorry I had to be so aggressive in acquiring it.” She gave Briar an apologetic look. “I know you wanted it as well. But I believe it will be pivotal in establishing the Sanctum as a true haven for magic.”

Briar clenched her fist under the table, fuming. For her damned shop? Was it really worth all that to the woman? But outwardly she kept an even tone. “I understand. No hard feelings.”

Illyria smiled, relieved. “I tell you what. Help me with these shipments from the Sapphire Isles, and I’ll pay you double your highest smuggling fee.” She leaned in. “And while it’s hardly something a single mage—or even a handful of them—can craft with ease, I do know many such artisans. Maybe, if you’ve got the funds, I can rally them together toward crafting another Prism, perhaps at a discount—as much as such a thing can be discounted.”

Briar forced a smile, her skin feeling too tight, too fevered. Time was the one thing she didn’t have. But she had little choice.

“I appreciate the offer,” she said evenly. “My crew could use a good haul. Just say the word, and the Defiant can sail for the Isles within a few days, which gives you time to file the surrender paperwork. And we could use a good haul from the Isles anyhow.”

Illyria’s eyes lit up. “Excellent. I’ll send word to my contacts and have the manifests ready for you.” She reached out and gave Briar’s hand a sympathetic squeeze. “And I meant what I said about the Prism. I can’t make any promises, but if you’re willing to provide the funds, I’ll do everything in my power to find the right artisans. It may take some time, but . . .”

Briar managed a thin smile, steadying herself before meeting Illyria’s earnest gaze. “Ah, we can always worry about that later,” Briar said finally. “No skin off my teeth, either way.”

Illyria studied her for a moment, as if sensing the false lightness in Briar’s tone. But she simply nodded, a new understanding passing between them.

“Well then,” Illyria said, standing up from the table. “I should get back to the building and continue working. Why don’t you stop by in a few days so we can finalize arrangements? And I can show you the place.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Briar agreed, rising as well. She hesitated, then extended her hand. Illyria grasped it firmly, palm cool and silken against Briar’s feverish skin.

Around them, the marketplace had grown subdued, merchants packing up their stalls as lanterns winked out one by one. The cobblestones were cast in velvet shadows, only the faintest glow lingering to guide their way.

Illyria gathered her satchel, gifting Briar with a final, knowing look. No other words were needed. With a subtle nod, Illyria turned and disappeared into the darkness.

Briar watched her go with a heavy pang in her heart. She glanced down at her wrist, the inky veins snaking up her arm an ominous reminder. Then, with a sigh, she adjusted her coat and strode off in the opposite direction, towards the docks. The night embraced her as she went, the shadows keeping her secrets safe for now. But each step was weighted with purpose. She had a crew to ready. A shipment to intercept.

And a curse to conquer, no matter the cost.


Chapter
Seven



The air crackled with anticipation and the tang of burning embers as Illyria and Arkenev navigated the narrow maze of the bustling Artisan District. Illyria’s hair shimmered in the sunlight, and she felt more than a few curious glances from passersby—though whether it was for the relatively rare appearance of a Sapphirae or because of whispers of her venture, she was afraid to find out. Sunlight cascaded over the cobbled streets, casting a warm glow on the vibrant storefronts and ateliers that issued plumes of smoke into the sky from forges and the scent of fresh-cut wood and more. The air felt alive with possibility.

The scent of molten metal wafted through the air as they passed by forges, while delicate chimes echoed from nearby ateliers. Just a few blocks away, Illyria’s construction crew labored tirelessly at the mansion. Eren and Thalia both had amassed a small army of workers to assist them in repairs along with clearing out the rubbish and murk that had accumulated in the building over the decades, and Illyria was trying not to dwell on the eye-watering sums each had presented her with. If she could only liberate her shipments from the grasp of the Ledger’s bought-and-paid customs agents who’d returned the shipments to the Sapphire Isles, she could sell some of the finer items she’d stowed in those shipments. Except even that was proving an expensive endeavor, now that she had the pirate captain involved.

And then there was the debt she’d already incurred to the Amber House to acquire the Prism for a curse she had yet to pinpoint. Illyria shuddered, trying not to dwell on her failed attempts at finding the curse’s source. Her encounter with the memories in the windowless chamber still haunted her, hinting at dark magics woven by practitioners all too competent in their weaving. Which all but guaranteed that finding the curse’s seed would be an arduous task.

It was enough to drive a lesser person mad. But this was what Illyria had come to Luminara for, after all. She’d endured countless trials already just to stand here and grasp anything more solid than a hazy wish. She could endure a little bit more.

“Ah, I always love coming here,” Arkenev said, his eyes sparkling as he peeked through the window of an elegant furniture store. “They design the cleverest pieces.”

Illyria joined him at the storefront to peer through. Inside, lush velvet armchairs and ornate cabinets beckoned to potential buyers. But Arkenev especially seemed to be admiring a peculiar piece of furniture that seemed to defy gravity.

“Would you look at that?” He gestured toward the floating chaise longue, a sly grin playing at the corners of his mouth. “It’d be perfect for the Starlight Sanctum. Just imagine your guests reclining mid-air while sipping elixirs.”

Illyria rolled her eyes playfully, feigning disapproval. “I imagine some patrons will have difficulty enough keeping their potions from making a mess. We can’t have them worrying about the stability of their seats at the same time.”

“True,” Arkenev conceded, chuckling. “But you have to admit, it would give the Sanctum a certain . . . unique charm.”

“I’ll keep it in mind. If there’s any budget left over for such indulgences.” She winced. “For now, it’s best if we stick to more practical furnishings.”

They continued their stroll through the district, Arkenev regaling her with tales of other clients he’d assisted, or the latest gossip wending its way through the Artisan District like a clear mountain stream, refreshing and every bit as dazzling. Yet beneath the laughter and lighthearted banter, Illyria couldn’t shake an undercurrent of unease. She could swear she felt the weight of someone approaching on her side, only to turn and see nothing, no shadow, no person, no hint of a pursuer. But even as strange presences lingered on the edge of her thoughts, Illyria refused to be swallowed by fear. She had too much else to concern herself with.

“Speaking of indulgences,” Arkenev said, his grin sly, “I’ve heard you’ve been working with pirates nowadays. High-ranking members of the Sea Serpents, no less.” He raised an eyebrow. “Not that I can blame you. If it was that woman who was bidding against you at the auction, she does seem most . . . intriguing.”

Illyria’s face flushed hot, caught off-guard by the sudden shift in conversation. “It’s purely business,” she insisted, her voice wavering only slightly. “We have a mutual interest in opposing the Crimson Ledger.”

Arkenev laughed heartily, not missing a beat. “Oh, I don’t doubt that for a moment. But you haven’t denied the ‘intriguing’ part.” His eyes sparkled with mischief, and Illyria could feel her cheeks burn even hotter.

“Very well. She is quite intriguing, and has an impressive array of tales, too⁠—”

“Oh-ho, you’ve been swapping tales?” Arkenev wagged a clawed finger at her. “You are getting on well.”

“—Only to discuss our mutual shared interest in circumventing a certain . . . troublesome guild.” Illyria sighed. “But enough about pirates.” Illyria felt the tips of her ears growing warm, and she searched for something—anything—to change the subject. She gestured toward a nearby shop offering wholesale herbs, her enthusiasm almost too eager. “Look, I need a good herb supplier for the Sanctum. Shall we?”

Arkenev’s laughter continued as he followed Illyria, recognizing her evasion but deciding to let it slide for now. “Very well, we’ll get back to business. But I’ll be keeping an eye on the two of you.”

“Feel free,” Illyria said, and stepped off the busy street into the shop.

As they entered, Illyria’s eyes widened with excitement. The aroma of dried herbs and spices filled the air, a dizzying blend of scents that made her feel momentarily disoriented. Shelves lined the walls, stocked with jars of all shapes and sizes containing every magical ingredient she could imagine.

“Well, then! That’s quite the aroma,” Arkenev said, and Illyria could see his eyes watering. “I’m nearly rendered speechless by the . . . impressive array of commerce on display.”

Illyria allowed herself a small laugh. “Or that might just be the rictus root making your tongue go numb.”

“Ah, welcome!” The proprietor emerged from behind the counter, arms full of a bushel of dried reeds that Illyria recognized were typically used for dream magic. He set the bushel down on a worktable to bow warmly to them, and as he righted himself, his eyes lingered on Illyria’s shimmering robes. “How may I assist you today?”

Illyria put on her most charming smile, determination settling in her chest. If she could secure a reliable and, more importantly, affordable herb supplier, she’d be well on her way to turning the Sanctum profitable. “What a wonderful workshop you have—so many rare herbs I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to find in one place. I’m looking to potentially set up a supply line for a new alchemical shop I’m opening soon.”

“An alchemy shop, you say?” The merchant’s bushy white brows lifted eagerly. “Why, yes, I’ve established suppliers for a wide range of high-quality herbs from all over the realms. What types of ingredients are you particularly interested in?”

“Exotic ingredients, certainly, but chiefly a good selection of staple herbs—at volume—for alchemical concoctions and elixirs.” Illyria scanned the shelves, taking in the excellent assortment: snapcrackles, feathermoss, and some even she couldn’t identify.

“Of course, of course! Volume is our specialty. We can definitely provide for your needs. May I have your name, please?” The merchant reached for a stylus and parchment to take down her information.

“Absolutely. My name is Illyria Moondrop.”

The moment her name left her lips, the merchant’s demeanor changed. His welcoming smile vanished, replaced by a look of discomfort. After a moment with his hand hovering over the parchment, he carefully lay the stylus flat on the worktable.

“Ah. I see.” He hesitated, glancing away. “Terribly sorry about this, but I’m afraid I cannot do business with you, Miss Moondrop.”

Illyria frowned, a crease forming between her brows. “May I ask why not?” Yet even as the words left her lips, with a terrible, sinking feeling, she feared she already knew.

The merchant shifted uneasily, avoiding her gaze. “I’ve been told not to deal with you, and I must respect those wishes. For the good of my shop, you see.”

“By whom?” Illyria pressed, frustration building within her.

The merchant remained tight-lipped, unwilling to offer any further explanation. Illyria clenched her fists, feeling the familiar sting of rejection that seemed to follow her at every turn in Luminara. It was the Crimson Ledger, of course—trying to freeze her out once more. It had to be.

“Very well.” Illyria gritted her teeth and forced a smile onto her face. “We’ll take our business elsewhere.”

Illyria gave Arkenev a curt nod, her face a study in controlled fury. Without another word, she spun on her heel and stalked out of the herb shop. The air outside was crisp, but it did nothing to cool the hot flush of anger that painted her cheeks a fierce crimson.

“Crimson Ledger.” she hissed under her breath, the name leaving a bitter taste on her tongue. Her words were almost swallowed by the cacophony of the Artisan District, lost amidst the clatter of hammers and the murmur of haggling voices. “They’re like weeds, aren’t they? Sprouting up everywhere, and strangling back anything else that tries to grow.”

Arkenev fell into step beside her, his clawed hand resting lightly on her shoulder. His eyes, usually twinkling with mischief, were soft with sympathy. “Seems so,” he admitted after a pause. His lips curled into a sly grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “But I might have something that’ll cheer you up.”

Illyria’s eyebrows arched in curiosity, momentarily distracted from her simmering anger. “Oh?”

“Indeed,” Arkenev said, rubbing his hands together in anticipation. “I’ve arranged for you to meet an up-and-coming baker known for his enchanted pastries. He’s a bit of an odd fellow, admittedly; probably why he hasn’t been hired on at another bakery just yet. But if you don’t mind his strangeness, then I think he’s just the sort of talent you need for your planned magical café at the Starlight Sanctum.”

A slow smile spread across Illyria’s face, her eyes sparkling with renewed hope. “Well, I’ve no problems with odd company.”

“Indeed, I think we established that with your pirate lady-caller,” Arkenev teased.

It was Illyria’s turn to jab him with her elbow. “Still. Enchanted pastries? I’m dying to see how that works. As long as he won’t be swayed by the Ledger, too⁠—”

“Oh, I highly doubt that.”

“Then by all means, lead the way.”

They wove through the crowded Artisan District, quickly leaving the noise, clatter, and commotion of its stalls and stores behind them. After a few minutes of brisk walking, they reached their destination: an unassuming side street flanked by two masonry shops. In the center of the street was a large sarcophagus-like stone box, and standing guard next to it was a burly stonewight man, broad-shouldered, his arms crossed and eyes darting suspiciously around him. Veins of minerals threaded through his exposed arms glittered where they caught the sunlight as he moved.

Despite Arkenev’s promise of enchanted pastries, there was an unmistakable absence of customers around him. Illyria eyed him warily before turning her attention to the stone box; there were no visible hinges or locks on it, indicating that whatever lay inside must be guarded by some kind of sorcery.

“Gideon!” Arkenev greeted warmly as they approached. He gestured to Illyria. “This is Illyria Moondrop, the entrepreneur I was telling you about.”

The baker’s onyx eyes flicked towards her, his expression unreadable. Illyria forced a friendly smile onto her face, determined to put him at ease.

“Your pastries are said to be magical, Gideon,” she said, pitching her voice as calming as she could. “I can’t wait to learn more about your craft.”

For a moment, Gideon’s cold countenance softened, a glimmer of pride lighting up his eyes. With a wave of his hand, the stone box sprung open, revealing an array of pastries that took Illyria’s breath away. Each one was a work of art, crafted with such precision and care that they seemed too beautiful to eat.

“Try this.” Gideon handed her a crescent moon-shaped pastry. It was coated in powdered sugar that shimmered like fresh snow under the sunlight. “Moonlight crescent. It’s best consumed during the night, but I think you’ll still enjoy it.”

Illyria bit into the pastry, and her eyes widened as a rush of flavors exploded on her tongue. The pastry was light and flaky, melting in her mouth with a buttery softness. But what truly amazed her was the after-effect: her eyes took on a silvery sheen, akin to moonlight, and for a moment, she could see perfectly in the shadows cast by the nearby buildings.

“Granting sight in darkness,” she breathed. “Is that right?”

Gideon nodded. “That’s the spell.”

Arkenev chuckled beside her, reaching for a sunrise doughnut from the box. It was golden and glimmering like the dawn, and the edges dripped with radiant strawberry jam that sparkled in the afternoon light. He took a bite and immediately perked up, his eyes bright.

“I feel as if I’ve just had a full night’s sleep!” He grinned at Gideon. “These are truly remarkable.”

Gideon merely nodded in acknowledgment before offering them another pastry: a pinwheel-shaped one that looked airy and delicate. Illyria took a bite and felt an immediate lightness in her steps, as if she were being carried by a gentle breeze.

“These are amazing,” Illyria said. “Your talents are wasted here on this side street.”

Gideon shrugged nonchalantly but there was a hint of satisfaction in his eyes. “I prefer it here. Less . . . complications.”

Illyria wondered if he meant the Crimson Ledger, but she couldn’t imagine the Ledger was so desperate as to resort to threatening bakery-less bakers who were selling their goods out of stone coffins on empty streets.

Arkenev, his eyes still gleaming with the effects of the sunrise doughnut, turned to Gideon. “Would you mind sharing your process? How do you manage to infuse such potent magic into your pastries?”

Gideon shifted uncomfortably, his gaze darting to Illyria before returning to Arkenev. “It’s not much,” he said gruffly. “I just . . . bake.”

“But it’s more than just baking, isn’t it?” Illyria pressed gently. She held up the pinwheel pastry she’d just tasted. “This isn’t a simple spell baked into a pastry. It’s an intricate weaving of magic and ingredients that creates something truly special.”

Gideon studied her for a moment before nodding reluctantly. “I suppose,” he admitted. “I use a blend of earth magic and culinary skills. Each pastry is imbued with a specific spell that activates upon consumption.”

“Your skills are impressive,” Illyria said, her voice filled with genuine admiration. “I can see why Arkenev speaks so highly of you.”

Gideon grunted in response, but Illyria could see a hint of pride flicker in his onyx eyes.

“I’m actually in the process of establishing an alchemical shop,” she continued, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “The Starlight Sanctum. It’s not just an ordinary shop, though; it’s also going to be a place for learning and discovery.”

Gideon’s brows knitted together as he studied her carefully. “What does that have to do with me?”

Illyria smiled at him, her heart pounding with anticipation. “Well, I was thinking . . . how would you like to join me? I’m setting up a magical café within the Sanctum, and your enchanted pastries would be perfect for it.”

Gideon looked taken aback by her offer, his eyes wide with surprise.

“I know it might seem sudden,” Illyria said quickly, “but I believe in your talent, Gideon. And I think you could do so much more than just sell pastries on a side street.”

Gideon was silent for a moment, his gaze shifting to the stone sarcophagus that served as his makeshift bakery stall. “I . . . I’ll think about it,” he finally said.

Illyria nodded, her heart fluttering with hope. “Take all the time you need, Gideon. But know this: the Starlight Sanctum is more than just a shop. It’s a place where magic is celebrated and shared freely, regardless of one’s origin or status. And I believe you would fit right in.”

“Where is it?” Gideon asked, voice craggy. “I need somewhere with a strong connection to the earth.”

Illyria blinked, exchanging a look with Arkenev, but he subtly nodded for her to continue. “An old mansion on Crescent Circle,” she said carefully. “I’m having it completely renovated and refurbished to accommodate⁠—”

The moment the mansion was mentioned, Gideon’s demeanor shifted. His broad shoulders tensed, his granite-gray skin seemed to harden further, and a flicker of recognition—and was that fear?—flashed across his onyx eyes.

Illyria was taken aback, her heart sinking as she realized she might have upset him. She’d seen many reactions to her ambitious project, but never one so visceral. “Gideon?” she asked tentatively, reaching out to touch his arm. His skin was cool and hard under her fingertips, like stone warmed by the sun. “Are you alright?”

Gideon blinked, as if coming back from a distant memory. He nodded stiffly, but he didn’t meet her gaze. “I’m fine,” he said, though his voice was even rougher than before.

But Arkenev, ever the opportunist, leaned in closer to Gideon. “You know something about the mansion, don’t you?” he asked, his voice low and coaxing.

Gideon’s gaze flickered between them, his expression guarded. “I . . . I may have heard of it,” he admitted reluctantly.

Illyria felt a pang of sympathy for the stonewight. He looked so vulnerable, so unlike the confident baker who had just moments ago been proudly showcasing his magical pastries. She squeezed his arm gently, hoping to reassure him.

“We didn’t mean to upset you,” she said softly. “We’re just curious about the mansion’s history.”

Gideon was silent for a moment. “I understand. It’s just that . . . the mansion has a dark past.”

Illyria exchanged a glance with Arkenev before turning back to Gideon. “Would you mind sharing what you know?”

He sighed heavily, his shoulders slumping as he seemed to wrestle with whether or not he could confide in them. But then he nodded, resignation etched into his features.

“I suppose it’s only fair,” Gideon said. “After all, you’ve been nothing but kind to me.” His gaze dropped to the cobblestones beneath his feet. “The mansion . . . it has a tainted past,” he began. “Dark rituals were performed there, long before your time. Rituals that left an indelible mark on the stone.”

Illyria felt a chill down her spine despite the warmth of the afternoon sun. Even though she had seen ample evidence of the rituals, having it confirmed was another matter. But with confirmation, at least she could begin the grim work of unraveling the exact nature of the curse afflicting the structure. “What kind of rituals?”

Gideon hesitated, his eyes flickering with what looked like fear. “I’d rather not say. Some things are better left buried.”

“But Gideon—” Illyria began, only to be cut off by a jagged look from Gideon.

“No,” he said sharply. “I’ve said too much already. Sorry, miss, but I want no involvement with that mansion, no matter the offer.”

Illyria took a moment to let his words sink in, her hand still resting on Gideon’s arm. The tension hung in the air like an invisible shroud, muffling the sounds of the bustling Artisan District around them. Finally, she withdrew her hand, nodding slowly at Gideon.

“I understand,” she said, her voice kind yet firm. “I won’t pressure you further. But remember, the Starlight Sanctum’s door is always open to you.” She gestured at the array of pastries still displayed. “And your magic . . . It’s far too beautiful to be hidden away.”

A silence followed, filled only by the distant clatter and chatter of the district. Gideon’s gaze dropped to his creations, the jutting set of his brow prominent. When he finally looked up at Illyria again, there was gratitude in his eyes.

“Thank you,” he said simply, his voice barely audible over the street noise.

With that, Illyria paid Gideon for his pastries and time. The coins glittered in her hand before disappearing into Gideon’s grasp. She shared a final nod with him before turning away with Arkenev.

As they walked away from Gideon’s makeshift bakery, Illyria felt a pang of regret. “It seems no one is willing to provide me with information that would actually help me undo the curse on the mansion.” It was hard to keep the frustration from edging her words.

Arkenev hummed in agreement beside her. “The Crimson Ledger’s grip on Luminara is tightening.” He cast a wary glance over his shoulder. “And they seem particularly interested in your endeavors.”

Illyria nodded grimly. “We will need allies moving forward.”

As they walked, Illyria felt an uneasy sensation prickling at the back of her neck. She glanced over her shoulder, catching sight of fleeting shadows that danced and darted with unnatural swiftness.

“Crimson Ledger?” Arkenev asked, following her gaze.

“Let’s hope that’s all it is.”

It was enough to deter all but the most stubborn would-be shopkeep. Spies, meddling guilds, thugs, curses, unspoken threats—each revelation brought her closer to the mysteries that swirled around her endeavor, and the mansion she’d committed herself to. Yet for every question answered, another two sprouted in its wake.

Yet Illyria was undeterred. She had always been a woman of action, and she refused to let fear or uncertainty hold her back. She knew that the key to breaking the curse on the mansion lay somewhere in the tangled web of secrets and lies that surrounded it, and she was determined to unravel it all.


Chapter
Eight



Briar stood tall on the bustling docks of Luminara, her gaze sweeping over the Defiant’s familiar silhouette. The ship had endured countless voyages and battles with her, its weathered timbers echoing tales of the sea. But most of all, the Defiant was hers. Her crew moved with practiced ease, their voices a comforting hum against the backdrop of crashing waves and cawing gulls.

Her mind was a whirlpool of thoughts, each task that needed to be done before their departure to the Sapphire Isles spinning around in her head. It was a decent enough distraction from the itch in her veins, the bangle growing tighter around her wrist; not enough, however, to distract her from other annoyances.

Like the Crimson Ledger.

Briar straightened up as a figure cut through the crowd on the docks. Rane. She hadn’t seen him since that night outside the Silken Verse, and had hoped not to see him again. But like a rash, he always found a way to turn up.

“Captain Briar!” His voice was laced with an insincere warmth that made her skin crawl. “Well, well, don’t you look busy.”

“That I am.” She shoved past him, arms full of feed sacks. “So be on your way.”

“Ah, but we barely had time to to speak. I hope your time on shore in Luminara has treated you well.” His words hung in the air between them like an unspoken challenge.

Briar’s gaze narrowed at Rane’s words, her grip tightening on the feed sacks. “I’d say I’m doing as well as can be expected when dealing with snakes like you.” Her voice carried a sharp edge that sliced through the salty air.

Rane chuckled, his laughter echoing off the wooden planks of the dock. “Just a friendly piece of advice, Captain Briar.” He leaned in closer, eyes holding a glint of something unreadable. “Be wary of keeping company with the likes of Illyria. Not all is as it seems.”

The chill that ran down Briar’s spine didn’t show on her face. She raised an eyebrow at him, intrigued despite herself. “What’s it to you?”

Rane’s eyes glinted like cold steel as his lips curved into a knowing smile. “Let’s just say, Illyria’s little venture isn’t what she claims. And the Ledger isn’t the only interested party keeping an eye on her.”

His cryptic words sank like stones in Briar’s gut. She opened her mouth to press him further, but Rane was already turning on his heel to leave.

“I’d wish you safe travels,” he called over his shoulder. “But I suspect there’s more stormy seas ahead for you and your crew.”

Briar watched his retreating figure, her mind churning with unanswered questions. The weight of his warning pressed down on her shoulders, adding to the heavy thoughts that already clouded her mind about the journey ahead.

Shaking her head, Briar hoisted the feed sacks and made her way up the gangplank onto the Defiant. She had a ship to ready and a course to chart. Dwelling on the Crimson Ledger and their threats would have to wait.
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The Defiant cut through the azure waters, leaving Luminara’s skyline a mere smudge on the horizon. Briar watched from the helm, her gaze distant and thoughtful. The ship was her sanctuary, her fortress against the world, but with two and a half hopefully uneventful days ahead of them with nothing but the vastness of the Jeweled Sea before them, now it felt like a prison, trapping her with her own thoughts.

Rane’s warning echoed in her mind, his words intertwining with the rhythmic creak of the ship’s timbers and the slap of waves against its hull. Her fingers traced the rough grain of the wheel as she pondered over Rane’s cryptic words. What was Illyria hiding? And why would the Crimson Ledger be interested in her?

Briar sighed, leaning heavily against the wheel. The sea breeze tugged at her hair, whispering in her ears, but she needed to dispel these thoughts. She had enough on her plate without adding Rane’s paranoia to it. No, Briar had plenty problems of her own to ruminate on. Her interest in Illyria’s business should begin and end with fetching this shipment for the woman for a pretty handful of crowns, and with luck, turning that goodwill into a lead on a new prism instead.

Briar watched her crew as they whiled away the journey, tending to the rigging, keeping the hull in good order and the decks cleaned, cooking up far more indulgent meals than they were accustomed to on longer outings. Everyone’s spirits had been lifted by the promise of a short trip and, even more, the guaranteed pay at the other end of it, and Briar couldn’t help but be infected by their joy, too.

She only hoped she could find a way to keep offering it to them.
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Finally, after days of relentless sailing, they reached the Sapphire Isles.

A vibrant mist, shimmering in hues of sapphire and amethyst, descended around them as Briar steered them into the narrow passes between isles. The Defiant moved like a phantom ship through this mystical fog, its prow cutting swathes in the misty veil. Each disturbance sent tendrils of mist that swirling and dancing in its wake, forming ethereal patterns that twisted around them with an otherworldly beauty.

Briar’s crew had journeyed across vast oceans and faced monstrous beasts of legend, but even they were momentarily transfixed, their routine tasks forgotten as they leaned over railings or climbed up rigging to marvel at this dreamy display. The world around them was painted in soft pastels by this jewel-toned fog, until it felt like they were descending into a waking dream.

Then, outlines of delicate towers made from soft white stone began to pierce through the mist, ornate designs carved into their façades. Briar stood at the helm, her eyes wide with awe as she took in the sight. Her gaze traveled upwards, following the interwoven bridges crisscrossing overhead. They were crafted with a finesse that seemed impossible, their delicate arches and intricate balustrades defying the laws of nature and man. Elves crossed back and forth on these bridges, their silhouettes just visible through the mist.

They anchored at the docks closest to the Lyceum, the grandiose magical university that stood like a beacon on one of the inner isles. The crew worked in hushed tones, as if afraid to disrupt the eerie serenity of the misty lands. But Briar could feel a knot of tension winding itself in her stomach. The air was charged with an electric energy that made her skin tingle, a stark contrast to the tranquil beauty around them.

“Identify yourself,” a voice barked out of the mists. “State your business.”

Briar hopped down from the deck. A swarm of elven guards approached on the docks, their intricate armor gleaming as it reflected the luminescent flora that twined the docks. Their eyes were sharp and vigilant as they scrutinized Briar’s crew, their hands resting lightly on weapons sheathed at their sides.

Stepping forward with a confidence she didn’t quite feel, Briar cleared her throat. “Briar of the Defiant. Hailing from Luminara. We’re here on behalf of Illyria Moondrop.”

Briar watched as several pairs of pointed ears twitched at the mention of that name. It seemed to hang in the air like an unwanted guest; clearly there was no love lost for Illyria among these elves.

But then one guard stepped forward, his eyes lighting up with recognition. “Briar? Is that really you?”

Briar squinted at the guard, eyes narrowing as she studied his face. Then it clicked. “Elidor?” A slow grin spreading across her face. “By the stars, I haven’t seen you since that mess with the pearls!”

Elidor laughed, a sound that echoed off the docks, shattering the tension. “Well, can’t say I expected to see you sailing up anytime soon, but I’m glad for it.”

“Told you I’d be back one day. And it’s all quite aboveboard business this time—promise.” She tossed in a wink, only because she knew Elidor would laugh at it, and he didn’t disappoint.

“All right, all right, we’ll check over the papers, of course, but it’s always a pleasure to have you around.” Elidor jerked his head at the other elves. “Come on, let’s check the docket, then.”

Briar and Jorn exchanged a silent look, but Jorn began directing the crew to finish docking. “Secure the anchor!” he called out, his voice ringing clear over the dock. “Ready for boarding!”

The Defiant’s crew scrambled into motion, their movements swift and efficient as they worked to secure the ship. Briar watched them for a moment before turning back to Elidor. “All right. Your guards can do what they must.” She gestured one hand out before her. “Shall we?”

Briar followed Elidor along the winding docks, half of the guards trailing behind while the others boarded the Defiant. She hated letting officials of any sort swarm all over her vessel just on principle, but her crew was well-trained; they’d handle it. Briar kept pace with him easily despite his graceful elven strides.

“So what brings you back to the Isles after all this time? I hope you’re not here causing trouble again.” Elidor’s tone was light, but his eyes searched hers.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Briar said breezily. “I’m here to pick up a shipment for Illyria Moondrop, actually. Apparently there was some paperwork troubles.” She crinkled her nose. She doubted Elidor was any fan of the Crimson Ledger, but no sense bringing them up unless she absolutely needed to.

At that, Elidor stopped short, his playful demeanor vanishing. “Professor Moondrop? You’re working for her?” He frowned. “What kind of ‘troubles’?”

Briar nodded slowly. “In a manner of speaking. It’s . . . complicated. I’m supposed to retrieve some of her effects from the Lyceum that had been blocked when she tried to have them shipped to Luminara.”

Elidor was silent as he processed this information. When he spoke again, his voice was tinged with sadness. “I see. Well, we had best continue on to the Lyceum, then. They’ll be wanting to speak to you about it.”

Briar bristled. She certainly hadn’t come here with the intent to have to face down a bunch of snotty professors who thought Illyria’s possessions were somehow their business. But that was the job Illyria had hired her for, and Briar would accomplish it in one way or another.

She’d rather that other way not mean resorting to thievery. She did like Elidor. But Elidor wasn’t paying her, after all.

Elidor wasn’t offering her a chance at a lead on another Prism.

“Wait here,” Elidor told her, just outside the entrance to the Lyceum’s administrative hall, if she was reading the Sapphirae flavor of Elven on the stone lintel correctly. “I think they’ve already been reviewing the contents of the shipment that was returned to us.”

“They?” Briar echoed, but Elidor had already strode off, his spine starched with purpose. She suppressed a sigh. He’d always had that Sapphirae air of superiority, of course; but since when had he become such a toady for the powers that be?

Briar toyed with the bangle on her wrist and tried to ignore the growing disquiet she felt. This was supposed to be a quick shipment pickup, not a damned tribunal. If she’d known she’d have to face down some frumpy Lyceum professors, she’d have made Illyria come get it her own damned self.

Heat prickled up her skin, and even the cool, sea-misted air of the Isles couldn’t temper it.

Finally, Elidor returned, head bowed as he scurried from the building’s entrance—like he was a child who’d just endured a scolding. Briar lifted an eyebrow, but he simply motioned for her to hurry along.

“They’ll speak with you now,” he said, each word carefully pruned like the topiaries that graced the gaps in the arched walkway. “You’re fortunate. Most visitors have to make appointments several moons out. Especially non-Sapphirae.”

“Well, I’m glad they could squeeze me in,” she said with no small amount of bite.

They walked the rest of the way in contemplative silence. Briar studied the elf beside her, wondering how much she dared press him for details of just why Illyria (and her belongings) were being treated like this, but decided against it. If Illyria had been well-liked in the Lyceum, after all, she probably wouldn’t have left it.

Briar took a steadying breath as they left the walkway and stepped into the grand hall, her boots echoing on the polished marble floor. Moonstone pillars lined the hall, with crystalline sconces emitting a low, steady glow. At the hall’s heart, upon an ornate dais, sat a gathering of elven elders, their ageless faces regarding her with a mixture of curiosity and wariness. They looked as natural with their surroundings as if they’d been awaiting her for centuries, and not called together on short notice, yet somehow managed to carry a distinct aura of impatience nonetheless.

Briar kept her chin high, meeting their gazes unflinchingly as she strode forward. She could feel the weight of their stares—judging, assessing. Her fingers twitched, longing for the comfort of her blade.

An elf with deep brown skin and cascading emerald hair, her bearing regal, rose from her seat. “Delphys,” Elidor muttered to Briar from the side of his mouth. “She oversees the Archives for the Lyceum.”

“You come seeking Illyria Moondrop’s relics. Objects woven into the fabric of our history and memories.” Delphys’s melodic voice was nevertheless laced with disapproval. “She wished to take them from these shores, despite knowing we would forbid her if she asked. And now her error has been corrected, and the items returned to us.” Delphys lifted one flawless brow. “So why should we grant you now what she should have been denied?”

Well, at least they were getting to the point. Briar’s jaw tightened, and she chose her next words carefully. “I don’t know her motivations, or what she intends to do with them, beyond her own work. But I believe her goals align with the Lyceum’s own. To promote knowledge and the safe use of magic, for the benefit of others.”

Delphys raised a slender hand, cutting her off. “And if that knowledge falls into the wrong hands? We know the Lyceum is not the only place of learning magic, but none of the others achieve it at such a . . . high level as our own.” Her eyes glinted dangerously. “We cannot bequeath such dangerous power on any who seek it.”

Briar met her gaze steadily. “Maybe you should share it and maybe you shouldn’t. But me personally, I’ve never found secrecy much a guarantee. Two can only keep a secret if one of ‘em’s dead, that’s what I believe.” Her lips quirked as Delphys and the others flinched. “Folks’ll find their way to magic whether you want them to or not. Sounds to me like at least Illyria’s got a chance to teach them how to use it responsibly.”

For a moment, the hall was completely silent, the only sound the soft crackling of ethereal flames. Then the Sapphirae glanced to one another, and a steady echo of murmurs built in the chamber, until Delphys raised a weathered hand. “Captain, your . . . earnestness is duly noted,” she said, in a voice Briar knew too well—the kind of voice that often encouraged her to butt out of more ‘sophisticated’ concerns. “But perhaps you should know the full story of Moondrop’s departure from the Lyceum.”

Briar shifted her stance, arms folded across her chest. What more could they say to deter her? She had already made up her mind.

A younger-looking elf with rich purple hair leaned forward in their chair. “I’m Virion, one of Illyria Moondrop’s colleagues in the Magical Theory and Applications division.” Their melodic voice carried through the vaulted hall. “Shortly before she left, Moondrop had been preparing a textbook aimed at surveying every known tradition of magic—including our own lightweaving.”

Briar blinked. She didn’t know much about lightweaving as a magical technique—or much about magical techniques at all—but she knew it was jealously guarded by the Sapphirae.

Virion continued, “And that’s hardly her only indiscretion.” His fair face creased into a frown. “Why, she once enchanted an entire forest to bloom in the dead of winter, just to produce a single blossom of selanic moonglow for a sick student.”

Murmurs rippled through the gathering. Briar pictured an endless field of luminous flowers under moonlight, the image both beautiful and unsettling.

“Of course, this upset the herbalism supply for years to come. An early crop of selanic moonglow? Why, the entire economy in the Isles was upended. Suddenly a rare and usually priceless herb was overflowing on their shelves.” Virion sighed.

“How terrible,” Briar said dryly.

“We’ve only had the chance to review one of the crates so far,” Delphys said, “but it was enough to confirm our concerns that Moondrop tried to remove sensitive knowledge from our shores.”

Briar’s gaze sharpened. “Sensitive knowledge? By this, do you mean her own personal research?”

Delphys hesitated. “Well . . . yes. But as an employee of the Lyceum, her work belongs to⁠—”

“Let me get this straight,” Briar interrupted. “You ran her out of the Lyceum, so she has no home here, then ransacked her personal belongings to try to criticize what she’s taking with her to her new home?” Briar crossed her arms. “Sounds like you’re wanting it both ways.”

The hall grew quiet. Delphys and Virion exchanged a look, then another with the other elves.

“I understand you’re eager to help your client,” Delphys said through gritted teeth. “But there are dangers you fail to comprehend. What if such knowledge falls into sinister hands?”

Briar met her gaze steadily. “If Illyria could survive working alongside the likes of you, I’d say she can stand up to any foe. And in Luminara, she’ll have friends to aid her.”

Delphys, Virion, and the other two elves turned to consult amongst themselves, which mostly seemed to involve a lot of glowers tossed her way. Briar glanced around the glowing hall, its crystalline walls pulsing with light.

“Besides,” she said loudly, to get their attention. “For all your talk of dangerous knowledge and keeping things that belong to the Sapphirae out of the hands of others,” she said, “you don’t have much a problem borrowing from others. I know these crystals you’ve got slathered everywhere come from the caverns of Mount Zaffre and the gemshapers who live there. So you’re happy to take what you want from others when it suits you.”

Delphys’s eyes widened. “How do you know of Mount Zaffre?”

Briar shrugged. “I get around.”

The elves murmured amongst themselves. At last Virion stepped forward.

“Perhaps we were too hasty in our judgments,” he said quietly. “If Illyria has earned your faith, Captain, then we will relent. You may take her possessions to her.”

Delphys nodded reluctantly. “But the question of what she intends to do with such magic remains. We expect she will be summoned before the Starweaver to explain herself.”

Briar resisted a smug smile. “I’m sure she’ll acquit herself just fine, but it’s none of my concern. My job here’s done.” She turned on her heel. “Now if you’ll excuse me, my crew awaits.”

She strode from the chamber, shoulders back and head high. As she left, she felt a prickle on her neck, as if unseen eyes watched her. Glancing up, she saw a shadowy figure on the balcony above. The Starweaver, she suspected—Thalendrel, the head of the Lyceum. If she read between the lines correctly, the man who’d tossed Professor Moondrop out in the first place. She tried to meet his gaze, But he quickly withdrew into darkness.
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The lively melody of lutes and pipes swirled through the air as Briar’s crew reveled in the garden grove, a mosaic of luminescent flora and cascading waterfalls. Sylphina, the ship’s engineer, and Lirr, the Skyborn lookout, engaged in animated debate about the specifics of flight within the Isles’ misty air. Jorn and Caelan danced, their steps in beautiful synchrony, while another sailor captivated a group of elves with exaggerated tales of sea monsters and whirlpool escapes.

Briar watched her crew, a bittersweet smile tugging at her lips. She was proud of their joy, of the bonds between them that could weather any storm. Yet seeing Jorn and Caelan only sharpened her own loneliness, a void she usually filled with adventure and mischief.

On impulse, Briar joined the dance, letting the music sweep her away. But as she twirled, her thoughts churned like the raging sea within. Illyria Moondrop still angered her, stealing the Celestial Prism from her grasp. Yet Briar had to admit a grudging respect for the woman who dared defy the likes of the Lyceum and the Crimson Ledger. What would Illyria really accomplish with her new shop? And why did the half-elf herself intrigue Briar so?

Briar swayed to the music, chest aching with a longing for something she couldn’t quite place. A longing she hadn’t dared permit herself for far too long, and for good reason—but one that, like it or not, seemed to be coming for her all the same.

Her steps faltered. The world around Briar suddenly blurred, the music and laughter fading to a distant din as her vision contracted, telescoping her away from the scene. Her skin burned as if aflame, her strength rapidly waning. She stumbled, clamping a hand over her bangle as she sought out a secluded corner to weather the storm raging within.

“Dammit.” She glanced down at her skin, searing hot and threaded with frightfully dark veins against her sandy skin. She slapped her hand over it, but even with the bangle, she couldn’t cover it all.

Sure enough, Jorn’s keen eyes caught her faltering steps amidst the revelry. His face creased with worry, he hurried to Briar’s side where she slumped against a vine-strewn wall, chest heaving.

“Captain, what’s wrong?” he asked, grasping her shoulder.

Briar flinched, quickly straightening. “Nothing, nothing. I’m just a bit tired is all.”

Jorn’s eyes narrowed, unconvinced. But Briar had already steadied herself, the episode passing as swiftly as it came.

“I’m fine,” she insisted, her voice gruff.

Jorn hesitated, then simply nodded, respecting her silence. He stood guard as she regained her composure, offering his quiet support.

Briar sighed, scrubbing a weary hand over her face. She hated lying to Jorn. Perhaps it was time to tell him the truth, but she couldn’t bear the thought of it.

The curse was worsening. And no matter how many lesser charms and bangles she used, soon enough, she wouldn’t be able to hide it any longer.


Chapter
Nine



Pale morning light filtered through the dust-laden windows of the Starlight Sanctum’s conservatory, casting everything in a soft, hazy glow. Illyria stood atop a rickety wooden ladder, carefully disentangling desiccated vines from where they’d knotted themselves stubbornly to the space’s structural beams. The metalwork beneath them was badly rusted, but without the weeds choking it back, she could at least begin the work of restoring them to their former glory.

“Pass me the shears, would you, Eren?” she called down to where the Viridae man was meticulously coaxing a slab of wood to new purpose as the main counter for the café. He obliged, his eyes thoughtful as he studied Illyria’s progress.

“It’s going to look magnificent once it’s cleaned up.”

Illyria smiled. “That it will. Though we’ve still got quite a way to go before we’re ready to open the doors to the public.”

Her gaze drifted over to Thalia, who was scrutinizing the hall’s stone archways and intricately carved columns.

“Structurally sound,” Thalia muttered to herself, giving a satisfied nod. She caught Illyria’s eye and grinned. “You’ve got yourself a fine set of bones here. Just needs a little nurturing, is all.”

Illyria laughed lightly. “My students called me many things, though I’m not sure ‘nurturing’ was ever one of them. All the same, we’ll give it our best.”

Despite her easy chattering, a nervous energy thrummed within Illyria. She was anxious for Briar’s return from the Sapphire Isles, hopefully with the bulk of her research notes and equipment in tow. But for now, she had to focus on the restoration work at hand.

As Illyria climbed down from the ladder, a whisper of movement from the corner of her eye drew her attention to an alcove tucked around the corner from where they were installing the counter. Swathed in creeping ivy, it appeared as if the mansion itself was trying to hide it from view. She felt an inexplicable pull towards that shadowy space, a sense that something significant lay just out of sight.

“You know, I should really inspect that alcove over there.” She wiped her hands on a work rag. “I don’t recall it showing up on the architectural plans.”

Thalia and Eren nodded absently, already engrossed in their work once more. Taking a deep breath, Illyria slowly approached the alcove. When she pushed aside the curtain of ivy, it revealed an ornately carved wooden door beneath, its surface weathered but strangely untouched by the rot and decay that had chewed at everything else in the conservatory. Tracing her fingers over the whorls and knots in the wood, she noticed an unusual symbol carved into its center—a labyrinth, at the heart of which lurked some kind of creature or figure, though age and countless hands had worn its details down too much to identify it.

Illyria’s breath caught in her throat as a chill rippled down her spine. This was no ordinary door; she could feel the thrum of magic emanating from within. Steeling her nerves, she grasped the wrought iron handle and pushed, surprised when the swollen door reluctantly fell open with a drawn-out creak. Beyond lay inky darkness, and the top of a spiral staircase winding its way downward into it.

Illyria hesitated, uncertainty and apprehension warring with burning curiosity. What more secrets lay hidden in the mansion’s depths? Her mind raced with possibilities even as instincts warned her to turn back. But she had come too far to stop now. With a flick of her wrist, Illyria conjured a glowing orb to light her way. She drew a final steadying breath and began her descent, the orb bobbing gently ahead of her to illuminate the narrow stairs.

Illyria tried to recall the layout of the basements, and where this staircase could lead. She’d already roughly laid out storage rooms, root cellars, crystal caverns, and a dark, dank cultivation space for growing stubborn herbs and blooms that favored such spaces, but she thought she knew where all the staircases and basement chambers connected. This one didn’t fit in with any of that layout. The temperature dropped noticeably as she went deeper, the stone walls emanating a deep chill. Still, Illyria persisted, keeping one hand trailing along the inner curve of the staircase. She strained her ears, long pointed tips lifting slightly from her hair, but the only sound was her soft footfalls echoing faintly back.

At the base of the long spiral, the stairs finally opened up into a circular chamber. Illyria’s light orb illuminated shelves carved into the stone walls, likely once home to books, scrolls, artifacts, or other treasures. Now they only cradled dust, cobwebs, and shadows.

Illyria moved further into the room, sharp eyes scanning for anything of interest. She was about to turn back, disappointed, when a glint caught her eye. A tarnished bronze disk lay on one of the shelves, etched with the same labyrinth symbol she had seen on the hidden door upstairs.

Illyria reached for the disk, fingertips tracing the intricate grooves of the symbol. This was no mere decoration. She could feel the hum of magic embedded in its whorls, even in its dormant state. What was its purpose? A key, a seal, a portal? The possibilities enthralled her scholar’s mind even as the mystic in her sensed this was something beyond her experience.

But there was another presence in the chamber, as well. Something . . . oily. She wetted her lips, trying to discern just what the sensation was. A low, pulsating presence under her feet. Could this be related to the darkness? She moved forward, trying to pinpoint it⁠—

A noise startled Illyria from her reverie, the soft scuff of a boot on stone. She whirled, magic flaring to life in her palms. “Who’s there?” she demanded, eyes searching the shadows. “Show yourself!”

Her voice echoed through the chamber. The orb’s light pushed back the darkness to reveal . . . nothing. Yet Illyria’s senses told her she was not alone. Someone, or something, was down here with her. She stood poised, ready to unleash her magic. “I know you’re here,” she called firmly. “Come out so we can talk, not fight.”

Silence greeted her. Then, from the corner of her eye, she saw it. A flicker of movement. Illyria turned, hands raised.

“Easy now,” she soothed. “I mean you no harm if you mean none to me.” She waited, every muscle taut, unsure what would emerge from the shadows.

A figure stepped slowly into the light—a young man, human by the looks of him, hands raised in a gesture of peace. Behind him peeked the hardened face of an Emberforged elf, her luminous eyes in molten oranges and golds watching Illyria warily.

Illyria kept her hands ready but lowered them slightly, a non-threatening sign of trust. “Who are you? What business do you have here?”

The young man swallowed, glancing back at his elven companion before answering. “I’m Caius, m’lady, and this here is Maela.” His voice was hesitant but sincere. “We’re just seeking shelter—we mean no trouble.”

“This mansion has been abandoned for ages,” Maela added softly. Her sharp gaze took in every detail of Illyria’s appearance. “Forgive our intrusion, but we believed it empty.”

Illyria studied them both, sensing no immediate threat. Still, caution was wise. “Explain yourselves,” she pressed. “Why do you hide in the shadows?”

Caius looked abashed. “This place makes for a decent workshop, m’lady. Maela’s a smith, and I’m her assistant, working runes into her designs. We keep out of sight because . . .” He trailed off, clearly uncertain how much to reveal.

“We had nowhere else to go,” Maela finished bluntly, eyes flashing. She moved closer to Caius in a subtle protective gesture. “And the mansion’s location along the ley lines—well, you can just smell the magic, can’t you? It’s perfect for our work.”

Illyria paused, considering. Outcasts then, or refugees, seeking shelter in forgotten spaces. She knew that plight all too well. Her posture relaxed slightly, though her guard remained. “I mean you no harm either. But I’m in the process of converting the building into a magical shop and atelier. The city’s provisionally agreed to sell me the building, provided I can demonstrate its value as a store and cultural center.”

“Yeah.” Maela rubbed at one arm, molten runes briefly flaring bright under her touch. “We’ve seen your plans. Moondrop, that’s you, right?”

“Figured we’d have to find a new venue at some point, Caius added. “Just hoped we had a bit more time to finish up our current projects.”

Illyria pressed her lips together, considering. She had no desire to drive them from their home, but she couldn’t risk her plans for the sake of two strangers. Perhaps, though, there was a way they could work together, to the benefit of both parties.

After a moment’s thought, Illyria spoke. “I’d love to hear more about your work—see some samples, even. Perhaps we can come to some kind of arrangement to allow you to continue to use the space?”

Maela and Caius exchanged a glance, their expressions guarded. “You’re a mage yourself, yeah?”

Illyria nodded. She sensed her credentials as a former Lyceum professor wouldn’t get her far with these two, though, so she kept the specifics to herself. “I’m hoping to use the Starlight Sanctum—ah, that’s what I’m calling the shop—to serve as a nexus of magical learning for all kinds of magic traditions.”

“Ambitious,” Caius muttered, but Maela gave him a subtle poke with her elbow.

“We would be happy to show you our work,” Maela said finally, her voice cautious but polite.

Illyria nodded, a small smile playing at the corners of her lips. “Excellent. I look forward to seeing what you can do. In the meantime . . . Perhaps I might ask you what else you’ve learned of this house in your time here?” She held up the disk, the labyrinth design gleaming in the orblight. “Have you seen more of this pattern anywhere?”

Caius and Maela exchanged confused glances. “We know nothing of that, m’lady,” Caius insisted earnestly. “Only that this house holds many mysteries.”

Illyria studied their faces, searching for any hint of deception, but found only openness and a touch of wariness. She decided to take them at their word, for now.

“I see. Well, in any case, I’d be interested to learn more about what you have discovered in your time here. Any details could aid the restoration.” To say nothing of removing the curse, but she saw no need to trouble them with that just yet.

Maela brightened a bit at that. “We’ve explored most of the sub-basements and disused halls. The stonework is exquisite in places, though much has fallen into disrepair.”

“There are beautiful murals in some of the rooms,” Caius added enthusiastically. “Strange creatures and symbols we’ve never seen before. We think they must date back centuries at least.”

Illyria’s curiosity was piqued. Murals and carvings might shed some light on the mansion’s past. “I would love to see these murals myself. Perhaps you could show me sometime?”

The two glanced at each other again, this time with a hint of excitement rather than wariness.

“It would be an honor to guide you through the halls, Lady Illyria,” Maela said with a slight bow. “Your knowledge may help us understand their meaning better.”

Illyria smiled, sensing the tentative trust growing between them. There was great potential here, if all parties were willing.

“Excellent. I believe an exchange of knowledge would benefit us all.” She extended her hand. “Let us seal our accord, then. You may continue your work here at the mansion while the renovations continue, and in return, you will share with me all you have learned of the mansion’s past. We can revisit our agreement once the restoration is complete. In time, we may find our skills complement one another.”

Caius grasped her hand without hesitation. “Agreed. You have our word.”

Maela laid her hand over theirs. “The mansion holds many secrets yet. Together, we may uncover them.”

The pact was sealed. Illyria felt a flutter of excitement at the prospect of new discoveries. There was far more to this place than met the eye, of that she was now certain. With luck, its secrets would aid her restoration efforts.

“Miss Moondrop?” It was Thalia’s voice, echoing hesitantly down the spiral staircase. “Everything all right?”

“Just fine! We’ll be up in a moment.”

“‘We’?” Thalia echoed, but Illyria flashed a smile to the newcomers and beckoned them toward the staircase.

“Come, you can meet the rest of the crew.”

They climbed the stairs and returned to the conservatory. Illyria blinked furiously at the abrupt change in lighting—-had it really been so dismally dark down in that chamber?—before realizing that Thalia had replaced a handful of the grimiest panes on the conservatory’s ceiling, and now sunlight poured in unobstructed. The effect was dazzling, and Illyria couldn’t resist a gasp of wonder.

“Isn’t it lovely?” Eren said. “Inviting the natural world back in where it belongs.”

“Now the plants we grow here can actually thrive.” She smiled, and a bubble of hope in her chest insisted it wasn’t only plants that would thrive in the space. “Friends, allow me to introduce Caius and Maela.” She gestured for them to emerge from the staircase, which they did, reluctant and cross-armed though they were. “They’re a pair of skilled smiths who’ve been imbuing their work with runes and magic from the mansion, isn’t that right?”

Maela nodded. “That’s it. We’ve been studying the runes and using our knowledge to infuse them with a bit of extra power.”

Illyria could see the curiosity burning in Thalia’s eyes, and Eren was openly staring at Caius’s biceps. She cleared her throat to draw their attention back to the matter at hand. “In exchange for sharing their knowledge of the mansion’s past, I have allowed them to continue their work during the restoration. Their talents may prove useful to our efforts.”

After a moment, Thalia stepped forward and offered her hand. “Well met. Any friend of Illyria’s is a friend of ours. I am Thalia Strider, and this here’s Eren.”

Caius shook her hand firmly. “Well met indeed! Your reputation precedes you, Master Strider. Your stonework on the aqueducts in Drakondale is legendary.”

Thalia chuckled, clearly pleased that Caius recognized her work. “Drakondale! Now there was a challenge. But we builders live for such tests of our skill.”

Illyria smiled as the tension dissipated. This was a promising start. There was much to discuss and plan if they were to incorporate Caius and Maela into the restoration work, but she sensed great potential in this unexpected alliance. With time, bonds of trust may grow and secrets be revealed. For now, it was enough to know they shared a common purpose - restoring the mansion’s faded majesty.

Her grip tightened around the bronze disk, its edges biting into her palm. This unassuming relic was a window into the mansion’s secrets, she was certain of it. But those secrets remained frustratingly elusive.

Why had the disk been hidden in that underground chamber? What was the significance of the labyrinth symbol engraved upon its surface? And how did it connect to the mansion’s blighted history?

The secrets of the past hovered just out of reach, tantalizingly close yet obscured by the cobwebs of time. But Illyria was nothing if not patient. She would continue digging, piecing together each clue until the labyrinth of truth was laid bare. For now, the bronze disk was hope—a promise that answers were waiting to be found by those who knew where to look.


Chapter
Ten



The scaffolding ribs surrounding the skeletal mansion loomed into view as Briar and Jorn turned onto Crescent Circle. Their cart laden with Illyria’s recovered belongings creaked over the cobblestones. Briar’s gaze roamed over the wooden frame, a stark silhouette against the darkening twilit sky, and curiosity quickened her pulse. It reminded her of a ship drydocked for repairs, full of potential.

“Eager to see the fair professor again?” Jorn asked, a teasing lilt to his voice.

Briar shot him a wry glance, even as a now-familiar flutter stirred in her chest. “Eager to get rid of these crates. They’ve been more trouble than they’re worth.”

Jorn raised an eyebrow, clearly unconvinced. “Surely it’s not just the crates that have you coming back here?”

Briar felt a blush creeping up her neck. Jorn knew her too well. “Fine, maybe I’m a little curious about the progress on the renovations. But that’s all.”

Jorn chuckled, a deep, rumbling sound. “As you say, Captain.”

Briar rolled her eyes, but couldn’t deny the small smile that tugged at her lips. So she found the woman intriguing—perhaps even more so after hearing about her time at the Lyceum. It didn’t mean she trusted Illyria. Not with her ruthless behavior around the Celestial Prism; not with Rane’s warning still a fresh bruise in Briar’s mind that she couldn’t stop pressing against.

Alongside her thoughts came the answering ache around her wrist: the curse’s ever-present warning.

Briar gritted her teeth and turned her attention back to the mansion. Yet the sight of it, slowly being transformed into Illyria’s dream, filled Briar with admiration for the half-elf’s vision. And, if she was honest, a longing to be part of it.

They hauled the cart to a stop in front of the mansion’s imposing entrance, and the handful of stairs that led up to it. “Hope she plans to put in a shipment dock,” Briar muttered, eyeing those stairs with contempt.

“I’m sure you can persuade her. Shall we?”

Briar and Jorn grabbed either side of the first crate, and maneuvered their way up the porch and through the heavy double doors.

“Hello?” she called out, her voice echoing in the cavernous entryway as she pushed open the doors. “Illyria?”

She heard a clatter and muffled cursing from deeper within. A moment later, Illyria poked her head out from an arched doorway, a smudge of flour on her nose. Her eyes lit up when she saw Briar.

“You’re back!” She hurried over, midnight skirts swishing around her legs. Up close, Briar noted she had flour dusting her hair, too. It almost looked like a pleasant drift of snow. “And with my things, wonderful!”

“Told you I’d get it done. It was no problem, really.”

Jorn lifted an eyebrow at that—he knew damned well how annoying those Sapphirae at the Lyceum had been—but he kept it to himself.

“How’re the renovations coming along?” Briar made a gesture to her own nose to indicate the flour on Illyria’s. “Didn’t realize baking was part of the process.”

Illyria’s smile turned rueful as she brushed at the flour on her face. “I’ve been trying my hand at a few things while waiting. Let’s just say magic doesn’t always cross over as neatly with baking as I’d hoped.”

Jorn stepped forward with a polite nod. “I’m Jorn, the Defiant’s first mate. And I’ve heard quite a lot about you.” He shot Briar a pointed look. “We’re happy to help in any way we can. I’m sure the captain doesn’t mind lending a hand.”

Briar resisted the urge to elbow him, even as her cheeks grew warm. “Well, I can certainly help with heavy lifting and hauling things about, but I can’t promise my baking skills are any better.”

Illyria’s gaze turned thoughtful as it traced over Briar. “Oh, I don’t know about that. I have a feeling you’re full of hidden talents.”

Jorn stifled a laugh, which Briar ignored with practiced ease. She was used to his teasing by now, but the way Illyria was looking at her was making her heart race. “Well, I’m certainly willing to learn,” Briar said, trying to keep her voice steady.

“Well! I should get back to my duties on the Defiant. You take all the time you need, Captain.” Jorn dropped into an excessively florid bow. With a final teasing glance between the two women, he departed, the doors booming shut behind him.

Briar cleared her throat, suddenly unsure what to do with her hands. “So, how’s construction going?”

Illyria’s eyes lit up as she gazed around the great hall. “There’s so much to show you! Let’s start with the grand tour.”

She led Briar through an archway into the main atrium, gesturing expansively to encompass the grand tower and the balconies of the different levels. “The ground floor will be for magical supplies—potions, artifacts, spell components. The upper levels will house our library and repositories of magical knowledge from across the realms, with practice spaces and laboratories that approved practitioners can use.”

Illyria’s enthusiasm was infectious as she painted a vivid picture with her words. Briar could see the space coming to life—shelves laden with leather-bound tomes, glass vials glinting in the light, the murmur of scholarly debate over ancient texts.

“And back here will be our parlor, for more recreational magical pursuits.” Illyria guided Briar to a cozy space set off the main hall. The shelves were just starting to fill with curios—decks of fortune-telling cards, celestial maps, runes carved from semiprecious stones.

“It all sounds wonderful,” Briar said honestly. “I can tell how much you care about this place already. About bringing magic to everyone, not just the elite.”

Illyria nodded, her eyes softening. “My family always believed magic should be shared, not hoarded. I want this place to embody that.” For a moment, her voice grew thick with emotion.

Briar felt an almost overwhelming urge to reach for her hand, but she curled her fingers into her palm instead. There would be time for that later, when the gulf of uncertainty between them had narrowed.

“The space that used to be the . . . dining hall, I think? It’s going to be the main shelf space for reagents and supplies of that nature, the shop’s bread and butter, but it’s still under heavy construction. Not worth a look just yet. The conservatory, on the other hand . . .” With a bright gleam in her aqua eyes, Illyria beckoned Briar across the atrium, to a wide set of double doors that had been propped ajar. They led into an elegant conservatory, with glass panels set in metal frames that arched overhead, offering a dazzling view of the darkening sky and the stars emerging in it. Night trumpets twined up the metal frames, the flowers just starting to unfurl in the twilight. Makeshift café tables were scattered amongst ferns and potted trees, already looking as if they were awaiting patrons.

Beyond a rough wooden counter—about half of it had been carved with a flowing botanical motif, while the other half was heavily marked with pencil—the kitchen was still clearly a work in progress. Bowls, spoons, and measuring cups were strewn across the countertops. Illyria lifted a tray to show Briar a batch of blackened lumps.

“My first attempt at baking enchanted pastries,” she said ruefully. “They were supposed to glow, but . . .”

“Looks more like they detonated.” Briar chuckled, no malice behind it. But seeing poised, elegant Illyria like this—smudged with flour, surrounded by the chaos of creativity—made something bubble in her chest.

“I tried to recruit a stonewight baker to work for me. Gideon, he’s called. He specializes in this sort of thing. But as soon as I told him the building we were renovating, he refused to even consider it.” Illyria sighed. “I thought maybe I could make them myself, but clearly I have much to learn.”

“Well, I’m no master chef either,” Briar said, rolling up her sleeves, “but I’m happy to help you experiment. We’re usually stuck eating hardtack at sea, so trust me, we can’t make anything worse than that.”

Illyria’s answering smile was like the first emerging stars. “I’d love that. With the two of us, I’m sure we can figure something out.”

Briar joined Illyria at the counter, their shoulders brushing as they gathered ingredients. She watched Illyria crack eggs with elegant fingers, while she measured out flour and sugar.

“So, how was your trip to the Lyceum?” Illyria asked. “Were they amenable to returning my things?”

Briar scoffed. “About as amenable as a sea serpent with a toothache. They hemmed and hawed, implied you were committing some kinda heinous treason against the Lyceum and were going to usher in a dark age of magical proliferation.”

Illyria winced. “That’s why I’d rather hoped to avoid involving them in my plans entirely.”

“Yeah, I can tell there’s no love lost there. Then the whole time I was makin’ a case for you, they were looking down their haughty noses at me, like I was something unpleasant they’d stepped in.”

“I’m so sorry you had to deal with that. It wasn’t supposed to come to this. But you have nothing to apologize for as for who you are—and I’ve nothing to hide with this Sanctum.”

Briar shook her head, mixing vigorously. “Well, you might ought to be the one to tell them so yourself. They made it very clear they don’t approve of your plans here. Kept going on about what a great danger it’d pose.”

Illyria nodded, kneading dough with a contemplative look. “They were never particularly welcoming of the ideas of making magic accessible, even when I was on faculty. I suppose I was too . . . unorthodox for their tastes.”

“From what I saw, their taste is for being insufferable snobs,” Briar said bluntly.

Illyria laughed. “I can’t argue with that assessment. But never mind them. Once the Sanctum is complete, they’ll see this is for the best.”

She turned to Briar with a smile full of promise, and Briar’s breath caught. Here, with sleeves pushed up and a smudge of flour on her cheek, Illyria had never looked more beautiful.

Illyria’s gaze grew distant as she kneaded, her smile fading. “I was never truly one of them, being half-human. Many saw me as . . . lesser. Unworthy of the knowledge granted to pureblood elves.”

Briar felt a flare of anger at the thought of anyone looking down on this remarkable woman. “That’s garbage,” she said firmly. “You’re twice as brilliant as any of them.”

Illyria glanced up, surprise and warmth flickering in her eyes. “You’re too kind. But I paid little mind to their disdain. Knowledge should be shared, not hoarded out of some misplaced sense of superiority.” She sighed, kneading the dough with more force. “Unfortunately, I’ve bigger concerns here in Luminara. What with the Crimson Ledger meddling about . . .”

Briar tensed at their mention. Distantly, her mind churned on thoughts of Rane’s threat. She tore chunks of the dough off into jagged rounds to rest on the baking sheet. “Has something new happened with them?”

Illyria’s face clouded with worry as she slid the sheet into the oven. “Nothing yet, but the more I hear of them, the more concerned I become. When Vespera Crimsonblade stopped by, she made clear⁠—”

“She did what?” Briar slammed down the bowl she’d been carrying over to the sink, anger boiling up. “You didn’t say it was Vespera herself. Oh, that’s an ill portent if ever I heard one.”

Illyria gave her a small, grateful smile. “I’m sure it’ll be all right. I’ve survived the Lyceum, after all, and you saw what they’re like.” She sighed again, twisting her fingers in the tea towel she’d been using to wipe up. “Still, their interest in me is . . . troubling. But I cannot let fear stop me from pursuing my dreams.”

“Of course not.” Briar reached out and gently grasped Illyria’s wrist, stilling her restless hands. “And you don’t have to face them alone. When it comes to the Crimson Ledger—don’t worry. I owe them more than a few good pokes in the eyes.”

Illyria’s eyes widened at the contact, a faint blush rising on her cheeks. For a moment, neither moved, suspended in the delicate space between them.

Then the oven timer dinged, its metallic spring wincing in relief, breaking the spell. Briar released Illyria and stepped back, clearing her throat awkwardly. Together, they inspected the new batch of pastries, golden-brown and steaming.

“Well, would you look at that,” Briar said, grinning. “Seems we make a good team after all.”

Illyria laughed, the sound light and musical. “So it would seem.” She met Briar’s gaze, her eyes dancing with promise. “Perhaps this is merely the beginning of what we can create together.”

Briar’s heart quickened at the implication. But before she could respond, Illyria was already moving on, the moment left unfinished between them.

Illyria set the pastries aside to cool and wiped her floury hands on her apron. “Now, I wanted to show you something else I could use your help with.”

She retrieved a bronze disk from the depths of her robes, its surface etched with an intricate labyrinth design. “I found this in a cellar chamber—and I’ve seen the design a few other places in the mansion besides. At first I thought it merely decorative, but upon closer study, I realized there is magic woven into the metal.”

Briar took the disk, running her fingers over the grooves. Something about the labyrinth pattern tugged at her memory, but she couldn’t quite place it.

“Have you seen anything like this before?” Illyria asked. “I wondered if it might be—a key of some kind, or a talisman. Maybe I could use my equipment to test the spell woven into it, now that I finally have it, but that still tells me nothing of its origin.”

“It does look familiar,” Briar said. “Though I can’t think where I’ve come across it. I’ll ask around, see if any of my contacts recognize it.” She handed the disk back to Illyria. “Could be connected to whatever secrets this old place still holds.”

Illyria nodded, tucking the disk away again. “I appreciate any insight you can uncover. There’s still much about this building I need to unravel before it can be properly unveiled.”

Briar figured any building was as good as any other, but she held her tongue. She understood the power of superstition—sailors had more rituals than just about anyone, it seemed. But Briar also knew that sometimes, the truth was far more interesting than any story.

Illyria peered over to the cooling pastries. “Well, they’re not exactly glowing,” she said with a rueful smile, “but I suppose they could be worse for a second attempt.”

“They look . . . edible.” Briar crinkled her brow. “Is there something else they’re supposed to be?”

“I was trying to bake an enchantment into them, so they’d give the eater a temporary inner radiance.” Illyria sighed. “Clearly I have much to learn about spellwork confections.”

“Well, only one way to find out.” Briar took an experimental bite of the pastry. It crumbled in her mouth, dry and overly salty. But she forced it down and grinned at Illyria.

For a moment, nothing happened—but then a warmth started to spread from her stomach, suffusing her entire body. It felt like a combination of a hot bath and a shot of whiskey, and Briar couldn’t help but let out a contented sigh.

Illyria’s eyes widened in surprise and excitement. “It worked! You’re glowing!”

Briar looked down at herself, and sure enough, her skin had taken on a soft, golden sheen that seemed to radiate from within. She turned her hands over, marveling at the way they seemed to shimmer in the dim kitchen light. “Well, I’ll be fetched,” she said, grinning up at Illyria. “You’ve got a knack for this, I can tell. Just needs a bit more work on the flavor.”

Illyria laughed. “You’re too kind. But I appreciate the encouragement.” She glanced up at the night sky thickening overhead. “I should let you get back to your ship before full dark,” she said. “But thank you again for bringing my things. It will be good to have some familiar comforts in this place.”

Briar nodded, trying to ignore the pang of regret at having to leave. “Of course. My crew can’t berate themselves.”

Illyria laughed, a melodious, fluttering sound. “I hardly think you’re a cruel taskmaster. I see how your first mate admires you.”

“Well, not too many captains would let him stay in port to flirt with his boyfriend as often as I do. Mostly because those other captains have more sense than me. But I do all right.”

Briar stood, joints creaking from a long day’s work. At the front door, she turned back.

“I meant what I said about the Crimson Ledger,” she said, voice low. “You shouldn’t have to face them alone. Whatever you need, I’m here.”

Illyria smiled, soft and sad. “I know. But this is my battle to fight. I cannot pull you further into it.”

Briar started to object, but Illyria placed a gentle hand on her arm. Even through the layers of her leather bracer, Briar felt the touch burn.

“Be well, my friend,” Illyria said. “Until we meet again.”

Briar stepped outside into the cool night air. As the door clicked shut behind her, the curse seared hot against her skin, as if in warning. Briar gritted her teeth against the pain and headed down the path back towards her ship and crew, Illyria’s touch still lingering like a brand upon her arm.


Chapter
Eleven



Illyria’s heart fluttered like a caged bird as she followed Tiberon into the busy whirl of the Luminara Grand Market. Today was the Luminaran Commerce convention, a chance for countless merchants, investors, and entrepreneurs to come together to secure funding, pitch their enterprises, haggle with suppliers, and more, all under the auspices of the Luminaran Senate. Merchants called out in a dozen different tongues, their voices meshing into a discordant melody. Her nostrils filled with the mingled scents of exotic spices and pungent incense. It was an assault on the senses, utterly foreign to her scholarly sensibilities.

Tiberon, in contrast, moved through the tumult with easy confidence, nodding in greeting to various vendors. His imposing physique parted the crowd effortlessly as he guided Illyria to their first meeting. She envied his comfort amidst the chaos. This was his domain—the cutthroat arena of commerce where fortunes were made and lost in the span of a breath.

As they walked, Illyria voiced her concerns in an anxious whisper meant only for Tiberon’s ears. “I fear I’m woefully out of my depth. What if I fail to secure the investment we need?”

Tiberon smiled, his tusks glinting. “You underestimate your gifts, Illyria. Your passion shall win hearts, just as it won mine.”

“I don’t need their hearts,” Illyria said. “Only their bank ledgers.”

Tiberon laughed boisterously at that, startling a nearby mouse-woman who’d been inspecting clockwork gears and sending her diving beneath the vendor’s booth. “A woman after my own pursestrings! But that’s good. Skies above, we could use more merchants with that kind of no-nonsense attitude. Approach these meetings with that decisiveness and you’ll do just fine.”

Still, apprehension gnawed at her core. She knew Tiberon’s patronage alone could not sustain the Sanctum indefinitely. Its success hinged on forging new alliances this day. The weight of this necessity sat heavy upon her shoulders.

Illyria steeled herself as they arrived at their first appointment, at a silk trader’s opulent booth. The man’s beady eyes scrutinized her from beneath the embroidered velvet of his fedora.

“Greetings, Master Barakat,” Tiberon said. “A most esteemed trader from the Assyntinian Steppes who is looking to branch out into alchemical and talismanic offerings,” he added, for Illyria’s benefit. “Allow me to introduce Illyria Moondrop of the forthcoming Starlight Sanctum.”

Illyria unfurled her presentation scroll with a flourish. “It’s an honor, Master Barakat. The Sanctum aspires to be a hub of magical learning, bringing together spellcasters of all races and traditions into perfect synergy, and to serve as an atelier for both standard and bespoke magical and alchemical solutions.” She’d wrestled with the wording all night, consulting new books like What’s Hot in Hexes! and The Two-Potion Entrepreneur that Arkenev had procured for her, but they still felt so clumsy in her mouth. “With your investment, dear master, we could make this dream a reality.”

Barakat’s gaze remained impassive as she spoke. When she finished, he waved a soft hand dismissively. “An amusing notion, but utterly unfeasible. This city has no shortage of failed magical ventures. I’ll not add my coin to their number.”

Illyria’s heart sank, but she persisted. “With respect, the Sanctum is different. Our collaborative approach is unique and⁠—”

“Enough. I’ve no interest in such unrealistic dreams,” Barakat interrupted. “Now, Tiberon, perhaps we could discuss more profitable ventures some other time? When you don’t have one of your . . . charity cases.”

Illyria bristled at the insult, but she kept her composure. Tiberon shifted slightly in front of her, a warning to stay silent. “A pity, Master Barakat,” he said smoothly. “I trust time will tell that Professor Moondrop here has both the knowledge and savvy to make this venture a reality. But I do wish you the best of luck in finding something safer and more modest to invest a few crowns in.” He bowed deeply. “We appreciate your time nonetheless.”

Dejected, Illyria rolled up her scroll. Tiberon gave her a reassuring glance as they left the obstinate merchant behind. She only hoped the day’s remaining meetings would prove more fruitful.

Illyria and Tiberon continued to weave their way through the crowded market, the haggling voices enveloping them and clouding Illyria’s thoughts with doubt. Was she really stumbling into the same foolhardy trap that so many other mages had before her? But she believed in her cause—not only selling magic and potions, but teaching it as well, fostering a proper community of mages and alchemists of all traditions, not just using them for their wares. Maybe she didn’t need buzzwords like ‘synergy’ and ‘bespoke,’ despite what Arkenev’s books claimed. Maybe she only needed her conviction to shine through.

As they passed a booth adorned with intricate clockwork devices, Tiberon paused, gesturing for Illyria to take note of its owner—a pink-haired gnome tinkering with a tiny metallic bird.

“Ah, Desirae Ironcog,” Tiberon greeted her warmly. “Just the artisan I hoped to find. My associate here has a proposition you may find intriguing for that creative mind of yours.”

Desirae looked up, pushing her magnifying spectacles up her freckled nose. Her eyes glimmered with curiosity as she gazed at Illyria expectantly.

Illyria unrolled her scroll, launching eagerly into her well-practiced pitch about the Sanctum. Desirae listened intently, her foot tapping an erratic rhythm as gears seemed to turn behind her eyes.

“A fascinating concept,” Desirae mused when Illyria finished. “I can picture such a place vividly—a true haven for magical minds. And its applications for clockwork devices could prove most intriguing!”

“Yes!” Illyria said, a little too emphatically. “I can already envision such applications.

“However . . .” Desirae said.

Illyria’s heart sank, anticipating the gnome’s next words.

“The Crimson Ledger does complicate matters,” Desirae continued apologetically. “They’ve made clear their intentions to dominate the magical market in Luminara for the foreseeable future. I cannot risk my business by gambling against them.”

Illyria opened her mouth to object but caught Tiberon’s warning look.

“I understand your hesitation completely,” Tiberon interjected smoothly. “We appreciate you taking the time to consider this opportunity nonetheless. Please do let us know if any aspect of this endeavor develops to your satisfaction. Your talents would be invaluable to seeing this dream fully realized.”

Desirae nodded thoughtfully as Illyria and Tiberon turned to leave, disappointment hanging over them like a stubborn mist. But Illyria knew the day was not yet over. If she could secure just one promising lead, it would be enough to rekindle her flickering hopes.

Illyria scanned the swirling sea of merchants, searching for inspiration. Amidst the gaudy booths boasting luxurious fabrics and glistening gemstones, a simpler stand caught her eye—like a refreshing clearing in the woods, slightly overgrown with vegetation, but elegant in its natural beauty. It lacked the ostentatious trappings of its neighbors, but a steady stream of fascinated customers proved its appeal.

Illyria drifted closer, intrigued. At the center of the booth stood a willowy woman whose very presence seemed to radiate an ancient serenity. Her blooming hair covered her otherwise bare chest and torso, which ended at the hips in the body of a deer. All four deer limbs were adorned with living vines, and leaves floated delicately around her, stirred by an unfelt breeze.

“A dryad,” Tiberon said, sounding a bit awestruck himself. “They rarely leave their groves.”

The dryad’s voice drifted towards them, rich and melodic. She was explaining the properties of various dried herbs and tinctures to an enraptured halfling woman.

“Your skills are wasted here, my lady,” the halfling declared as she departed with her purchase. “You could command the ears of royalty with your wisdom.”

The dryad smiled benevolently. “I am content so long as my knowledge aids others, be they of high or low station.”

Her voice reminded Illyria of her mother’s lullabies, soothing and timeless. Here was someone who shared her desire to spread enlightenment freely. Taking a deep breath, Illyria approached.

“Greetings, mistress of nature’s bounty. I am Illyria Moondrop, and this is my colleague, Tiberon of the Winterskies. Might we have a moment of your time?”

The dryad turned her deep emerald gaze upon Illyria, and after a moment’s consideration, she spoke. “I am Celadine Dewleaf. I will hear you, child of two worlds.” Her formal cadence reminded Illyria of her mother’s people, the haughty Sapphirae. But Celadine’s eyes held only warmth and wisdom.

Illyria inclined her head respectfully. “I come on behalf of the Starlight Sanctum, a new establishment dedicated to the study of alchemy and the arcane arts. Our mission is to advance magical knowledge by bringing together the greatest minds, regardless of race or status.”

Celadine blinked calmly; Illyria realized, looking closer, that her pupils were a curious caprine shape, like a horizontal oval. “Please proceed.”

“By leveraging, ah, unique performance indicators, and, ah . . .” Illyria wracked her brain for more of the terminology from Arkenev’s books, then gestured animatedly, as if discarding them. Better to plainly describe her vision. “I plan to make a shop and studio of spellcraft from all corners of the world, and gardens to cultivate rare magical herbs and plants. I believe your expertise with flora could be invaluable to these efforts.”

Celadine listened intently, her hair rustling softly as she shifted. “An ambitious endeavor, blending such disparate branches of the arcane. Yet harmony may be found in diversity.”

“Exactly!” Illyria’s eyes shone. “Too often, knowledge is hoarded and restricted. We wish to illuminate, not obscure.”

The dryad nodded slowly, though her expression remained guarded. “A noble aim, but difficult to achieve. Many forces will oppose such openness.”

Illyria’s face fell slightly. “Yes, we’ve met resistance already. But we cannot let fear stop progress.”

Celadine’s lithe fingers danced over the various trinkets arrayed on her display table, then bundles of dried herbs. “Likewise, I prefer to observe before acting. Allow seeds to germinate in their own time. I do not counsel wisdom in deciding just yet.”

Illyria nodded, trying not to let her disappointment shine through. “A wise approach, though at times action must supplement patience.”

“Perhaps.” Celadine tilted her head, appraising. “Still, you’ve piqued my interest, Illyria Moondrop. Your audacity reminds me of saplings determined to split stone.”

Illyria smiled slightly at the veiled compliment. Yet she detected a deeper skepticism in the dryad’s words. “I simply seek to cultivate knowledge, as a gardener nurtures blossoms,” Illyria responded evenly. She had the distinct sense she was playing a bewildering game of riddles, and each word brought her to the brink of losing. But she had to play on.

Celadine studied her with those ageless eyes, then suddenly gave an excited prance of her hooves. “Ah! I see a path forward through the darkness of the woods. Perhaps a demonstration of your capabilities is in order, to sway the skeptical and prove your worthiness for nature’s bounties. I may know of just the one . . .”

Celadine’s voice took on a musical lilt as she began to speak, drawing the attention of passersby. Soon a small crowd gathered around her booth, enthralled by her words.

“In the heart of the Whispering Woods, up the coast to the north of Luminara, lies a place untouched by time, where perpetual twilight reigns. The Shrouded Vale, realm of mystery and forgotten beauty . . . and also terrible tragedy. This secluded haven is untouched by the passage of ordinary time, a remnant of the world’s primordial beauty. There, the Shade Lily grows amid the silvery mists—a flower of remarkable power, coveted by mages and healers alike for its restorative essence.”

A shiver ran down Illyria’s spine. She’d heard of the Shrouded Vale in her readings of herbologies, and not in any reassuring terms.

Celadine’s gaze glinted knowingly at Illyria. “To obtain a cutting from that rare bloom, one capable of being transplanted and flourishing anew in Luminara, would prove a worthy trial indeed. The Vale’s spectral guardians permit only those they deem worthy to pass, after all. And the flower itself retreats from all but the most persistent seekers.”

“Sp-spectral guardians?” Tiberon asked, his voice wavering slightly. “What does that mean?”

Celadine turned to him, her eyes shining with amusement. “Oh, nothing too frightening. Merely the spirits of the forest, bound to protect the Vale and its treasures. The Wraithwolves, they are called in human tongue—spectral beasts with fur as dark as the void and eyes that burn with an eldritch flame. They can be quite formidable, of course, but nothing a skilled adventurer cannot soothe.”

Illyria met Celadine’s intense gaze unflinchingly. The dryad’s challenge awakened her innate love of exploration and discovery.

“Bring me a cutting of the Shade Lily,” Celadine said. “One from which I can cultivate a mystical, salubrious garden of such blooms. Then I shall sink my roots into the soil of your endeavors.”

And there was only one answer Illyria could offer.

“I accept your proposal,” Illyria said. “I will brave the Vale and return with a Shade Lily, or empty-handed, having given my all in the attempt.”

Celadine smiled, satisfied. “Well spoken. I look forward to seeing the fruit your efforts bear, Illyria Moondrop. The winds of fortune blow in your favor.”

Illyria nodded respectfully to Celadine before turning to leave, her mind already racing with plans—and stomach churning with eager terror. Tiberon fell into step beside her, skepticism written plainly across his face.

“A bold promise,” he said, “considering the perils involved. I’ve heard tales of the Wraithwolves bringing a grisly end to many boastful adventurers. Do you truly know where to find this rare flower, let alone how to retrieve it intact?”

Illyria met his doubt with a cryptic smile. “I know the risks,” she said. “But I also know someone bold enough to succeed where others have failed.”

She led Tiberon to a quiet alcove away from the bustle of the fair. Her face took on a mischievous cast, eyes glinting.

“While I don’t have a concrete plan yet, I do have a contact uniquely suited for this task.” She dropped her voice. “Briar, the captain of the Defiant, would be more than happy to assist with the task—for a price. With her skills, the Vale’s perils pose no concern.”

Tiberon’s eyes widened in surprise. “The pirate queen? Relying on her seems . . . unwise. How can you be certain of her loyalty?”

Illyria laughed. “Oh, I trust Briar with my life. She may be a scoundrel and a rogue, but she’s also the most courageous soul I’ve met.” Her expression grew distant, fond. “And she knows the value of life’s rare treasures.”

Tiberon still looked uncertain, but Illyria took his arm reassuringly.

“Have faith, my friend,” she said warmly. “With Briar at our side, the Vale shall yield its secrets. And the Starlight Sanctum shall have its herbalist.”


Chapter
Twelve



“Well played, gnome. But your eyes betray you.”

Briar’s rich voice resonated through the smoky backroom of the Siren’s Call as she leaned back in her chair. One massive hand idly stacked poker chips while the other held a fan of cards close to her chest. Across the table, the informant Twitch—her current opponent—squirmed under her piercing gaze, his own cards clutched in a white-knuckled grip.

Briar watched the weaselly man like a hawk eyeing a mouse. She had to play this just right if she hoped to extract the truth about the labyrinth disk from him. Her reputation had opened the door, but it would take skill to navigate Twitch’s nervous ramblings and see if he truly knew anything worthwhile.

“Who, me? I ain’t got nothing to hide,” Twitch sputtered unconvincingly.

“Hmm, is that so?” Briar let the question hang in the air between them. She took a slow sip of ale, never breaking eye contact. The seconds ticked by, heavy with expectation. Just when the silence seemed unbearable, she spoke again. “Then you won’t mind if I raise the stakes.”

With a flick of her wrist, Briar pushed a stack of gold coins into the center of the table. Twitch’s gaze darted greedily to the glinting pile. Weighing his options, no doubt.

“Unless you’d rather fold?” Briar kept her tone casual, but there was an unmistakable challenge in her words. She scrutinized her opponent, looking for any cracks in his façade. Her mind churned with possibilities about what he knew, what she could leverage to get it out of him. He was her only solid lead on the truth behind the labyrinth disk Illyria had shown her, and she couldn’t afford to leave empty-handed.

Hells, though—Illyria had never said she couldn’t earn some money on the side while looking into the disk.

Twitch licked his lips nervously. “I’ll call,” he said, though his voice lacked conviction. His leg bounced under the table as his eyes flicked between Briar and the tempting pot of winnings.

Briar hid a smile behind her cards. She had him on the hook now. It was time to reel him in. “Well?” she prompted, arching an eyebrow.

Twitch fidgeted in his seat, fingers worrying the frayed edges of his tunic. His eyes darted around the smoky tavern, looking anywhere but directly at Briar.

“I, uh, I don’t actually know much about this labyrinth business you mentioned,” he admitted. “Hardly worth your time pursuing it, you see.”

Briar leaned back in her chair, affecting an air of casual disinterest, though her mind raced. “No? Funny, that’s not what I heard.”

Twitch swallowed hard, beads of sweat tracing his jaw. “And what was it you heard, exactly?”

“See, word on the street is you’re the one to talk to about certain . . . obscure artifacts. Relics that seem to vanish into the ether. Powerful, mysterious objects that only surface in shadowy circles.”

Twitch gulped audibly, tugging at his collar. “I, uh, I think there’s been a misunderstanding,” he stammered. “I’m just a simple businessman.”

“Oh, I’m sure,” Briar said dryly. She stacked a few more coins atop the glittering pile. “But as a simple businessman, I imagine you’d be interested in striking a mutually beneficial deal.”

Twitch eyed the money longingly. Briar could practically see the gears turning in his head as he weighed his options. She had him pinned and they both knew it. Now it was only a matter of waiting for him to crack.

The silence between them grew taut as a bowstring. Briar kept her body relaxed, belying the anticipation coiling inside. This was the critical moment, the fulcrum on which her quest balanced. She willed Twitch to speak with the power of her steely gaze.

After an agonizing wait, the informant finally broke. “I may know something about this labyrinth sect,” he admitted in a hushed tone, eyes darting around nervously. “But this kind of information doesn’t come cheap.”

Briar nodded, a spark of triumph flaring within. She had him. “I think we can come to an arrangement,” she said, voice smooth as silk yet sharp as steel.

Twitch leaned in close, the stench of stale ale on his breath. “There are whispers,” he murmured, “of a secret society called Labyrinthius.”

Briar’s pulse quickened, but she kept her expression impassive. This was the lead she had been waiting for.

“Vanished ages ago, or so the stories go,” Twitch continued. “But lately folks have been talking of hidden tunnels and long-lost rituals.” He licked his lips nervously. “Even today, there are those obsessed with unlocking their secrets.”

“Go on,” Briar said, stacking another few coins on the pile.

“Someone from the University—Nylan Saines, a professor of the Ancient Realms, he styled himself—became consumed by obsession.” Twitch’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Took to the wilderness, holed up in some decrepit old library. They say he found something big before he disappeared. Real dark magic.”

Briar’s mind raced, connecting dots. The labyrinth disk, this shadowy cult, a crazed scholar—could it have something to do with Illyria’s fears about her shop’s building? She sensed the twisted threads of fate drawing taut around her. “And where can I find this Saines?”

“He keeps a cottage on the edge of town. Near the mountain pass to the north, out the Northern Gate. I’m sure if you ask around there, you’ll find him.”

“You sure you can’t say more than that?”

“I’ve said too much already,” Twitch said, eyeing the exit.

Briar placed one final coin atop the pile and slid it toward him. “You’ve been most helpful.” Twitch started to reach for the pot. “Ah—but we still haven’t shown our hands.”

Twitch groaned—it was almost a squeal—and jabbed a finger at Briar’s cards. “You first.”

Briar smiled, revealing a glint of teeth. “As you wish.” She flipped over her cards one by one, each one a winner: five pearls, five crowns, five moons. Twitch’s face fell, and Briar knew she had him exactly where she wanted him.

“Looks like luck is on my side,” Briar purred, scooping up the pot of coins. “But hey—I’ll let you keep this for your cooperation.”

She flicked twenty crowns Twitch’s way, and he caught it with a yelp. “But I put in seventy!”

“A pleasure doing business, then,” Briar said, and ducked down to make her way out.

Briar stepped out into the cool night air, leaving the smoky tavern behind. Her mind churned with questions as she made her way through Luminara’s winding streets. Twitch’s information pointed to something sinister lurking beneath the polished veneer of the city, some dark secret tied to Illyria’s shop.

A scholar who’d fled the University with dark knowledge. Sounded like he and Illyria should be old chums, really. Briar made her way toward North Gate, the hills of Luminara’s central districts butting up against mountains that once loomed in the distance from the Quays, but now seemed terrifyingly close. She couldn’t shake the feeling that she was walking straight into the heart of danger. Her hand rested on the hilt of her blade as she walked, ready for anything.

Finally, she reached North Gate and stepped out into the dusty border village that clustered around it. As a closed city-state, Luminara had few exits, and North Gate was one of the most heavily guarded, thanks to the Ironbound Empire that lurked just on the other side of that pass. Oh, they made some noise every so often of swallowing Luminara up, but even the Mad Emperor Ferratus knew that trying to gulp down a powerhouse such as Luminara would only leave him coughing up bones and gristle. All the same, Briar approached the gate with caution, her eyes scanning for any sign of trouble. The guards took one look at her and sneered, their hands hovering over their weapons.

“What’s your business?” one of them growled.

Briar flashed them a charming smile. “Just getting some fresh air, friends, no need to get your breeches in a twist. Thought I’d pay a visit to my old friend Professor Saines out this way.” Her head tipped to one side. “You wouldn’t happen to know the way to his new place, would you? I smudged the paper I wrote it on.”

The guards eyed her warily before grudgingly offering quick directions and allowing her to pass. Briar continued on her way, her senses on high alert. The cobblestone roads gave way to packed dirt as Briar reached the outskirts. By the guards’ directions, the scholar’s sanctuary lay nestled in the encroaching wilds ahead, overgrown and forgotten with gloomy slabs of granite leering over it like gargoyles so close to the range. Briar pictured the building as Twitch had described—a decrepit old library with answers locked away inside.

She quickened her pace, one hand resting on the dagger at her hip. The trees crowded closer, their branches clawing at the night sky. The scent of mold and decay grew stronger until Briar found herself before a sagging wooden door. Hinges shrieked in protest as she pushed it open, a warning trill in the back of her mind warning her not to knock.

Beyond lay only silence and shadows.

Briar stepped cautiously into the dark hallway beyond the door, her instincts prickling in warning. The air inside was close and heavy, as if it wanted to choke Briar with its oppressive stillness. Everything felt wrong. She picked her way through the silent rooms, her eyes wide and alert for any sign of life. But there was nothing but a dense atmosphere of abandonment and neglect. Dust clung to the shelves that lined the walls, their once colorful bindings faded from time and use. Cobwebs hung like curtains in every corner, while books lay forgotten on tables and chairs where they had been hastily abandoned when their owner departed in haste.

“Professor Saines?” Briar called out, trying to break the eerie silence that blanketed everything. “Anyone home?”

Only echoes answered her cries. Briar’s shoulders slumped in defeat. She hadn’t expected much from this visit—but she had still hoped to find him alive and well here among his beloved books. But there was no sign whatsoever that anyone had been here in moons—possibly years. All except . . .

Briar frowned as she doubled back to survey one of the shelves. Resting on it, fresh enough not to have garnered any mold or been picked apart by mice, was a half-eaten crescent pastry, powdered in shimmering white.

“Odd,” Briar muttered to herself, but ultimately unhelpful. It could have been anyone—the professor himself, a squatter, someone who’d just been passing by. She made one more sweep of the cottage before heading back out into the night air outside. Whatever answers she sought would have to wait for another day; for now she knew only that Professor Saines was gone.

Briar stepped outside, inhaling deeply to clear the musty scent of the abandoned library from her nostrils. As she did, the prickling sense of being watched returned in full force, raising the hairs on the back of her neck. She scanned the area, eyes narrowed, one hand drifting toward the cutlass at her hip.

“You can come out now,” she called, her voice echoing slightly off the crumbling stone walls. “I know you’re there.”

A shadow detached itself from a copse of trees, moving with predatory grace into the moonlight. Briar tensed, and tightened her grip on the cutlass. But as the figure crossed the open path, she recognized the meticulously tailored clothes, broad physique, and raven hair of Rane Rivers.

Her grip tightened even further.

“Well done,” he purred, slow clapping as he approached. “Not many detect my presence when I wish to remain unseen.”

“A brute like you? I somewhat doubt that.”

Rane pressed an affronted hand to his chest. “Now, now, those days are done for me. I’m a reputable businessman now.” He looked her over, lip curling back in a sneer. “Sorry you can’t say the same.”

“What do you want?” Briar said bluntly, changing her grip to a looser one, but not removing her hand from the cutlass entirely. “The way you’re followin’ me around these days, I’m startin’ to think you’ve got the wrong idea.”

“I only want information.” Rane circled her casually, green eyes glinting. “The same as you, I’d wager. You’re looking into the symbol of a forgotten organization, are you not?”

Briar scoffed, feigning ignorance. “Can’t help you. I’m just here for the scenic tour.”

Rane smiled, shark-like. “Oh come now, Captain. Let’s not play games. I know why you’re sniffing around the professor’s library.” His voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “The labyrinth symbol. Labyrinthius, they call themselves. I can tell you all about it . . . for the right price.”

“And what’s your price?” she asked warily.

Rane’s smile widened. “Just a trifle. Information on your dear friend Illyria’s movements. Her plans, resources . . .” He trailed off leadingly.

Briar bristled, outrage flaring. “Sell her out to a shark like you? Over some rumors about a social club? And here I thought you Ledger folks were supposed to be good at the economy.” She spat on the path. “Hardly a worthwhile trade. I had an idle curiosity, that’s all, so I pursued it. I can do just fine without.”

“Oh, captain. There’s nothing idle about Labyrinthius. But fine, I’ll haggle for old times’ sake.” Rane paused, regarding Briar thoughtfully. “I know you want the Celestial Prism. The one Moondrop won at the Amber House earlier this moon.”

Briar stiffened. How did he know about that? She hadn’t seen any Ledger agents there—she was pretty sure the Amber House loathed the whole lot of them. She forced an incredulous laugh. “And why would I want some gaudy bauble?”

“To cure that nasty curse of yours, of course,” Rane said casually, inspecting his nails.

Briar’s blood turned to ice. He knew. He knew. But how? She had kept it a secret from everyone—only her own mother knew, tides take her soul, and Briar had intended to keep it that way. But Rane had just laid it out in the open, with no remorse.

This changed things.

“Here’s my offer,” Rane continued. “Help me dismantle Illyria’s business, and the Prism is yours. No questions asked.”

Briar’s mind raced. The prism’s power could end generations of suffering for her people. This could be her only chance to obtain it.

Yet betrayal curled her lip. Illyria had shown her nothing but kindness ever since that auction. She deserved better than to be cast aside at the first temptation. And betraying Illyria . . .

Well. Briar winced. Betraying her would certainly eliminate the need for the Prism, but not in any way Briar could bear to consider just now.

“Well?” Rane arched an eyebrow. “Do we have a deal?”

Briar met his gaze evenly. “The Prism promises a cure, but there are some prices too high to pay.”

She turned on her heel, refusing to look back. Her hopes weighed heavily on the Prism, but she would find another way.

Rane’s eyes bored into her retreating back. “You’ll never get another offer like this!” he called after her.

Briar kept walking. Her path was clear.

Lost in thought, Briar wandered back through Luminara’s winding streets to the docks where her ship awaited. She barely noticed the bustling crowds or merchants hawking their wares, her mind still churning with possibilities.

It wasn’t until she reached the Defiant that she spotted Illyria already there, staring pensively out at the sea as the rising tide strained at the moorings. Briar paused, taking in the woman’s uncharacteristic silence, and the graceful way the moon limned the long line of her nose; the longer line of her neck.

“A crown for your thoughts?” Briar asked lightly as she approached.

Illyria started, then smiled in greeting. But her usual vibrancy seemed dimmed. “Just contemplating our course ahead,” she replied. Too casually.

Briar’s eyes narrowed. “Our course?”

Illyria took a deep breath. “I need your help, Briar. Desperately. There’s an ingredient I must acquire, a rare flower called a Shade Lily. It only grows in the perilous Shrouded Vale, guarded by wraithwolves.”

“The Shrouded Vale, eh? That’s up the coast to the north, yeah? Past the Ironbound Empire?” Briar considered for a moment. “Sailing’s the only way I’d reckon you’d want to get there unless you fancy a long and painful march through the Empire’s heart.”

Illyria rested a hand on Briar’s forearm, delicate fingers curling lightly around her wrist. “I know it’s a great deal to ask. But you’re the only one I’d trust to guide me safely through. And . . . and I’ll pay you handsomely, of course.” A strain in Illyria’s smile suggested that even the fat coinpurse she’d been disbursing so generously of late was starting to reach its limits, but here she was, asking for aid all the same. “Will you help me?”

Briar blinked, surprised. Then determination flooded her veins, washing away any lingering conflict.

“Wraithwolves sound spooky, but I’m sure you can handle them like any other beast.” Briar forced herself to smile in return. “I’ll get you to that flower if I have to carry you on my back.”

Illyria’s relief broke over Briar like a wave. Impulsively, she pulled the pirate into a fierce hug. Briar blanched, the heat suddenly coursing through her a sharp warning, but then she returned it unhesitatingly—ignoring the sudden acceleration of her heart.

“Thank you,” Illyria said.

Briar nodded, not trusting her voice, and pulled back from the embrace. The throbbing ache of her curse was louder now, impossible to ignore. “I’ll be your shield,” she said solemnly. “You have my word.”

Illyria’s eyes misted, and for a moment Briar thought she might embrace her again. But the alchemist simply laid a hand over her heart and inclined her head in a gesture of gratitude.

Briar glanced down, flexing her fingers. The dull ache in her bones remained, but she refused to let it define her fate. She looked back at Illyria, resolve etched on her face.

“We’ll leave in two days’ time,” Briar said briskly, her tone brooking no argument. “I know the paths that avoid the Empire’s patrol ships along the coast. We’ll slip through like ghosts.”

Illyria nodded, placing her trust fully in the pirate’s hands. Briar clasped Illyria’s shoulder firmly, a promise made flesh. “Then I suppose you’ve preparations to make,” Illyria said, even as she hovered a moment longer. “I . . . I’d better do the same.”

Briar smiled, a hairline fracture opening in her heart. “Guess you’d best.”

Briar watched as Illyria drifted back up the docks into the Quays District, ethereal and luminous as her family name. Then Briar strode up the gangplank of the Defiant, barking orders to the crew to prepare for their next adventure.

Her heart beat steadily despite the curse, carrying her onward.


Chapter
Thirteen



Illyria gripped the railing of the Defiant, her slate gray knuckles nearly matching the predawn fog swirling around the ship. Briar’s crew bustled about with quiet urgency, preparing to depart under the veil of mist. Excitement warred with apprehension in Illyria’s chest—not only for the arduous task of procuring the cutting for Celadine, but for what they’d have to sail through to get there. The Ironbound Empire’s reputation for cruelty preceded them, and their emperor’s madness made him dangerously unpredictable. Yet the mysteries of the Shrouded Vale beckoned, offering hope that whatever they faced would be worth it in the end.

“Weigh anchor!” Briar bellowed, her commanding voice rising above the clamor. “Make ready to set sail!”

Illyria watched Thorne and Lirr spring into action, the dwarven deckhand and skyborn lookout she’d been introduced to when she came aboard. As Thorne’s thick hands heaved on the anchor chain, the sleek Lirr scampered up the rigging, her dark feathers ruffling in the salty breeze.

Gavrel, the navigator, emerged from below deck, his weathered face grim. “The morning mists may cloak us for a time,” he rasped. “But once the sun burns through, we’ll be exposed. We must make haste.”

Illyria nodded, willing her nerves to steady. She had known the risks when she commissioned Briar’s motley crew. But there was too much at stake to turn back now. Her dream of the Starlight Sanctum depended on the magic hidden within the Vale.

“Full sail!” Briar bellowed. “We ride the tide before dawn breaks!”

The ship lurched as the sails unfurled, catching the brisk wind, and the Defiant gathered speed, cutting through the misty predawn waters.

Illyria grasped the railing tight, and salt spray dampened her face as the ship sliced through the waves. As the crowded, rolling hills of Luminara retreated from view to the southeast, Illyria tried to shake the disquiet inside her that feared she might not return to her new home. Strange, to think of Luminara as her home already—it had scarcely been more than a moon since she’d arrived from the Sapphire Isles with little but Arkenev’s name, her life’s savings, and a notebook full of vague plans and wishes. But the cozy city-state had welcomed her—mostly—with open arms. And the good she’d seen there was worth the smaller irritations.

In the distance, the hulking silhouette of the mountainous coast of the Ironbound Empire emerged, its jagged spine looming ominously where it slithered alongside the sea. Illyria shuddered, not wanting to imagine what might happen if the Mad Emperor’s navy should be out on patrol this day. She glanced at Briar, admiring the pirate queen’s composure: standing tall at the helm, her keen eyes scanning the seas, exuding a sureness Illyria longed to feel, too. Illyria tried to match her confidence in her posture, but felt herself coming up short.

Illyria was startled from her thoughts by a whoop of laughter. She looked up to see Caelan dramatically sliding down a rope from the crow’s nest and bouncing into a tumbling roll before landing lightly on the deck below.

“Show-off,” Jorn grumbled, though his eyes shone with affection for the acrobatic performer as he draped his arms around Caelan’s muscular shoulders.

“You’re becoming quite the regular stowaway, aren’t you, Cael?” Briar nudged him with an elbow as she passed by. “I’m not putting you on the payroll, so don’t bother asking.”

“Ah, right, I forgot the protocol. Permission to come aboard, captain? I might eat some of your rations but I’ll do my best to keep your first mate in good spirits.” Caelan struck a dramatic salute.

Briar rolled her eyes, but couldn’t suppress a small smile. “Permission granted, but keep your hands off the rum. Freeloaders can bring their own drinks.”

Caelan grinned, his eyes sparkling with mischief. “No promises.”

Illyria watched the interaction, feeling a pang of longing for the easy camaraderie. She was still getting to know the crew, Briar having made all the necessary introductions just before they pulled anchor, but she could already sense the camaraderie and loyalty they shared.

Once they were underway, the burly dwarf Thorne busied himself with carving some kind of wooden implement Illyria didn’t recognize, whistling a hearty sea shanty as he worked. Lirr, the skyborn lookout, glided down from her perch, her sleek black wings folding neatly behind her back as her clawed feet touched the deck. She nodded politely to Illyria before going to confer quietly with Briar.

The aromas of baking bread and smoked fish wafted up from below decks, where Hargrim the cook was no doubt preparing a hearty breakfast. The scents stirred Illyria’s appetite despite her nerves.

Briar clapped her on the shoulder as she strode past, shouting orders. “Eat up and get some rest while you can,” she said. “We’ve got a long day and a longer night ahead.”

Illyria nodded, though she doubted she’d be able to relax much. Not with the Ironbound Empire lurking on the horizon, and even more tenuous fate awaiting her on the Empire’s other side, within the Shrouded Vale. Still, she appreciated Briar’s brusque attempt at comfort.

The day passed in a blur of creaking timbers and snapping sails. Illyria busied herself reviewing the almanacs and botanical records she’d brought along to ensure she was as familiar as anyone could be with the elusive Shade Lily. When she tired of that, she assisted the crew where she could, taking time to get to know them better. Gavrel, the gruff navigator, shared tales of distant lands while expertly charting their course. Sylphina, the bubbly gnome engineer, showed Illyria the ingenious gadgets she maintained that kept the ship running smoothly.

In no time at all, the sun slipped below the waves, bleeding crimson across the darkening sky. As Illyria finished stowing the dishes she’d helped wash after dinner, Briar approached her with a bottle of rum held up, eyebrow quirked in a question. “Share a glass, Professor Moondrop?”

Illyria couldn’t help but grin as she nodded. “I’d be honored, Captain.”

Illyria followed Briar into her cabin, an intimate space filled with the smell of wood polish and the soft sound of distant waves. A large map dominated the table, marked in places with tiny figurines made of driftwood. The walls were lined with shelves full of books and strange trinkets, which Illyria studied curiously.

“My mother’s,” Briar explained, gesturing toward the shelves, where the odd assortment boasted of adventures from all across the known realms: colorful scales stitched onto a sampler, a jar of what looked like vivid reddish-pink sand, and a glass paperweight that contained a preserved dragonfly with gossamer wings. “Her ship’s long since been sold off, but I had to keep some of her souvenirs for my own.”

“She was a sailor, too?” Illyria asked, peering closer at a curious-looking shell with intricate carvings etched into its surface.

Briar nodded, pouring two generous glasses of rum. “Aye, the best I’ve ever known. She taught me everything I know. Sailing, navigating, even how to fight. Should’ve seen her with her greatsword—it was quite the sight.” She handed a glass to Illyria, and they both settled into the built-in benches around the table.

“She sounds like a force to be reckoned with,” Illyria said, raising her glass in a toast. “Not unlike her daughter.”

“Crafty, Professor.” Briar smiled and clinked her glass against Illyria’s before taking a sip, her eyes not straying from Illyria’s.

The rum was smooth and spicy, the sting of the alcohol pleasant on her tongue and down her throat, and Illyria savored the flavor, mulling over the way it burned just a little dangerously, not unlike the way Briar’s gaze lingered on her lips. She shifted in her seat, feeling a flush rise to her cheeks.

After a moment, Briar’s expression softened, her gaze going distant. “Ah, Ma was a force of nature. Fiercest giantess to ever sail the known seas. I was just a mite when she’d sit me on her lap and tell me stories of her adventures.”

“Did you travel with her then, as well?” Illyria asked.

Briar nodded. “We all but lived on the seas. Rarely went back to the Skraes, where my grandmother and aunts lived. Where our people come from. I’d help mend sails and tie knots. My little hands couldn’t do much, but she’d show me how it was done; I’d watch in wonder at her huge hands as they worked with surprising delicacy. She gave me my first compass—still use it today,” Briar added, tapping the battered brass compass hanging from the wall. “Made me promise to trust its guidance, but follow my heart when needed.”

On impulse, Illyria reached over and squeezed Briar’s hand. “She sounds incredible,” Illyria said. “I can see so much of her strength and spirit in you.”

Briar blinked a few times, then gave a small, grateful smile. She cleared her throat. “I try to make her proud.”

Illyria could tell that the memories were bittersweet. But even as she spoke of them, there was an undeniable warmth in Briar’s voice—the sound of someone who cherished the moments they had shared with their beloved family member.

“Sounds like a magical time,” Illyria said. Whatever bittersweetness laced those tales, Illyria deferred to Briar to choose when to tell it.

But rather than continue on, Briar just looked at Illyria from under her lashes and smiled ruefully. “One thing is certain: no matter what happened out there, she never lost her sense of humor.”

The two women shared a laugh over this thought, before settling into comfortable silence. Illyria raised her glass in a toast as she said quietly, “To your mother: may she forever have fair winds and fathomless seas.”

After a moment, Briar cocked her head. “What about you, then? Tell me about your parents.”

Illyria smiled wistfully. “Oh, nothing quite so exciting as all that. My father was a human merchant. He traveled to the Sapphire Isles to try to acquire rare goods, and instead he fell in love with my mother. She was a mage as well—Not in the Lyceum, mind, in her own private practice. In fact,” Illyria continued with a sly laugh, “my father started out trying to persuade her to sell him her magical wares to take back to the Heart Realms.”

Briar’s eyebrows rose at this unexpected turn of events. “A human courting a Sapphirae? That must be quite rare.”

Illyria nodded in agreement. “It certainly was! But my father was persistent. He eventually won her over with his quiet dignity and his sincerity, as she told it. She left the Sapphire Isles to travel with him all over the Heart Realms for several moons out of the year, but insisted they return to the Isles for the winter moons so she could be among her family. He never asked for more than what she was willing to give; he accepted each small victory as they came.”

“What an amazing romance,” Briar said admiringly.

Illyria nodded again, feeling a warmth spread through her chest. It had been what felt like ages since anyone had asked her about them, and rather than the pang of loss she expected to find, it was surprising comfort to speak of them instead. “They taught me that love can transcend any barriers, if you have the courage to fight for it.”

Briar studied her, gaze thoughtful. “Took a lot of grit for your father to court an elf. Reckon that’s where you get your stubborn streak.” She grinned, teasing.

Illyria laughed. “I suppose you’re right.” Her laughter faded, and she regarded Briar curiously. “What of your parents, if I may ask? You didn’t mention another parent, if it’s not too bold of me to ask.”

Briar’s expression turned guarded for a moment before softening, and Illyria cursed herself internally, fearing she’d raised a sore subject. But after refilling both their glasses, Briar answered. “Never knew my father. Ma said he was a human she met in the Court of Flowers—some creative type or another. They had a brief romance, but he disappeared before I was born. Just Ma and me after that.”

“That must have been difficult for you both,” Illyria said gently.

“Aye, it had its challenges. But Ma was tough as dragonhide—didn’t have time to pine after some scoundrel.” Briar took a long swig of rum before continuing. “Still, leading a crew is . . . lonesome, sometimes. The weight of it all falls on me at the end of the day. Makes me miss the simpler times with Ma, just the two of us against the world.”

Her tone was gruff, but Illyria detected the wistful note beneath it. She placed a hand on Briar’s arm. “I understand. Command can be isolating. But from what I’ve seen, your crew would follow you to the Abyss and back. You inspire such loyalty in them.”

Briar patted her hand in thanks, offering a small smile. “That they would, and I’m ever grateful for it.”

“Still. Surely romance isn’t entirely impossible for a sailor, is it? Your first mate and his beau seem to have it sorted for themselves, after all.” Illyria’s cheeks flushed, and not just from the drink. Where was this boldness coming from? But she was determined to ride it out.

“No,” Briar said softly, “it is not. They’re content with their time apart while we’re on a job, but might as well be sewn together whenever we come ashore in Luminara. And, as you can see, Caelan’s work at his folks’ tavern gives him flexibility to come aboard with us from time to time. If they ever get married proper-like, I imagine Jorn’ll be wanting to be shoreside more than not, but I can hardly be upset for it.”

Illyria nodded, taking in Briar’s words. “It sounds like they have a good balance. That’s . . . good, that it’s possible to make it work.”

Briar chuckled, but her eyes had a distant look in them. “It is, isn’t it.”

They sat in weighted silence for a moment, the creaking of the ship and the wash of waves against the hull underscoring the intimacy of the conversation. Illyria yearned to probe deeper, but feared she’d already misstepped. Was it a mistake to have agreed to this drink, knowing the curious way Briar had of setting her nerves alight and making her all too aware of things Illyria had long thought dormant within herself? Was she only tormenting herself by wondering if they could ever be anything other than a wealthy patron and the mercenary she turned to for aid from time to time?

Illyria took another drink to embolden herself. “You know, I never properly thanked you for taking me on. I know my request placed you and your crew in danger. Yet you opened your doors without question. That takes a rare kindness.” Illyria lowered her head. “You’ve shown me nothing but kindness, in truth, when I couldn’t fault you for resenting me, after . . .”

Briar shook her head dismissively, but her expression was thoughtful. “No use holding grudges. You needed the Prism, I reckon, and you won it fairly. At least since then, you’ve shown yourself to be a worthy soul. And besides, you’ve brought us some exciting adventures and a fair share of riches.” Briar leaned in, her eyes sparkling mischievously. “Who knows what other treasures we might find together in the future.”

Illyria couldn’t help but smile at Briar’s contagious enthusiasm, and she was acutely aware of how close they sat side by side. “Well, regardless, I’m grateful. For this journey, and . . .” She hesitated. “For your companionship. It’s been some time since I’ve had someone to confide in.”

Briar tapped her glass to Illyria’s. “I’ll drink to that.” She tilted her head, regarding Illyria. “For all your fancy magic and your posh upbringing, you’re not so different from me and my crew. Just a wanderer looking for belonging.”

“Just so,” Illyria agreed softly.

She was acutely aware of Briar’s proximity, her earthy scent mingling with the salt air. Illyria’s heart quickened as Briar reached out and gently tucked a windblown strand of hair behind Illyria’s ear, her rough fingers leaving a trail of fire on Illyria’s skin. They leaned closer, noses almost touching, and Briar’s fingers lingered for a moment against Illyria’s cheek.

“Pretty as the moon,” Briar murmured.

Illyria’s heart caught in her throat, unsure of what was happening but unable to pull away. “Briar . . .” Illyria whispered.

Rather than respond, Briar leaned in and captured her lips in a searing kiss.

Illyria melted into her embrace, the taste of rum mingling with the sweetness of Briar’s mouth. She slid her arms around Briar’s neck as Briar’s mouth parted, and Illyria’s lips unfolded like petals to invite Briar deeper. Their tongues brushed together, coaxing a soft moan from deep in Illyria’s chest, a sound she thought she’d forgotten how to make—a sound that spoke to a deep hunger within her.

As the kiss deepened, Illyria felt Briar’s rough hands slide down her back, pulling her closer until their bodies were pressed tightly together. Briar’s touch was electric, sending shockwaves through Illyria’s body and igniting a fire deep within her, making her forget everything but the heady desire coursing through her. “Briar,” she murmured again, feeling like a tiny vessel lost at sea, hopelessly tossed and grateful for it.

Briar pulled back, breathing heavily as she gazed into Illyria’s eyes. “I’ve wanted to do that since the moment I laid eyes on you,” she admitted, her voice husky and low.

Something low in Illyria’s belly stirred, and she couldn’t help the dark smile tugging her lips. “Might have made for a better end to the evening.”

Briar’s hand skimmed up Illyria’s thigh, thumb digging into the soft flesh of her inner leg, stretching the velvet of her robes in the process. “Suppose we could make up for it now.”

Illyria’s breath caught in her throat, desire flooding her senses. She opened her mouth to respond when a bell somewhere clanged furiously, and a sharp cry rang out from above.

“Ship ahead! Imperial colors!”

Briar swore viciously, pulling away from Illyria as frantic thudding on the deck overhead marked the sounds of the crew bursting into action.

“Shit,” Briar said, and Illyria couldn’t agree more.

Illyria steadied herself against the sides of the captain’s quarters, taking a moment to recenter herself and shake off the haze of the alcohol, pushing aside her frustration to focus on the task at hand. She followed Briar onto the deck, the crew scurrying around them in a flurry of movement.

Lirr swooped down from the crow’s nest, her usually composed features etched with worry. “Three ships approaching from the north. Heavily armed.”

Briar’s expression hardened, her easy smile replaced with steely determination. “Make ready for a hard run,” she bellowed, her voice carrying across the deck. “We make for the mist and lose them there.”

The crew leapt into action, and there was a snapping sound overhead as the sails were trimmed for maximum speed. Illyria moved to the stern, hands already glowing with nascent spell energy. She reached out with a spell for farsight until she could track the presence of the Imperial ships drawing closer.

Briar appeared at her side, one large hand coming to rest on Illyria’s shoulder. “I know you’ve got some tricks up those robes of yours,” she said, voice pitched low beneath the organized chaos surrounding them, sending a fresh flush down Illyria’s body. “Now’s the time to use them.”

Illyria nodded, weaving the first threads of illusion. “I’ll cloak our passage. You just focus on getting us to the Vale.”

Briar grinned. “Leave it to me.” She squeezed Illyria’s shoulder briefly before moving away, barking orders with her characteristic authority. The crew responded in kind, and the deck lurched under Illyria’s feet as the ship surged forward.

Closing her eyes, Illyria sank into the ebb and flow of magic, crafting her spell. She spun the shape of the starlight around them, mist and mirage, until a veil coalesced around the Defiant, masking their passage.

But it wouldn’t be enough on its own to pull the Imperial ships off course. She’d have to maintain another spell at the same time—and for that, she’d need the scroll she’d prepared to conjure up the illusion of another ship splitting away from the path they were taking now, sending them on a mad chase off the Defiant’s course.

Her hands glowed with power as she reached for the scroll in her satchel, and as her fingers brushed against the parchment, a wave of energy cascaded through her. She opened the scroll and began to chant, weaving the second spell with a deftness born of practice and experience without letting the spell that currently masked them dim. The stars seemed to glimmer brighter as the magic built around the Defiant, and Illyria pushed her own power into the weave, urging it on faster.

Just as the first tendrils of the illusion began to take shape, the Defiant lurched forward as Briar pushed the ship into a tight turn. Illyria stumbled, nearly losing her concentration. But she quickly regained her focus and finished the spell, sending the illusion of a ship splitting off in a different direction and drawing the Imperials away from their true path.

The stars shone brighter around them, and Illyria sighed in relief as the Imperial ships veered off and the Defiant continued on its course, the veil of concealment unbroken.

“Well done,” Briar said, her voice warm with admiration.

Illyria smiled and nodded. “It was nothing.”

“Nothing?” Briar said, her eyebrow raised. “You saved us back there. Without your magic, we would have been doomed.”

Illyria smiled gently. “You’ve escaped worse without me, I’m sure.”

“Oh, sure. But it never hurts to have a little extra help.”

Briar clapped her on the shoulder, and Illyria relaxed, a feeling of contentment settling in her chest. But she had to keep up the illusion a bit longer. She couldn’t let herself relax until they were out of Imperial waters and at the edge of the untamed Vale.

The minutes stretched on, the shoreline barely visible through the pre-dawn gloom. Still, Illyria held her focus, sweat beading her brow with the effort. She heard Briar’s steady encouragement rising above the slap of sails and swish of water along the hull. They were so close.

Just when she thought her strength would fail, the mist parted to reveal a sheltered cove. Briar let out a whoop of victory as the crew guided them into its protective embrace. The Shrouded Vale surrounded them, its magic shimmering on the edges of Illyria’s vision.

With a gasp of relief, Illyria released the spell, sagging back against the rail. Briar was there in an instant, arms coming around to support her.

“Steady there,” she murmured. “You did it.”

Illyria managed a tired smile. “The Vale. You got us here.” She allowed herself a moment to catch her breath, leaning into Briar’s sturdy frame. Around them, the crew prepared for landing, voices echoing across the deck as they lowered the anchor and furled the sails.

“Always keep my word.”

Briar kept an arm around Illyria’s shoulders, grounding her as the world came back into focus. The sounds of the ship enveloped them—hushed conversations, footsteps on worn planks, the creak of rope and wood. Familiar, now, after their day at sea together.

As her vision cleared, Illyria took in the cove, nestled between soaring cliffs and shrouded in mist. Everything seemed hushed here, muffled by the Vale’s ancient magic. She sensed the thrum of power in the earth and water, subtle yet pervasive.

“Welcome to the Shrouded Vale,” Briar murmured, gaze fixed on the vine-strewn rock faces around them. “It lives up to the legends, doesn’t it?”

Illyria nodded, standing straighter now. Her eyes traced the contours of stone and the intricate shapes of flora along the cliffs. She longed to explore further, to unlock the Vale’s secrets. But that would have to wait.

Briar stepped away, straightening her coat with a brisk tug. When she turned back, the captain was in command once more.

“Right, you lot!” she bellowed, stalking the length of the deck. “We’ve got work to do.”

The crew jumped to obey, their shouts fading into the mist. Lines were secured, a gangplank extended, supplies readied to be brought ashore. Through it all, Briar directed them with calm authority, her keen eye missing no detail.

This was her element, Illyria mused—-not just the sea, but leadership. Briar had won the crew’s respect, and they followed her orders with an instinctive trust. Their future might be uncertain, but in this moment, there was no doubt who was in charge.

“I’m ready,” Illyria replied, lacing her fingers through Briar’s and giving a resolute squeeze. Their eyes met, speaking a language beyond words. Now, the real challenge would begin.


Chapter
Fourteen



The moon hung low in the inky sky, casting an ethereal glow over the haunted vale. Briar’s heart pounded in her chest as she peered through the thick, swirling fog that enveloped the shoreline where they stood, dark, silty sand threatening to give way underfoot. She could just make out the ghostly silhouette of the Defiant anchored offshore, creaking and groaning against the push and pull of the tide. At her side, Illyria stood poised, her fingers dancing with arcane energy as she surveyed their surroundings. Behind them, the crew shifted uneasily, their usual boisterous chatter silenced by the unnatural stillness of the Vale.

“Steady now,” Briar said, pitching her voice low. “We’ve braved far worse than a bit of mist and moonlight.”

Her confident tone seemed to bolster the crew, and she caught glimpses of nods and clenched jaws in her periphery. She wished she could share in their relief, but her brief times hiding along the Vale’s shores to elude the Imperial navy couldn’t begin to compare to whatever awaited them deeper into the haunted land.

“I can feel the veil magic permeating this place,” Illyria murmured, her luminous eyes narrowed in concentration. “It’s old . . . wild . . . like it has a will of its own.”

“If it’s a veil, then surely it can be lifted,” Briar said.

“One would think.” Illyria’s brow furrowed, and with a graceful gesture, she drew a glowing sigil in the air. It flared bright, then began to pulse rhythmically, lending form to the fog. Now they could see the shadowy silhouettes of trees and massive stone outcroppings jutting from the earth. The vale itself seemed a living thing, the fog its breath swirling about them.

“Well done.” Briar flashed Illyria an encouraging grin even as her gut tensed. Anything could be lurking amid those craggy shapes and hoary trunks. “Thorne, you’ve got the best stone sense of any of us. Help me chart a path through this.”

Thorne nodded, hefting his warhammer. “Aye, captain, I’ll sniff out the safest route.”

Together they edged forward along the path. In short order, the rocky shoreline gave way to mossy earth and exposed roots. Thorne tapped his hammer against boulders and prodded the ground, guiding them around pitfalls and loose stone. Lirr’s sharp eyes scanned the skies for threats while Gavrel marked their course on a scrap of parchment.

“Want me to scout ahead, Captain?” Lirr asked, wings shivering slightly behind her.

“Not just yet. We don’t know who or what awaits us deeper in the Vale,” Briar replied. “Let’s stay together until we have a better idea of what we’re up against—and not give ourselves away.”

As they pressed deeper into the mist-shrouded Vale, the air grew thick with the scent of decay, and the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. Briar kept one hand on her cutlass, senses straining for any sign of danger. But nothing stirred save the endless writhing fog.

Then the whispers started.

At first she thought it was just the wind through the gnarled branches overhead. But the susurrus seemed to curl around her ears, insistent. Briar shook her head sharply, trying to clear her thoughts, but it stayed on the edge of hearing, determined to lure her in.

“You hear them, too,” Illyria murmured.

“It’ll take more than a few phantom voices to shake me.”

Even so, Briar felt a chill race down her spine as the whispers grew louder, almost forming words at the edge of hearing. She glanced back and saw the crew huddling close, wide-eyed.

Illyria began to hum a low, resonant melody. The tune was slow, almost more of a rhythm than a song at first, but built into something hauntingly beautiful, its notes echoing off the walls of the gorge like a prayer on the wind. Briar felt her body relax and her grip loosen on her cutlass as the song gradually cast a peaceful spell across the Vale. The whispers faltered, overpowered by the spell-song that almost seemed to serve as a counterpoint to them, flattening out their insistent almost-words.

Illyria’s song swelled, the notes cascading through the Vale in rippling waves. As her voice rose and fell, the whispers faded until only a faint hiss could be heard beneath the music. Slowly, she wound the song to its conclusion, the final notes hanging in the air like a blessing.

Briar let out a deep breath, feeling the tension drain from her body. “That was beautiful,” Briar said, once the silence stopped ringing. “You’ve turned its own magic against itself.”

Illyria smiled, though her eyes remained closed in concentration a moment longer. “All energy has its countering force. The whispers sought to unsettle our spirits, but a well-placed harmony can restore balance.”

They continued on, the lingering magic from the song wrapping around them in a protective cocoon. Craggy stone walls rose up on either side as the path narrowed into a ravine. Briar ran her hand along the rock, feeling for any hidden switches or traps. But all seemed quiet.

Too quiet.

The whispers were gone, yet with them had gone all other sound. Even their footfalls seemed muffled on the mossy ground. It was as if the valley was holding its breath, waiting. Briar’s senses strained into the silence. Her instincts, honed over long years at sea, screamed of danger, though she could detect nothing amiss.

Her hand tightened on her sword hilt once more. She lengthened her stride, moving closer to Illyria, ready to act at the first sign of threat. The ravine curved ahead, its end obscured by mist. Briar’s muscles tensed, poised to spring⁠—

Then a scream shattered the silence. Briar whirled, sword flashing from its sheath. Behind her, Gavrel was collapsing, clawing at his ears. His face was twisted in agony, though no enemy was visible. The crew rushed to help him, but they too began to double over, crying out though nothing had touched them.

The whispers returned in a deafening cacophony, amplified a hundredfold. Briar grimaced, struggling to block out the piercing sounds drilling into her mind. But the noise was unrelenting, reverberating through her bones.

“Illyria!” she shouted over the din. “Your song!”

Illyria’s eyes flew open, glowing silver. Her melody swelled once more, rising above the whispers’ assault. The sound was a shield, driving back the terrible cries. Briar hauled Gavrel up, slinging his arm over her shoulder. Step by agonizing step, they followed Illyria’s guiding voice through the ravine as she led them out of that cursed place.

The song carried them like a beacon, a lifeline in the dark. As the last notes faded, they squeezed their way from the ravine, and they emerged and collapsed to rest in a moonlit glade, shaken but safe. Gavrel lifted his head, relief washing over his rugged features.

“Thought my ears would bleed dry,” he rasped. “Your song’s the only thing that saved us.”

Illyria smiled wearily. “The Vale’s magic is strong, but so are we.”

Briar nodded, her eyes scanning the glade as she helped Gavrel to his feet. “We can’t let our guard down yet. We still have a ways to go.” She looked over at Illyria, concern creasing her brow. “You did well back there, but are you all right? That spell must’ve taken a lot out of you.”

“I’ll be fine. Just a little winded. We must press on; the Shade Lily is close, I can feel it.”

The crew members exchanged wary glances, steeling themselves for whatever lay ahead. Thorne tightened his grip on his hammer, while Lirr’s keen eyes scanned the shadows. Sylphina tinkered with one of her gadgets, a determined gleam in her eye.

“All right,” Briar said, clapping her hands together. “Let’s keep moving. But stay close. This place isn’t done with us yet.”

As they ventured deeper into the Shrouded Vale, the fog seemed to grow thicker, choking the air. The last of the moonlight struggled to break through the swirling mists, casting eerie shadows that danced along the gnarled roots and twisted branches. It should almost be dawn, but Briar doubted the sun could find its way past the haze to grace this cursed land.

“What’s the story with this place, anyhow?” Briar asked quietly, her voice barely audible above the rustle of leaves. “What happened to make it this way?”

Illyria hesitated, her expression pensive. “It was once part of the Viridelves’ lands, as I understand it. The far edges of the Wildwoods. Their gods ruled over the Vale, each embodying an aspect of nature. They were powerful and benevolent protectors, ensuring balance and harmony, but their power began to wane, corrupted by a dark force that sought to consume all that was pure and good.”

“An ancient evil,” Briar said, her breath catching in her chest.

“Indeed. The gods waged an epic battle against this darkness, but their efforts were in vain. In the end, they sacrificed themselves to seal away the evil, trapping it within the heart of the Vale.”

“Then we’re walking on hallowed ground,” Briar said. “Or maybe cursed, more like.”

“It is in . . . stasis,” Illyria replied, her fingers tracing the air as if weaving an invisible tapestry. “The gods now slumber beneath the earth, bound to the very essence of the Vale. Their spirits watch over the land, guarding against the return of the darkness they fought so valiantly to defeat.”

As Illyria spoke, the shadows seemed to recede slightly, as though acknowledging the presence of these ancient protectors. The crew took a moment to absorb the tale, their faces reflecting a mixture of awe and fear.

“Then let’s not wake them up,” Thorne muttered, his grip tightening on his hammer. “We’ve got enough trouble as it is.”

Briar nodded, refocusing her attention on the path ahead. The mist swirled around them, tendrils coiling and uncoiling like serpents. She scanned the terrain, alert for any sign of danger. Her keen eyes caught a flash of vibrant color up ahead. She halted, throwing up a hand to stop the others. “Hold. Something’s not right.”

Illyria drifted forward, peering into the fog. Her brows furrowed. “A field of flowers, but . . .” She trailed off, inhaling sharply. “Ormidae. The pollen is soporific.”

Briar cursed under her breath. The mist obscured the full extent of the hazard, but the vibrant blossoms seemed to stretch endlessly in all directions. A pathway skirted along the edge of it like a rampart, leading back into the forest, but even in the mist, the potent drifts of pollen were all too visible.

“Cover your faces,” she instructed, demonstrating as she tugged her shirt up to cover her nose and mouth. “We’ll have to pass through quickly and carefully. Watch your steps.”

The crew followed suit, improvising masks from spare shirts and bandanas. Thorne grumbled as he wrapped a dingy shirt around his bushy beard. Lirr’s sleek feathers ruffled with unease.

Briar turned to Illyria. “Can you clear us a path with your magic?”

Illyria closed her eyes, whispering an incantation. A gentle breeze stirred, slowly coalescing into a concentrated gust. It swirled through the blossoms, gathering up clouds of toxic pollen. With a graceful sweep of Illyria’s hands, the wind carried the dangerous powder away, clearing them away from the rampart around the field’s edge.

“Stay close,” Briar said. She stepped cautiously into the gap, one hand on her sword hilt. The vines and leaves seemed to shy from her touch. Behind her, the crew followed in tense silence.

The floral perfume threatened to overwhelm even through their masks. Petals brushed softly against their feet, stretching up the rampart, both enticing and ominous. Briar focused on maintaining a steady pace, guiding them step by step.

At last, the far edge of the field emerged from the mist. Briar quickened her steps, relief washing over her as they left the last grasping tendrils behind. She glanced back to ensure no one had stumbled.

“Well done,” she said, clapping a grateful hand on Illyria’s shoulder. “Your magic’s got some bite to it after all.”

Briar led the way into the shadowy forest, one hand still resting lightly on the hilt of her sword. The trees here felt ancient, their gnarled branches creaking and groaning overhead. What little sunlight penetrated the thick canopy seemed tinged with an eerie hue, as though filtered through a stained glass window.

All around them, the weight of unseen eyes tracked their progress. The wraithwolves Illyria had warned her about were out there, Briar was sure of it, though they did not yet show themselves. She strained her senses, listening for any hint of movement amongst the trees. But the forest was still, almost unnaturally so.

Beside her, Illyria murmured under her breath, no doubt preparing her magical defenses should the need arise. But for now, the wraithwolves seemed content merely to observe. Briar caught the occasional flicker of spectral forms between the trees, but they vanished if she looked directly at them. The crew grew increasingly tense, gripping their weapons though there was no enemy to fight.

“Courage,” Illyria said. “The wolves are wary, not wicked. This is their land we walk, but if the chronicles are right, they’ll not attack without reason.”

“And what do they consider a good reason?” Briar asked.

Illyria hesitated. Briar arched one brow, encouraging her to go on. “Well . . . trespassing, I suppose. Taking things from the Vale. But mainly . . . they are said to be judges of character. Of wicked hearts. Guarding the slumbering gods against further corruption.”

Still, Briar’s muscles remained taut, ready to draw her blade at the first sign of aggression. She trusted Illyria’s wisdom, but wouldn’t let her guard down, either.

At last the trees thinned, revealing a moonlit glade just ahead. In the center, a shadowy plant glowed with an eerie luminescence.

“Is that it?” Briar asked.

Illyria nodded. “The Shade Lily. Oh, it’s even more beautiful . . .”

Briar signaled the crew to halt at the edge of the clearing. “Nearly there,” she said. “Just a quick harvest, then we’ll be underway.” The wraithwolves had been suspiciously quiet since their arrival in the glade, but that could all change in a heartbeat. All it would take was for one of them to make a wrong move.

“All right,” Illyria said, glancing to Briar, and Briar’s stomach did a little flip in spite of herself. “I’m headed in.”

“I’ve got you,” Briar said, and the smile Illyria flashed her was better than any treasure.

As Illyria drew closer to the bloom, a translucent wall of sigils winked into view around the Shade Lily, seemingly pulsing with its own magical energy. Illyria hesitated for a moment, studying the wall that encased the bloom with a furrowed brow. Briar watched, ready to spring into action if necessary.

But then Illyria closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she opened them again, they were shining with a fresh magical spell.

Briar softened. How had her feelings toward this woman changed so rapidly, so powerfully? It was almost hard to remember why she had disliked her in the first place. Almost, save for the tiny warning throb in her veins. With a shift of her weight, Briar squeezed her eyes shut, willing the curse’s pain to fade. But the harder she tried to force it away, the more she instead found herself tormented by the all-too-recent memory of how Illyria had looked at her last night. (This morning? It was all a blur.) Like she was more than just her heritage, her legacy, her curse. Like somehow she’d become someone all her own.

If only it were true. If only Briar could transcend it. But some forces were too powerful to defy through sheer will alone.

The ritual began without incident, Illyria reciting words of power while tracing symbols into the air with her hands. Briar watched as she summoned an ethereal arm to pluck the Shade Lily from its stem. As soon as the flower was plucked, however, an ear-splitting howl echoed through the clearing. Illyria and Briar both whirled in alarm, just in time to see a massive pack of wraithwolves emerge from behind the trees.

Briar drew herself up straight as the wraithwolves stalked into the clearing, their ghostly forms flickering in the moonlight. She counted at least a dozen, though it was hard to be certain, as they seemed to fade in and out of the shadows. Their eyes glowed an ominous violet as those dozen gazes fixed themselves on Illyria.

“Steady now,” Briar said under her breath, as much to herself as to the crew. Fear spiked through her, but she forced it down. Illyria stood motionless, the plucked Shade Lily bud cradled delicately in her hands. She showed no fear, only calm purpose.

The largest of the wraithwolves padded forward, its burning eyes fixed on Illyria. Illyria stood poised with magic glowing at her fingertips, though she had not yet unleashed any spells. Slowly, the pack’s leader circled her, dark form shimmering, sinuous. Then, to Briar’s surprise, it simply sat back on its haunches, issuing a low whine.

“It’s all right,” Illyria replied softly. “Maybe they’re just . . . judging us.”

The alpha’s eyes bored into Illyria’s. She returned its gaze evenly.

Finally, after a tense moment, the wraithwolf inclined its head. A smaller wraithwolf limped up beside the leader, its steps faltering and its form flickering weakly. Understanding hit Briar like a blow.

“They need our help,” she said.

Illyria nodded, the magic fading from her hands. “I think you’re right.”

Slowly, Illyria approached the wraithwolves. The leader watched her warily, but made no move to stop her. Kneeling before the ailing wraithwolf pup, Illyria began to weave once more. Her hands glowed with soft light as she spun out an intricate spell that shined with golden threads. The other wraithwolves watched, their eyes fixed on the small group as Illyria worked her magic. The wounded wraithwolf whimpered, its form flickering as it shivered in pain. Briar could see that the creature was barely holding on, its ghostly form barely visible as it was enveloped in the healing magic.

Briar watched, awestruck, as the cloudiness receded from the young wraithwolf’s fur, leaving behind a healthy dark sheen. The rest of the pack looked on, their forms no longer threatening.

When the ritual was complete, Illyria gently ran a hand over the wraithwolf’s head. It nuzzled back against her in gratitude. Then she rose and inclined her head respectfully to the alpha. It dipped its great head in return before turning and melting back into the trees, the rest of the pack following suit.

All save the smaller pup that she’d just healed.

The young wraithwolf lingered, its spectral tail flicking from side to side as it watched Illyria and Briar. Slowly, it approached them, each step cautious.

Illyria knelt and held out a welcoming hand. “You don’t want to go with your pack?”

The wraithwolf whined softly and nuzzled against Illyria’s palm. Then it turned its luminous gaze to Briar. She could feel an odd connection forming, like an invisible thread tying them together.

“I think it’s chosen us,” Briar said in wonderment. She reached out and stroked the creature’s smoky fur. It was at once icy cold and tingling with energy. The wraithwolf leaned into her touch.

“It would seem so,” Illyria agreed with a smile. “Perhaps we should give our new friend a name?”

Briar considered the wraithwolf thoughtfully. “How about Whisper?” she suggested. It seemed fitting for a creature that moved in silence and shadow.

Illyria nodded. “Welcome to the crew, Whisper.”

The newly named wraithwolf made a chuffing, excited sound and shifted from paw to paw, its tail wagging enthusiastically. Briar laughed. “I think it approves!”

With their new companion by their side, Briar led the way as the group began the trek back to the ship. The landscape seemed less ominous now. Perhaps it was Illyria’s magic at work, or the presence of the docile wraithwolf, but the Vale felt almost welcoming rather than threatening.

As they walked, Briar kept one hand resting lightly on the hilt of her sword. Old habits. Whisper ranged ahead, sometimes disappearing into the mists only to reappear moments later.

“Do you think it will come with us when we sail?” Illyria asked.

“I don’t see why not. It seems to have bonded with us.”

Illyria nodded thoughtfully. “I suspect it is grateful for the healing. Wraithwolves are deeply loyal creatures.” She paused, then added softly, “I’m glad we could help it.”

“As am I,” Briar agreed. Impulsively, she reached out and squeezed the elf’s hand. Illyria looked at her in surprise, then smiled.

Too soon, the Defiant came into view, waiting faithfully for their return. Whisper paused at the water’s edge, suddenly hesitant again. Gently, Briar coaxed the wraithwolf forward. “It’s alright, nothing bad will happen on board. But only if you’re certain you want to join us”

After a moment, the creature followed her up the gangplank. Briar made a mental note to find some raw meat to feed it later.

She breathed a sigh of relief as she gazed over her ship. The Shade Lily was secure in the hold, their quest successful. She met Illyria’s eyes and saw her own feelings of accomplishment reflected there.

“We make a good team,” Briar said.

Illyria smiled. “That we do.”


Chapter
Fifteen



Illyria sat hunched on the edge of her cot, the dim lantern light casting shadows across her face. Dark circles hung heavy under her eyes, testament to the deep exhaustion that permeated her body. The journey through the Shrouded Vale had drained her, both physically and magically, in a way she hadn’t thought possible, but only now, safely stowed in her cabin aboard the Defiant, could she allow herself to rest, and acknowledge just how hollowed-out she felt.

In her trembling hands, she held the Shade Lily clipping, the delicate leaves vibrant even in the low light; its dark purple leaves and ethereal silver veins seemed to shimmer in the moonlight. Securing a piece of the legendary flower felt unreal, like something from a dream. She ran a finger along the edge of the leaf, still hardly believing they had succeeded. And yet of everything that had happened on their journey—of all the spells she’d called on after the past few moons of being focused on far more practical matters—acquiring the Shade Lily itself had been the least of the challenges she’d faced. Dimly, she wondered if the dryad, Celadine Dewleaf, had anticipated as much. Yes, Illyria thought, the Shrouded Vale was far less about the dangers its environs posed, but the challenges it provoked in those who braved it.

The constant creak of the Defiant around her was a soothing rhythm, the familiar sounds of her temporary home. In the distance, she could hear the ever-present rush of the sea against the hull. She let her gaze drift to the small porthole across from her. Through it, a thin sliver of moonlight shone in, casting a cool glow across the cabin. She couldn’t remember the last time she had felt so thoroughly depleted, both body and spirit. Yet beneath the bone-deep exhaustion was a hum of determination and purpose that kept her moving forward. Perhaps now, with Celadine’s aid for the Starlight Sanctum, she could finally build the unity and community she had so long dreamed of.

But first, she had to actually bring the clipping back safely. The fragility of the specimen necessitated powerful preservation spells before anything else, and tapped though she was, Illyria had to summon her last bit of strength for one final task. Closing her eyes, she began to trace intricate patterns in the air around the plant, her fingers gliding gracefully as she whispered arcane words under her breath. The cabin filled with a soft crackling energy, visible as delicate waves shimmering around the clipping. She attuned each spell specifically to maintain the Shade Lily’s vitality and guard it from outside magical influences.

It was a delicate balance, calling upon lightweaving in ways she’d not used it in some time, and as she worked, weariness threatened to overwhelm her. Her limbs felt heavy, laden with the magical exertion of the past day. Waves of lightheadedness washed over her and she had to pause several times to steady herself. Still, she pushed forward, meticulously layering the intricate web of spells. This rare gift from the Shrouded Vale deserved her utmost care and skill.

With a final whispered word, the last spell fell into place. The clipping seemed to sigh as it was enveloped in a soft glow. Illyria allowed herself a tired smile, and settled it within a wooden case she’d brought, ancient wards carved into its surface.

There was still much to do before they docked back in Luminara—words she wanted to have with Briar—but maybe, just maybe, if she could rest her eyes for a minute or two . . .

But no sooner had her lids started to sink closed did she feel the cold, wet press of a nose against the back of her hand. Whisper, the wraithwolf pup, had woken from his nap, apparently. Despite her fatigue, Illyria couldn’t help but smile as he snuffled and wriggled, nuzzling insistently at her hand.

“Hello there, little one,” she murmured, her usually melodic voice now hoarse with exhaustion. Still, she obliged his request for attention, running her fingers around Whisper’s perked ears. “You’re looking to be in far better spirits now, aren’t you?”

As they drifted further from the Vale, his once-inky fur had taken on a lunar glow that floated above its deep hue, as if the dark void it had been was only a reflection of the corruption in the Vale he’d held at bay. He practically vibrated with energy, nipping playfully at Illyria’s sleeves as she stroked him.

Lost in thought, she gently scratched behind Whisper’s ears, eliciting happy little yips. After wrestling with her arm for a few minutes longer, he hopped up onto the cot and curled up beside her, giving off a soothing warmth. As Whisper’s eyes drifted shut in contentment, Illyria’s own weariness returned. With a sleepy chuff, the pup nuzzled closer, tail wrapping around his body. Illyria let her own eyes fall shut, comforted by soft fur and the unwavering loyalty of her newfound friend.

Illyria’s eyes fluttered open some time later, thoughts still foggy with exhaustion. Yet she knew there were things to be settled before they returned. Things she wanted to express to Briar, now that her head was clearer and there was less chance of interruption. With an anxious sigh, she gently extricated herself from Whisper’s sleepy embrace and slipped from her cabin.

Most of the crew had turned in for some much needed sleep after their harrowing journey, but she suspected Briar would still be awake, forever keeping vigil over her ship and its crew. Yet Illyria’s steps slowed as she approached Briar’s cabin, uncertainty creeping in. After the heated moment they’d shared, would Briar welcome her presence? Their dynamic had shifted, but Illyria’s concern for her outweighed any awkwardness.

Raising her hand to knock, Illyria was startled when a figure moved forward from the shadows, head shaking. It was Jorn, motioning her not to knock on the door. “Apologies, I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said. “But the captain’s resting now—she’s not feeling well after all the excitement. Perhaps it’s best we let her be.”

Illyria frowned slightly. Had the Vale really taken that much of a toll on Briar, too? A tiny part of her feared Briar had simply changed her mind about Illyria, and now wanted nothing more to do with her. But she quickly banished the thought—it was unlikely, and it was unfair to Briar, who’d exerted great effort to ensure a safe trip through the Vale.

“Of course. Thank you, Jorn,” Illyria replied after a moment, offering a weary smile. “I’m glad she has people like you to watch out for her.”

Jorn nodded in response, his expression softening. “We all look out for each other on this ship. It’s the only way we survive out here.” He hesitated for a moment before continuing, “You know, Captain Briar cares about you a great deal. She may not show it in the same way others would, but there isn’t just anyone she’d go to all this trouble for, no matter the pay. She has to really believe in someone or something to see it through this way.”

Illyria’s cheeks heated, but she nodded, feeling the truth of his words. “She’s a woman of great principle. I admire her for that.” Allowing herself a bit more honesty—”And plenty else besides.”

“Not something people usually think of when they think of pirates, eh?” Jorn said. “But it’s true.” Jorn nodded in the direction of Illyria’s cabin. “Might as well get your rest too, Professor. You’ve been through a lot yourself, and sounds like you’ve got plenty more work ahead.”

Illyria bid Jorn good night and returned to her cabin, lost in thought. She couldn’t deny the growing connection between her and Briar, try as she might. There was an undeniable spark, a magnetism that seemed to draw them together no matter the circumstances.

But perhaps their kiss had been a mistake. Maybe it had reawakened old wounds or uncertainties for Briar. Illyria sighed, settling onto her narrow bed. She wished she could take away whatever pain Briar carried, but it was Briar’s own business to share, if she chose to.

For now, she had to trust Briar’s strength and resilience, just as the crew did. She stared up at the wooden beams above, listening to the sighs of the sea and the tinier sighs of the wraithwolf snoozing beside her. It lulled her into a light sleep, dreams filled with lush gardens, shimmering flowers, and Briar’s earthy laugh.
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Illyria woke to streams of sunlight filtering into her cabin, and the welcoming hills of Luminara filling the porthole. Illyria dressed slowly, splashing cold water on her face to banish the fog of sleep, and ascended to the deck, Whisper trotting and circling at her heels.

The calls of gulls and the salty tang of the sea surrounded her as the bustling port came into view. Many of the buildings now had flowery wreaths festooning their balconies along the hillside, and Illyria recalled distantly that Arkenev had mentioned an upcoming Riverlights Festival, one of the seasonal holidays that marked Luminarans’ love of revelry.

Illyria gripped the railing, breathing it all in. It truly felt like coming home, even though she’d only been in Luminara a short while. And now, her dreams were that much closer to reality.

“Welcome back, Professor,” Caelan said, clapping Illyria on the shoulder as he joined her at the railing. “These little jaunts are fun, but Luminara’s always a relief to come back to, isn’t it?”

Illyria smiled, an easiness relaxing her muscles in a way she’d not felt for years. “Indeed it is.”

The crew prepared to dock, their movements quick and efficient. Illyria searched for Briar, spotting her at the helm. She wore her usual garb, hair wild in the sea breeze, but her expression was distant, pensive. Their eyes met briefly before Briar glanced away, barking orders to the crew. Illyria bit her lip, an uneasy weight in her chest. Perhaps the return to land would restore some normalcy between them. She could only hope.

The gangplank creaked underfoot as Illyria disembarked, the din of the docks washing over her. Fishmongers hawked the day’s catch while dockworkers hauled cargo to and fro. The organized chaos was invigorating after the isolation of the sea. Whisper tilted his head upward, sniffing curiously at the tumult, and Illyria rested a hand on his powerful shoulders, hoping he wasn’t too overwhelmed. But he seemed to be taking the noise and bustle in stride, ears twitching, but unafraid.

Briar approached them with a pack slung over her shoulder, her gait casual but guarded. She still looked—perhaps tired wasn’t the correct word, but there was something hanging over her; Illyria could tell that much.

“Always an adventure with you, Professor,” she said, tall head inclining slightly. “Glad we were able to get you what you needed.”

“I appreciate all you’ve done, truly,” Illyria replied earnestly. “I know the route through the Vale was no simple task.”

Briar shrugged, glancing away. “Wasn’t much trouble. All part of the arrangement.”

An uncomfortable beat passed. Briar shifted her weight, seeming eager to escape the stilted conversation.

“Well . . . I should see to the cargo,” she finally said. “Let me know when you’re set to open, yeah? I’ll have to stop by.”

Illyria nodded. “Of course. Thank you, Captain.”

Briar touched her brow in a cursory salute, then strode down the docks. Whisper’s ears slumped as Illyria watched her go, dismayed by the distance between them. But there was nothing to be done for it. She turned her attention to the task at hand, walking towards the mansion with Whisper trotting at her heels.

As it turned out, there was plenty to distract her.

Illyria approached the near-completed Starlight Sanctum, taking in the sights and sounds of the bustling worksite. Laborers hauled supplies, maneuvered freshly-built shelves into place, and called to one another, their voices echoing off the marble inner walls of the atrium. There was still a great deal of work to be done ensuring the first batch of supplies she’d had ordered were catalogued in an intuitive fashion, but it was actually looking like . . . a shop.

“Lady Illyria, your palace awaits!” Arkenev stood in the doorway to the conservatory area, now fully transformed into a café and lounge. “We’re almost ready, as you can see.”

Illyria smiled wryly. “It’s no palace. But I’ll take it anyhow.”

“Might as well be, with all the coin you’ve sunk into it,” he replied. His tone grew more serious. “I know this project means a great deal to you. We aim to make the reality match your vision.”

Illyria placed a grateful hand on his arm. “I have no doubts. How fare things in my absence?”

Arkenev hesitated. “Well enough. Though some of the crew are a bit . . . uneasy about the topmost floor.”

Illyria raised an eyebrow. She’d scarcely ventured up there herself, after the strange encounter she’d had in the windowless chamber. For now, there wasn’t enough stock to warrant opening it to customers; only the first two floors really would be in use as the shop settled into a rhythm and she continued renovations on the other floors, so she’d put off dealing with it as much as she could. But she knew eventually, she’d have to contend with whatever forces lurked in the shadows—and tease out the exact nature of the curse plaguing the house so she could use the Celestial Prism to contain it.

Before she could inquire further, though, Thalia approached, tools jangling from her leather apron.

“Welcome back, Miss Moondrop!” Her keen gaze took in Illyria’s worn appearance. “The Vale took its toll, I see. But you’ve returned successful?”

Illyria patted the wooden box holding the clipping. “Indeed. If someone can send for Celadine Dewleaf, she can properly tend to the specimen, and start filling the shelves and gardens.”

Arkenev nodded. “I’ll have someone sent to fetch her straight away.” He turned and strode off, hooves clacking with authority against the tiled floor.

Illyria turned her focus back to Thalia. “Now, what’s all this about the top floor unsettling people?”

Thalia shifted her weight, glancing uneasily back at the crew as they toiled. “Well, it’s just . . . some strange things have been happening up there. Odd noises, shadows where there shouldn’t be any. A few of us thought we heard whispers, though there was no one about. And the solarium—it’s like the cold just seeps into your bones, no matter how bright the sun shines through those windows.”

Illyria’s brow creased with concern, and she found herself tangling her fingers in Whisper’s ruff. He leaned into her thigh as if in reassurance. “I see.”

Thalia lowered her voice. “I was up there yesterday, taking measurements in that little chamber so we could draw up plans for renovating it later on. You know, the one with no windows or nothin’? I felt like I was being watched the whole time. Like there were eyes on me, though I couldn’t see a thing.” She shivered. “Gave me the chills something fierce. Don’t know if it’s haunted, cursed, or what—but something queer is happening on that floor.”

Illyria frowned, glancing upward. She knew there was a curse on the mansion—she could feel it thrumming through the walls like a languid heartbeat. But the solarium and the windowless chamber seemed to be focal points, making the energy concentrated in those spaces. She’d have to investigate further sooner rather than later, though, if it was troubling the others so much.

“I appreciate you telling me,” she said gently. “I know it can’t have been easy. I’ll go have a look myself.” She smiled down at Whisper, who gazed back attentively. “And I’ll have this brave fellow with me. There are mysteries here to unravel, but we’ll get to the bottom of them.”

After signing off on the seemingly endless stacks of paperwork and permits that awaited her, Illyria gave the near-finished shop one more survey. But remarkably, she found only a handful of fussy matters to tend to—labeling shelves, reorganizing the crystals, and setting up the heavy cash register that had arrived, crafted by Desirae Ironcog, the gnome she and Tiberon had met at the trade convention. She could put it off no longer. Illyria ascended the creaking stairs, one hand trailing along the dusty banister while the other rested on Whisper’s back. The wraithwolf pup stayed close, his steps nearly silent beside her own.

As they reached the fifth floor landing, the air seemed to grow heavier. A prickling chill crept down Illyria’s neck, raising the fine hairs there. Whisper let out a low whine, pressing against her leg.

“I know,” she murmured. “But we must see what lurks here.”

Their footsteps echoed eerily down the shadowed hallway as they approached the solarium. Illyria’s breath misted before her lips in the unnatural cold. She paused at the solarium’s entrance, taking in the glass-domed room filled with neglected plants and statuary. Muted sunlight could barely penetrate the panes, giving the space a melancholy, abandoned feeling.

Whisper’s hackles rose as they entered, his lips curling back from his teeth. Illyria swept her gaze around the periphery, senses straining for any sign of movement. All seemed still, yet she couldn’t shake the feeling of unseen eyes tracking her every move.

“If someone is here, show yourself,” she called out firmly. Only lingering silence answered.

Illyria moved slowly about the solarium, trailing her fingers over dusty leaves and examining the statues with pursed lips. She found no clues, no traces of magical energy beyond the omnipresent thrum of the curse. After one final scan, she exited and moved further down the hall.

The windowless chamber’s door stood slightly ajar, gaping open like a toothless mouth. Whisper planted his feet, refusing to come closer despite Illyria’s gentle coaxing.

“All right,” she sighed, scratching his ears. “You keep watch out here.”

Squaring her shoulders, she nudged the door wider and stepped inside.

The chamber’s air was frigid and stale, as if the space had been sealed for ages, though it had been less than a moon since she last ventured inside, facing down the strange memories. She couldn’t let fear stay her this time. Illyria conjured a pale orb of light and sent it drifting upward. This time, she saw what had eluded her in the darkness before:

The same twisting labyrinth pattern from the disk and the door downstairs was inlaid in the stone floor of the chamber.

Illyria knelt, and ran her fingers over the grooves. They were heavily worn, and stained with rust or—or some other substance that Illyria would rather not ponder. She traced the pattern, following its twists and turns until it led her to a circular indentation at the center of the room. Illyria’s heart beat rapidly as she peered into the darkness of the hole, sensing something ancient and powerful lurking within. Could the center of the labyrinth be the source of the curse?

Illyria took a deep breath and closed her eyes, focusing her mind and channeling her magic. She extended her hand and slowly lowered it to span the circular center at the labyrinth’s heart, aiming to reveal whatever magic was nestled in the stone.

But there was nothing. She couldn’t sense a thing.

With a sigh, Illyria stood and brushed the dirt from the knees of her dress as she slipped out of the chamber. Whisper immediately nosed against her, tail wagging low as he sighed in palpable relief. Illyria patted Whisper’s head absentmindedly as she contemplated her next move. The labyrinth pattern was clearly significant, but what was its purpose? And why did it seem to have no magical energy emanating from it?

Figuring out the meaning behind the symbol would be the key, she suspected, to finding the curse’s heart. But it seemed that for now, at least, the answer to that mystery wouldn’t be found within the mansion’s walls.

Illyria made her way back through the mansion’s winding halls, her footsteps echoing in the empty corridors. But as soon as she descended the grand staircase, the sounds of activity drifted up to greet her—hammers pounding, voices calling, the scrape of furniture being shuffled across polished floors. Despite the darkness that lurked on the top floor, there was plenty of bright life in the mansion now, and Illyria could take comfort in knowing she’d brought it here.

Reaching the foyer, Illyria paused to take in the scene. The once gloomy and cobwebbed expanse now bustled with life and light. Workers whisked by carrying planks of wood, coils of rope, and armfuls of decorations while others stood atop ladders affixing sconces or painting intricate celestial motifs onto an empty expanse of wall within the conservatory.

Squaring her shoulders, Illyria turned and began issuing orders, falling into the familiar role of leadership. She strode among the workers with purpose, guiding them in the preparations. In no time at all, they would open their doors.

“We’ll need a table for that orrery,” she said to a group of woodworkers. “And that shelf is too high—what about a stool for some of our shorter patrons?” They nodded in acknowledgement before scurrying off to begin their tasks.

Next, she found an upholsterer who had been tasked with selecting fabric for the sofas and armchairs. “I want something that will bring warmth to the room,” Illyria instructed him, gesturing to a sketch of a lush red velvet. The man nodded his understanding before turning away to find fabrics suitable for the job.

By late afternoon, the mansion fairly gleamed, ready to welcome its first patrons. The workers filed out, their day’s labor done, while Illyria lingered, gazing around at what they had accomplished.

It was a brave beginning. Yet as she stood alone in the growing dusk, misgivings stirred once more. This place, for all its beauty and promise, was still shrouded in secrets. Secrets that whispered of danger, of forces that wished her ill. Could she keep those who came here safe? Could she even trust her own heart and judgment?

The first pale stars kindled in the darkening sky beyond the windows. Illyria gazed up at them, letting their tranquil light soothe her spirit. Whatever was to come, she would face it as she always had—with an open mind, a compassionate heart, and a steadfast belief in the light within us all.

With a deep breath, she turned and strode toward the mansion doors, her robes swishing softly. She had much yet to do to prepare.


Chapter
Sixteen



Briar sat alone at the corner table, her hazel eyes watching her crew’s revelry with a distant gaze. The Silken Verse was filled with raucous laughter and the clinking of tankards, a stark contrast to Briar’s pensive mood. Her thoughts drifted, preoccupied with the weighty choices before her.

Caelan leapt and twirled, the rippling silks he moved with coming alive as he danced. His lithe form captivated the tavern crowd, but it was the adoring look in Jorn’s eyes that cut Briar most deeply. She took a long swig of rum, the burn in her throat barely registering.

How she envied their carefree joy. The freedom to love without fear or regret. Her own heart had never known such liberty. Duty and destiny had charted her course long ago, when the curse first darkened her ancestors’ veins.

Briar stared at the inky lines marring her wrist, a constant reminder of fate’s cruel hand. The same poison now flowed through her own blood, awakened by her tangled feelings for Illyria. Beautiful, brilliant Illyria, who even now held the one object that Briar, for all her resourcefulness, could never claim—a genuine Prism.

Rane’s offer echoed in her mind. True, he’d offered to the deliver the Prism to her—but only if she betrayed Illyria’s trust and aided the Crimson Ledger in tearing down all Illyria had fought so hard to build. It was a ruthless but straightforward bargain, the kind the Ledger was notorious for making. The reason they’d succeeded to the extent they had, Briar thought bitterly.

She scowled, conflicted emotions churning within her like a raging sea. Her desire to save herself warred with her heart’s protests. She thought of Illyria’s smile, the brush of her slender fingers . . . the kiss they had shared. Briar sighed, and as she took another sip of rum, she tried not to recall too much how much better it had tasted on Illyria’s lips.

Raucous laughter drew her gaze upward. Thorne was regaling the crew with the tale of their narrow escape from the Ironbound fleet. His fiery beard bobbed as he vividly recounted Illyria’s concealment spell. Sylphina chimed in with a dramatic re-telling of her engine room heroics, miming the turning of valves and firing of pistons that aided their swift escape.

Despite the perils they had faced, her crew was alive with triumphant energy. Their camaraderie and thirst for adventure remained undimmed. Briar’s own exploits were legendary, yet she had never felt more alone.

Her eyes found Jorn, his handsome face alight with amusement. He leaned in close as Caelan whispered some private joke. Briar clenched her jaw. She envied their intimacy, even as her heart ached for another.

Briar’s brooding was cut short, however, as Jorn slid into the seat beside her. “What troubles you, captain?” he asked, his dark eyes filled with concern. “This sour mood doesn’t suit you.”

Briar avoided his gaze. “It’s nothing,” she muttered, knowing damned well how hollow it sounded.

Jorn was not so easily dissuaded. He leaned forward, his hand covering hers where it gripped her glass. “We’ve weathered many storms together,” he said gently. “Whatever the squall, I’ll stand at your side.”

Briar hesitated, warring with herself. She had guarded this secret for so long it had become a familiar part of her, a shadow that trailed her every step. But she could no longer bear the weight of it alone, and Jorn had proven himself time and again. Briar took a deep breath, steeling herself, then turned her hand palm up, allowing Jorn to push back her sleeve.

Stretching in both directions from the crystal-studded bracelet and leather gauntlet she wore were thick black veins, starkly visible against her tawny skin. Jorn’s eyes widened in shock, but he kept his hand steady as he traced the veins with his fingertips. “Briar . . . what is this?”

Briar swallowed hard, feeling a lump form in her throat. “It’s a curse,” she said, her voice low. “Laid upon my family by a vengeful sea witch generations ago.”

Jorn’s brows lifted. “A curse?”

Briar’s mouth took on a sarcastic twist. “The story goes that one of my ancestors, a giantess known as Morgana the Sea Wolf, stole the husband of a powerful sea witch. In her fury at being scorned, the witch placed a terrible curse upon all the women in Morgana’s line.”

Briar paused, taking a long draught of ale before continuing.

“The curse manifests as a poison in our blood. At first it lies dormant, but once we . . . once we fall in love, it awakens and spreads like wildfire through our veins.”

She traced a finger along one of the inky veins, her expression grim.

“The poison is excruciating. It steals your strength and clouds your mind with agony. My mother thought she had escaped it when she left my father soon after I was born. But the curse found her again years later when she fell for a wanderer she took on as a passenger.” Briar blinked back tears, her voice growing hoarse. “I watched her wither away before my eyes. Since then, I’ve tried so hard to protect myself, to avoid any real connection. But now . . .”

She trailed off, conflicted emotions playing across her face as she thought of Illyria. Jorn’s hand slid down from her wrist to gently grasp her hand in his.

“We’ll find a way to break this curse,” he said, his voice low but fierce. “I swear it on my life. There must be something in this wide world that can undo the witch’s wicked spell.”

Briar looked up, meeting his steadfast gaze. She wanted desperately to believe him, but hope felt dangerous. “This curse has plagued my family for generations,” she replied wearily. “If there was a cure, we would have found it by now. The only thing I know that works are these Prisms that mages can work, but they drain so much power, and are so vanishingly rare . . .”

“And the only one you had a chance to buy was the one the professor won at the auction over you,” Jorn finished. “Damned luck, that.”

“Luck, or cruel destiny.” Briar gave a hollow laugh. “The irony is like a knife in my gut, I know.” She slumped back in her chair, looking utterly defeated.

Jorn studied her, his expression sympathetic but resolute. “Illyria cares for you deeply,” he said gently. “She would never intentionally keep the Prism from you if she knew the truth.”

Briar looked less certain. Telling Illyria about the curse was a risk she wasn’t sure she was willing to take. It would mean revealing the darkest secret of her family and betraying the trust Illyria had in her. But the longer she kept it from Illyria, the more the curse would fester and spread, until it consumed her entirely.

“Please, Briar,” Jorn said, “you needn’t face this alone. Whatever comes, I will stand by your side, as will the rest of the crew. Have faith. And if Illyria cares for you like you deserve, she’ll find a way to help you, too.”

He reached for her hand once more, enfolding it in both of his own. Briar met his earnest gaze, and managed a small, grateful smile. For now, it would have to be enough.
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Briar took a deep, steadying breath as she stepped outside the Silken Verse. The cool night air was a balm compared to the suffocating press of people and noise within the tavern. Out here, she could finally breathe.

The streets of Luminara were quiet this late, most of its citizenry either asleep or still celebrating in the various pubs and halls scattered throughout the city. Briar wandered aimlessly, letting her feet guide her down the cobblestone paths as she wrestled with her conflicted emotions.

Part of her was elated by the growing bond between her and Illyria. The woman was brilliant, charming, and so full of life—traits Briar found incredibly alluring. And yet, falling for Illyria put Briar’s very life at risk if she could not find a way to break her family’s curse.

She thought of the vial of blood ink sitting in her cabin, part of her desperate, futile attempts to find a cure through arcane means, but all it had done was staved off its progression, slowing it without halting it. Likewise with the various crystal bracelets she’d worn. If she continued on this path with Illyria, Briar knew her blood would soon be tainted irreversibly by the curse. The icy grip of fear squeezed her heart at the thought.

And what if Illyria discovered Briar’s secret and rejected her? Briar wasn’t sure she could endure losing Illyria so soon after finding her. Illyria had slipped past all of Briar’s defenses, capturing her heart before she even realized it was happening.

Briar sighed heavily, gazing up at the sea of twinkling stars above. They used to give her comfort, reminding her that no matter where her journeys took her, the stars would remain constant. Now, they only emphasized how adrift and alone she felt.

She thought of Jorn’s steadfast loyalty and warm wisdom. At least she could rely on him for support, whatever may come. Briar only hoped she’d have the courage to confide in Illyria before it was too late. For now, her heart remained burdened with the weight of her curse and the difficult path ahead. But under that blanket of stars, she silently renewed her vow to fight this affliction with all her strength.

In no time at all, she reached the nondescript building near the Senate Hall, a too-quiet alley off the business district with not a single lamp lit in its windows. Briar approached the side door and rapped her knuckles against the weathered wood. The slit in the door slid open, revealing a pair of narrowed eyes.

“Password?” a gruff voice demanded.

Briar rolled her eyes. “I don’t have time for games. Let me in. I’d have a word with your boss.”

The eyes scrutinized her for a moment before the slit slammed shut. Briar heard the click of locks disengaging before the door finally creaked open.

The guard, an imposing Emberforged, glared down at Briar. “No need to get testy. Safety first in our line of work.”

Briar brushed past him. “Just take me to him.”

The guard secured the door and led Briar down a dim passageway. He rapped a code on the door at the end before opening it to reveal a spartanly furnished room.

And there he was, seated behind a rough wooden desk. Briar steeled herself as those cunning eyes turned to assess her. She would need all her wits to negotiate with this devil. But for a chance at salvation, she would brave far worse than him.

“Briar,” Rane purred in greeting. “What an unexpected pleasure.”


Chapter
Seventeen



If Illyria held any doubts, it was too late to indulge them. There was no time for regret, so she could only chase her hopes with both hands outstretched.

Illyria’s gaze swept over the vast atrium of the Starlight Sanctum, filled now with artful display tables and shelves bursting with supplies. Sunlight streamed down through the oculus overhead and bathing the space in a warm glow. Her heart fluttered with anticipation and nerves as she took in the sight of her crew bustling about, making final preparations for the grand opening.

“That’s it, that’s it, turn it just a bit to the left . . .”

She tuned out their chatter, lost in her own thoughts. Everything had led to this moment, the culmination of moons of tireless work and dedication. Each display of mystical artifacts and elixirs represented a labor of love, a dream brought to life.

Yet as the fateful hour approached, dread crept in. The Sanctum felt too quiet, too still. Illyria fidgeted with a collection of enchanted crystals, their facets glinting in the light. She tried to shake off her rising anxiety, but it gnawed at her relentlessly.

“It’ll be just fine,” Arkenev said, watching her from the doorway into the reagents room. “You’ve put your heart and soul into this, Illyria. The Starlight Sanctum is going to be a smashing success.”

Illyria managed a weak smile in response, grateful for her friend’s reassurance. She knew he was right, of course. She’d poured everything she had into creating the Sanctum, it was true. Heart, soul, blood and sweat, tears and fears, and of course, her own⁠—

Then, in a sudden flash of inspiration, she realized what was missing.

Her own magic.

She raised her arms in a graceful arc and spun a shimmering thread of celestial light high above her head. It glimmered like an ethereal star chart and gradually wove its way around the open atrium in an ever-widening spiral, until the entire shop was bathed in a soft golden glow as Illyria watched with delight. A perfect demonstration of lightweaving and its glory.

This was it; this was exactly what she’d envisioned when she first conjured up the idea for the Starlight Sanctum. Suddenly, all her doubts dissipated into thin air and were replaced instead with hope and determination. Everything had finally come together just as it should have—the perfect blend of artful displays, mystical supplies, and magical wonders from across the realms.

“It’s beautiful, my dear! You’ve truly outdone yourself,” he said, placing a hand on her shoulder. His voice was warm, yet Illyria detected the hint of concern in his eyes.

She managed a faint smile. “I hope the day brings the crowds I envisioned. It seems so . . .”

“Hushed? Give it time, the curious will come flocking,” Arkenev said. “Between the flyers my crew distributed and Tiberon’s recommendation spread by the Amber Group, word will reach the right ears in time.”

Illyria nodded, though uncertainty lingered. As Arkenev busied himself with last minute details, her gaze drifted to the empty café space, devoid of the magical baker she had hoped for. What a difference Gideon’s presence could have made, the mouthwatering scents and lively chatter he would have inspired. Her ambitions remained unmet there.

With a sigh, she straightened her shoulders and steeled herself. No matter what, today her dream would take flight.

She opened the heavy front door, and set a board out front:

THE STARLIGHT SANCTUM

Potions, Herbs, Elixirs, Scrolls, and Much More

The minutes crawled by at an agonizing pace. Illyria paced the polished stone floor, adjusting displays that were already pristine. The silence pressed down on her, broken only by the ticking of a celestial chronometer and her own footsteps.

Then, the creak of the door opening wider drew her attention. A lanky young man entered, eyes wide as he took in the surroundings. Illyria’s heart leaped.

“Welcome to the Starlight Sanctum!” she said, a bit too eagerly. “Please, look around.”

The man nodded shyly and began examining the shelves of glistening elixirs. He was dressed in an artfully shabby fashion that she suspected marked him as a Luminara University student, and Illyria made a mental note to herself to learn more of the university and its magical courses. Illyria watched as he considered each unique concoction, murmuring softly to himself. Finally, he plucked a swirling violet potion from its place and brought it to the counter.

“Excellent choice,” Illyria said. “That’s a rare elven draught, imbued with restoring energies extracted from the mists of the Sapphire Isles.”

“Will it help me shake off a sleepless night?” he asked.

Illyria hesitated, not wanting to oversell the potion. “If used rarely, yes. But the more it’s used, the less potent it will become. I advise no more than twice each moon.”

He nodded. “I suppose that’ll be often enough.”

The man paid for his purchase, cradling the vial reverently as he left. And just like that, Illyria’s first sale was made.

Soon, more visitors trickled in. Illyria swiftly fell into a rhythm—greeting, informing, suggesting. Explaining properties of a given herb, or the ways in which a certain crystal could be applied to amplify spells. As noon approached, the Sanctum hummed with activity. Patrons marveled at the curios and shared tidbits of arcane lore. The musical chink of crowns rang out as purchases were made.

In the midst of it all stood Illyria, fatigue forgotten, sharing her passion with enraptured listeners. This was everything she had envisioned. The Sanctum was truly coming to life.

Illyria was demonstrating a technique for imbuing fabrics with protective enchantments when she caught sight of Thalia waving her over. The stout dwarf stood by a section of ornately carved stonework, beaming with pride.

“I was just telling this fellow about the time it took to get these archways just right,” Thalia said, patting the smooth surface affectionately. “Took me and my crew near a fortnight, on account of the special mineral composition. But just look how they catch the light, new as they day they were first carved!”

Indeed, the archways seemed to glow from within, refracting sunlight with a subtle inner warmth. Illyria ran an appreciative hand along one. “They’re absolutely stunning, Thalia. Your skills are unparalleled.”

“But how did you manage to restore it?” the dwarven man she’d been speaking to asked, his brow crinkling. “I’d heard what terrible disrepair this place had fallen into.”

Thalia launched eagerly into an account of the challenges they’d faced during the construction process, her enthusiasm infectious. After checking that there weren’t customers waiting for her attention, Illyria listened in with fascination as the dwarf described late nights spent poring over structural diagrams, breakthroughs in shaping the temperamental stone, and meticulous polishing until every surface gleamed.

“Couldn’t have done it without my team,” Thalia concluded. “We make a good crew, we do.”

Illyria smiled warmly. “The Sanctum wouldn’t be the same without your mark upon it.”

As Thalia moved off to mingle with more admirers, Illyria took in the surroundings with new eyes. Everywhere she looked, she could recognize the subtle signatures of the artisans who helped build this dream. Eren’s elegant wood finishes, Thalia’s stonework, even the runes Maela had forged and hammered over doorways as boons, and, of course, the savvy management of Arkenev and financial backing of Tiberon: the collective whole transcending any individual contribution.

This place was woven from devotion. An amalgam of varied skills, coming together to create something extraordinary. Illyria’s heart swelled with gratitude.

Next, Illyria ducked into the conservatory to see how the café’s setup was being received. She had yet to hire a proper server—a tiny posting by the door attested to that—but Arkenev had arranged a temporary contract for the first few days with a woman named Murda, a mountain troll from Sen Sardem who had ties to a number of the tea fields there, and was serving up brews free of charge to patrons. Illyria’s gaze drifted over to the tea station, where Murda was captivating a small crowd with her deep, rumbling voice.

“This one comes from the Misty Peaks,” she explained, holding up a jar of dried leaves. “Grows on the cliffs above the clouds. Very rare.”

She scooped a spoonful into an intricate teapot painted with stylized peaks and poured steaming water over it. The rich, earthy aroma filled the air, drawing appreciative inhales from her audience. Murda’s large hands moved with unexpected grace as she prepared a tray with several tiny cups for sampling.

“The flavor is bold, but smooth,” she continued. “Hints of stone and moss. Very grounding.”

Illyria drifted over as the patrons sipped their samples, closing their eyes and murmuring in delight. She caught Murda’s eye and they exchanged a smile.

“You have a gift, my friend,” Illyria said. “I’ve never seen such enraptured tea drinkers.”

Murda chuckled, her laughter a deep rumble. “I enjoy sharing my knowledge. Tea should be experienced, not just consumed.”

Illyria pictured the future café bustling with regulars drawn as much by the hospitality of someone like Murda as the drinks themselves. A place not just of commerce, but community. Her smile broadened at the thought.

“If you ever wish a permanent home for sharing your brews, the Sanctum would be honored to have you,” Illyria said.

“I enjoy my distribution work, but it is getting hard on my old feet,” Murda conceded. Illyria glanced down to the oversized, bared feet in question, long hooked claws tapping against the tiled floor of the conservatory. “I will give it some thought.”

Illyria gave her a gracious nod, then Murda turned back to her audience, launching into the tale of how she procured an rare white tea from a yeti monastery high on Mount Zaffre. The guests hung on her every word, the Sanctum filled with a lively spirit of curiosity and wonder.

The only thing Illyria found herself wishing for was someone to share the triumph with. One gorgeous, fierce pirate captain in particular. She tried to push the thought aside, but it lingered even more stubbornly than the aroma of Murda’s tea.

All until a horrible silence spread across the shop, abrupt and terrifying in its force.

Vespera Crimsonblade entered the Sanctum with the subtle menace of an adder gliding through grass. Her ruby gaze cut through the warmth and wonder pervading the space like a shard of obsidian. Conversations faltered and laughter faded, all eyes drawn to the notorious broker.

Illyria’s breath caught, her instincts screaming danger even though Vespera’s expression remained neutral. She sensed her crew tense, drifting toward various doorways and shelves to cower behind, but she gave them a slight shake of her head. This was her battle, and she would not have blood shed in her Sanctum. She would throw Vespera out—somehow—long before it came to that.

With effortless grace, Vespera strode along the displays, trailing a hand along the artifacts and potions arranged so lovingly, jostling them without quite knocking any over. Her very presence seemed to dim their glow, her touch leaving a trail of unease. She paused, lifting a vial of shimmering silver liquid, watching the light dance across it.

Vespera paused, lifting a vial of shimmering silver liquid from the shelves. Watching the light dance across it, she murmured, “Quicksilver elixir, a difficult brew. One sip grants preternatural speed and reflexes for a short time. Useful for . . . all manner of things.”

The implied threat in her words turned Illyria’s stomach as Vespera carefully folded her hand around the vial. Illyria didn’t dare confront her while customers watched and whispered among themselves. But without speaking a word, she stepped forward to block Vespera’s path with an unmistakable challenge in her gaze.

Vespera didn’t back down; rather, she tilted her head to meet Illyria’s eyes with cool calculation before finally stepping aside with a smirk that suggested she’d been expecting this all along. “Don’t worry, Professor Moondrop. I’m a paying customer.” With that, she swept one hand toward the cash register, and tipped her head in invitation. “Shall we?”

Illyria could feel the eyes of the Sanctum still on her, but she refused to let Vespera intimidate her. Instead, she squared her shoulders and made her way to the counter to tabulate the quicksilver elixir. There was a tremor in her fingers, but she willed it away as she punched the register’s heavy mechanical keys with patient determination.

“That’ll be eighty crowns,” Illyria said. “Normally it’d be eighty-eight, but there’s a discount on everything today.”

Vespera’s smile was just shy of mocking. “How fortunate for me.”

She produced a stack of coins from moons only knew where with a single flick of her wrist, and set them on the counter between them. Illyria scooped them off and stuffed them in the register drawer, which clanged heavily with the day’s profits. “May I help you with anything else today?”

Vespera leaned in toward Illyria, her floral perfume failing to mask the viper’s hiss underneath. “A bold endeavor, this Sanctum. But such radical notions are dangerous . . . Change comes slowly in this city.” She flashed a smile devoid of warmth. “Tread carefully. It would be a shame if your dreams ended in darkness.”

Illyria stiffened, the images conjured by those words chilling her to the bone. She thought of all she’d sacrificed, all she still hoped to build. This was her place; she had a right to build it up without fear or consequence.

But Vespera’s words hung heavy in the air like smoke, threatening to snuff out Illyria’s bright dreams before they’d even begun. Her gaze trailed after the other woman, an unpleasant chill running through her veins. Vespera could ruin everything with no more than a whisper—and Illyria knew all too well how much power those sorts of whispers could carry in this city.

As the Crimson Ledger’s leader sauntered out, the doors seemed to close on far more than a woman. Illyria’s shining vision had been infected by the shadows Vespera cast, a darkness she sensed would not easily be banished.

Illyria looked out at the sea of faces, reading the apprehension in their eyes, the way joy had curdled into wariness. She couldn’t let Vespera’s venom spread. This place was meant to be one of light, of hope. She refused to let darkness take root here.

“Thank you again,” she began, her voice ringing out clearly. “For joining me on this momentous day as the Starlight Sanctum begins in earnest. All are welcome in this place, where knowledge and community can thrive without fear.” She smiled, even as her fingers laced together, gripping her own hands tightly. “The Sanctum’s purpose is to nurture discovery and collaboration. To share what we learn, and grow stronger together.”

Arkenev caught her eye from the crowd, his expression one of determination and support. Illyria felt a swell of gratitude, knowing she had allies in this fight against the darkness.

“—But I dare say it’s time for the first Eclipse Sale,” Illyria added, voice ringing clearly. “For the next crescent-hour, all scrolls and books are an additional ten percent off. So if you’ve been eyeing any in our grand selection, now is the time to make a purchase!”

The crowd murmured among themselves, some nodding in agreement while others began to shift towards the Sanctum’s shelves. Gradually, the strained atmosphere began to lift. Quiet conversations resumed, gentle laughter returning. Yet Illyria still felt Vespera’s shadow lingering, a specter she could not seem to banish.

The day’s earlier warmth had been tainted. No matter the eventual crowds or coins, Vespera’s venom had left its mark. Illyria vowed she would not be cowed—but she wondered, uneasily, just how far the Crimson Ledger would go to smother her fledgling dream.


Chapter
Eighteen



Briar tried to wash the taste of guilt from her mouth before she made for the Artisan District, but there was no drink in the world strong enough to scrub that ashy taste away.

She stepped into the Starlight Sanctum, her eyes scanning the enchanting interior to find it utterly transformed. Far from the crumbling, haunted ruin she’d visited less than a moon ago, the Sanctum was bright, clean, and brimming with magical potential. Crystalline orbs floated lazily through the air, trailing stardust in their wake. Shelves lined with leather-bound tomes and curious artifacts beckoned exploration. Her fingers hovered over a set of enchanted crystals, their facets glinting in prismatic hues, yet she did not touch them. Everywhere she turned was something new to snag her attention.

But one thing in the Sanctum commanded her attention above all others.

Her gaze settled on Illyria at the far end of the vast hall that had once been the mansion’s parlor, patiently guiding a student through an incantation of some sort, weaving glowing strands into a tapestry of light. Briar wondered if this was the famed lightweaving that Illyria was so determined to share with all of the realms, against the Lyceum’s counsel, and she couldn’t help but feel a shiver of pride that Illyria was here anyway, doing it all the same.

Yet Briar’s smile faltered, not quite reaching her eyes. The Sanctum’s success was a double-edged sword, fueling the ire of the Crimson Ledger. Briar’s stomach knotted at the thought, even as hope kindled within her, and she shrank back, not wanting to interrupt.

Since Illyria was occupied, Briar wandered instead, taking in the Sanctum’s splendor. Her introspection was interrupted by an excited yip, as Whisper bounded up in a swirl of spectral dark silver. Despite the wraithwolf’s ethereal beauty, his exuberance was that of any pup reunited with a beloved companion. Briar laughed as Whisper nuzzled against her, his affection easing her burdened heart.

Briar allowed the eager wraithwolf to lead her further into the Sanctum, past displays of shimmering artifacts and rows of rare spell components. They arrived in an enclosed courtyard open to the sky above, a serene oasis amidst the bustle.

There, beneath the dappled sunlight, was Celadine Dewleaf. The legendary dryad sat amidst a riot of exotic plants, her graceful deer-like legs folded beneath her on the soft grass. In her hands she cradled a tiny bud, and Briar watched in awe as Celadine’s melodic whispers coaxed the stubborn flower to unfurl, its delicate petals slowly revealed like a butterfly emerging from its chrysalis.

Celadine’s keen eyes found Briar, and she inclined her head in greeting. “Well met, Briar of the Defiant, ally to the Sanctum,” the dryad intoned—for to say merely that she spoke, Briar felt, did not do justice to the gravitas in her tone, her voice rich and resonant like oak.

Briar blinked in surprise. “You know of me?”

“Illyria has spoken of the one who aided her in the Shrouded Vale, who helped secure the Shade Lily, and thus my service.” Celadine gestured to a secluded nook where the rare plant grew under her nurturing care. “For that, you have my gratitude.”

Briar shifted, uncomfortable. She had not expected such open praise for deeds done in secret, deeds that fueled the Crimson Ledger’s ire. But she merely nodded, the dryad’s words kindling a fragile hope inside her.

“It is not common to see your kind beyond the Skraes of the Far Realms,” Celadine continued, setting aside the bloom she’d just nurtured and turning her attention to a pouch of seeds instead. “Even less to see one afflicted with a poisonous thorn such as your⁠—”

“Ah—I’m—I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” Briar said hastily. She glanced over her shoulder to make sure no one else had overheard them. “I’m fine, really.”

Celadine gave her a knowing look. “Your secret is safe with me, Briar. But I sense a deeper turmoil within you, something that a mere curse cannot cause.” She hummed to herself, and a with a slow toss of her hair, butterflies scattered up off of her form and darted skyward. “I trust you will make the right choice, when the time is right.”

Whisper bumped his head against Briar’s hand, breaking her reverie. She bid Celadine farewell for now and made her way back to the Sanctum’s grand hall, the wraithwolf shadowing her steps.

Illyria was alone once more, tidying up from her earlier lesson. Briar watched her with admiration, the mage’s agile hands making quick work of restoring the shop to order. Taking a deep breath to steel herself, she approached Illyria with hesitant yet purposeful steps, pushing down the knot of apprehension within her. “The Sanctum is looking incredible, Professor.”

Illyria turned, her fair face lighting up with a radiant smile. “Why, thank you! I can hardly believe it’s real. My dream, realized.” Her eyes shone with unconcealed pride as she gestured around the shop. “Look at this place—from the shelves filled with reagents to my very own alchemy lab! I’ve even managed to carve out a little corner for magical studies. With no small thanks to you, of course.”

Briar felt a swell of warmth and pleasure at Illyria’s words. She couldn’t help but smile in response, her earlier apprehension fading away.

Illyria grinned widely, obviously pleased, and gestured for Briar to follow her. “Come, let me show you around the Sanctum.”

She eagerly followed Illyria, oohing and aahing as the mage pointed out the unique features of the shop. “Here is my favorite section,” Illyria said with a twinkle in her eye as she ran one finger along the spines of ancient texts and treatises on magic theory. “Terribly boring to most anyone else, I’m sure, but all the same . . .”

Illyria led Briar to the conservatory café, where the bright afternoon sunlight aided a smattering of customers browsing books at their tables, including the university student Illyria has been instructing. She gestured for Briar to take a seat on one of the stools and faced her with a kind expression.

“So what do you think?” Briar asked. “Is this what you imagined your dream shop would be?”

Illyria’s face softened before she spoke again. “It’s only just begun,” she said confidently, her voice full of excitement. “This is only the beginning of my journey with the Sanctum. I have many ideas and plans for it—and I hope you will help me make them come true.”

Briar gave Illyria a wobbly smile in response before looking down at her hands, fiddling with them nervously as she tried to form thoughts into words. “Well, can’t say for sure what the future may bring, ‘course,” she finally managed, “but if I’m around Luminara, I’m always happy to help.”

Illyria’s smile dimmed, and Briar hated herself for putting a damper on the moment. “Yes. Yes, I understand. You’ve a living of your own to make and your crew to care for. I . . .”

“But—hey! Doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy my time in Luminara when I’m here, right?” She took a breath, steeling herself. “That’s why I came by. Wanted to see if you fancied joining me for the Riverlights Festival tonight.”

Illyria’s smile deepened, touched by the invitation. Briar held her breath, waiting, as a kaleidoscope of emotions played across Illyria’s expressive features. She really was lovely, Briar thought, with a pang. The kind of lovely that only grew the more you knew her.

“I’d love to,” Illyria said, her voice soft and sincere.

Briar exhaled in relief. This night could be something special; something that would take them both away from the stress of everything facing them down and could instead exist as a moment of pure joy for them both. A chance to explore the possibilities between them without any pressure or expectations.

“It’s a date, then.” She smiled up at Illyria, reaching out to take her hand, and planting a soft kiss on her crisp, slender knuckles. “You won’t regret it.”

Illyria’s face softened with a gentle smile and she intertwined her fingers with Briar’s, holding on tight. “I don’t think I will,” she murmured before giving Briar’s hand one last squeeze and pulling away.

They parted to prepare for the evening ahead. Briar bid Whisper farewell, giving the wraithwolf an affectionate scratch behind his ghostly ears. Then she turned and strode from the Sanctum, her heart fluttering with a bittersweet cocktail of excitement and guilt.
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The Riverlights Festival was already in full swing as Briar made her way through the bustling streets of Luminara from the docks to the canals where the northern river wound its way down to the sea. The night air was alive with the scents of exotic spices and roasting meats, the laughter and music of revelers mingling with the soft glow of countless paper lanterns that dotted the river like seabound stars. Briar couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so at ease, so carefree.

Fortunately, her height gave her an advantage for scoping out Illyria’s telltale silver-blue hair, even in the dim of night. At last she spotted her date standing beneath a garland of glowing faerie lights. Illyria’s face lit up when she saw Briar approaching, and Briar’s breath caught at how stunning she looked, dressed in a flowing gown of midnight blue that set off her hair and ethereal features, her eyes shining with wonder.

“You look amazing,” Briar said sincerely, leaning in to place a chaste kiss on Illyria’s cheek in greeting. A light blush graced Illyria’s face at the contact.

“So do you,” Illyria replied, her musical voice warm. Briar, for her part, had donned her best red silk doublet and trousers, accentuating her powerful build without being too flashy. She’d even braided a few small shells into her dark locks. Still, dressing to impress had never been her strong suit, and it felt strange, in a pleasantly uncomfortable way, to be complimented for it.

Briar grinned and offered her arm gallantly. “Shall we?”

Illyria smiled and looped her arm through Briar’s.

Lanterns danced on the river’s surface, each a flickering star in a liquid constellation, their warm glow casting a soft light on Illyria’s face as they strolled. Stalls lined the riverbank, vendors hawking treats and trinkets that glittered under strings of twinkling lights.

Briar walked beside Illyria, her hand brushing against the half-elf’s as they moved through the throng of festival-goers. For a moment, she allowed herself to be swept away by the magic of it all. Her usual restlessness ebbed away, replaced by an unexpected tranquility. It was as if the festival had woven a spell over her, dulling the sharp edges of her worries and fears.

“Look at that,” Illyria exclaimed, pointing to a troupe of fire-dancing acrobats. As they moved and contorted their bodies, the flames they held licked the air in a dangerous dance. They watched, entranced, as they spun and leapt, their bodies mere silhouettes against the blaze.

“Never seen anything quite like it,” Briar replied, her voice filled with genuine wonder. She felt Illyria’s gaze on her and turned to meet it. Their eyes locked for an instant too long; a silent exchange that sent an electric thrill down Briar’s spine.

Briar’s stomach rumbled loudly, interrupting the tender moment.

“Guess I worked up more of an appetite than I realized,” Briar said with an embarrassed chuckle.

Illyria’s eyes lit up. “Perfect timing! I know just the place we can get a bite.”

She took Briar’s hand and led her through the bustling festival stalls, weaving expertly through the crowd. The smells of exotic spices and cooking meat grew stronger as they approached a row of food vendors.

Illyria made a beeline for a booth run by a sturdy, middle-aged orc woman with emerald green skin and braided white hair. The sign overhead read “Ghora’s Delights.”

“Ghora is renowned for her roasted meats,” Illyria explained. “Especially her kebabs. Arkenev’s hired her to serve in the Sanctum’s café in a few days until we hire a permanent cook.”

As if on cue, the orc woman looked up from tending her sizzling grill and broke into a grin.

“Illyria! Good to see you, dear,” Ghora rumbled. Her sharp eyes glanced at Briar. “And who might this tall drink of water be?”

Illyria laughed. “This is my date, Briar.”

Briar extended her hand in greeting. Ghora’s grip was firm.

“Strong one, ain’t ya?” Ghora chuckled. “Well don’t just stand there gaping. What’ll it be?”

Illyria ordered an assortment of meat and vegetable kebabs along with some type of flatbread. Briar’s mouth watered as she watched Ghora assemble their food with expert hands. The scents of garlic, onions and exotic spices filled the air.

They found a spot at a nearby table to dig into their feast. The first bite of juicy kebab exploded with flavor in Briar’s mouth.

“Mmm . . . This is incredible!” she mumbled through a full mouth.

Illyria grinned, clearly delighted that Briar was enjoying herself.

The food was soon gone, washed down by two mugs of a delicious honeyed ale. Briar leaned back contentedly, her stomach pleasantly full. Their hands had brushed numerous times during the meal, sending little thrills through her.

But not one to rest for long, in no time Illyria tugged at her hand, guiding her towards another stall adorned with vibrant ribbons and swathes of silk. “Come on,” she urged with childlike enthusiasm. “Let’s see if we can win a prize.”

Briar couldn’t help but laugh as they joined in a game of skill, tossing rings onto wooden pegs with more gusto than accuracy. She watched Illyria concentrate intently on her throw, the tip of her tongue peeking out in concentration—a gesture so endearing it made Briar’s heart clench.

With a flick of her wrist, Illyria landed a ring on the furthest peg. The stall owner clapped his hands in delight, gesturing to an array of stuffed creatures for her to choose from.

“Pick one for Whisper,” Illyria said with a grin.

Briar selected a plush wolf with dark fur that reminded her of their spectral friend. As she took hold of it, she felt something akin to peace settle within her chest—a rare feeling for someone who spent their life chasing horizons.

The night unfolded along a moonlit path. They sampled candied fruits dipped in chocolate and sipped mulled wine that warmed them from within. Laughter came easily between them; each shared joke and playful tease weaving tighter the bond they’d begun to form.

When they reached the Shallows, a platform of stone just along the river’s edge, they watched for a moment as festivalgoers released lanterns onto the water—wishes set adrift on gentle currents. Illyria paid a nearby lantern vendor for two, then handed Briar a lantern with reverent care.

“Make a wish,” Illyria said, smiling with something coy curling her lips.

Briar looked down at the fragile paper in her hands, contemplating what desire lay heaviest on her heart. She thought about freedom from curses and conflicts; she thought about clear skies and calm seas; but most of all, she thought about moments like these—stolen from time’s relentless march—and how precious they truly were.

With care not to let it catch flame too soon or extinguish itself before its journey could begin—a balance between risk and reward—she released the lantern onto the water’s surface beside Illyria’s own glowing vessel.

They stood side by side in silence as they watched their lanterns drift away together into the night.

For an instant—no longer plagued by shadows or whispers of treachery—Briar allowed herself to imagine that their wishes might intertwine just as their lives had; that perhaps both could find safe passage through whatever darkness lay ahead.

But as she turned to look at Illyria once more—the mage’s face aglow in lantern light—Briar felt something tighten around her heart: a reminder that there were choices still waiting for her beyond this night’s enchantment; choices that could snuff out this fragile light they’d kindled between them.

“Well?” Illyria asked slyly. “What did you wish for?”

Briar smirked. “Can’t tell you that or it won’t come true.”

Illyria nudged her. “Oh, come now! Not even a hint?”

“Nope.” Briar shook her head but then relented just a little. “But I’ll say this—it involves you.”

Illyria’s cheeks flushed with color, and she looked away shyly. The sight made Briar’s heart skip.

“Ah, look—one of the canal boats is docking,” Illyria said, lifting her gaze. “We should go on the next round.”

“It should be a breeze compared to steering the Defiant, that’s for sure.” Briar offered Illyria her arm to head toward the dock, shuffling past the dozen or so revelers as they disembarked.

Once on board, they quickly got caught up in the revelry, shuffling their way around the festivalgoers who twirled and danced around them. Against the boat’s railing, Briar drank in the sight of Illyria bathed in the soft glow of lanterns. This moment, so full of magic and possibility, was one she wanted to etch into her memory.

As if sensing her stare, Illyria turned, meeting Briar’s eyes. A coy smile played on her lips. “What is it?”

Briar shook her head, suddenly feeling almost shy. “Just thinking how beautiful you look tonight,” she said softly.

Illyria’s eyes sparkled. Slowly, she reached out and took Briar’s hand in hers, interlacing their fingers. The touch was electric, sending a thrill up Briar’s spine.

They stayed that way as the riverboat glided along, the lights of the festival slipping past. The lanterns floating on the water seemed to keep pace with them, as if wanting to remain close.

Briar extended her hand to Illyria as the musicians struck up a new tune.

“Dance with me?”

Illyria placed her hand in Briar’s without hesitation, and they joined other dancers under strands of flickering lights that crisscrossed above their heads. As they swayed to the rhythm, Briar led confidently, spinning Illyria beneath an arching arm before pulling her close again.

As they came together, Briar’s arm encircled Illyria’s waist, while Illyria’s hand rested lightly on her shoulder. Slowly they swayed together, steps matching the rise and fall of the music.

“You’re full of surprises,” Illyria said breathlessly after another twirl.

“Just wait,” Briar promised with a grin that was both mischievous and tender.

Eyes locked, they moved as one, the rest of the world fading away until it was just the two of them and the song. Briar spun Illyria gently, pulling her close again after. Illyria’s laughter rang out like silver bells.

As the last notes of the music faded away, Briar leaned in, her intentions clear. Illyria met her halfway, their lips connecting in a kiss that spoke of promises yet to be made. It was less urgent than their first passionate embrace on Briar’s ship, but no less meaningful.

Their lips parted slowly and they kissed again, extending and deepening it this time. Briar felt her heart swell with love as she cradled Illyria’s face in her hands, cupping it with tenderness and care. She ran her thumb along Illyria’s jawline, tracing a lazy pattern across her skin. Illyria closed her eyes and sighed contentedly as a gentle smile spread across her face.

Together they watched as the stars twinkled above them in the night sky and all around them lanterns bobbed on the waves like tiny fireflies dancing atop a glass lake. They parted reluctantly as the riverboat bumped against the dock. The world intruded once more with shouts from the crew and passengers disembarking.

Illyria took Briar’s hand, giving it a meaningful squeeze. “Come back with me?” she asked, voice low and inviting.

Briar’s breath caught, desire warring with indecision. Spend more time with Illyria, alone? Her body thrilled at the thought even as her conscience pricked at her. Yet she hesitated, torn by secrets and the web of half-truths between them. Illyria waited, eyes searching Briar’s, sensing the conflict there.

Briar forced a smile, pushing aside her doubts. “I’d like that,” she managed, voice barely a whisper.

Relief broke across Illyria’s face. Hand in hand, they joined the crowds leaving the riverboat, anticipation and nervous energy crackling the space between their entwined fingers. The festival’s lights and music faded behind them as they walked the lamp-lit streets. Briar snuck glances at Illyria when she wasn’t looking, marveling at her beauty in the gentle glow.

Her earlier joy warred with thoughts of the Crimson Ledger and the tangled path that had brought them together. Guilt gnawed at her, the weight of her secrets a heavy presence. All too soon, they reached the front doors of the Starlight Sanctum. Briar hesitated, grasping for the right words. Should she reveal the truth, risk losing this fragile bond between them?

Illyria turned to her, hand coming up to cup Briar’s cheek gently. Her eyes were deep pools of understanding that Briar could lose herself in.

“Whatever is troubling you, let it go for now. Tonight is just for us.”

Illyria’s voice was just the soothing balm she needed. Briar let out a shuddering breath, letting the comfort of Illyria’s words wash over her. She managed a real smile this time.

Together, they stepped over the threshold, leaving the night’s magic and Briar’s conflict outside. Tonight was theirs, and tomorrow’s worries could wait.


Chapter
Nineteen



Illyria led Briar up the winding stairs of the Starlight Sanctum, her heart pounding with each step. Tonight had been more romantic than she ever could have imagined. Briar’s lips curled into a sly grin as she followed close behind, her calloused fingers brushing Illyria’s waist.

They ascended to one of the middle floors, the air around them thick with the scent of old wood and the faintest hint of lavender from the sachets Illyria had scattered about to ward off the mustiness. They paused outside Illyria’s chamber, Briar pinning her against the wooden door. “Are you sure you want to invite a scoundrel like me in?” Briar’s voice was husky and teasing. Illyria’s breath caught in her throat as Briar leaned down, her mouth skimming the curve of Illyria’s neck.

“We both have our secrets,” Illyria said, tilting her head to the side. She gasped as Briar’s teeth grazed her earlobe, desire pooling low in her belly. “But tonight I only want to share pleasure.”

Briar hummed in approval, her hands wandering down the sides of Illyria’s robes to caress her hips. “Is that an invitation?” she asked, trailing kisses along Illyria’s jaw. Illyria could only nod, drunk on the feel of Briar’s calloused hands against her skin.

With a satisfied grin, Briar lifted Illyria into her arms and carried her through the doorway. Illyria laughed, wrapping her legs around Briar’s waist and claiming her mouth in a searing kiss.

The room Illyria was using for her bedroom, in contrast to the grandeur of the rest of the mansion, was startlingly simple. It was dimly lit, the only illumination coming from the moonlight through diaphonous curtains. A low bed with a quilt of deep blues and silvers, reminiscent of a star-strewn sky, took up much of the space. A single bookshelf brimmed with tomes and oddities, and a sturdy desk sat beneath the leaded glass window panes, the moonlight casting a lattice of shadows across the floor. Illyria’s cheeks warmed with a hint of embarrassment as Briar hauled her inside.

“It’s not much,” Illyria said, her voice a soft melody of apology. “I’ve been so focused on the Sanctum that I’ve neglected my own quarters.”

Briar’s gaze swept the room, a smile tugging at her lips. “It’s perfect, Illyria,” she said, her voice a low thrum of sincerity. “It feels like you.”

Briar kicked the door closed behind them and crossed the room in a few strides, laying Illyria on the bed. Moonlight filtered through the leaded glass windows, bathing the chamber in silver light. Their eyes met, and the distance between them vanished. Briar’s hands found Illyria’s face, thumbs caressing her cheekbones with a tenderness that belied her rough exterior. Illyria’s breath hitched, her own hands rising to tangle in the wild mane of Briar’s hair.

As their kiss deepened, Briar’s hands began to roam, sliding up Illyria’s long, slender calves to clutch at the hem of her dress. Meanwhile, Illyria reached for the clasps of Briar’s tunic, her fingers trembling with desire and nerves. This was new territory for her, an uncharted sea she was eager to explore.

Briar gently grasped her hands, stilling them. “There’s no need to rush,” she murmured, her eyes soft with tenderness that made Illyria’s heart ache.

Briar slowly undressed Illyria instead, lavishing her pale skin with kisses as each new inch was revealed. “Even more beautiful than I’d imagined,” Briar said, a little breathlessly. “And I’d imagined quite a lot.”

Illyria sighed with pleasure, her body arching into Briar’s clever mouth and hands as they expertly explored her sensitive skin. With each touch, Illyria felt her desire grow, her breath coming in ragged gasps. By the time Briar removed the last of Illyria’s undergarments, she was writhing against the sheets, desperate for more but content to let Briar set the pace. The half-giant’s caresses were slow and deliberate, each one designed to heighten Illyria’s anticipation and pleasure. As Briar’s lips trailed down her neck, Illyria couldn’t help but moan softly, her fingers clutching at the sheets in desperation.

“So beautiful,” Briar breathed, her eyes dark with want as she gazed down at Illyria’s naked form. Illyria flushed at the admiration in Briar’s voice, but before she could protest, Briar’s lips were on hers again.

Illyria kissed her back fiercely, her hands tugging at the laces of Briar’s trousers. Briar chuckled, capturing Illyria’s wrists and pinning them above her head. “Patience,” she scolded playfully. Illyria whimpered as Briar trailed a path of searing kisses down between her breasts.

“Please,” Illyria gasped, trembling with need and anticipation. Briar’s eyes gleamed with wicked delight at Illyria’s pleas.

“All in good time, Professor.” Briar leaned down to take one of Illyria’s nipples into her mouth. Illyria cried out at the sensation, her back arching off the bed as Briar lavished her with slow, sensual attention, tongue swirling over the sensitive bud as her palm kneaded the heft of her breast. There would be time enough for urgency later. For now, she wanted to savor each touch, each kiss, as Briar worshipped every inch of her body.

Briar released Illyria’s wrists to slide her hands down Illyria’s sides, tracing the curves of her hips before gripping them tightly. In response, Illyria hooked her fingers on the waistband of Briar’s leather trousers, and plucked at the lacings on them to ease them apart, already feeling the heat rising off the other woman’s body as she did so.

Briar groaned, the sound sending a fresh wave of heat through Illyria’s veins. “You’re going to be the death of me,” Briar growled, nipping sharply at the sensitive skin of Illyria’s neck.

Then Briar pushed Illyria back onto the bed, spreading her legs wide and positioning herself between them. She knelt between Illyria’s thighs, her gaze locked on the sight of her lover’s pussy, glistening with arousal. Illyria couldn’t believe how wet she felt from kissing Briar, but the woman drove her wild; her thighs were thick with her own juices. At least Briar seemed appreciative of it. With a hungry groan, Briar leaned forward, her tongue darting out to trace the delicate folds of Illyria’s flesh.

At the first touch of Briar’s tongue, Illyria cried out, her back arching off the bed as waves of pleasure washed over her as Briar’s tongue lapped at her sensitive bud. Illyria threaded her slender fingers into Briar’s hair to ground herself, her hips bucking against Briar’s mouth as the sensations built and intensified with each pass of Briar’s tongue. Briar moved faster, her tongue flicking and lapping at Illyria’s clit, her teeth just teasing the edges before backing off. Illyria’s cries grew louder, and Briar’s tongue delved deeper, flicking and circling around Illyria’s clit with a relentless intensity. She could hold back no longer⁠—

Illyria’s moans filled the room as she came hard, her body trembling and shaking as wave after wave of pleasure crashed over her. Briar kissed her way up Illyria’s body, her lips lingering on Illyria’s nipples before she finally looked up, her eyes dark with desire.

“Every bit as magical as I’d hoped,” Briar murmured, and Illyria could only beam, her heart soaring with pleasure.

They kissed deeply, their tongues tangling in a slow, languid rhythm, Illyria’s taste on Briar’s lips a heady elixir. Illyria could feel the heat radiating off Briar’s body as she pressed against her, and the warmth of their embrace seemed to seep into Illyria’s very bones. She let out a soft sigh as Briar’s hand slid between her thighs once more, teasing at her entrance before slowly sliding a finger inside her. Illyria rocked her hips, urging Briar deeper as she began to move in a steady rhythm, and Briar added a second finger to the first.

Briar’s thumb found Illyria’s clit, circling the swollen nub in time with her finger’s thrusts. Illyria grasped at Briar’s shoulders, her nails biting into tanned skin as Briar quickened her pace. The coil of pleasure in Illyria’s belly wound tighter and tighter, Briar’s name a plea on her lips.

“Come for me,” Briar whispered, her breath hot against Illyria’s ear. Illyria cried out as she came undone once more, her inner walls clenching around Briar’s fingers in hot, pulsing waves.

Briar held her as the tremors faded, peppering soft kisses over Illyria’s face and neck. A warm contentment spread through Illyria’s limbs, her heart full to bursting.

“You’re so beautiful when you come,” Briar murmured. Illyria flushed, a shy smile curving her lips.

“As are you, I’m sure,” Illyria said. Briar grinned, clearly pleased, and stretched out on her side next to Illyria. “Wouldn’t mind finding that out for myself.”

“Is that so, Professor?”

“Come,” Illyria said, “let’s get all this leather off of you.”

Briar sat up, a challenging glint in her eye as she reached for the buckles of her corset. “If you think you’re up for it.”

Illyria rose to meet her, fingers brushing Briar’s aside. “Oh, I’m certainly up for the challenge.”

She made quick work of the corset’s buckles, easing the leather garment off Briar’s shoulders. Her breath caught at the sight of a heavy bandage wrapped around Briar’s forearm, the skin around it darker and heavily veined.

“What happened here?” Illyria asked, concern lacing her tone.

Briar shrugged, a wry smile on her lips. “Occupational hazard. It’s nothing, really. I’ve had worse.”

Illyria frowned, unconvinced, but allowed Briar to distract her with a heated kiss. Her worries faded as Briar guided her hands to the laces of her breeches, hips canting forward in invitation.

Illyria slid Briar’s breeches down her hips, fingers tracing the curve of her body until she grazed over the soft hairs over Briar’s folds. She leaned in, pressing another kiss to Briar’s lips, and curled her fingers up until she felt the sweet, hot bud of Briar’s clit. Illyria toyed with it, fingers drawing a slow circle to tease it from its hood.

“So impatient,” Briar chided, though her voice held more affection than true reprimand. Illyria glanced up at her through lowered lashes, a teasing smile on her lips.

“Can you blame me?”

Briar huffed out a soft laugh. “I suppose not.” She reached out, fingers carding through Illyria’s hair.

Illyria nuzzled into Briar’s touch, pressing a kiss to her inner wrist. Briar’s breath hitched, fingers tightening in Illyria’s hair. “I want to see you come undone, too.”

Briar chuckled softly. “I had something else in mind, actually.”

“Oh?” Illyria asked. “Do you have any . . . toys we might make use of?”

Briar raised an eyebrow, intrigued by the suggestion. “Well, I have some back on the ship, but . . .”

Illyria smiled, feeling bold under Briar’s gaze. “Allow me to show you something even better.” With a wave of her hand and a few whispered words, a shimmering golden phallus materialized, and with a few more strands of light, she devised a harness system for it around her own hips that allowed the phallus to fit snugly in the basin of her pelvis. The magical phallus protruded proudly, its surface glistening with magic, while a smaller portion curved downward to press into Illyria’s own folds, where it could stimulate her already oversensitive clit.

Briar’s eyes widened. “Well, aren’t you full of surprises.”

Encouraged by Briar’s reaction, Illyria grinned mischievously. “Shall we put my creation to good use?” Without waiting for a response, she pushed Briar onto her back, positioning herself above her.

Briar eagerly spread her legs, welcoming the sensation of the golden dildo pressing against her wetness. “By all means, Professor,” she replied cheekily. “Show me what you’ve got.”

Illyria chuckled, pressing the phallus against Briar’s entrance. There was a wonderful feeling of resistance as she inched inside, and then a blissful sensation as her clit was caressed by the curved end. Briar gasped, her breath coming in short, sharp pants as the phallus filled her. She shifted her hips, adjusting to the new sensation, and Illyria felt an answering pulse between her legs.

Slowly, Illyria began to move, pushing the phallus in and out of Briar in a gentle rhythm. Briar’s fingers curled into the bedding, her eyes squeezed shut as Illyria increased her speed, the magical phallus slipping in and out of her more quickly. Briar’s hips rose to meet Illyria’s thrusts, her moans becoming louder as her pleasure intensified. Illyria felt the pressure building within her as well, her breaths coming in shallow gasps as she neared her climax.

With one final thrust, Illyria and Briar both cried out in pleasure, their bodies shuddering as they were enveloped in blissful sensation. After a few moments, Illyria withdrew the phallus, allowing it to vanish into a shower of sparkles. She collapsed onto Briar’s chest, both of them panting heavily.

Briar smiled up at Illyria, her eyes twinkling with pleasure. “I think your new toy is a keeper,” she said, her voice still thick with desire.

Illyria smiled back, her own eyes hazy with contentment. “I’m glad you approve.” She pressed a gentle kiss to Briar’s lips, still tasting the lingering traces of her bliss. “Let’s make sure to put it to good use again soon, shall we?”

Briar chuckled, wrapping her arms around Illyria’s waist. “You don’t have to ask me twice.”

Illyria nestled against Briar, resting her head on the woman’s shoulder. A deep sense of peace and contentment settled over her as she listened to the steady beat of Briar’s heart.

Briar nuzzled against her neck, pressing soft kisses along her jawline. “That was incredible,” she murmured softly, her voice barely a whisper against Illyria’s ear.

Illyria smiled in agreement, tilting her head up to capture Briar’s lips in a tender kiss. She could feel the warmth of Briar’s breath against her skin and the gentle brush of their lips as they sealed their moment together with a passionate embrace.

When at last they pulled apart, both women were smiling with contentment. Illyria nestled against Briar once more, relishing the feeling of being held close by someone who truly cared for her. As she closed her eyes and drifted off into a peaceful slumber, she couldn’t help but wish that this comfortable shared joy could last forever. But until then, they had each other in this moment—and that was enough for now.
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Illyria stirred to wakefulness as a familiar wet muzzle nudged against her cheek. She blinked open her eyes to find Whisper gazing at her from her bedside, his pale eyes glowing with affection.

Beside her, Briar grumbled in protest, tightening her arms around Illyria’s waist. “Five more minutes,” she mumbled, her voice muffled against the pillow.

Briar. Here, in her bed. Illyria smiled to herself, her heart fluttering with happiness.

Illyria reached out to scratch Whisper’s ears, then tangled her fingers in the soft fur of his neck. He leaned into her touch, his tail wagging happily. Beside her, Briar snuggled closer against Illyria’s side. Illyria smiled and held her tight, grateful for the warmth of Briar’s embrace.

Yes, she thought to herself, this was what contentment felt like.

“My apologies, dear one, but we have responsibilities to attend to.” As much as she longed to remain curled up in Briar’s embrace, the day ahead would not wait for them.

Briar emitted another disgruntled groan but reluctantly began to untangle herself from the sheets. “If I must.” She flashed Illyria a playful grin, leaning in to press a swift kiss to her cheek. “Though I rather think you owe me a bit of extra time this evening for kicking me out of bed so early.”

“Early?” Illyria squinted, twisting around to glimpse out the window, which seemed plenty bright to her. Too bright—she needed to have the store open in only an hour or so. Damn. Still, a spark of mischief in her eyes as she regarded Briar. “And what exactly did you have in mind to make up for this great inconvenience?”

“I’m sure I can think of a few ways to be properly compensated.” Briar’s voice dropped to a sultry purr, and she traced a fingertip along Illyria’s collarbone in a slow, sensual caress.

A delicious shiver ran down Illyria’s spine at Briar’s touch. It took all her willpower not to give in to the temptation of another leisurely morning in bed. “You drive a hard bargain,” she said breathlessly. “Very well, I shall do my best to make it up to you tonight.”

Briar’s answering smile was triumphant. “Excellent. Now, how about some breakfast to give us energy for later?” She slid from the bed and began to dress, shooting Illyria a playful wink. “We’ll need it.”

Illyria felt warmth blossom in her cheeks at the implication. She dragged herself from the bed with a sigh, stretching her arms overhead as she walked over to join Briar, who was making a halfhearted effort at dressing herself once more. She wrapped her arms around Briar’s waist from behind, resting her head against the woman’s broad back.

“This was nice,” she murmured, closing her eyes for a moment to breathe in Briar’s scent. Like sea salt and adventure, wild and free as the waves. It suited her.

Briar hummed in agreement, covering Illyria’s hands with her own. “More than nice. But we can’t stay in bed forever, no matter how tempting it might be.” She turned in Illyria’s embrace, cupping her face and kissing her softly. “Duty calls, darling. Yours to your shop, and mine to my ship.”

“I know.” Illyria sighed again, stealing another quick kiss before stepping away to find her own clothes. “The real world won’t wait on our leisure.”

“All the more reason to make the most of the time we have.” Briar grinned, finishing the last of her buckles. “Now, breakfast. I’m starved after the workout you gave me last night.”

“Briar!” Illyria tossed a pillow in her direction, unable to hold back a laugh. Trust the pirate to never miss an opportunity for innuendo.

Briar caught the pillow easily, her laughter booming in the cozy space of Illyria’s bedroom. The sound filled Illyria’s heart near to bursting with joy and affection. However fleeting their time together might be, she cherished each moment. “The kitchen in your café does work, right? As long as we aren’t making those lumps again?”

Illyria rolled her eyes with a painful fondness. “Don’t remind me. But yes, it works just fine.”

Illyria led Briar downstairs to the café, enjoying the familiarity of their casual banter. Whisper awaited them once more at the bottom of the stairs, the wraithwolf’s tail wagging in welcome. Illyria came up short in the doorway to the café, though, at the sight of Julian Hartley, the university student she’d been demonstrating Lightweaving to, already occupying one of the café tables.

“Morning, Professor. I was about to send out a search party.” Julian shot them a knowing look, barely hiding his amusement. “But perhaps I might have interrupted something. Apologies.”

“Good morning, Mister Hartley.” Illyria schooled her expression, ignoring his implication. “How did you get in? We don’t open for another hour.”

Julian shrugged, gesturing to the back door. “It was unlocked. I thought it would be easier to wait inside rather than hunch on your porch like some kind of gargoyle.” He smiled sheepishly. “I hope that was alright.”

Illyria nodded, her lips twitching with the urge to frown. “It’s fine. Though I hadn’t meant to leave it unlocked.”

“Maybe it was the ghost who unlocked it, then.” Julian’s face made it difficult to tell whether he was joking. “All quiet now, so I’m sure it’s fine.”

Briar clapped him on the shoulder, nearly sending the young man tumbling from his chair. “Thanks for keeping an eye on things. We appreciate it.”

“Of course, miss. My pleasure.” Julian grinned, clearly enjoying Briar’s enthusiasm. “What’s on the menu?”

“Eggs,” Briar announced, tying on an apron. “Lots of eggs.”

Illyria watched Briar move around the kitchen with ease, her heart swelling at the sight. For all Briar’s bluster, she had a gift for making others feel at home. While Briar bustled about with the food, Illyria busied herself getting the shop ready for opening, thankfully a fairly easy task, as there were few items that had to be packed away at night, and she’d swept up the day before to shed some of her nervous energy before her date.

“Here we are!” Briar set plates on the table, laden with food. “Eat up before it gets cold.”

Illyria joined Briar at the table, tucking into the hearty meal. Her appetite had returned in full force since their night together, and she found herself relishing every bite.

Briar watched Illyria eat with a satisfied grin. “You’ve got a healthy appetite this morning.”

Illyria blushed, ducking her head to hide her smile. “You do have that effect.”

Briar’s laughter was warm and delighted. “Do I now? That’s good to know.” She leaned across the table, brushing a quick kiss against Illyria’s lips. Illyria flushed, but Julian was thankfully deeply engrossed in the treatise he was reading. (One he had not purchased yet, she noted, mentally adding it to his tab.) “Last night was . . .” Briar trailed off, shaking her head with a soft chuckle. “Well, I don’t have the words.”

“Nor I,” Illyria admitted. She reached across the table to squeeze Briar’s hand. “It was perfect.”

“Perfect.” Briar’s smile was tender. “I like the sound of that.”

They finished breakfast in a comfortable silence, the memory of their night together hovering in the space between them like a secret joy. As they cleared the table, Briar nudged Illyria with her hip, her eyes glinting with mischief.

“Mind if I explore the mansion a bit before you open? I haven’t even seen the top floors yet, I don’t think.”

Illyria’s smile faded, replaced by a frown. “I’m sorry, but they really aren’t ready to be seen yet. I don’t want to subject anyone to the—the risk.”

“Risk?” Briar looked puzzled. “What sort of risk?”

Illyria bit her lip, hesitating. How much should she reveal about the curse before she had managed to unravel it? “There are wards and enchantments to prevent anyone from accessing the upper floors,” Illyria said carefully. “I haven’t finished disarming all of them, and they can be . . . unpredictable at times.”

“Huh.” Briar scratched her head, eyeing the conservatory’s roof with unveiled curiosity. “Now you’ve got me wondering what’s up there that needs protecting.”

“Some things are better left unknown,” Illyria said, hoping to dissuade Briar from investigating further.

Briar laughed, shaking her head. “You know how I am with mysteries, love. I can’t just leave it alone now.”

Illyria sighed, catching Briar’s hand and squeezing it gently. “Please, Briar. Trust me on this.”

Briar studied Illyria’s face, her eyes softening at the open concern she found there. “Alright,” Briar conceded. “I’ll leave it be for now. But you have to promise to tell me everything once it’s safe.”

Relief flooded Illyria, and she smiled brightly. “Of course. You’ll be the first to know, I promise. Ah, but that does remind me,” Illyria said. “Did you have any luck tracking down information on the labyrinth disk I’d shown you?”

“Not as much as I’d hoped,” Briar admitted, a thread of disappointment in her voice. “I found a lead on some professor living outside the city gates, but when I went to his house, it was abandoned. Looked like he’d left in a hurry, too. Either he’s gone to ground, or . . . “ Briar trailed off with a shrug.

Illyria’s mouth pressed into a grim line. “Well, it was worth investigating. We’ll have to try a different approach.”

Briar nodded, her expression turning pensive. After a moment, she said casually, “That reminds me, what ever became of the Celestial Prism, anyhow? I didn’t see it on display in the shop.”

Illyria tensed. She searched Briar’s face, but found her expression carefully neutral. “It isn’t on display yet,” Illyria said after a beat. “I still have plans for it, but none I’m ready to share just yet.”

“I see,” Briar said, a flicker of disappointment in her eyes. She started gathering up their dishes to ferry them back into the kitchen. “Well, if there’s any way I can help, you know you only have to ask.”

Illyria studied Briar, noticing the set of her shoulders and jaw, the tension in her frame. She chose her next words carefully. “I appreciate your offer, but it’s best if I continue my research alone for now. And—don’t worry. I haven’t forgotten about contacting some of the larger magic ateliers about getting another one crafted. I’ll keep my word.”

Briar’s eyes lingered on Illyria for a long moment before she sighed. “Well, since you have to open up shop, I suppose I should head out for the day.”

“Will I see you this evening?” Illyria asked, unable to keep the hope from her voice.

“If you’d like,” Briar said, a soft smile curving her lips. “I’ll come by after closing, and we can continue where we left off.”

A flush crept over Illyria’s skin at the implication in Briar’s words. “Then I will see you this evening,” she said, throat suddenly dry.

Briar’s smile widened into a grin, and she pressed a swift kiss to Illyria’s lips. “Until then.”

Illyria watched as Briar left, her heart light despite the responsibilities ahead. The memory of Briar’s promise lingered, chasing away the last vestiges of sleep and filling her with anticipation for the evening to come.

Shaking off her distraction, Illyria began to prepare for the day. There would be time enough for such thoughts later, when Briar returned to her as she’d vowed. For now, Illyria needed to focus on the Sanctum and its patrons, no matter how her thoughts strayed to Briar.

And no matter how much Briar’s continued interest in the Celestial Prism itched uncomfortably at the back of her mind.


Chapter
Twenty



Briar stood rigidly alongside Vespera Crimsonblade, her jaw clenched tight as they awaited their guests. Argo Flintlock, the Ledger’s enforcer and quartermaster, and Lyna Shaddah, their chief sorcerer, were beside her, and Rane Rivers lurked in the shadows nearby as they watched the Lyceum delegation approach. Their emerald robes billowed in the warm coastal breeze, the silver threads catching the sunlight in a dazzling display of elven finery. But Briar’s eyes were drawn to Starweaver Thalendrel at the head of the procession, his stern gaze fixed on the Crimson Ledger members awaiting them at the top of the marble steps.

At his side strode Delphys, her long verdant braid swaying with each graceful step. Briar felt her stomach twist, knowing the damning words she had fed Vespera about Illyria were about to be brought to light.

“Welcome, friends, to our fair city,” Vespera said, extending her arms in greeting as the Lyceum group came to a stop before them. Her voice was sweet as poisoned wine.

Once all the introductions were made—a seemingly endless process, given how many appellations the Sapphirae liked to give themselves—they finally retired to a lavishly decorated chamber, settling around an ornate table carved from luminescent stone. Briar took her seat, hyper aware of Vespera beside her and the two Sapphirae elves across from them. She kept her face an impassive mask, while her mind raced.

“I appreciate you making the journey, Starweaver,” Vespera began, steepling her fingers on the tabletop. “Especially to discuss such sensitive matters.”

Thalendrel inclined his head slightly, eyes narrowed. “Yes, well, when an esteemed institution such as ours is threatened, I take it very seriously.”

“Of course. And the information provided by my associate was most illuminating.” Vespera cast a sidelong glance at Briar, who stared straight ahead, pulse thrumming. This was the moment she had dreaded, setting this deceitful plan in motion.

“Indeed,” Thalendrel replied coolly. “I was most troubled to learn that one of our own may be peddling restricted Lyceum knowledge. And for profit, no less.” Disdain dripped from his words. His sharp gaze moved to Briar, who met it unflinchingly. She wondered if he could detect the tumult brewing beneath her calm exterior. Schooling her features, she offered a deferential nod, the picture of a loyal Ledger member. But Briar felt the walls close in around her. This was it—the point of no return. She slowly exhaled, fortifying herself for the performance ahead. One misstep could expose her divided loyalties and undo everything.

“It seems young Illyria has forgotten her sacred duties in favor of this quaint little shop of hers.” Delphys’s lips curled derisively around the words.

“Perhaps she simply needed a reminder of where her loyalties ought lie,” Vespera suggested lightly.

Thalendrel’s piercing eyes shifted between the Ledger members. “She will be dealt with accordingly. But there are larger concerns if she has truly begun trafficking in magical artifacts.” His voice was grim, each word measured. “The Lyceum’s secrets must not fall into the wrong hands.”

Vespera gave an understanding murmur. “Of course. Such power often invites danger, if not properly controlled.” Her tone turned musing. “In fact, I’d wager that there are few guilds discerning enough to be trusted with the sale of magical knowledge. The Crimson Ledger knows the importance of secrecy and discretion in these matters, and would only sell to those buyers we agree are worthy.”

Briar tensed, reading the sudden glint of interest in Vespera’s eyes. But it was just the chance she was waiting for. “Worthy buyers, you say?” She leaned back casually in her chair. “Seems to me the real danger lies in hoarding knowledge for the select few. Free exchange breeds progress.” She saw Argo’s brow furrow slightly, but pressed on. “What’s the purpose of power if not to share it? The people of Luminara deserve access to magic as much as any guild or council.”

“A noble notion.” Thalendrel’s tone was dry. “But such open access invites chaos. Knowledge must have proper stewardship.”

“Stewardship!” Argo scoffed. “That’s just another word for control.”

Lyna stirred, their melodic voice chiming in. “The people cannot be trusted with power they do not understand. Look what became of the Labyrinthius cult when they meddled in forces beyond their ken.”

Briar’s pulse quickened at the mention. Labyrinthius? It was the cult her informant had mentioned when she was trying to find information on Illyria’s disk.

“Power is only dangerous in the hands of the irresponsible,” she countered, meeting Lyna’s violet stare. “Luminara has no shortage of wise minds to study magic ethically. We cannot let fear blind us to possibility.”

“Well said.” Vespera’s smile was slow and cunning. “In fact, possibility is why we are all here, is it not?” Her gaze traveled between Thalendrel and Lyna. “This city finds itself at a crossroads. A choice between possibility and restriction. Progress and stagnation. We have a rare opportunity to shape Luminara’s future.”

Vespera let her words hang in the ensuing silence. Briar watched the reactions around the table, reading the mix of intrigue and wariness in the Lyceum delegates’ eyes. She had lit the spark; it was up to the others now to fan the flames.

Lyna cleared their throat, drawing the attention of the room. “Before we discuss shaping Luminara’s future, let us examine its past.”

They nodded to a figure lingering in the doorway—a timid-looking human man who looked like he’d rather be anywhere else, possibly in a metaphysical sense. He shuffled forward, gaunt frame draped in scholarly robes that had seen better days.

“I present Professor Nylan Saines, an expert on ancient Luminaran history and the occult,” Lyna announced.

Briar blinked. Saines—that was the name of the man she’d tried to find outside the city gates, just before they set sail for the Shrouded Vale. The one her informant claimed knew something about the labyrinth disk that Illyria had shown her. Briar’s frown deepened, and she didn’t bother to conceal it. What did that have to do with the Crimson Ledger’s game?

Murmurs rippled around the table. The professor’s sunken eyes and pallid complexion spoke of someone intimate with darkness. He placed a leather satchel on the table, withdrawing an aged tome and scrolls yellowed with time.

“I have delved extensively into Luminara’s shadowed past,” he rasped, fingers caressing the ancient pages. “So much knowledge forgotten and buried, including the original owners of the Albemarle mansion—what’s known today as the Starlight Sanctum.”

Briar tensed, thoughts racing. The Sanctum? Illyria’s home? Her heart hammered a rapid rhythm as the professor continued.

“Now, Professor Moondrop wishes to purport the Sanctum as a haven for magical innovation. But before she arrived, the mansion harbored darker secrets.” Saines opened a tome, revealing symbols and rituals that made Briar’s skin crawl. “The Labyrinthius cult practiced their profane arts within those walls, seeking to unlock the deepest wells of power.”

That garnered a reaction from the otherwise stony Thalendrel. He leaned forward in his seat, eyes narrowed as he studied the symbols in the book. “I’ve heard of the Labyrinthius cult,” he said in a low voice. “Long before most of your time. Their practices and aims were . . . unsavory, to say the least.”

The professor nodded solemnly. “They were a dangerous group, performing sacrifices to siphon the life force from their victims to appease some entity they believed had been sealed far beneath Luminara’s streets. Something from the days before Luminara was free. The dark days before Drakondale, before the Heart Realms shattered into the web of nations we know now. As recently as only fifty years ago, it is believed that the Albermarle family, too, was lured into the Labyrinthius powers’ dark ways. They left the mansion in shambles, and it sat abandoned until your Professor Moondrop arrived.”

A chill crept down Briar’s spine. Did Illyria know about the mansion’s history? She’d asked Briar to look into the labyrinth symbol, but had seemed reluctant to elaborate on why.

Briar turned back to the conversation as Vespera seized on the professor’s words. “This is deeply troubling,” Vespera said, in a voice that barely restrained her delight. “To think, right under Luminara’s nose, the rebirth of such a dangerous and heretical group could be underway. And led by someone so . . . unvetted.”

Vespera let the implication hang in the air. Briar’s jaw tightened, but she held her tongue. She needed to tread carefully here.

“It might very well pose a threat to public safety, if the history of this cult is truly so vile.” Vespera turned her piercing gaze on Thalendrel. “But perhaps together we can contain this situation.”

Thalendrel’s expression was unreadable, while Delphys beside him had narrowed her eyes as if deliberating.

FInally, Thalendrel held up a hand and spoke, his voice smooth and controlled. “The Lyceum has no desire to stifle academic inquiry, whatever its nature. However.” His eyes narrowed. “Some knowledge is best left untouched. Power left undisturbed.”

Vespera’s smile sharpened. “On that we agree. This warrants a discreet investigation . . . and a report to the Luminaran Senate.”

Briar’s mind raced as she listened. This was escalating quickly—too quickly. She needed to steer this conversation.

“With respect,” Briar interjected, keeping her tone neutral, “we should take care to verify these claims before raising alarm.” She turned to the professor. “What proof exists of this . . . resurgence, as you claim?”

The professor blinked slowly. “Proof? My research speaks for itself. The mansion’s dark past, this shop owner’s sudden interest in its history . . . it points to an unsettling trend.”

Briar resisted the urge to scoff. She couldn’t let her feelings give her away.

“A trend? Or coincidence?” She kept her gaze steady on the professor. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Thalendrel’s eyebrow raise ever so slightly. Good—she had his attention.

“Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence, do they not?” Briar continued. “To accuse this woman of heresy, to brand her shop a threat, on the basis of mere speculation . . .” She let disapproval fill her tone.

The professor bristled, but Vespera spoke first. “I’m sure the Starweaver understands the need for discretion at this stage.” Her smile didn’t reach her eyes. “But it is ultimately not for us to judge. I believe that lies with the Luminaran Senate, and they cannot investigate it properly unless they are informed of the very threat, however remote.”

Thalendrel inclined his head. “Indeed. Caution should be exercised.” He turned his piercing gaze on Vespera. “And cooperation ensured.”

Vespera’s eyes glittered. “But of course. United, we can discreetly look into this matter. For the good of Luminara, and the Lyceum’s legacy both.”

“If it’s proof you want,” Saines said slowly, “there is one person I can suggest you speak with. One who has been alive since before the old days of Labyrinthius, who was a member of the cult. But he may not care to work for you⁠—”

“We’ll be the judge of that,” Vespera said, leaning forward with an avaricious glint in her red eyes.

“Aye.” Rane smiled, glancing to Argo, who nodded in agreement. “I’m sure we can find a way to convince him.”

Briar exhaled slowly. She’d planted the seed of doubt, laid the groundwork for an investigation rather than a condemnation. It was a start. She could only hope the Lyceum would serve as a counterbalance to Vespera’s scheming.

There was still time to protect Illyria, Briar told herself. Still a chance to outmaneuver the Ledger at their own game. She ignored the unease twisting her gut, threatening to crack her façade.

No matter what, she wouldn’t fail Illyria. Couldn’t fail her. Briar clung to that silent promise like a talisman as the conspiratorial mood thickened in the room. She’d chart her own course through this storm, no matter how perilous the waters grew. For Illyria’s sake—and for the sake of her own conscience—she had to.
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It wasn’t nearly late enough when Briar boarded the Defiant again, and she wasn’t nearly drunk enough. The familiar creak of weathered planks beneath her boots did little to settle her nerves. She ran a hand through her windswept hair, pausing as she noticed Jorn’s imposing figure at the helm, his stern gaze fixed upon her.

“Hello to you too, stranger,” he rumbled, arms crossed over his broad chest. “Have a nice chat with your new friends?”

Briar bristled at the accusation in his tone. “Don’t you start with me.”

“And why shouldn’t I?” he retorted, closing the distance between them in three long strides. Though she stood far taller than him, Briar suddenly felt small under the weight of his judgmental stare. “The Crimson Ledger? That’s who you’re turning to?” Jorn shook his head in disgust. “This isn’t you, Briar. I know you’ve been going through a rough patch lately, but you can’t possibly think they’ll be the ones to save you.”

Briar recoiled, a surge of defensiveness rising within her. How dare he presume to understand the impossible situation she found herself in? She had made an unthinkable sacrifice. And yet even Jorn, her most trusted friend, believed the worst of her so easily.

“You don’t know a damn thing about it,” she snapped. “I’m handling this, even if you don’t approve of my methods. The Crimson Ledger is a means to an end, that’s all.”

It pained her to lie to him, but she couldn’t risk exposing the fragile web of secrets and deception she had woven. Jorn’s face softened, but his eyes remained clouded with doubt. Briar felt suddenly exhausted, the weight of everything she carried threatening to crush her.

Jorn looked unconvinced, but finally dipped his head in acquiescence. “Very well. But take care, Briar—you’re playing a dangerous game.” He held her gaze a moment longer before turning to leave.

“I should get some rest,” she muttered, turning away before he could respond. She descended below deck, each step heavier than the last. Alone in the solitude of her cabin, Briar finally allowed the mask to fall. She sank onto her cot, head in her hands, as wave after wave of nausea washed over her.

This was the price of her choice, the curse slowly poisoning her from within. She should have known better than to hope for a cure, to dream of a future unburdened by her family’s ancient affliction. And yet, she could not bring herself to regret the path she had taken. For Illyria’s sake, she would withstand any torment. Eyes closed, Briar centered her breathing, reaffirming her resolve. The Sanctum would remain safe. Illyria would remain untouched by the darkness of this conflict. She need only withstand the storm a little longer.


Chapter
Twenty-One



The Starlight Sanctum was awake, and it seemed to be whispering a warning.

The day began innocently enough, with Illyria awakening the store with the murmur of a soft incantation and a wave of her hand in an intricate gesture. Orbs of pale azure light flickered to life along the walls, bathing the interior in an ethereal glow. Her pointed ears twitched at the faint melody of chimes swaying in the rafters as she made her way between shelves laden with leather-bound tomes, curious artifacts, and jars of shimmering powders.

She began arranging the newest acquisitions, carefully placing a geode that pulsed with wisps of violet energy next to a codex on healing elixirs. As she strolled through the aisles, adjusting a stray scroll here and a misaligned potion bottle there, Illyria hummed a Sapphirae tune that seemed to dance along the shelves, infusing the Sanctum with a peaceful energy.

“Good morning, Professor Moondrop,” called out the distinctive voice of Julian Hartley as he entered the shop, his eyes wide with the excitement of discovery.

“Good morning, Julian,” Illyria said with a warm smile. “What magical mysteries can I assist you with today?”

But before he could answer, a thud interrupted their exchange. Illyria turned her head sharply toward the sound. A thick historical treatise titled Cults of the Celestial Paradox lay on the floor, its pages splayed open as if it had leapt from its resting place on the shelf. A nearby customer, an elderly gnome with spectacles perched on the tip of her nose, jumped back with a start.

“Oh, my apologies!” Illyria quickly moved to pick up the book, her brows knitting together in confusion. “Must’ve been poorly balanced.”

The gnome adjusted her glasses. “Quite alright, dear. Though I must say, I’ve never seen a book with such a penchant for performing acrobatics.”

Illyria laughed, but unease prickled across her skin. That treatise had been safely nestled between two others on a high shelf just moments before. She swept over and scooped it up, brow furrowing as she examined it for any sign of what had caused it to fall. A subtle draft, perhaps? But the windows were all shuttered against the morning chill.

Shaking her head, Illyria replaced the book and continued about her work. Yet the disquieting sensation lingered. She couldn’t ignore the hairs rising on the back of her neck as she retired to her alchemy lab, where she arranged vials of viscous fluids, and ground unicorn horns into a fine powder.

A sudden vibration jolted through the counter, the sound of glass ringing out. Illyria’s gaze snapped to an empty chalice quivering violently against the worn wood. Her breath caught. There was no discernible cause for the movement. The Sanctum was still and silent. She reached out a tentative hand to steady the chalice, only for the shuddering to cease as abruptly as it began.

Illyria’s unease deepened, her mind racing through possible explanations, both mystical and mundane. But none seemed to fit. She shivered, a chill permeating the space despite the warm sun outside. When she exhaled, her breath emerged in a translucent cloud. Something was amiss. But what?

The chimes sounded in the atrium as the front door creaked open, heralding a fresh wave of customers. Illyria composed herself, resolving to observe closely, though she hoped it was merely her imagination conjuring phantoms in the shadows.

Throughout the day, a steady trickle of patrons wandered in, some familiar faces, others new and curious. Illyria kept watch over the shelves and displays while engaging customers. But she could not ignore the signs that something peculiar was occurring.

A wide-eyed boy of no more than seven stared intently at an empty corner, tugging insistently on his mother’s skirts. “There’s a shadowy figure,” he whispered in a quavering voice. “Make it go away!” The mother glanced about in confusion, seeing nothing amiss.

A group of boisterous teenagers huddled together near a collection of mystical artifacts, excitedly describing feeling an icy caress along their shoulders. One gingerly rubbed the back of her neck, a puzzled expression on her face.

Throughout the day, the accounts accumulated, leaving Illyria increasingly convinced that a supernatural presence was making itself known within the Sanctum’s walls. But was it mere mischief or something more sinister? She needed answers before rumors began spreading. For now, she maintained an outward calm, continuing to assist customers while internally troubled.

As closing approached, Illyria ushered the final patrons out with a strained smile. The chimes stilled and silence blanketed the Sanctum once more. She moved through the space, extinguishing the orb lights with a wave of her hand until only the moon’s silver glow pierced the gloaming.

She was about to secure the final lock on the entrance when a whisper, faint and indistinct, caught her attention. It was like the brush of silk against stone, a sound that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. Her heart quickened; the shop was empty, save for her.

“Who’s there?” Illyria’s voice was steady, but it faltered against the silence that followed. She listened intently, but the whisper had vanished as if it were never there.

Gathering her resolve, Illyria turned toward the back room, the source of the elusive sound. Each step seemed to echo against the Sanctum’s floors, and the air grew colder as she approached. She paused at the threshold, her hand poised on the doorknob. The sensation of being watched crept over her, a tingling awareness that raised the fine hairs on her arms.

The door creaked open, protesting the silence with its groan. Illyria peered inside, her gaze sweeping the familiar confines of the room. Shelves lined with dusty tomes and artifacts loomed in the dimness, their contents undisturbed.

“Come out,” she commanded the empty room, her voice a blend of authority and an edge of fear.

But the room offered no response, no sign of an intruder or spirit. The only thing that seemed out of place was the temperature, a pervasive chill that seeped into her bones. Illyria wrapped her arms around herself, rubbing warmth back into her flesh.

She stepped further into the room, her eyes narrowing as she searched for the source of the whispering. Her breath formed a delicate mist in the air, and she could almost see her heartbeat pulsing at her wrist.

Illyria’s instincts screamed at her to leave, yet she stood her ground, unwilling to be driven from her own Sanctum. She reached out with her senses, probing the arcane energies that swirled invisibly around her. There was a presence here, a consciousness that was neither welcoming nor entirely hostile.

“Reveal yourself,” she demanded, her voice resonating with the force of her magical training.

Silence answered her again. The weight of unseen eyes pressed heavily upon her, and she shivered. It was not the cold that unnerved her; it was the knowledge that something supernatural was indeed manifesting within these walls.

With a swift movement, she turned on her heel, her robes swirling around her. The door swung shut with a definitive thud as she left the back room, her mind racing with possibilities and fears.

Illyria crossed the threshold back into the main hall of the Sanctum, her breath returning to normal. The door to the back room seemed to stare back at her, a silent guardian to the mysteries that lay beyond.

Illyria knew she could not ignore what had transpired. She would have to delve into the Sanctum’s past, to uncover the secrets that seemed so determined to make themselves known. For now, though, she would leave the whispers where they lay—in the shadows of the closing day.
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The next morning, Illyria rose before dawn, the whispers and chill from the Sanctum lingering like specters in her mind. She dressed swiftly, determination steeling her delicate features. If she was to understand what haunted her shop, she needed wisdom from one versed in the arcane and occult.

Illyria made her way through the muted streets with purpose, the hem of her robes kissing the cobblestones. Few souls stirred this early, only the occasional laborer or bleary-eyed merchant readying their wares. Wrapped in a gossamer cloak against the morning mist, she was a shimmering silhouette gliding through the alleys. At last, she paused before an ornate building of dark stone and silver filigree, situated with an air of imposing mystery right next to the stoic onyx façade of the Umbral Enclave.

Illyria waved her hand and the door soundlessly opened, recognizing her magical signature. She ascended the grand staircase, her soft footfalls echoing in the stillness. Reaching the top landing, she stole down the richly carpeted hallway leading to Arkenev’s private study beyond his official office in the Enclave’s walls. Intricate sigils and wards shimmered into view, scanning her aura before fading. The polished mahogany door before her swung inward, tendrils of hazy incense and flickering candlelight spilling into the corridor.

“Illyria, my dear! This is a delightful surprise.” Arkenev’s resonant voice welcomed her into his study. He rose from behind an imposing desk carved with ancient symbols and magical creatures that seemed to writhe in the candlelight. Despite the hour, he was impeccably dressed in a tailored burgundy jacket and silvery cravat.

Illyria dipped her head in greeting, a hint of relief softening her taut expression. “Apologies for the early intrusion, but I’m in dire need of your arcane expertise.”

Arkenev’s golden eyes crinkled with delight as he approached. He took her hands, giving them an affectionate, almost fatherly squeeze. “Nonsense! For you, I have an open door policy. And no restrictions on the appropriate hour for a drink, when you rather look like you need one.”

Illyria sank into the plush velvet chair Arkenev offered, gathering her thoughts as he poured two glasses of amber liquid from a decanter. She accepted hers with quiet thanks, and took a delicate sip. The smooth burn of the liquor did seem to steady her nerves.

“Now, what brings you here at this hour, looking so troubled?” Arkenev settled across from her, concern knitting his brow.

Illyria took a slow breath. “I believe the Starlight Sanctum is haunted. Cursed, even. It’s why I acquired the Celestial Prism, after all. Yet I cannot find its source in order to dispel it.”

Arkenev’s eyes widened, but he remained silent, waiting for her to continue.

“I’ve tried to find the curse’s source but to no avail. At first, I believed the malfeasance was restricted to the upper levels of the mansion. But lately I’ve felt . . . a presence. At first it seemed harmless, almost playful. But it’s grown bolder.” She described the whispers, the cold spots, the sense of being watched by unseen eyes. The levitation of objects. Her voice tightened. “Yesterday, it spoke to me.”

Arkenev leaned forward intently. “What did it say?”

Illyria shook her head. “That’s just it—I couldn’t understand it. The words were too garbled, almost . . . archaic.” She shivered at the memory.

Stroking his chin, Arkenev rose and strode to a bookcase. He selected a heavy, gilt-edged tome and thumbed through it. “The Sanctum does have a rather colorful history, as you’ll recall. It may help to learn more about past occupants, violent deaths on the grounds. That sort of thing.”

Illyria bit her lip. “Do you think it’s a malicious entity, and not just a curse?”

“Hard to say.” Arkenev glanced up gravely. “But the fact it’s interacting directly with you is concerning. Tell me, have you come across anything unusual during the renovations?”

“Yes,” she began slowly, setting down her empty glass. “There is a strange room on the topmost floor—and another that mirrors it in the basement. They’re both circular, windowless. The floor on the topmost one is carved with a complex labyrinth design.”

Arkenev raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “A labyrinth, you say?”

Illyria nodded, reaching into her pocket to withdraw a small object wrapped in cloth. She carefully unwrapped it, revealing the metal disk etched with the pattern. “I found this in the basement room,” she said, handing it to Arkenev.

He examined the disk with interest, holding it up to the light as a frown creased his features.

“In most magical traditions, I know labyrinths can be used to represent thought experiments,” Illyria said. “A way to focus the mind before or during a complex ritual. But this felt . . . darker.”

“Indeed. Labyrinths can also have ritual significance in certain occult traditions—especially demonic ones. They are meant to confound and entrap powerful entities of darkness—or to release ones that have already been bound.” His expression hardened. “Needless to say, in the wrong hands, they can be incredibly dangerous.”

He moved to a shelf and retrieved an ancient tome cased in cracked leather, its pages yellowed with age. After taking a seat across from Illyria, he gently opened it, muttering an incantation to reveal the hidden script on its vellum pages. Strange symbols and arcane diagrams emerged in scarlet ink, depicting labyrinthine circles and disturbing magical rites.

“This is a record of old ritual magic, from before Luminara became the Luminara we know,” he said. “Much of these workings are forbidden for good reason. If such a chamber exists in the Sanctum’s depths, it is an ill omen indeed.”

“And yet you have a tome of them,” Illyria noted with a sly grin.

Arkenev fanned out his claws in a simpering fashion. “One of the many perks of working for the Umbral Enclave. Naturally, I would never actually employ the rituals described on these pages.”

“Naturally.” Illyria’s breath caught at an illustration of figures in dark robes gathered around a labyrinth design, their hands raised menacingly. “Do you think such rituals occurred there?”

Arkenev nodded. “It’s possible. Ritual sites hold immense magical resonance. Even remnants of past workings can influence a location’s energy.” He met her troubled gaze. “Given the labyrinthine chambers and occult artifacts you’ve discovered, I fear this building may have been used by a cult seeking to harness dark forces. They likely conducted rituals in an effort to unleash or bind an entity of great power to the site itself.”

“Dark forces?” she echoed, her mind racing with the implications. “What kind of cult would be drawn to such power?”

Arkenev leaned back, his gaze distant as if peering into the murky depths of history. “There are legends, whispers of a sect that worshiped the primordial chaos, entities that predate the gods themselves. They believed that by unbinding such a force, they could reshape the world.”

Illyria nodded slowly, her mind turning. “I had thought a curse afflicted this place. That’s why I acquired the Celestial Prism—to contain its maleficence.” She gazed down at the etched disk in her hands. “But perhaps there are darker presences still tied here, forces beyond the reach of any prism.”

Apprehension swirled within her, but she steeled herself. She had vowed to make the Sanctum a beacon of light and hope. She could not—would not—allow the shadows of its past to overwhelm that dream.

“I appreciate your counsel, Arkenev,” she said finally, meeting his golden eyes. “But I must discover the full truth of this matter myself. I intend to delve further into the Sanctum’s history, learn all I can of previous occupants. There are mysteries here I must unravel.”

She stood, tucking the disk back into her robe. “In the meantime, I should return before my employees arrive. The last thing I want is to endanger them with forces beyond their ken.”

As she moved toward the door, Arkenev placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “You bear a great burden, Illyria Moondrop. But remember—you need not carry it alone.”

Illyria covered his clawed hand with her own, offering a small smile. She knew the demon spoke true. Her community, her found family—they would stand with her. And she with them.

“I know,” she said softly. “And I won’t forget.”

Illyria returned to the murmur of voices in the Sanctum—not of any supernatural source, however, but of her regular customers. The young dwarf she’d hired to run the counter was trying to calm a rambunctious cluster of patrons as they gossiped and conspired in small clusters about the store.

“Can’t say I’ve ever seen anything quite like it,” Julian was remarking to a small knot of listeners. His tone held the excitement of one who had witnessed a miraculous event rather than something inexplicable and eerie. “One moment, that cauldron over there was still as stone; the next, it was bubbling like it had a fire under it!”

“Miss Moondrop,” called out a voice, tinged with both concern and curiosity. It belonged to Mrs. Thistledown, a sprightly halfling who had been a quite avid purchaser of romantic enhancement potions. “I swear on my grandpappy’s beard, the quills on your writing desk were dancing a jig by themselves when I walked past earlier. Have we got poltergeists?”

A ripple of laughter eased some of the tension in the room, but Illyria could see the undercurrent of unease in the way Mrs. Thistledown clutched her hat.

“I understand the concern, but I do not believe it to be a dangerous force at this time,” Illyria reassured her, although her own certainty wavered like a candle flame in the wind. “We might just be experiencing . . . residual magical phenomena.”

“Residual? More like rambunctious,” interjected a young elf with hair the color of autumn leaves. “The book I was reading flipped pages all on its own!” Their eyes gleamed with the thrill of the unknown.

“Indeed?” Illyria allowed herself a chuckle despite the gravity of the situation. “It seems the Sanctum has chosen to be particularly . . . animated today.”

“Whatever it is, we’re with you, Illyria,” Julian said, stepping forward. His hand found hers, the contact warm and reassuring. “This place, it’s more than a shop. It’s a sanctuary, a font of knowledge.” His voice grew fervent. “You’ve brought us together, taught us, healed us. We’ll stand by you through this mystery.”

“Thank you, Mr. Hartley,” she replied, touched by his solidarity. “And thank you all. Together, we shall uncover the root of these happenings and ensure the Sanctum remains the haven it was meant to be.”

Their nods and murmurs of assent fueled her resolve like kindling ignites a flame. This was more than her endeavor now; it was theirs. And with their support, the shadows lurking in the corners of her beloved shop seemed less daunting.

“Let us continue to observe and note any further... quirks,” she suggested, already thinking of a plan to document and analyze the occurrences systematically. “Knowledge is our greatest ally.”

But once more, the bells above the door chimed sharply, slicing through the conversations like a cold blade.

Illyria turned to see the newcomer, the crowd parting to make way for a human man in deep purple velvet robes that marked him as a member of the Luminaran Senate. He was tall and imposing, and his expression was stern, unyielding, his face like a granite cliff as he took in the Sanctum’s interior.

“Senator,” Illyria said with a cautious nod, her heart sinking. Something told her he was not here on a social call.

“Miss Moondrop,” he intoned, his voice devoid of any warmth. “I am Senator Garson, chair of Luminaran Commerce Committee. It has come to our attention that there have been reports of . . . irregular activities within the Starlight Sanctum.”

“Reports?” Illyria’s stomach clenched, her mind racing. Could the day’s oddities have drawn such swift scrutiny?

“Allegations of occult practices—a serious matter in Luminara,” continued Senator Garson, casting a clinical eye over the assembled patrons. “Your establishment is hereby under investigation. Should you fail to comply with the investigative process or be found guilty of engaging in forbidden arts, your permit to operate will be rescinded.”

A stunned silence fell upon the Sanctum. Illyria felt her pulse thrumming in her ears, the faces of her friends and supporters reflecting the shock that coursed through her own veins.

“Surely there must be some mistake,” she managed, her voice a steady stream flowing against the tide of her rising panic. “We deal in knowledge, healing, and the betterment of our community. There is nothing illicit about our purpose.”

“Be that as it may,” Garson said, unswayed, “the allegations will be thoroughly investigated. You will cooperate with our inquiries, or face the consequences.”

“I . . . We will cooperate fully,” Illyria affirmed, her gaze sweeping over her patrons, seeking to instill a glimmer of hope amidst the dread that gripped them. “The truth will speak for itself.”

As Senator Garson turned on his heel and departed, leaving behind an air charged with foreboding, Illyria drew in a breath to calm her racing heart. She met the worried looks of her friends, her found family, with a silent promise.

“Stay strong,” she whispered, more to herself than to the others. “This is but another chapter in the Sanctum’s story. And it is far from over.”

The Sanctum was quiet once more, the only sound the soft rustle of parchment and the occasional tinkle of a bell as Illyria’s customers departed. But even Illyria couldn’t quell the surge of panic and heartbreak she felt.


Chapter
Twenty-Two



Briar’s shadow loomed large against the ornate brickwork of the streets at Luminara’s heart. The Crimson Ledger’s guards were crawling all over the block opposite the alleyway where she stood. The irony of their presence was not lost on her; she had no doubt Vespera and Rane had told their prisoner that the guards were there for his protection, but they were only interested in keeping their star witness, such as he was, from bolting. A gilded cage for the Crimson Ledger’s new pet, but a cage nonetheless.

Well, Briar was just as good at breaking into places as she was breaking out of them, and this time around, she as good as had the key.

She stepped out of the shadows and sauntered right up to the front door of the building, gaze leveling on the guard out front like he was an afterthought, nearly tripping over him as he moved to block her. He might have been half-mountain troll, but he still only came up to Briar’s chin, a fact she wasted no time demonstrating as she peered down at him. “So sorry. Didn’t see you there.”

He grunted. “You got business here, girlie?”

“Rane sent me,” she said breezily, with the authority of a captain accustomed to immediate obedience. Her voice, deep and resonant, brooked no argument, yet there was an undercurrent of mirth that suggested she was playing a role—a private joke between herself and no one else.

“Orders?” one guard asked, his suspicion evident in the tilt of his brow.

“Confidential,” Briar answered easily, and brandished a sealed envelope embellished with Rane’s seal—a crimson dot of wax stamped with a quill atop a ledger. It was empty, but they didn’t need to know that. She’d lifted the seal off Rane’s desk days ago, making a few seals and replacing it before he could miss it, figuring they’d come in handy—and she’d been right. A smirk curled her lips as she saw the guards exchange uncertain glances.

“Very well.” The guard stepped aside, his hand lingering near the hilt of his sword—an unspoken warning. “But don’t be long.”

“Believe me, I wouldn’t dream of it.”

Inside, the apartment was a study in deceptive comforts: soft throws draped over plush armchairs, bookshelves lined with leather-bound volumes, and a hearth where flames danced merrily. Yet, the windows bore subtle locks, and outside one pane, she spied the familiar silhouette of a guard patrolling the nearby building’s rooftop. The Crimson Ledger really was sparing no expense, she could see. Was Illyria’s business really worth all this to them? Something about it just didn’t make sense.

Their guest of honor himself was perched on one of the plush couches with a pose better suited to a gargoyle. The stonewight’s granite-gray countenance was a stark contrast to the warm tones of the chamber, adding to the overall uneasy atmosphere. Veins of quartz threaded through his visage, catching the light and fragmenting it into rainbows that seemed at odds with his somber expression.

This was Nylan Saines’s surprise witness who was supposed to be able to testify to the Labyrinthius cult and its use of the Albemarle mansion. He looked intimidating, to be sure, but Briar knew looks didn’t amount to much; more than anything, his expression was one of exhaustion, resignation. She could empathizes.

His gaze met hers with that wounded sorrow evident in it. “And who in the hells are you supposed to be?” His voice rumbled like subterranean echoes, wary as his guarded gaze met hers.

Briar glanced over her shoulder before leaning in toward him. “Someone who doesn’t believe in cages, gilded or otherwise.” 

“I’ll believe that when I see it.”

She smiled. “Briar. Captain of the Defiant. And I dare say I’ve got a proposal beneficial to us both.” Her gaze roved over the sitting room, which was probably more often used for wining and dining prospective investors in the Ledger, but maybe they’d moved into kidnapping more than she realized. “Something tells me you aren’t here by choice.”

“Gideon,” he said, by way of introduction. “And I’m here because Professor Saines needed my help.” There was a defiance in his stance, a readiness to challenge her, but already his shoulders were drooping.

“I’m sure he did. The Crimson Ledger and the Lyceum are all too eager to wring you dry for whatever they can. But I’m not here to, ah.” She frowned slightly. “. . . Get blood from a . . . stone?”

His lips twitched, almost a smile but not quite. “Fine. Talk, then.”

“You know the professor because you know something about this cult he claims used the mansion, right?” Briar asked. “The Labyrinth or whatever.”

“Labyrinthius.” Gideon sighed, sinking further back down onto the couch. “Yes, you could say I know something about it.”

“I know this might be hard for you. But I want to help Illyria,” Briar said, moving closer until she stood before him. “Professor Moondrop.” She cast her voice lower, though she knew the walls had ears. “And the only way we can do that is through honesty.”

Gideon’s deep-set eyes flickered, an emotion there and gone so swiftly she might’ve imagined it. “I told her she ought to leave well enough alone. And so should you.” He shook his head with a soft creak of stone. “It needs to stay in the past. I’ve tried to move on, but–”

“I don’t give a damn about some cult, and I don’t think she does, either. What I need’s someone who can help prove that. You’re so riddled with guilt?” Briar asked. “Then what better way to atone?”

“There’s no forgiveness for folks like me⁠—”

“Look, Gideon, I don’t have much time. I—” She stopped short, a sudden jab of pain lancing through her chest. Discreetly, she pressed a hand against her ribcage, willing the sensation away.

“Are you alright?” His voice, tinged with genuine concern, brought her eyes back up to meet his.

“Nothing that can’t wait,” she lied smoothly, though another wince betrayed her discomfort. Gideon didn’t miss it. His gaze sharpened, reading her face with unsettling accuracy.

“That’s no ordinary illness,” he said, his tone flat but his eyes searching. “It’s a curse, isn’t it?”

“Let’s keep the focus on you, shall we? I’m trying to find a way to help us both out, here.”

“Fine,” Gideon sighed, folding his arms across his wide chest, the veins of quartz in his skin catching the light again. “So you want the truth about Labyrinthius. Why should I believe you’re any different from the rest? My past with the cult is something I’d rather leave buried.”

“Because,” Briar said, gathering the threads of her strength, “I know what it’s like to yearn for redemption, to want to fix what’s been broken. And I know you do, too.”

“Redemption is a luxury some of us can’t afford,” Gideon replied, his voice gruff, but there was a haunted look in his eyes now, a vulnerability that hadn’t been there before. “There are things about that mansion, about the cult . . . Things I wish I could forget.”

“Then help us prevent others from suffering the same fate,” Briar urged. “Help us uncover the truth before more harm can be done.”

Gideon’s hands clenched, then relaxed. His eyes seemed to flicker with the candlelight, revealing cracks in his stoic façade. “The Labyrinthius cult.” He exhaled. “Beneath this city—beneath Luminara—there are ancient things, entities that slumber in the embrace of the earth. I thought I was a kin to them, once. That’s how the cult persuaded me. But the power they sought to siphon from these beings . . . No mortal was meant for it.”

Briar leaned forward, her heart drumming a battle rhythm. “And the mansion?”

“They used it as their temple,” he said, a shudder passing through him. “They meant to awaken something that had been bound beneath Luminara, long ago. Something old and full of an insidious power. The kind that seeps into your bones and sings songs of madness.”

A chill skittered up Briar’s spine, despite the warmth of the room. “What happened?”

“They failed,” Gideon said, the light in his eyes becoming distant. “But they left scars, spells woven so deeply into the foundation that they resonate with the mere whisper of magic. If Illyria isn’t careful with her alchemy, she could unravel those dormant incantations. The Senate fears anything to do with the cult, and rightfully so. The wrong kind of magic could unravel what remains of the delicate bonds keeping those things bound.”

“Well, is there a way to stop it?” Briar asked. “To eliminate whatever scars they left?”

“I don’t know.” Gideon’s broad shoulders rose and fell with a heavy shrug. “I know Illyria is no cultist, not like the Crimson Ledger is claiming. Her magic is pure, but even purity can act as a key to darker locks.”

“Maybe all she needs is guidance. Information.” Briar’s gaze held his. “You’ve been inside their labyrinth, yet you walked away from their darkness. Who better to help her navigate through it?”

Gideon remained silent for a long moment, wrestling with inner demons Briar couldn’t fathom. His next words came slowly, as if dredged up from the depths. “I’ve spent years trying to bury my past, to forget the paths I once walked. But perhaps . . .”

“Perhaps it’s time to face it,” Briar finished for him, sensing the shift in his resolve. “To ensure it doesn’t claim anyone else. And–and because what Illyria wants to create . . .” Briar swallowed hard, as if she couldn’t quite believe it herself, but she knew Illyria. She believed in her. “It’s the kind of light that can keep that darkness at bay.”

He met her gaze squarely now, something like determination sparking within the black pools of his eyes. “Perhaps. But if we do this, we do it cautiously. We tread lightly, lest we wake what should remain asleep.”

“Agreed,” Briar said, a smile curling the edge of her lips, feeling the first flicker of hope she’d felt in days.

But Briar’s smile faltered as a shiver ran down her spine, a harbinger of the fever that began to spread through her like wildfire once again. A bead of sweat trailed down her temple, defying the temperate feeling of the room. She braced herself against the wall, feeling the strength in her legs waver. The world swayed, and for a moment, she was on the deck of the Defiant, caught in a tempest.

“Are you alright?” Gideon’s voice, gruff with concern, cut through the haze of her pain.

“I’ve been better.” She gritted her teeth, trying to mask the agony creeping through her body. Her skin felt tight, stretched over aching bones, dark veins rising beneath the surface like ink in clear water.

Gideon stepped forward, his stony hands surprisingly gentle as they steadied her. “This curse . . .” His gaze tracing the unnatural patterns sprouting on her arms. “It isn’t going away.”

“An old family heirloom,” she quipped. But the attempt at levity fell flat, weighted down by the truth of her words.

“Secrets can be heavy burdens.” There was a shadow of empathy in his black eyes. “Perhaps it’s time to lay them down.”

“Easy for you to say.” Briar sighed, a weary sound. “Maybe you’re right. But not today. We have a mansion to save and more pressing secrets to uncover.”

“Indeed.” Gideon’s gaze held hers for a moment longer before he carefully guided her to a chair. “Rest for now. We’ll need all your strength when we confront what lies ahead.”

She sank into the seat, grateful for the moment’s pause as she tried to stop the relentless swirl of the room around her. “Just need to–to get you out of here, and then . . .”

Suddenly, Gideon smiled. “I may have just the thing for that.”

“Oh?”

“Leave it to me.”

He vanished into the apartment’s kitchen area, then returned with a plate of . . . crescent rolls? Briar lifted one eyebrow, but the non sequitur was enough to let her forget her pain momentarily. “I usually find coin works better as a bribe.”

“Who said anything about a bribe?” Gideon smiled.

As they stepped out into the hallway, the guards eyed her suspiciously, their stance rigid as they blocked their path.

“Rane’s orders, remember?” Briar hoped the annoyed tone in her voice that she hoped would hide her growing dizziness. “I’m to bring the witness to him.”

The guards exchanged a glance, clearly unconvinced. It was then that Gideon stepped forward, offering them the plate with a benign smile. “I thought you might enjoy these while you wait. A small token of appreciation for your . . . hospitality.”

Their eyes lit up at the sight of the pastries, and without a second thought, they each took one, biting into the enchanted confections. Almost immediately, their bodies slackened, eyes glassy as they sank into a spell-induced stupor.

“Quickly, now,” Gideon said. “The enchantment won’t last for long, but should dull their memories of our departure.”

“You’re a dangerous man,” Briar said. “I can see why Labyrinthius recruited you.”

“I made sure they regretted it.”

As they vanished into the twilight, shadows stretched long across the cobblestones, and the first stars blinked into existence above. Whatever darkness was unraveling Briar’s future, she only hoped she could use it to unravel the darkness currently snaring Illyria now.


Chapter
Twenty-Three



Illyria’s fingers danced over a constellation of vials that cluttered the workbench. As they shifted, their surfaces cast a shimmer across the parchments she’d been reviewing in the Sanctum’s conservatory. The shop now lay in hushed stillness, with only the subtle glow of enchanted lanterns punctuating the tension hanging thick like fog in the air.

Not entirely true, she conceded. There was another sound punctuating the silence–the erratic but unsettling noises of the Luminaran Senate’s investigators as they poked and prodded at the Sanctum’s depths, as blunt and reckless as could be.

Illyria winced as yet another crash rang out from beneath the conservatory, as they tore through the blacksmith’s forge used by Maela and Caius.

“Fools,” Maela growled, from where she sat fuming on the floor, cross-legged under an oversized frond. The molten runes on her arms flared with her anger. “They’re going to damage my equipment.”

“Indeed.” The soft rustle of leaves accompanied Celadine Dewleaf as she drifted from out of the foliage. “Their presence here is like a tempest disturbing the roots of a tranquil grove.”

Around Illyria, the Sanctum’s workers and a few of the regular patrons huddled on café chairs and benches. Eren Fairwind leaned against the café counter, his pale gaze scanning every inch of the room as if he might spot the curse hidden between the lines of spellbooks. Murda hovered nearby, her presence and the waft of the tea she was brewing a comforting warmth, while Julian Hartley fiddled with a crystal orb, his brows knitted in concern.

“Is there no way to expedite their departure?” Julian asked, rolling the orb between his hands, the gesture betraying his anxiety. “Perhaps a display of . . . cooperation?”

“When they’ve accused me of serving some occult power? I dare say I’m cooperating more kindly than most.” Illyria shook her head. “I suppose the fact I’ve not been imprisoned is the best concession I can hope for just now.”

Eren shifted, the creak of leather echoing softly. “And yet we stand idle, as the very heart of the Sanctum festers unseen.”

Illyria felt the weight of their gazes upon her, each pair of eyes carrying a silent plea for action. She stepped away from her workbench with a rustle of her robes.

“It isn’t a matter of mere idleness. Every moment since the curse made itself known, I have searched for its source. I even acquired a Prism–at great–” Illyria tried to school her features into stillness. “—Personal expense.” She winced. “But the curse itself eludes me, and the more I search for it, the more these dark energies in the mansion seem to stir.”

But then the bell above the door jingled, announcing an unexpected guest. Illyria straightened, a glimmer of hope in her eyes as she turned to face the intruder.

The man who entered was not one of the prying senators or nosy spectators she’d rapidly come to expect. Instead, it was Gideon. The enigmatic enchanted baker she and Arkenev had met with, what now felt like ages ago. Illyria recognized him immediately, though; after all, she hadn’t been able to stop thinking of his baked goods, or his sudden rejection of her offer of work as soon as he learned where the Sanctum would be housed.

His granite features were etched with worry, his onyx eyes full of shadows that spoke of sleepless nights. Illyria’s heart leapt with a cruel mixture of hope and trepidation, wondering what could possibly have brought him back to the Starlight Sanctum under such dire circumstances.

“Gideon.” Illyria stood, smoothing out the long drape of her robes. “What an unexpected delight. I’m afraid the Sanctum is currently closed right now, but . . .”

Gideon closed the doors to the conservatory behind him, weaving a simple barrier to muffle any eavesdropping ears. “Miss Moondrop. Forgive the interruption.” His deep voice resonated through the room, rich with the weight of stone. “I am sorry for intruding, but I could not stand by while . . .” He grunted and straightened his shoulders. “I have information. About Labyrinthius.”

The air in the room seemed to thicken as Gideon began his tale. “Stonewights like myself . . . We weren’t born to this world, but summoned. Calcified from the power of the earth itself to serve some unknown purpose. Usually it is a sorcerer of the old traditions seeking to tame elements for their own uses.”

Illyria nodded, holding his gaze. “I’ve heard of such elemental bindings, though most of their details have long since been lost to time. For the better, I dare say.”

“But long after those who bound me passed, I sought purpose. I’d hoped that perhaps whatever ancient thing slumbered beneath Luminara, perhaps it was my kin.”

“Ancient thing beneath Luminara?” Julian asked, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Terribly sorry—mind explaining that one?”

Celadine trotted forth, the blooms on her arms folding themselves closed as if to hide from whatever she was about to speak. “The forests whisper of the likes of it. A primordial chaos long ago sealed in the bowels of the earth.”

Gideon nodded. “Yes, so Labyrinthius claims. It had been sealed away long ago in a sort of metaphysical labyrinth beneath the city, but Labyrinthius’s members—including those who first built this mansion—sought to free it for their own gain.”

“Dear me, they were never one for subtlety, were they?” Illyria muttered darkly. “And what did they hope to gain from this . . . . ‘ancient thing’?”

Gideon’s expression turned grim. “Power, of course. Power to reshape the world in their image. They believed it would grant them the knowledge to bend reality itself.” He sighed, running a hand over his face. “Foolish, I know. And I was taken in by it in my search to find meaning for myself.”

But Illyria shook her head. “The fault isn’t yours for being exploited. It’s theirs for exploiting you. Never doubt that.” She paused, steadying herself against one of the thin columns of the conservatory.

Gideon’s onyx eyes met Illyria’s gaze, flickering with the echo of subterranean fires. “The real woes began perhaps a hundred fifty years ago, in the heyday of the cult. It was during a major ritual, when they believed they had cracked the labyrinth’s code, that everything fell apart.” His voice echoed hollowly through the conservatory.

“That long ago?” Illyria pulled out a chair for Gideon to seat himself. She hadn’t realized he was older even than herself, but it made sense hearing it now. As Gideon sat, Murda brought him a mug of tea, redolent with jasmine and honeysuckle, and he nodded his thanks to her.

“Yes. Before the Albemarles, even. An adept of our order—a young woman with ambitions that outstripped her grasp—was chosen to serve as a vessel for the entity’s power,” Gideon continued, his words painting the grim portrait in the air between them. “But the ritual went awry, and the dark power consumed her, turning her into a shade.”

Illyria felt a chill twine around her spine, a spectral hand tracing icy patterns on her skin. The regulars all seemed to draw closer as if huddling against some darkness just over their shoulders.

Gideon’s voice dropped to a low, scraping shush of stone. “If you seek a curse laid on the mansion, then it must have its roots in her shade. A once bright soul twisted into something malevolent, searching endlessly through these halls for an escape, or perhaps revenge.”

A heavy silence draped over them, the weight of the tragedy pressing down like a physical force. But Illyria could not accept that there was no solution to their woes. “Then we are not merely dealing with residues of malevolent energy,” she murmured, opening her eyes, which now burned with a fierce clarity. “We are facing a tormented soul who has done wrong and been wronged herself, and is lashing out in pain and anger.”

Her mind raced, weaving together the strands of knowledge Gideon had provided with her own understanding of alchemy and the arcane. This was no longer a question of purifying a space; it was a matter of laying to rest a spirit that yearned for release.

“Fear will avail us naught against such sorrow. We shall not let her suffering continue—not within these walls, not within our hearts. If this shade has laid a curse, then we will undo it—and set her free.” She turned to Gideon, her gaze imploring yet steely. “You’ve given us the truth of this darkness, Gideon, and for that, you have my gratitude. Now we must use that truth to undo what has been wrought.”

“Count me in,” Julian said, his usual jovial tone edged with steel. Maela merely nodded, her usually vibrant aura now sharpened with purpose. Eren nodded as well, shifting forward.

“I need to find the source of this curse,” Illyria said. “But I cannot do that with the Senate’s investigators here.”

The regulars exchanged glances. “What can we do to help?” Caius asked.

“Create a distraction,” Illyria said. “Anything to keep the investigators occupied and away from the upper levels of the Sanctum. Anything to keep them from finding the source of the curse.”

The regulars nodded, and began to disperse, murmuring to one another. Illyria watched them go, then turned to Gideon. “Thank you,” she said. “I shall do everything in my power to help you find peace.”

Gideon nodded. “I wish I could do more. But I hope it is enough.”

“You’ve given us the truth of this darkness, Gideon, and for that, you have my gratitude. Now we must use that truth to undo what has been wrought.” Illyria turned back to the regulars. “All right,” she said, raising her voice. “Julian, Celadine, Eren—would you be so kind with that distraction? Perhaps a lively hands-on demonstration of Julian’s new spell convergences?”

The three of them nodded, and Julian clapped his hands together. “Right-o, everyone! Let’s all retire to the atrium so I might show you my new thesis, shall we?”

As the regulars began to file out of the conservatory, Illyria turned back to Gideon. “Now, then. I believe we have much to do.”

The Celestial Prism had been designed to contain and neutralize powerful curses, and if Gideon’s tale was true, then the curse on the mansion was the work of a powerful, vengeful spirit. It was the perfect weapon to use against her. With the Prism’s help, they could lay the spirit to rest and free the mansion from her torment.

Illyria was confident that she had the knowledge and the skill to use the Prism to undo the curse. And if she didn’t, well, she was going to find out how. She was determined to get to the bottom of the curse that plagued the Starlight Sanctum and restore it to its former glory.

Illyria Moondrop was not one to be daunted by a mere ghost.

“We’ll need to lure the spirit into the Prism’s trap,” she mused aloud, pacing the room. “We can’t just go charging into the upper levels and hope for the best. We need to draw her out, draw her into a place where we can use the Celestial Prism to its fullest effect.”

Gideon sipped his tea, his expression thoughtful. “You’ll need to be careful, Illyria. This is no ordinary ghost. She’s been twisted by centuries of pain and anger. She won’t go down without a fight.”

Illyria nodded, her eyes distant as she thought. “I know. But we have no choice. We can’t let her continue to torment this place, or anyone else who steps foot inside.”

As the commotion of Julian’s spell demonstration filled the air downstairs, Illyria Moondrop, Gideon, and Whisper the wraithwolf pup made their way up the grand staircase of the Starlight Sanctum. Illyria’s heart pounded in her chest, but she refused to let her fear show. She had faced down horrors in her past, and she would not falter now. Not when so much was at stake.

Reaching the topmost level, they arrived at the door to the circular windowless chamber. The same room where she had experienced the chilling visions of dark rituals. Illyria hesitated, her hand on the doorknob. The memories of the rituals and the agony of the tormented soul still fresh in her mind. But she steeled herself, her resolve hardening. “We must do this,” she said, her voice firm, even nerves curled the edges of it. “Ready?”

Gideon nodded grimly, his onyx eyes resolute. “I’m with you.”

Illyria took a deep breath and pushed the door open, the hinges creaking in protest. The room lay shrouded in shadows, the flickering light of her mage-light orb casting eerie shadows on the walls. The air was heavy with the residue of ancient magic, and the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. Whisper growled low, sensing the malevolent energy, and Illyria reached down to stroke his fur.

The Celestial Prism was where she’d been keeping it all along, laced inside the folds of her dress. Illyria drew it out and held it aloft, the facets catching the dim light and casting prismatic patterns across the walls. The artifact pulsed with a soft, celestial light, as if sensing the darkness that lingered nearby. It was a small, unassuming thing, but Illyria knew its true power. She knew, too, all that it had cost her. She just prayed it would be enough to stop the spirit that haunted the mansion—and would be worth its terrible expense.

Gideon, meanwhile, began to speak in a low, barely audible rumble. The words he uttered were ancient, chthonic, and Illyria shivered at the power they carried. The air in the room grew colder, the very fabric of reality itself seeming to warp and bend under the weight of his incantation.

“Come forth, tormented one,” Gideon intoned. “Show yourself, and face the justice you have evaded for so long.”

The shadows in the room seemed to writhe and twist, as if in response to Gideon’s summons. Illyria’s grip tightened on the Prism, her palms slick with sweat.

Slowly, the shadows seemed to coalesce into a single, writhing mass. The air grew heavy and thick, as if they were at the bottom of the ocean. Whisper’s growls mounted, and Illyria’s fingers tightened around the Prism.

And then, with a sudden, jarring rush, the spirit was upon them.

Illyria’s mage-light orb snuffed out with a soft pop, plunging the room into complete darkness. Whisper let out a panicked yelp, and Illyria stumbled back, her foot catching on the hem of her robes. She fell to the floor, the Celestial Prism clattering from her hand.

Whisper’s frantic barks echoed through the room, and Illyria could hear Gideon calling her name, but it was as if they were coming from the other side of a thick, impenetrable wall. She was trapped in this darkness, the spirit’s darkness, and she could feel it wrapping around her, suffocating her.

Fool Sapphirae, the spirit shrieked, like a powerful gale whipping all around her. You cannot tame me. You cannot contain the labyrinth’s power. All your kind will pay⁠—

Illyria screamed, her voice a desperate, strangled cry, as the spirit’s malevolence bore down on her. The woman—the monster—was pressing against her side, an aching chill and weight that threatened to strangle her. Illyria’s fingers grasped in futility along the floor, trying to locate the Prism, but the monster was laughing, the room swirling and disorienting⁠—

“ILLYRIA!”

The darkness shattered like glass, and Illyria gasped for breath, her chest heaving as she blinked up at the figure looming over her. Gideon’s familiar, broad face swam into focus, his onyx eyes wide with concern.

“Illyria, are you all right?”

Illyria’s chest heaved as she sat up, her eyes darting around the room, but it was clear now, the shadows no longer writhing and coiling around them. Whisper was curled around Gideon, his eyes wide and frightened, but he was whole and unharmed.

Illyria lunged for the Prism. As soon as her fingers closed around it, she felt its comforting warmth, its gentle hum. But it was intact—and empty. The spirit was gone, banished back to whatever dark corner of the Sanctum she’d come from, but she hadn’t been contained.

As Illyria rose to her feet, still clutching the Celestial Prism, she couldn’t shake off the dread that settled in her gut. Despite everything they had done, the spirit remained uncaptured, free to continue its reign of terror within the mansion. She glanced at Gideon, who looked equally troubled, and knew that they shared the same thought: the Prism alone wouldn’t be enough to vanquish the curse that plagued the mansion and its inhabitants. They would need something more, some other weapon or strategy, if they hoped to bring peace to this place and lay the spirits to rest once and for all.


Chapter
Twenty-Four



Illyria intended the Starlight Sanctum to become a beacon of light, but Briar dreaded to find what darkness had engulfed it.

The streets of Luminara, usually a backdrop to her confidence, felt like a maze trapping her within her own secrets. She’d been playing a game of wits for so long, but now she’d backed herself into a corner. She should have known that the more she tried to keep her secrets from Illyria, the more she’d push her away. But she couldn’t help it. She had to do this. She had to keep her safe. She couldn’t let the Crimson Ledger win.

She couldn’t let them take Illyria down—but she had to ensure the victory was wholly Illyria’s. Even if it would only serve as Briar’s parting gift . . .

Briar’s fists clenched in her pockets as she walked, the wind whipping her hair across her face. She didn’t want Illyria to see her like this, to see how much she was hurting. The curse had fully sunk its teeth into her flesh now, and it was all she could do to keep it at bay. She didn’t want Illyria to see her like this, to see the monster she was becoming. But she also couldn’t stand the thought of losing her. Not now, not when she’d finally found someone who made her feel so alive—someone she could see a future with, who she could take care of. Who she could love.

But love wasn’t meant for a woman of her line. That had been seen to long ago, and the burden was Briar’s alone to bear. Telling Illyria the truth would change nothing, in the end. Illyria needed the Celestial Prism more—for her shop, and for everything it represented for the people of Luminara and so many other realms.

Briar’s stomach knotted as she approached the Sanctum, its windows aglow with the light of dawn. She hadn’t slept a wink, her head swimming with the confrontation she knew was coming. But she had to do this. She had to make Illyria see that she was doing this for her, that she was trying to protect her.

She had to make Illyria hate her, so she wouldn’t be tempted to follow Briar down the path she was about to take.

The doors opened before Briar could even knock, and Illyria’s pale face appeared in the threshold. Her eyes widened, and she stepped out onto the front steps, her hands clasped together.

“Briar, I’ve been so worried about you. I haven’t seen you around, and I went to the docks to look for you, but I couldn’t find you anywhere.”

Briar swallowed, her throat dry. “I had some business to take care of. I’m sorry I worried you.”

Illyria’s brows knit together. “Business with the Ledger?”

Briar’s heart hammered in her chest. “What makes you say that?”

“You’re acting strange, Briar. You’ve been acting strange for weeks now. And I can’t help but wonder if it has anything to do with the Crimson Ledger.” Illyria hesitated. “The things the Senate knew in their complaint against me, they could only have . . .”

Briar’s eyes widened. “What? No, of course not. I told you, they’re⁠—”

“Briar, I’m your friend. If you’re in trouble, I need to know. I need to help you.”

“Only my friend?” Briar’s chest tightened, and she looked away, cursing herself. Her fingers clenched around the strap of her satchel. “I’m not in trouble, Illyria. But . . . I need to do something. I need to get something for you. And I can’t have you following me.”

Illyria’s eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about?”

“I can’t tell you. But I need you to trust me. Please.”

Illyria’s lips twisted into a frown. “You’re asking me to trust you after you’ve been keeping secrets from me for weeks, and now you’re saying you’re going to do something dangerous. How can I trust you if you won’t even tell me what’s going on?”

Briar’s chest tightened. “Please, Illyria. I’m doing this for you. I’m doing this so you can be free.”

Illyria’s eyes widened. “Free from what?”

Briar’s voice cracked. “From me.”

Illyria stared, open-mouthed. “What in the hells are you on about? You’re not⁠—”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Briar said, her voice straining under the weight of her emotions. “I don’t want to talk about any of it. I just want to give you your life back, and then I’ll be gone. You’ll never have to see me again.”

Illyria’s eyes softened, and she reached out a hand to cup Briar’s cheek. “Briar, you’re not making any sense. What’s gotten into you?”

Briar’s eyes stung, and she leaned into Illyria’s touch, her hand coming up to cover Illyria’s. She needed to remember this moment, to take it with her. It would be all she had left. But she couldn’t let herself be distracted. She had to make Illyria hate her, so she wouldn’t be tempted to follow her down the path she was about to take.

“Please, Illyria. Just . . . just forget about me. I’m not worth it. There’s so much more you can do with your life. So much more you can accomplish. You can change the world, Illyria. You don’t need me.”

Illyria’s eyes widened, and she reached out for Briar, but Briar stepped back again, shaking her head. “Briar, you’re not a monster. You’re⁠—”

“I am, Illyria. I am. And I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. But I have to do this. I have to make things right.”

“Make what right?” Illyria asked, bewildered. Her eyes, usually so bright, had gone glassy, and it lanced straight through Briar’s heart.

“I can’t tell you.”

Illyria’s eyes narrowed. “Why not?”

Briar’s chest tightened. “Because if I do, you’ll never be able to look at me the same way again.”

Illyria’s lips twisted into a frown. “How can I look at you if I don’t even know what you’re doing? Please, Briar. Let me try to understand.”

Briar’s chest tightened, and she took a step back, her eyes stinging. “You can’t understand. You can’t understand what it’s like to be . . . like me.”

Illyria’s eyes narrowed, her lips drawing into a tight line. “But you . . . you are working with them, aren’t you? You’re working with the Crimson Ledger. You’ve been helping them take me down.”

Briar’s heart pounded in her chest. “What? No. I would never⁠—”

Illyria’s eyes welled with tears, and she turned her face away. “I don’t understand. How can you say you’re doing this for me? When you’re . . . when you’re keeping secrets from me. When you’re lying to me.”

“I’m trying to protect you, Illyria. What don’t you understand about that? And I’m trying to protect myself. And I can’t do that if you’re following me around, trying to save me.” It felt like her chest was collapsing in on itself. “I’m so sorry. But please—just don’t try.”

“I’m sorry, too,” Illyria said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’m sorry I can’t help you.”

Briar’s breaths came in sharp, shallow gasps, and she pressed her hand to her chest, trying to force herself to take a deep breath. She couldn’t afford to let herself get any worse. She had to get through this. She had to⁠—

“I’m sorry I can’t be the person you need me to be.”

Briar’s vision blurred, and she felt like she was suffocating. She had to get away from Illyria. She had to get away from her before she hurt her. She had to⁠—

The front door of the Sanctum creaked open as she shoved it open again, and Briar stumbled out into the night, her breaths coming in sharp, shallow gasps. She couldn’t let herself cry. She couldn’t let herself show any weakness. She had to keep it together. She had to keep moving.

She had to get away from Illyria.

The streets of Luminara offered no solace. The air was thick and heavy, and the cobblestones underfoot felt like they were trying to swallow her whole. She was trapped. Trapped in this city. Trapped in this body. Trapped in her own lies.

But as she walked, the memories of her words echoed in her ears, each one a fresh stab in her heart. She had to get away from Illyria. She had to protect her. She had to save her. She had to⁠—

Briar’s feet carried her through the labyrinthine streets of Luminara, each step an echo of her racing heart. The night’s chill wrapped around her like a shroud, but it was the icy knot of dread in her gut that truly made her shiver. The city, with its shimmering lights and distant laughter, felt like a cruel mirage to her now—so much life and warmth, yet none of it could touch the cold desolation inside her.

She didn’t know how long she walked or how she arrived, but eventually, Briar found herself atop the city’s ancient walls. The stones, worn smooth by time and countless guardians, offered a precarious seat. She climbed up, her legs dangling over the edge as she looked out over Luminara. From this high vantage point, the city was a tapestry of light and shadow, a beautiful illusion that mocked her turmoil.

Below, the city-state throbbed with the pulse of the night, alive and vibrant. But above, the stars seemed to observe her in silent judgment, their twinkling light offering no guidance. The sea’s distant roar was a whisper, a reminder of the freedom she once felt at the helm of the Defiant, a freedom that now seemed as distant as the horizon.

Briar thought of Illyria, of the hurt in those luminous eyes, the confusion, the betrayal. The memory was a blade, and with each recollection, it twisted deeper. Briar had wanted to protect Illyria, to shield her from the darkness that loomed over her own life. But in doing so, she had erected a wall between them, one made of secrets and lies, and now she sat on its lonely battlements, gazing out at the world she had barred herself from.

A part of her—a reckless, desperate part—wanted to go back, to tear down the walls with bare hands, to confess everything to Illyria and beg for forgiveness. But the other part, the part hardened by years of piracy and survival, knew the truth. She had made her choice, walked the plank of her own accord, and now the dark waters of consequence waited below.

Briar closed her eyes, and for a moment, she allowed herself to imagine a different path. A life unburdened by the curse, a life where she could stand by Illyria’s side, not as a monster, but as an equal, a partner. But the fantasy crumbled like sand through her fingers, leaving her with the bitter truth of her reality. She was alone, utterly alone, with her dual battle against the Crimson Ledger and her curse looming over her like an insurmountable mountain.

And in that moment, as the first light of dawn began to bleed into the sky, Briar understood the true cost of her choices. She was the captain of her soul, yes, but the seas she navigated were treacherous, and her compass had long since been lost to the storm.


Chapter
Twenty-Five



The Sanctum was a mess. Illyria sighed, setting aside the broom and dustpan. She’d spent the entire morning cleaning up after the Senate’s investigators had ransacked the place, and still, there was so much left to do. She’d just finished clearing away the shards of the broken mirror in the solarium (in case she’d been hiding illicit treatises behind it, they claimed), and now she was working on the entryway. The marble tiles were stained with black ichor, and the scent of brimstone still lingered in the air from their “tests” for malicious energies, even though she’d opened all the windows and doors to air out the place.

As she worked, she tried to focus on the task at hand, but her thoughts kept drifting back to Briar, and the pain in her voice as she, to Illyria’s mind, deliberately picked a fight. The way she’d stormed out of the Sanctum, as if she couldn’t bear to be in Illyria’s presence for another moment. As if she couldn’t stand to look at her.

It stung, far more than Illyria had expected it to. She’d known that Briar was keeping secrets from her, that she was most likely working with the Crimson Ledger, but she’d never expected Briar to be quite so . . . ruthless. To be willing to destroy everything Illyria had worked for, just to get what she wanted. And now, Illyria couldn’t shake the feeling that it was all her fault. That she’d been a fool to trust Briar in the first place.

She’d been so desperate to believe that she could have a future with Briar, that she could finally be free of the curse that had plagued her for so long. But now she saw that it was all just a fantasy, a lie she’d told herself to keep from facing the truth.

No. She wouldn’t allow herself to think that way. She was Illyria Moondrop, and she was not one to be defeated so easily. It wasn’t too late to salvage her shop—was it? If she’d learned anything from her years of study, it was that there was always a way to break a curse, if one knew where to look. She’d spent years searching for the answer, and now, she was closer than ever to finding it.

She took a deep breath, steeling herself. It was time to get to work.

“Illyria, are you all right?”

Illyria blinked, looking up to find Arkenev standing before her, a concerned expression on his face. “I’m fine,” she said, forcing a smile. “Just . . . lost in thought.”

Arkenev arched a brow. “You’re not thinking of giving up, are you?”

“Of course not,” Illyria said. “Only trying to figure out what to do next.”

“Then let us help you.” Arkenev held out a hand to her. “You don’t have to do this alone, Illyria. You have friends who care about you. Who want to see you succeed.”

Illyria hesitated for a moment, then took Arkenev’s hand. “You’re right,” she said. “I’m sorry. I’ve just been so . . . overwhelmed. I don’t know what I would do without you and the others.”

Arkenev smiled, and Illyria felt a warmth spread through her chest. “You’ll never have to find out,” he said. “Now, come. Let’s gather the others. We’ll figure this out together.”

Illyria nodded, and let Arkenev lead her back into the main hall. One by one, they gathered her trusted friends and allies—Julian, Celadine, Maela, Murda, and a few other regulars who had been coming to the Sanctum since it opened. They settled into the library, and Illyria took a deep breath, letting the warmth of their presence fill her.

“All right,” she said. “We have a problem. And I think it’s time we came up with a plan to solve it.”

The group exchanged glances, and Illyria could see the concern etched on their faces. But she could also see the determination, the hope. And it gave her the strength to continue.

“I’ve been doing some research on the curse,” Illyria said. “And I think I’ve found a way to counteract it. But it’s going to take all of us working together.”

She outlined her plan, and as she spoke, she could see the spark of excitement in their eyes. They began to brainstorm and debate, and Illyria felt her spirits lifting.

As they went to work, the Starlight Sanctum hummed with activity. Whisper darted through the halls, tail wagging, as Tiberon and Murda worked on setting up the protective wards. Arkenev was in the library, poring over ancient tomes on curses and protective rituals, while Celadine oversaw the greenhouse, gathering rare herbs and plants that would be needed for the cleansing. Gideon was in the kitchen, working on a special loaf for the ritual, while Briar and her crew helped to reinforce the mansion’s defenses. Illyria was grateful for their assistance—especially with the Crimson Ledger’s threats still looming over her—and she knew she would need their help for the ritual to come.

In the alchemy lab, Illyria worked to prepare the final ingredients she would need for the cleansing. She ground a handful of dried petals from the Shade Lily into a fine powder, then added them to a mixture of other rare herbs and alchemical reagents. The scent was sweet and heady, and it made her head swim with its intoxicating aroma. She was so focused on her work, she almost didn’t notice Arkenev entering the lab.

“How goes the preparation?” he asked, his expression full of concern.

Illyria smiled. “It’s coming along. I think we’ll be ready by tonight.”

Arkenev nodded. “I’ve been in touch with my contacts, and they’ve been spreading the word. I think you’ll have quite the crowd gathered for your ritual.”

“I hope so,” Illyria said. “The more people we have, the stronger we’ll be.”

Arkenev’s eyes softened. “You’re doing a good thing, Illyria. You’re bringing people together, and showing them that there’s still hope for Luminara.”

Illyria’s heart swelled at his words. “I just want to make a difference. To help people.”

“I know you will,” Arkenev said. “And I’ll be there to support you every step of the way.”

Illyria reached out and took his hand, squeezing it. “Thank you, Arkenev. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

Arkenev gave her a warm smile, then stepped back. “I’ll leave you to your work. But remember, if you need anything, I’m here.”

Illyria watched him go, then returned to her work. She knew the ritual would be dangerous, and that the curse would fight them every step of the way. But she was determined to see it through to the end. She would not let the curse win. Not when she was so close to finally breaking it.

As she worked, she couldn’t help but feel the absence of Briar’s presence, the way her heart ached for her. She knew Briar was dealing with her own struggles, and that she needed to give her the space she asked for. But it was hard, knowing that Briar was out there, fighting her own battles, while Illyria was trapped here, waiting for the confrontation to come. She just hoped that, when it was all over, Briar would still be waiting for her, too.

She was so close. So close to achieving what she’d set out to do, to ridding the Starlight Sanctum of its darkness, and yet, there was something missing. A key ingredient she couldn’t identify. A final thread that needed to be woven into the spell to bring it all together. She knew the answer was right there, on the tip of her tongue. If only she could just⁠—

“Professor Moondrop? Someone is here to see you.”

Illyria blinked and turns to see Julian hovering in the doorway of the alchemy lab, a look of concern on his face. Behind him, Celadine and Arkenev exchanged worried glances.

“I’m sorry,” Julian said, wringing his hands. “I told them you were busy, but they insisted. And . . . well, I think you should see for yourself.”

With a sigh, Illyria pushed herself to her feet, her back aching from hours of bending over the worktable. “All right,” she said. “Let’s see what they want.”

But the Senate’s representatives didn’t even have to say it.

As Illyria slipped out of the front doors, the Senate’s investigators stood before her, tacking a notice to the front door of the Starlight Sanctum. Heavy, rich parchment emblazoned with the sigil of the Luminaran Senate had been plastered there, and she didn’t have to squint to read the dark words of the announcement scrawled across it.

STRICT NOTICE

Pursuant to the findings of the Luminara Senate

STARLIGHT SANCTUM

IS CLOSED

For the charge of occultism

One of the men turned toward Illyria. “Miss Moondrop?”

Her heart was lodged in her throat, making words nearly impossible, but she managed a feeble “Yes?”

“As the owner of the Starlight Sanctum, you are hereby ordered to cease all activities on these premises immediately, pending a trial before the Luminaran Senate.”

Illyria’s knees buckled, and she staggered back into the building, bracing herself against the doorway. The world spun around her as the men marched off, carrying her fate and her hopes away with them. “I was too late,” she said, her voice trembling. “I failed. I’ve failed you all.”

Arkenev placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “You didn’t fail. This isn’t your fault. The Senate is acting out of fear and ignorance.”

But ILlyria shook her head. “No. It’s more than that. The Crimson Ledger—they must have found some way to twist the Senate’s arm.” She gulped down fresh air that refused to fill her lungs. “And now—I’ve lost everything.”

Arkenev looked like he wants to argue, but before he coul say anything, Gideon stepped forward. “We can fight this. We have to.”

Illyria’s vision cleared, and she turned toward him. “I don’t think there’s anything any of us can do. The Senate has made up their minds, and they won’t rest until they’ve made an example of me.”

“Well, I’m not one to rest easy when a friend is in trouble,” Gideon said, his expression determined. “We have to keep fighting.”

Illyria smiled, her heart warmed by his offer, but the prospect of fighting felt further than ever. “Thank you, Gideon. I don’t know what to say.”

“Get some rest, Miss Moondrop, and let us see what we can do.”

As Gideon left, Celadine stepped forward, a fierce look in her eyes. “The forest would not allow such cruel vines to choke out other life for long. We shan’t let the Senate and the Crimson Ledger stop us from reopening the Starlight Sanctum. I will gather herbs for further cleansing, and store them where the Ledger cannot reach.”

Illyria nodded, her throat tight. Thank you for trying. All of you. You’ve done so much for me, and I’ll never forget it.”

She felt Julian’s hand on her shoulder, and Arkenev’s at her back. “We won’t let this stand,” Julian said.

“We will find a way to fight back,” Arkenev agreed. “The people of Luminara need to know the truth. We’ll rally your allies, and we will bring them to your side.”

Illyria nodded, and the others returned to their tasks, but the Celestial Prism, still tucked into the laces of her dress, was like a cold weight around her neck.
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Briar’s days were consumed by a heavy, smothering fog. The streets of Luminara seemed to wrap around Briar’s heart, stifling her. The tightness in her chest only worsened as the afternoon drew on, aching like her ribs might splinter, her breathing growing shallow and strained. The crimson bloom of the curse wound its tendrils tighter around her insides, and she could feel the wet, crackling rasp of her lungs with each desperate breath. It was like a knife grinding through her chest, but still she refused to let it keep her from what she had to do.

Gideon’s words had struck her like a knife, and she couldn’t shake the phantom pain of them.

She was going to lose her crew, her life, everything, and for what? For her pride? Her foolish, selfish, reckless⁠—

For the first time in what felt like years, Briar was glad of the fog that swallowed the city on evenings like this. It was the perfect cover for her to slip out from the Defiant and weave her way through the market stalls and narrow, twisting streets that made up the heart of Luminara. The city seemed to pulse with an odd, smoky sort of energy, and as she limped along the cobblestones, she found herself feeling lighter, the tightness in her chest easing, just a bit.

The contact’s note had been brief and cryptic, but the location he’d specified was clear enough. A low-rent tavern on the edge of the harbor, the sort of place where the dregs of the city’s underbelly drank and gambled their ill-gotten gains away. Even in the dim light of the lanterns, Briar could make out the shape of the boar’s head that served as the tavern’s sign, and the stench of refuse and rot that wafted from the alleyway beside it.

She clutched the worn, leather satchel at her side and hesitated, her vision swimming with a dizzying array of color and shapes. Just the thought of seeing the man, of what she would have to do, left her feeling lightheaded and nauseous. But she had no other choice.

She might have promised Illyria that she would keep her safe, but a pirate was nothing without her word.

And the truth was, she’d been nothing without Illyria.

If there was even the slightest chance she could make things right . . . then it was a chance Briar would take.

The sound of Briar’s boots echoed off the cobbled streets as she approached the back alley, and the shadowy figure lurking in the mouth of the alleyway unfolded from the gloom, his features hidden beneath the brim of his wide-brimmed hat. Briar tensed, one hand resting against the pommel of the cutlass she’d tucked into her belt. “You the one who wanted to see me?” she asked.

The man’s only answer was a slow nod, and he turned and slunk back into the alleyway. “Then come on. I don’t have all night.”

Briar clenched her jaw and tightened her grip on her cutlass, but followed him into the narrow, winding alley. The pungent scent of rotting refuse and urine filled her nose, and she wrinkled it in disgust. It was the smell of desperation, and she’d been in far worse places in her time, but never so desperate herself.

Finally, the man led her to a set of cellar doors. With a creak, he pried them open, and the dank, musty scent of the underground wafted out. Briar descended the steps, the man following close behind her. A dimly lit basement tavern stretched out before her, the air thick with the smell of smoke and sweat and cheap ale. There were few patrons, but the ones who were there turned to look at her with calculating stares, and Briar forced herself to hold her chin high, her expression impassive. She might be out of her element, but she was still the captain of the Defiant, and she would be damned if she showed any weakness to these guttersnipes.

At the far end of the tavern, a figure hunched over a rickety table, and as they approached, he turned to face them, features gaunt in the eerie light. He was a frail thing, his skin pulled taut over his cheekbones, and his black eyes glittered like coal. He wore a long, tattered robe, and as he pushed the hood back, Briar could see the silvery coils of tattoos winding down his neck and arms, shimmering with an iridescent glow. It took all her willpower not to recoil from the sight of him, but she clenched her teeth and straightened her shoulders, stepping forward to meet him.

“You have it?” she demanded.

The man’s thin lips twitched in a macabre smile, and he produced a small, leather pouch from the folds of his robe. “For the price we agreed upon.”

Briar hesitated, and then opened the satchel at her side, fumbling with the clasp. Her vision swam with a miasma of colors and shapes, and she felt a cold sweat break out across her forehead. She reached in and produced a small velvet pouch, and tossed it across the table to the man. He plucked it from the air and weighed it in his hand, then nodded. “Very well.”

Briar snatched up the pouch he offered and wasted no time in stuffing it into her satchel. “It had better be enough. Or else.”

“Don’t waste your breath, my dear. It sounds like you need it.” The man’s eyes glittered with amusement, and Briar had to bite back a snarl.

With one last scowl, she turned and left the tavern, the fog swallowing her up as she returned to the Defiant, her chest aching, her breath coming in harsh, ragged gasps. But she had what she needed. Now, all that was left was to hope it would be enough.

But no sooner had she rounded the dock did her feet fail her. She couldn’t keep her balance, and with a sharp gasp, her vision blackened, the colors dissolving into nothingness, and she crumpled to her knees.

Strong arms wrapped around her and eased her down, and Briar’s eyes fluttered open, blinking away the darkness as Jorn’s face swam into focus above her.

“Briar, gods, what did you do?”

Briar gritted her teeth and struggled to sit up, but Jorn kept her anchored against him. “It’s none of your business, Jorn.”

“The hell it isn’t.” He brushed the sweat-damp hair from her forehead and his gaze bore into hers. “You’re killing yourself, Briar.”

Briar looked away, her throat tight. “It doesn’t matter. It’s—” She drew a shuddering breath. “It’s what I have to do.”

“Like hell it is.” Jorn’s voice was fierce, but she could hear the worry beneath it. “You need to talk to Illyria. Tell her what’s going on.”

Briar’s breath hitched, and her eyes welled with tears. “I can’t.”

“You have to. You don’t have to go through this alone, Briar. You know she’d want to help you.”

Briar’s chest ached at the reminder of Illyria, and she buried her face against Jorn’s shoulder, the tears falling freely now. “I promised her . . . I’d keep her safe.”

“And you have, more than anyone could have asked for. But that doesn’t mean you have to suffer alone.” Jorn brushed a lock of hair from her sweat-soaked brow. “You’re killing yourself, Briar. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but soon. And for what?”

Briar’s eyes burned with tears. “Jorn, I can’t⁠—”

Her vision shivered and lurched, and the next thing she knew, she was slumping against him, her muscles limp and heavy. She heard Jorn calling her name, felt him shifting her weight, but she was tumbling through a darkness that swallowed her whole. A chorus of ghostly whispers echoed in her ears, and her veins thrummed with a molten fire. Something shimmered in her periphery, and she reached for it, but her fingers only grasped air. Jorn’s voice called to her from a distance, and she tried to answer, but her words crumbled away like ash.

And then the world went silent and still.

Briar was adrift in the void, a tempest of colors and shapes raging around her. A glimmer of pale blue light caught her attention, and she reached for it, but it flickered away. Then she felt a presence, hovering at the edge of her consciousness, a cold, whispering breeze.

What have you done, child?

Briar turned toward the voice—she could have almost sworn it sounded like her mother—but the darkness was endless, and the only thing she saw was the eerie glow of her own fevered flesh. A shiver wracked her body, and she tried to force herself to her feet, but her muscles refused to obey her. She was trapped, a prisoner in her own skin.

The world appeared to her in flashes. The Defiant, a welcome sight in the fog, its shape a hulking mass of shadow against the night. Jorn’s arms around her, only thing keeping her on her feet now, her legs like jelly as they climbed the gangplank, and every step was a struggle against the raging tempest in her chest.

Finally, the door to her cabin loomed ahead, and Jorn pushed it open with his boot. He helped her to the bed, but she collapsed against the mattress, her muscles a trembling, quivering mess. Her mind was like a murky sea, her thoughts and feelings adrift and lost. She could feel the curse radiating in her like a poisoned thorn and a sharp, jagged pain stabbed at her chest. She wanted to be sick, to let it out, but her body was leaden and cold. All she could do was clutch at Jorn and pray for merciful darkness.

“Briar, you’ve got to—” Jorn began, but his words echoed in the fog that was settling over her mind. She could hear the franticness in his voice, and the next thing she knew, he was pressing a cool, damp cloth to her forehead, the cold a soothing balm against the fevered heat.

“—to me, Briar. We need to stop it⁠—”

Briar blinked, her vision blurry, but she could see the concern in Jorn’s eyes. “‘M sorry,” she mumbled. “Shouldn’t’ve . . . fought.”

Jorn’s brow furrowed. “Fought what?”

She couldn’t answer, her words a tangle of seaweed and nets. “Illyria,” she whispered, and she didn’t know if it was in answer to his question or something else entirely.

“Briar, you can’t keep doing this. You need to⁠—”

“I promised her.” Briar’s voice was hoarse, a whisper on the breeze. “I’d keep her safe.”

“You’re only hurting yourself, Briar. And if you don’t tell her . . .” He sighed, and his eyes were like a storm-tossed sea. “It’s going to hurt her, too.”

“I have to.” Her breath was a ragged gasp. “I have to protect her.”

“But you’re only hurting her by pushing her away.” Jorn brushed a damp curl from her face. “If you truly loved her, then this would be breaking that curse, not giving it more power. But it’s not. You’re still suffering. And you’re only going to make it worse.”

Briar’s vision shivered and lurched, and the next thing she knew, she was slumping against him, her muscles limp and heavy. She heard Jorn calling her name, felt him shifting her weight, but she was tumbling through a darkness that swallowed her whole. A chorus of ghostly whispers echoed in her ears, and her veins thrummed with a molten fire. Something shimmered in her periphery, and she reached for it, but her fingers only grasped air.

Jorn’s voice called to her from a distance, and she tried to answer, but her words crumbled away like ash. And then the world went silent and still.

The world shifted and swayed, and Briar clung to the mattress like it was the deck of a ship in a storm. Her stomach churned, her head aching like the morning after a long night of drinking, and every breath was a struggle. The fog was thick and soupy, and she was drifting far, far away, but she couldn’t let go just yet. Illyria was waiting for her, and she couldn’t⁠—

Jorn’s voice called to her from a distance, and she tried to answer, but her words crumbled away like ash. And then the world went silent and still.

As Briar’s consciousness faded, Jorn watched her for a moment, his heart aching, before he stepped out of her cabin. The decision weighed heavily on him, and the fog of Luminara was heavy and suffocating, but he knew what he had to do.

Jorn needed to find Illyria.
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The room at the Two Rivers Inn was cramped and smoky, but it was all Illyria could afford on short notice with her funds tied up in her cursed mansion or her confiscated coffers. Her trunks were arranged around the room, filled with the last of her things from the Sanctum that the Senate had allowed her to procure. But her heart ached for the mansion’s absence.

Illyria had just settled down to draft a message to one of the potential investors who was reconsidering his investment in the Starlight Sanctum now that word spread about her troubles with the Senate. But before she could even pen a proper greeting, there was a knock at her door.

Whisper barked, and Illyria shushed him with a gentle pet to his ruff as she hurried to the door. She peered through the peephole and was greeted by the worried, tanned face of Jorn, Briar’s first mate.

Illyria cracked open the door. “Jorn, what is it? Is Briar⁠—”

“May I come in?”

“Please.” Illyria stepped back, allowing Jorn to enter. The inn room was small enough, and with her trunks taking up most of the floor, there wasn’t anywhere for him to sit, so he simply leaned against the wall. Whisper slunk over to Illyria, giving her a nuzzle. Illyria couldn’t look at Jorn just yet, needing a moment to compose herself. “I assume you’re not here just to pay your respects,” she said at last. “I imagine you have some choice words for me.”

“I’m not the captain. I don’t have a head for politics.” Jorn crossed his arms, the scar on his face shifting with the movement. “But I know a good thing when I see it, and Briar’s been damned lonely. You were good for her, Professor. You are good for her.”

Illyria’s chest ached, but she nodded her thanks. “I’ve—I’ve never felt this way about anyone before. I love her, Jorn. But something is wrong with her, and I can’t help her if I don’t know what it is.”

He hesitated. “It’s . . . complicated.”

Whisper whimpered, pressing his head against Illyria’s side, and Illyria braced herself for the worst. “Please. Tell me everything.”

Jorn pushed off the wall, pacing across the cramped room. “Briar’s got a—legacy, you could say. A family ailment. The women in her family have been getting it for generations. It only triggers when they find someone they truly love.”

Illyria’s stomach dropped. “But—but I’ve never heard of a curse like that. What does it do?”

He fidgeted with his hands. “It’s slow, but it’s deadly. It starts as a simple wasting, like the person’s energy is just . . . slipping away. But then it turns into a fever, like poisoned blood. The only cure’s to fall out of love, as if that’s a choice someone can just make.”

Illyria’s breath quailed in her chest. “And—and that’s why Briar wanted the Celestial Prism for herself? For the curse?”

“Aye. Apparently she’d been looking for a Prism for quite some time, determined to break the family chain should she ever find someone to spend her life with.”

Illyria took a deep breath, trying to ignore the crushing weight on her chest. “So she wanted it to cure her.”

“Yeah.” Jorn hesitated. “But then you came along, and—well, you triggered it in full force.”

Illyria’s throat was too tight to speak. In the back of her mind, she’d always wondered if there was some other reason Briar had bid on the Prism—whether she had some other, more selfish use for it, perhaps to aid her piracy. But she’d never guessed it was something like this.

“And—and why didn’t she tell me? When she collapsed the first time, I was⁠—”

“Briar’s pride is as stubborn as a mule,” Jorn said. “She’d rather die than let anyone see her weak.”

“But she’s not weak. She’s the strongest person I know. She’s weathered so much. Why—why didn’t she trust me to help her?”

Jorn’s expression softened. “She’s had to fight for everything, Professor. She’s a half-giant in the world of elves and men, a pirate against the empires. She’s never had anyone to rely on but herself. I think she was just afraid.”

“But she’s not alone anymore.” Illyria clutched at the bedspread, Whisper’s body warm and solid against her side. “She has me. She has you, and Caelan, and her crew. She has the entire Sea Serpents behind her, the way I hear it.”

“And don’t I know it. But she’s afraid to rely on someone like that. I imagine that’s part our way of life, but part the curse’s doing, too.”

Illyria’s vision blurred with tears. She hadn’t realized she was crying until Jorn reached over to wipe away the moisture from her cheeks. “I’m so sorry, Jorn. I never meant for this to happen. I never wanted to hurt her.”

“I know, Professor. And I don’t think you have. I think you’ve brought her more joy than she’s had in a long time, and that’s worth a lot.”

“But what am I supposed to do now? The whole city is turned against me now.” Illyria laughed, a tear slipping down her cheek. “But I love her so much. I can’t stand the thought of losing her.”

Jorn reached out to take her hand, squeezing it tightly. “You won’t.”

She squeezed his hand in return, trying to find solace in the lie.

Illyria’s heart raced in her chest, and she could feel Whisper’s own heartbeat thrumming through her thigh as the wraithwolf pup rested his head there. Illyria had spent so long trying to find a way to rid the mansion of its curse, but she was no closer to an answer now than she had been months ago. And yet, the Prism had been in her hands all this time, an easy solution to a problem she herself had caused.

She could fight a losing battle against the Senate and the Crimson Ledger, and maybe, maybe use the Prism to remove the dark forces from the mansion that she’d already failed against once.

Or she could spare Briar from a cruel, needless pain.

Illyria took a deep breath, steeling herself, and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I need to see Briar.”

Jorn’s eyes widened, and he straightened. “What? Why?”

“I have something that might be able to help her. But I need to use it now, before it’s too late.” Illyria stood, and Whisper leapt off the bed, circling her feet with renewed vigor. “Please, take me to her.”

Jorn hesitated, his gaze flickering between Illyria and the door. “Are you sure about this, Professor? The Prism . . . You fought so hard for it. If you use it, there’s no going back.”

Illyria’s heart clenched. She knew plenty well what she was giving up by using the Prism. But she also knew that she couldn’t lose Briar. Not now, not when they’d finally found each other. “I’m sure.”

Jorn nodded, his expression grave, and held out his arm. “Then let’s not waste any more time.”

Illyria’s heart raced as she followed Jorn through the streets of Luminara, Whisper padding at her side. She was so close to Briar now, and yet she’d never felt so far away. She knew the cost of using the Prism, but she also knew the cost of losing Briar. And she couldn’t bear to lose her.

The Defiant’s crew had gathered on the deck in silent consultation, and they watched Jorn’s and Illyria’s approach with wary caution. Sylphina’s eyes were wide; Gavrel’s brow was furrowed, and Lirr’s wings were pinned back. Hargrim’s jaw was set in a grim line, his arms crossed over his chest. Illyria couldn’t help but feel a swell of gratitude for them, for their concern for their captain, and only hoped she could be worthy of their trust.

Illyria followed Jorn to the captain’s quarters, the door already open. The room was as spacious as she remembered it—too big, now, for the weakened half-giant curled up in her bed, looking so much smaller than she ever had before. Illyria’s heart ached at the sight of her, and Jorn hovered in the doorway, his expression taut with worry. “I’ll be on deck if you need me,” he said.

“Thank you, Jorn. I’ll call for you if I need anything.”

Once Jorn had left, Illyria took a deep breath and steadied herself. She couldn’t afford to be emotional right now. She had a job to do, and she would see it through. She was determined to see it through.

Illyria gathered the necessary components for the ritual, her hands steady as she arranged the items on the desk near Briar’s bed. A small vial of shimmering blue liquid that she’d infused with some of the Shade Lily powder, a sprig of dried herbs, a length of silver chain, and, finally, the Celestial Prism, its surface glowing with a soft, ethereal light.

Whisper sat at Illyria’s feet, gaze fixed on the Prism, his tail rigid against the floor. Illyria reached down to give him a reassuring scratch behind the ears. “It’s going to be all right, Whisper,” she said, her voice soft. “We’re going to make sure of it.”

Illyria took a deep breath and steadied herself, her fingers trembling as she picked up the Prism. She could feel the power thrumming within it, and she was filled with a sense of both dread and hope. She hoped it would be enough to save Briar, but she was terrified of the cost.

Illyria didn’t have time to dwell on it. She set the Prism in the center of the desk and carefully arranged the herbs and the vial of liquid around it. She lit the sage, the fragrant smoke curling up toward the ceiling, and she closed her eyes, her hands hovering over the items as she focused her thoughts, her magic.

Illyria could feel the weight of the curse in the air, a thick, cloying presence that seemed to seep into her very bones. It was suffocating, smothering, and she had to force herself to breathe, to focus on the task at hand. She called upon a strand of lightweaving, and she wove it around the Prism, the smoke, the liquid, the herbs, and she whispered an incantation, her voice a low, soothing hum.

The smoke thickened, the liquid shimmered, and the herbs rustled, and Illyria’s heart raced as she reached out with her magic, her senses, to find the source of the curse, to root it out and destroy it.

She’d called it a poisoned thorn before—and she’d not been far off. Illyria’s eyes snapped open, and she gasped, her heart racing in her chest. She could see the curse now, a dark, writhing mass that coiled around Briar like a serpent, its tendrils digging into her skin, her muscles, her bones. It was a living thing, a sentient thing, and it glared at Illyria with malevolent, glowing eyes.

Illyria’s voice wavered, but she didn’t dare look away. “I don’t know what you are, or how you came to be. But I know that you don’t belong here, with her. She’s suffered enough. She deserves a chance at happiness. Please, let her go.”

The curse’s eyes narrowed, and Illyria felt a sudden, sharp pain in her chest. She cried out, her hands clenching into fists, but she didn’t let go. The curse hissed, its voice a whisper in the back of her mind. You cannot stop me. I have claimed her. She is mine. I will forever poison this line.

Illyria’s vision blurred with tears, but she didn’t look away. “No. She’s not yours. She belongs to herself. And she belongs with me.”

The curse recoiled like a snake rearing back to strike, and Illyria felt a sudden surge of energy, like a bolt of lightning racing through her veins. She cried out, her body arching, but she didn’t let go. She couldn’t let go. Not now, not when she was so close.

Whisper’s bark cut through the fog in Illyria’s mind, and she felt the wraithwolf’s cool, gentle touch against her cheek. Illyria took a deep breath, her body trembling, and she focused on the Prism, on the power within it. She could feel it now, a warm, soothing light that filled her with a sense of calm and purpose. She reached for it, and she let it flow through her, through the curse, through Briar.

The Prism was like a hall of mirrors, redirecting curses and trapping them within its depths until they burned themselves out and broke apart. And now, Illyria witnessed the true force of that power—blackness slithering, sucked into the Prism, rattling and shrieking. The curse screamed, a sound like shattering glass, and it recoiled, its tendrils slipping away from Briar’s skin. Illyria’s vision swam, her head spinning, but she didn’t let go. She couldn’t let go. Not now, not when she was so close.

The curse let out a blood-curdling wail, and the room seemed to shudder, the air crackling with energy. Illyria could feel the curse’s fury, its hatred, and she grit her teeth, her hands clenching around the Prism to steady it as it drew the curse deeper within.

But she held fast, and the curse was contained, its writhing form trapped within the Prism’s glowing surface. The room grew still, the air clearing, and Illyria let out a shaky breath, her hands trembling.

Illyria’s vision swam, and she stumbled, and she felt herself falling, falling . . .

Whisper’s bark was the first thing Illyria heard, and then the sound of her own heartbeat, steady and strong. She blinked, her vision clearing, and she found herself lying on the bed, her head pillowed on Briar’s chest, Briar’s arms wrapped around her.

Illyria’s head was cradled on the soft, warm pillow of Briar’s breast, and the sound of Briar’s heartbeat was a soothing lullaby. Briar’s arms were wrapped around her, strong and comforting, and Illyria felt herself melting into her embrace. She didn’t want to leave this place, this moment. She wanted to stay here, with Briar, forever.

She was dimly aware of the others in the room, their hushed whispers and gentle glances, but she didn’t want to open her eyes. She didn’t want to leave this dream, this perfect, impossible dream.

But the dream was fading, slipping through her fingers like water, and she knew she couldn’t hold on to it forever. She took a deep breath, and she opened her eyes.

Briar was gazing down at her, her hazel eyes soft and warm, her smile radiant. “Hey, there,” she said, her voice a low, soothing rumble. “Welcome back.”

Illyria blinked, her vision still blurry, and she tried to sit up, but Briar’s arms held her in place. “What . . . What happened?”

Briar’s smile faltered, and Illyria could see the concern in her eyes. “You fainted. After the ritual. You used the Prism to save me, didn’t you?”

Illyria’s heart clenched, and she reached up to cup Briar’s cheek. “I’m so sorry, Briar. I know you didn’t want me to use it, but . . . I couldn’t bear to lose you. I couldn’t bear to see you suffer.”

Briar took Illyria’s hand in her own, and she pressed a kiss to her palm. “You saved me, Illyria. And I’ll never forget that. But I can’t let you sacrifice your dream for me. You’ve worked so hard for it. You deserve to see it come true.”

Illyria’s vision blurred with tears, and she shook her head. “You are my dream, Briar. You and the Starlight Sanctum. You’ve given me a purpose, a reason to keep going. And I’ll be damned if I let the Crimson Ledger take that away from me.”

Briar’s eyes softened, and she brushed away Illyria’s tears with her thumb. “I don’t want you to lose everything because of me. I don’t want to be the reason you’re unhappy.”

Illyria’s lips trembled, and she leaned into Briar’s touch. “You could never make me unhappy, Briar. You’ve brought me more joy than I ever thought possible. And I won’t lose you. Not now, not ever.”

Briar’s gaze was fierce, determined. “I’m not going anywhere, Illyria. I promise.”

Illyria let out a shaky breath, and she smiled through her tears. “Good. Because I don’t think I could bear to lose you.”

Briar’s smile was radiant, and she leaned down to press a soft, tender kiss to Illyria’s lips. “You won’t. I swear it.”

Illyria’s heart ached with the weight of it all, but she found herself leaning into Briar’s embrace, her head tucked against her shoulder, and Briar’s arms wrapped around her. She let herself be held, let herself be comforted by the steady thrum of Briar’s heartbeat, and the warmth of her skin.

She knew that the challenges they faced were far from over. The Crimson Ledger and the Senate would come for them, she was certain of it, and the curse that had plagued Briar was only the beginning. But for now, in this moment, Illyria allowed herself to find solace in the quiet strength of Briar’s embrace, and the promise of the future ahead.

Briar’s hand found hers, their fingers lacing together, and Illyria looked out at the harbor, the Defiant shoulder to shoulder with the other ships in the harbor. The city of Luminara sparkled in the distance, a mosaic of lights that danced across the water, and Illyria felt a sense of peace settle over her. She didn’t know what the future held, but she knew that she and Briar would face it together.


Chapter
Twenty-Eight



Briar awoke the next morning to the warm press of Illyria’s lips against her own, and for a moment, she was so startled she could do nothing but lie there, her eyes still closed, as Illyria kissed her once, twice, a third time. Then she remembered where she was, and why she was there, and she opened her eyes, reaching for Illyria’s hand. Illyria saving her, their brief conversation before drifting back into a deep, much-needed sleep. Illyria’s skin was cool and smooth, and her smile was like the first light of dawn.

The Defiant was a different ship than the one she’d boarded what must have been days ago, in the haze of the curse’s throes. The same crew, the same sails, the same creaking timbers, and yet, it all felt different. Lighter. Brighter. Even the air was sweeter, and it couldn’t just be the sea air, not when Illyria was standing beside her, Whisper at their feet.

“You’re still feeling all right?” Illyria asked, her voice soft.

Briar turned to her, and her gaze softened. Illyria’s eyes were full of concern, the light of hope still shining in their depths. “I should be asking you that,” Briar said. “You’re the one who just worked a miracle.”

Illyria’s fingers traced the back of Briar’s hand, and Briar’s pulse quickened. “I had help. Without Jorn, I wouldn’t have known to do it at all.”

Briar squeezed her hand. “I’m better than just all right. I’m . . .” She let out a breath, her chest feeling lighter than it had in years. “I’m alive, Illyria. I’m truly alive.”

Illyria’s smile was like the sun breaking through storm clouds. “I’m glad. I’m so, so glad.”

“Thank you,” Briar said, her voice thick with emotion. “For everything. For not listening to me when I was being a stubborn ass.”

Illyria’s smile turned wry. “It was my pleasure.”

Briar’s lips brushed against Illyria’s knuckles, and she felt Illyria’s pulse quicken. “I’m sorry for the way I’ve been acting,” Briar said, her voice rough with emotion. “I was a coward, and I was wrong to try and leave you.”

Illyria took her hand. “You were scared. I understand.”

“I am scared.” Briar looked out at the city. “But I’m not going to let that stop me. I’m not going to let the Crimson Ledger or the Senate beat you. I’m going to fight, with everything I have, to make sure that you and your Sanctum are safe. I promise you that, Illyria.”

Illyria’s eyes shone, and she leaned in to kiss Briar’s cheek. “I know you will. And I promise to fight for you, too.”

Briar’s heart swelled. She was going to do whatever it took to keep her promise to Illyria.

Briar knew there was only one way she could begin to make good on her promise to Illyria, and that was to help her save the Starlight Sanctum.

They gathered in the private room at the Silken Verse Tavern, Caelan’s parents providing refreshments as they convened. Jorn and Caelan sat side by side, Jorn’s hand resting on Caelan’s thigh, and Briar couldn’t help but smile at the two of them. She was glad Jorn had found someone like Caelan, who could bring light and joy into his life. They’d been through so much together, and they deserved all the happiness in the world.

As did she, Briar reminded herself, and Illyria, too. They all did.

Briar took a deep breath, her gaze sweeping over the assembled group. Arkenev, Tiberon, Julian, Celadine, Murda, Gideon, Thorne, Lirr, Sylphina, Hargrim, and, of course, Illyria and Whisper. She could feel the tension in the air, the fear and uncertainty that lingered like a storm on the horizon, but she also felt something else. Something stronger. Resolute. Determined. United.

Together, they could do this.

Briar leaned forward, her voice carrying over the hushed murmurs of the others. “Thank you all for coming. I know this isn’t easy, and I know we’re all scared. But we can’t let that fear control us. We have to be strong. We have to be brave. We have to fight.”

Illyria gave her a small smile, and Briar felt a surge of warmth in her chest. She was doing this for Illyria. For the woman who had given her a second chance at life. For the woman who had stolen her heart and made her want to be a better person. For the woman who was determined to change the world, and who had already changed Briar’s world in ways she never could have imagined.

“I don’t know all the details of what you’ve been through, Illyria,” Briar continued, “but I know what it’s like to be hunted. To be afraid. And I won’t stand by and let it happen to anyone else, especially not someone as good and kind as you. So we’re going to figure this out, and we’re going to fix it. Together.”

“Thank you. And thank you all for coming. I know this isn’t easy, and I can’t tell you how much it means to me to have your support. I promise I won’t let you down.”

“You already saved me,” Briar said, her voice soft. “You’ve got nothing to prove.”

Illyria’s cheeks colored, and she cleared her throat. “Right. So, ah, let’s get to work, then.” She gestured to the diagram spread out on the table. “Gideon, you said you have some ideas for how we can cleanse the Sanctum without the Senate’s involvement?”

Gideon nodded, his expression grim. “I’m afraid it won’t be easy. The curse and darkness that’s been placed on the mansion is . . . potent. And it’s been festering for centuries. But it can be done. We just need to gather the right materials, and perform the ritual in the right way.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do,” Illyria said. “What do we need?”

Gideon’s gaze swept over the others. “I’ll need to consult some of my books and alchemical texts, but I believe I have a good idea of where to start. There are certain herbs and reagents we’ll need, as well as⁠—”

“—I have been cultivating a Sunbloom for such a purpose. The hummingbirds’ wings whispered of a possible need for it,” Celadine said, “and I always try to heed their fluttering truths.”

Illyria’s eyes lit up. “That would be perfect. Thank you, Celadine.”

Gideon inclined his head. “The Sunbloom is a good start, but we’ll need more. There are other reagents and artifacts we’ll need to gather, and the ritual will take time to prepare. And even then, it may not be enough.”

Briar frowned. “What do you mean?”

Gideon’s gaze met hers. “The curse is strong. It’s been allowed to fester for too long. To truly cleanse it, we may need to confront the source of the darkness itself. Or rather, herself.”

Illyria’s brow furrowed. “But how do we do that?”

Gideon’s lips thinned. “You saw her power. She’s got roots deep in the mansion, I’m sure of it. But if we find them, perhaps we can loosen them.”

“Then we’ll start with seeking them out.”

The others nodded in agreement, and Illyria’s smile was like a beacon in the storm. “Thank you, all of you. I can’t tell you how much this means to me. To all of us. We’re going to need all the help we can get to convince the Senate that we’re not fostering occult activities, but trying to rid Luminara of them. And we’re going to need to prepare for the possibility that the Crimson Ledger will come after us again. But I know that together, we can do it.”

Gideon cleared his throat, and all eyes turned to him. “The Labyrinthius cult was an ancient and secretive organization that once sought to harness the power of a primordial entity imprisoned beneath Luminara. The entity is said to be a source of immense magic, but also of unfathomable darkness. The cult believed that by tapping into its power, they could reshape the world to their liking. The cult was eventually disbanded, and the entity was sealed away within a labyrinth beneath the city. But their dark magic lingers still, and the labyrinth is said to be an ever-shifting, malevolent force.”

Caelan’s brow furrowed. “And you were involved with these wretches?”

Gideon nodded, his expression grim. “I was a member of the cult when I was younger. I was . . . misguided. I thought I could use the power of the entity to reshape the world, to make it a better place and find my plac ein it. But all I found was darkness and despair.”

“Then how can we be sure that the seals are still intact?” Illyria asked. “If the cult was disbanded, how do we know they haven’t been tampered with?”

Gideon’s lips thinned. “That’s the thing. We don’t. And that’s what makes this so dangerous. If we can find a way to cleanse the mansion and prove that the seals on the Labyrinth are still intact, then we might be able to win back the Senate’s trust.”

Arkenev nodded. “We must show great caution, however. The Ledger’s influence is considerable, and they won’t hesitate to use it against us.”

“Then we’ll need to be smarter,” Briar said. “We’ll need to be one step ahead of them at every turn.”

“Whatever you need, I’ll help,” Thorne said, his voice gruff. “I can set up wards around the perimeter, and I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve to keep unwanted guests out.”

Sylphina, the gnome engineer, nodded. “I can help with the traps, and I’ve been working on some new devices that should be easily adapted to help bolster the Sanctum’s defenses.”

“And I can help with the magical defenses,” Illyria said, her voice determined. “We can weave light spells into the very stones of the mansion to protect it.”

“I can also help with that,” Julian said. “I’ve got a few friends who might be able to lend us a hand.”

Briar’s chest swelled with pride as she looked at them all. “You’re all incredible. And I’m so grateful for your help. We can do this. Together, we can win this fight.”

Illyria’s smile was like the dawn breaking through the storm clouds. “Thank you, all of you. I promise I won’t let you down.”

Whisper let out a chuf, and Briar reached down to scratch him behind the ears. “We won’t let you down, either.”

“Then let’s get to work,” Illyria said. “We have a lot to do if we’re going to save the Starlight Sanctum.”

Briar remained by Illyria’s side, offering her support as the others began to chart out their plans in greater detail. She could see the weight of everything bearing down on Illyria, the fear and uncertainty, but she was doing her best to hold it together. It was all Briar could do to keep from reaching for her, to hold her close and never let her go. But she had to be strong. For Illyria. For the others. For herself.

For the future she was going to fight for.

They spent the rest of the evening in the private room at the Silken Verse until they were all drowsy and weary from planning. But even bleary-eyed, Illyria’s smile was like the dawn breaking through the storm clouds.

And then there was a knock on the sliding panel of their private room, and all eyes fixed on a figure standing in the doorway. Gideon and Arkenev covered up the plans they’d been charting as Briar answered the door.

An elf with verdant hair stood in the doorway, and Briar’s jaw nearly fell open. Delphys, the archivist from the Lyceum.

“Delphys?” Illyria rose to her feet, blinking rapidly. “What are you doing here?”

Delphys looked around the cramped inn room, her gaze lingering on the wraithwolf pup at Illyria’s feet. “I wanted to speak with you. I know what’s been happening with your shop, and . . . I wanted to offer my assistance.”

Illyria’s eyes narrowed. “Assistance? After everything you’ve said and done to oppose my work?”

Delphys’s cheeks colored. “I was . . . wrong. I see that now. You’re doing something incredible, Illyria. You’re bringing light and hope to the city, and I . . . I want to help. I want to be a part of that, too.”

Briar watched the two of them, the tension in the air thick as a fog. She could see the hurt in Illyria’s eyes, the way it warred with her desire to forgive. And she could see the sincerity in Delphys’s eyes, the way she was pleading for a second chance.

“Please, Illyria. I know I don’t deserve your forgiveness. But if you’ll let me, I want to help.”

Illyria let out a long breath, and Briar felt her own heart pound in her chest. She wanted to see Illyria happy, and she knew that meant letting go of her anger and hurt. It was a lesson she was still learning, but one she was determined to master.

“Then we could use all the help we can get,” Illyria said at last. “We’re trying to cleanse the darkness from the mansion, and . . . we’re not sure we can do it on our own.”

Delphys’s eyes widened. “Then I’ll do whatever I can to help. I’m sorry for the way I treated you, Illyria. I was . . . misguided. But I see now that what you’re doing is important. And I want to be a part of it, too.”

Illyria’s smile was like the dawn breaking through the storm clouds. “Thank you, Delphys. I’m glad to have you on our side.”

As the rest of their team succumbed to exhaustion, Briar pulled Illyria aside. “I’m so proud of you, you know. For everything you’ve done.”

Illyria’s gaze softened, and she reached out to cup Briar’s cheek. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

Briar leaned into her touch, her eyes fluttering closed. “I’m just glad I could be here for you. To help you.”

Illyria’s thumb brushed against her cheek, and Briar’s heart swelled. “You’ve done so much more than that, Briar. You’ve . . . you’ve given me hope. A future I never thought was possible.”

Briar’s eyes fluttered open, and she saw the truth in Illyria’s gaze, the love and longing she’d been too afraid to admit. “I love you, Illyria. I’ve never stopped.”

Illyria’s smile was like the sun breaking through the clouds. “I love you, too. And I’m never going to let you go.”

Briar leaned in, her heart pounding in her chest, and brushed her lips against Illyria’s. She tasted like the sea, and home, and everything Briar had ever longed for. Briar’s heart pounded in her chest, and she wrapped her arms around Illyria’s waist, pulling her close. Illyria let out a soft, contented sigh, and Briar felt the weight of the world slip away. Here, in this moment, there was only Illyria, and the promise of a future they would fight for together.


Chapter
Twenty-Nine



As a former professor, Illyria was accustomed to drawing on endless reserves of patience for even the most difficult of students, but the motley rabble assembled before her would put even the saintliest of teachers to the test.

Several members of the Luminaran Senate, accompanied by the imperious Vespera Crimsonblade, stood in a cluster near the entrance to the Sanctum, along with Starweaver Thalendrel and his Lyceum entourage. Gideon and Arkenev hovered close to Illyria, while Jorn and a few of Briar’s crew, including the pirate herself, lurked in the shadows.

Illyria cleared her throat and adjusted her shimmering robes, trying to ignore the oppressive weight of terror that weighed on her spine. “Thank you all for coming,” she began. “I know you have your doubts, and I understand why. But I promise you, I am not a member of the Labyrinthius cult, nor have I ever been. I only learned of their existence a few days ago. I know you have all accused me of trafficking in forbidden magics, but I assure you, I have done no such thing. I have, however, learned of a grave danger to Luminara, and I am determined to cleanse it from our city. I ask that you bear witness to the ritual that will cleanse the Starlight Sanctum of its darkness, and I ask for your help in ensuring that Luminara is protected.”

“Then what in the hells is that thing haunting your building?” Vespera demanded, pointing to the Sanctum. “And why are you so determined to cover it up?”

Illyria took a steadying breath. “I had hoped to keep people from it because I did not yet understand it myself, and didn’t want to put anyone in needless danger against something unknown. But I was wrong to try to handle it alone, and I can’t keep trying to fight the darkness on my own. I need your help. All of you.”

The Senate members cast one another dubious looks.

“This building was once home to the Labyrinthius cult, who sought to harness the power of an ancient force for their own ends. The ritual they performed here left a darkness that has festered, and it is that darkness that has plagued me and my efforts to restore this place. But I believe I have found a way to cleanse it, to free Luminara of the threat it poses, and for that, I will need all of your cooperation.”

The Senate members murmured amongst themselves, but Senator Garson, the man who’d first announced the investigation into Illyria, raised a hand to silence them. “Let us see it for ourselves.”

Illyria led the way to the grand staircase and began to ascend. “I’m going to take you to the top floor of the Sanctum. There, you will see the source of the darkness that has been plaguing us. And then I will show you how I mean to cleanse it. But I warn you—what you are about to witness will not be easy. It is a dark and malevolent force, and it will not go quietly.” She gestured to Gideon, who brought forth the warding crystals they’d devised. “Please wear these as an added measure of protection, though I fear even they may not be adequate. However, if we are to save Luminara, we must all face it head-on.”

“Why?” a Senator asked, her long face shadowy in the dim light of the darkened Sanctum. “Why do you care so much for this city and its fate?”

Illyria took a deep breath. “Because I know the city of Luminara carved itself free of darkness long ago so it could shine as a beacon of light and liberty in the Heart Realms. I wish to do the same with magic.” She turned to Starweaver Thalendrel, as well. “I hope that, in time, you will see the value in what I am trying to do here, and that we can work together to bring the Lyceum into the fold. But for now, I thank you for your willingness to witness this.”

Illyria turned to the Sanctum’s regulars. “And to all of you, thank you for your hard work and dedication to the Sanctum. You have all been instrumental in bringing us to this point, and I am grateful for your help.”

She took a deep breath, feeling the warmth of her allies’ presence around her. “Now, let’s get to work.”

The others followed her up the stairs, the atmosphere growing heavier with each step. The grand chamber at the top of the Sanctum awaited them, darkened and foreboding, the air thick with the potential of the forces that lurked within. The labyrinth pattern carved into the floor almost seemed to writhe and pulse with dark channels.

Vespera and her Crimson Ledger allies, the Senate members, Tiberon, the Starweaver and his Lyceum colleagues, Gideon, Arkenev, Julian, Murda, Jorn, and a few more of Briar’s crew all followed her into the chamber, and Illyria felt the weight of their gazes upon her. The chill of the chamber’s air seemed to seep into her bones, and she drew her shimmering robe tighter around her.

Illyria stepped into the center of the chamber, her heart pounding. Even with so many others around her, she could feel the dark presence seething in the air drowning out all other senses. It was like a storm about to break, and she could only hope she was ready for what she was about to unleash.

Illyria raised her hands to the ceiling, and the chamber was filled with a soft, cool light: the color of stars. The light wove itself into a series of intricate, celestial patterns that danced around the chamber, and Illyria’s voice rose in a melodic chant that seemed to echo the stars themselves.

Lightweaving. This was the power that Thalendrel and others had fought so hard to shelter from the outside world—the power to scrub away the darkness and wreath despair in light. She had taught it before to other Sapphirae, coaxing them to be beacons amidst the shadows, but if she could not use that power to bring light to every shrouded corner of the realms, then how could she truly call herself a lightweaver? She could not pick and choose which darknesses were worth her effort. The Sanctum needed her here, as did, surely, countless other places. And so she would answer that call, no matter how much the other Sapphirae present chafed to see it.

Thalia and Gideon joined in, their voices low and rumbling, and the stone of the chamber began to vibrate with their power. The voices of stone—those summoned from it and those born to it both, both sides of a chthonic strength. As they inlaid their chants together, the labyrinth pattern on the floor began to shift and writhe, as if the very earth beneath them was coming alive.

Maela stepped forward, her hands wreathed in flickering flames, and she began to shape the fire into intricate patterns, weaving it into the stone of the chamber. The flames danced across the walls, casting eerie shadows, and the air grew thick with the scent of smoke and molten metal.

The chamber hummed with the different energies that should have been discordant, but somehow seemed to harmonize into something greater. The air was heavy and charged, and the light flickered and danced across the walls. The shadows seemed to twist and shiver, as if something within them was trying to break free. The gathered crowd watched with a mix of fear and fascination, and Illyria could only hope that they were all ready for what was to come.

Then, with a hiss of escaping air, she was there. The dark wraith woman, materializing before them, her form more terrifying and powerful than Illyria could have imagined. Her gown was a shifting darkness that seemed to absorb the very light around her, and her eyes glowed with an eerie light, like twin stars burning in the void.

Illyria could feel the gathered crowd’s fear, their anger, their desperation. She could feel it twisting and knotting within her, too, a dark mass that wanted nothing more than to lash out, to punish the wraith and all her wickedness. But that was the darkness speaking, the same darkness that had plagued the wraith herself, that had haunted the Sanctum and threatened to consume Luminara whole with greed and desperation. It was a darkness that had to be purged, a truth Illyria had come to understand in the depths of her despair.

“Don’t be afraid,” the wraith hissed, her voice like nails on glass. “Embrace me, and together, we can unlock the true potential of the darkness at the labyrinth’s heart. Together, we can have power beyond your wildest imaginings.” She smiled, a silvery scythe of a mouth appearing in her darkened face. “All you have to do is accept me, and I will make your enemies pay with the sliver of the Labyrinth I harnessed for myself. I will bring your darkest desires to life.”

Illyria stood firm, her resolve unwavering, even as the wraith’s eyes turned to her. This was it. She’d prepared as best she could, but now the real test was at hand. The Luminaran Senate and Lyceum representatives, her friends and allies, all watched with bated breath. Now it was up to her to finish this.

Illyria took hold of her spell, and threaded even greater determination into it. The labyrinth beneath her feet pulsed with a silvery light, and she began to chant again, her voice rising in a melodious call that seemed to echo the stars themselves.

Julian Hartley stepped forward, a Luminaran who’d embraced lightweaving so readily, his eyes alight with a fierce determination. The young man’s hands danced with a warm, golden light, and he wove delicate patterns in the air to complement Illyria’s. Beside him, Delphys was casting a series of protective wards, her voice a low rumble that seemed to shake the chamber’s very foundations, and her eyes glowed with a fierce determination.

Celadine and Eren, too, called upon the depths of the Wildwoods. From their hands sprouted thick, green vines that slithered forth to encase the chamber, embracing the stones with verdant solemnity, a promise of growth and rebirth. As the vines twisted and coiled around the room, the air grew thick with the scent of loamy soil and fresh growth, and the chamber seemed to pulse with new life.

Illyria could feel the magic of her allies resonating with her own, their voices rising in a harmonious chorus that seemed to fill the chamber with a radiant warmth. The darkness was still there, lurking in the shadows, but with each note of their songs, it seemed to retreat further and further, until at last, the chamber was filled with a warm, golden light.

“You think you can defeat me with your toys, your trinkets, your nursery rhymes?” The wraith laughed, her voice bouncing everywhere, surrounding them. “I have seen the primordial chaos. I have witnessed true power. Why not join me? Together, we can pry it open in full.”

“Why should I?” Illyria asked. “Look at the strength I already have with me. No one being can embody it. Not even you.”

The wraith shrieked, and with a violent rush of gale force, flung Illyria from her feet.

She should have been thrown across the chamber, smashed like porcelain against the stone. But Briar stood behind her, a solid mountain, and caught her at once. Even as Briar stumbled back, others rushed in to support them; the vines surged forth to cradle them, and fire licked back the dark tendrils the wraith had summoned.

Even still, it took every ounce of Illyria’s strength to keep her spell from faltering, to hold back the seething darkness that threatened to swallow them all. She could feel the darkness gnawing at the edges of her consciousness, its tendrils of shadow twisting and writhing as if to escape her grasp. It was a force unlike any she’d ever faced before, a dark and malevolent power that seemed to warp the very air around them.

The wraith loomed before her, seething even greater now that Illyria tried to defy her. “Fool. All will abandon you. Just as they abandoned me. In time, you’ll see.”

As the wraith’s eyes met hers, Illyria was filled with a sudden, overwhelming sense of despair. The darkness within her stirred, a vile and twisted thing, and a heavy, cold weight settled in her chest, and she was struck by a sudden vision, as if the wraith was reaching into her mind and dragging her down into the depths of its tormented soul.

The vision came unbidden, as sudden and startling as a bolt of lightning. Illyria was standing in the midst of the grand entry hall of the Albemarle Mansion, its walls festooned with silken banners and tapestries, its floor laid with a rich mosaic of midnight blue and starlit white. The air was thick with incense, the cloying scent of it nearly suffocating her, and the mansion echoed with the sound of a man’s anguished cries.

A man’s voice—rich and velvety, like the softest silk—called out to her from the darkness, and she felt her heart clench with fear. “Please,” the man begged. “I will do anything to save my family. I will do anything to spare them from your darkness.”

The vision shifted and warped, and Illyria found herself standing at the center of the great parlor, the wraith looming over her like a cruel guide, its eyes blazing with malevolent glee. She felt the darkness creeping up her spine, winding its way into her mind and her heart, and she struggled against it with all her might. But it was no use. The darkness was relentless, and it would not be denied. It was already seeping into her, twisting and contorting her, and she felt herself sinking deeper and deeper into the abyss.

Illyria watched as a young woman with dark hair and a shimmering gown approached the man, her eyes alight with a fierce determination. “The darkness will not be denied,” she declared, and Illyria shivered at the chill in her voice. “It is a force beyond our understanding, a power that cannot be tamed. You would be wise to make peace with it, and accept your fate.”

The man shook his head, his eyes filled with a desperate plea. “No. I cannot. I will not allow the darkness to consume me. I will find a way to banish it, to save my family.”

The young woman’s eyes narrowed, and Illyria could see the darkness swirling within them. “You think you can banish the darkness? You think you can save them?” She pointed to the man’s family, who huddled together in the shadows, their eyes wide with fear. “This is the only way to save them from it. Destroy them and you shall all be free.”

The man’s eyes were filled with anguish. “Save them . . .”

Illyria’s mind reeled, the visions cascading through her consciousness like a relentless tide. The Albemarle family’s plight unfolded before her, their desperation palpable, their fear a living thing. She watched, heart aching, as the wraith woman’s malevolence seeped into the very stones of the mansion, her curse a dark stain upon the legacy of the house.

“I will end it,” the man said, storming through the mansion’s corridors. “I will destroy it. I will destroy them all.”

He sent a pickaxe into the mansion’s foundations, and shards of stone sprayed around him.

“I must . . . find . . .”

In the vision, the wraith’s form flickered, and for a moment, Illyria saw her not as a specter of darkness, but as a woman of flesh and blood. A woman whose life had been cruelly snatched away by the cult she’d been sucked into, her body entombed within the mansion’s foundations. The revelation struck Illyria like a bolt of lightning, illuminating the path forward.

The basement chamber. The memory of it was clear in her mind, the chill of the underground room where she had first met Maela, the emberforged elf, and Caius, the stray cat that had made the Sanctum its home. It was there, beneath layers of stone and time, that the wraith’s physical remains lay hidden, anchoring her curse to the Sanctum.

Illyria’s eyes snapped open, the vision dissipating like mist in the morning sun. She was back in the labyrinth chamber, the weight of her allies’ expectations pressing upon her. But now, she held within her the key to their salvation.

She turned to her companions, her gaze sweeping over the anxious faces of Arkenev, Gideon, and the others. “The wraith,” she began, her voice steady despite the turmoil within, “her remains lie beneath us, in the basement chamber. We must sever her tether to this world there as well as here.”

“But how?”

Illyria turned to Starweaver Thalendrel, her eyes filled with a fierce determination. “Thalendrel,” she said, “you must go to the basement chamber. We will perform a synchronized ritual.” Nostalgia softened her tone. “Just as we did in so many demonstrations, long ago.”

Thalendrel’s eyes glittered with a thousand constellations as he nodded. “Moondrop . . .”

“I will cast the spell here, and you will match me in the basement chamber to amplify it.”

“Then let us begin.”

Illyria watched as Thalendrel departed, his footsteps echoing through the chamber. For now, the fire spells and Julian’s lightweaving were holding the wraith at bay, but they couldn’t last for long. Illyria steadied herself, giving Thalendrel a few minutes’ time, to get in position.

Then, when an echoing warmth filled her chest from below, she began to cast her spell. Her voice rose in a melodic harmony of magic, her words echoing through the chamber as she wove a complex pattern of light and shadow. The air around her seemed to shimmer and pulse with energy, the scent of night-blooming flowers filling her nostrils as she poured her heart and soul into the spell.

They were linked through their weave, and Illyria saw through his eyes. In the basement chamber, Thalendrel stood before the stone walls, his eyes closed as he focused his mind on the task at hand. He could feel the weight of the wraith woman’s remains beneath his feet, the darkness seeping into his very bones. But he stood resolute.

As Illyria’s spell reached its climax, Thalendrel opened his eyes and began to cast his own spell. His movements were fluid and graceful, his voice rising in a harmonious chorus with Illyria’s. The air around him seemed to shimmer and pulse with energy, the scent of the earth filling his nostrils as he wove a complex pattern of light and shadow.

Illyria could feel the connection between them, the synchrony of their spells filling her with a sense of hope and determination. For now, as colleagues, lightweavers, and Sapphirae, they both wanted the same thing: to stop the darkness.

The dark energy shivered and trembled, and the wraith woman’s cries grew more desperate. She reached out, her claws raking against the walls of the temporary prison they’d caged her in—stone and fire, light and verdant life, but she could find no purchase. The darkness was closing in on her, and there was no escape.

And then Whisper stepped forward, his eyes blazing with a fierce determination. The wraith woman’s gaze locked with his, and a shudder raced through her form.

“Whisper . . .”

Illyria had known that the wraithwolf was not what he seemed. He’d come to them for some purpose the wraithwolves of the Shrouded Vale knew. Illyria had assumed, then, that it was an ally she needed in the darkness. But the truth had always been so much more obvious, now that she saw it. A wraithwolf’s very purpose had always been to devour the dark.

The wraith’s shadows began to unravel and dissipate around Whisper, drawn into him as if by some magnetic force. The wraith woman’s prison grew smaller and smaller, and Illyria feared for Whisper, for what might happen if the darkness consumed him. But still, he did not falter. His resolve remained unwavering.

Illyria summoned all her strength, her voice rising in a melodious chorus that echoed through the chamber. She poured every ounce of her will into the spell, refusing to let Whisper’s sacrifice be in vain.

At once, the wraith’s snarls crescendoed into a banshee-like shriek, and the chamber trembled in her vengeful grip. The light from their spells shattered like glass, and darkness seeped back into the room, filling it with a tangible weight. The darkness rippled with echoes of the labyrinth’s endless halls, whispers that seem to mock and jeer at them.

Illyria watched in horror as the wraithwoman’s dark form rippled, its edges fraying like charred parchment embers dancing up into smoke. It shivered and shuddered, and then with a sudden, violent lurch, the darkness seemed to fold in on itself, spiraling inward. It condensed around Whisper like a suffocating shroud.

Whisper didn’t so much as flinch.

And at last, with a final, resonant note, the shadowy form was banished. The light in the chamber grew steadily, illuminating the room once more. The echoes of the wraith’s cries dwindled to nothingness, and a suffocating weight seemed to lift from the very air itself.

Illyria released the magic, her shoulders sagging with the release of the oppressive atmosphere, and she drew in a deep, cleansing breath. Around her, she could see the same relief echoed in the faces of her allies, the tense lines of fear and determination giving way to shared triumph. The tightness in her chest eased as the specter of the dark entity finally relinquished its hold on her mind, and for the first time in what felt like days, she felt . . . at peace.

At least, until a low whine broke the silence, and Illyria was scrambling forward, heedless of the aches in her limbs. “Whisper! Oh, sweetie, are you okay?” She fell to her knees beside the wraithwolf, and the others crowded around her, their own concerns evident.

Whisper’s whine was softer now, but there was an undeniable weakness to it, and Illyria’s heart ached at the sight. But there didn’t seem to be any sign of injury on him—no shadows lingering in his fur or sapping the light from his eyes. If there were any harm done to him, it was a subtler kind.

Quickly, Illyria whispered a soft incantation, her fingers dancing over Whisper’s gleaming fur. The magic was cool and soothing, a simple spell, one to ensure that he wasn’t harmed by the cleansing magic, but Illyria hoped that it would be enough to ease his suffering.

“Whisper is going to be fine,” Celadine said, and the tension in Illyria’s chest released. “He just needs some time to rest and recover.”

“But . . . what did he do?” Illyria asked, brushing her hand over Whisper’s fur. He was cool to the touch, but his gaze had a new clarity, and Illyria felt the weight in her chest lift. “I thought he was just an ordinary wraithwolf. Even their kind shouldn’t be able to withstand . . .”

“Whisper is anything but ordinary.” Celadine approached Illyria and knelt down beside her, her smile soft and gentle. “He was chosen to guard the Shrouded Vale, just as the other wraithwolves were. They’ve been fighting against the power of corruption for untold ages, and it seems they sensed something within you that they knew you’d need Whisper’s power to combat.”

One of the senators frowned as she shuffled forward. “But wraithwolves are a symbol of darkness, an omen of death. More proof of Illyria Moondrop’s dark deeds that she keeps one as a pet.”

“It’s a common misconception, I’m afraid.” Celadine’s expression turned sympathetic. “Wraithwolves are creatures of balance. They exist to ensure that the darkness is not allowed to overtake the light. Just as there are forces of darkness in the world, so, too, are there forces of light. The wraithwolves, with their ability to counteract the shadows, have always been an important safeguard against darkness’s encroachment.” She smiled serenely, seemingly unruffled by the entire events of the day. “And with such a powerful ally in the Sanctum’s roots, darkness shall never take hold again.”

Illyria looked down at Whisper, her heart swelling with gratitude. “Thank you,” she whispered, and she could feel the warmth of his magic soothing her. It felt like the gentle brush of starlight against her skin, a soft kiss of a night breeze. “You saved us.”

Whisper nuzzled against her hand, and his gaze met hers. In the depths of his eyes, she saw the profound wisdom that lurked within him, a well of ancient knowledge and power. It was a knowledge that was at once deeply familiar and entirely alien, but she would trust it with her life.

She looked around the chamber, at the faces of her allies, her friends. Whisper was recovering, his gaze clear and serene. Celadine Dewleaf, her heart in her eyes. Gideon, a tender smile carved across his lips. Arkenev, his mouth drawn into a tight line but his eyes filled with warmth. Julian Hartley, offering her a subtle nod of encouragement. And, of course, Briar, Illyria’s rock, her eyes shining with pride and relief.

The weight in Illyria’s chest eased as she looked at them, as she took in the shared relief and triumph in their eyes. The specter of the dark entity that had plagued her mind finally relinquished its hold, and for the first time in what felt like hours, she felt . . . at peace.

And that was something. That was everything.

It was enough.

As Illyria and her allies began to exit the labyrinth chamber, a handful of Senate representatives remained, their expressions grave. It was clear the last few hours had left them deeply affected, the shadows of doubt and disdain that had marred their faces now softened. As they met Illyria’s gaze, they offered her respectful nods.

“Professor Moondrop,” Senator Garson spoke, his voice filled with humility and awe. “We owe you an apology.”

Illyria offered him a small, tired smile. “You have nothing to apologize for.”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “We were so wrong about you. You have done a great service to the city of Luminara today. You have removed the last vestiges of the Labyrinthius cult and revealed the darkness that lingered within this city. It is obvious now that the Starlight Sanctum has brought together many likeminded magic practitioners of all sorts to do good for the city and not harm. You have my word that I will work to help you secure the future of the Sanctum.”

Illyria’s throat tightened, and she had to blink away the moisture gathering in her eyes. She’d expected to face even more opposition from the Senate once they witnessed the terrible curse within the mansion’s depths. She allowed herself a small, tired smile. “Thank you,” she said, her voice soft. “I am grateful for your understanding, and your support. We will need it as we move forward, I think.”

Though twilight greeted them as they left the chamber, Illyria reveled in the warmth and certainty that they had brought a new light to the city of Luminara.


Chapter
Thirty



Early morning found Briar mingling anonymously amongst the market crowds of Luminara. The sky was a pale, bleached blue, and the first boats unloaded their catches at the piers as she wound her way through the throng, avoiding the still-drunk revelers spilling out of the taverns. Vendors crowded the dockside markets, selling a dizzying array of goods: sweet treats and steaming mugs of coveleaf; baskets of fresh fruit and bags of aromatic spices; and a sea of wares from across the realm—silks from the Assyntinian Steppes, precious stones from the Ognn Mountains, and sea glass from the Naiads.

With the curse that had shadowed her for years lifted, Briar no longer felt quite so bound to the itinerant life as a pirate, though it was the only one she’d really ever known. She no longer had to seek out a Prism to cure herself, which felt odd after so long searching for one. She’d thought it would be a relief, but the opposite was proving true.

She lifted a frosted pastry to her mouth, but then returned it to the wax paper wrapping, finding her appetite waning. A pirate’s life wasn’t one she’s ever thought of retiring from, not until the curse had been lifted. Now, though, she couldn’t help but wonder at the prospect. What if she could strike out on a new path, instead? One where she wasn’t always dodging imperial soldiers or waging battles against rival pirates?

The thought made her stomach twist, and her mind shied away from the challenge. She’d spent so long seeking out the curse’s cure, it felt impossible to fathom what came next.

She paused by a stall offering ink, parchment, and quills, and allowed herself to imagine it. Briar, Captain of the Defiant, becoming a legitimate trader. Sitting in meetings with the Luminaran Senate and merchants’ guilds, hammering out trade deals not just for her crew’s gain, but for the good of her adopted home of Luminara. Her signature on treaties and trade agreements that could change the face of the realms forever.

It was a daunting prospect, and it was exhilarating all the same.

When Briar returned to the Defiant, Jorn greeted her with a hesitant nod. He still seemed to carry some heavy burden on his shoulders after the ordeal with her sickness, and she couldn’t help but feel a pang of guilt. After all, he’d been there at the Sanctum, and when her curse was finally lifted, and he’d seen firsthand the toll it took on her. But still he worried for her, in a way that made her never wish to disappoint him again.

“Cap’n,” he greeted her. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine,” she lied. “Better, anyway. Still a bit woozy, but⁠—”

“Briar,” Jorn said, a warning in his voice. “You don’t have to lie to me. I’ve been with you too long to not know when you’re feeling off.”

She sighed, leaning against the railing. “It’s just . . . strange, is all. I’ve been chasing that damn thing for so long, I don’t know what to do with myself now that it’s done.”

“Maybe you could start by telling Illyria how you feel,” Jorn said. “She’s been worrying for you, too, you know. She’s seen the way you’ve been struggling.”

Briar’s gut twisted with guilt. “I’ve been trying to, Jorn. But every time I think about it, I just . . . I can’t help but feel like I’m asking her to give up her whole life for me. And I know she’s already given up so much.”

Jorn frowned. “Is that what you think she’s doing? Giving up her life?”

Briar blinked at him. “Isn’t she? She’s bound to Luminara, and now that she’s got her shop back, she’s got a whole life ahead of her. A real life, with real people who love her.”

Jorn crossed his arms over his chest. “And? You think you aren’t one of those people giving her joy?”

“That’s not what I meant,” Briar said weakly.

“Then what did you mean, Briar? You think you can’t have both? A life on the sea and a life in Luminara? You think you’re the only one who’s ever wanted that?”

Briar’s throat tightened. “I just . . . I don’t want to hold her back, Jorn. She’s got so much potential. She could change the world.”

“And what about you? You don’t think you could change the world, too?”

Briar’s shoulders slump. “I don’t know anymore. I love the sea, but . . . I love it here, too.”

Jorn sighed, unfolding his arms. “I’m sorry, Cap’n. I didn’t mean to upset you. I just . . . I want you to be happy, that’s all. I want you to have everything you deserve.”

Briar gave him a sad smile. “I know, Jorn. I know.”

“And is that all that’s got you moping now?”

Briar drew herself up. “I’m not moping.”

“Pouting, then. Smells the same. The lads and I were worried about you.”

Briar sighed. “You don’t have to be. It’s just—” She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I just don’t know what to do with myself anymore.”

Jorn’s eyes softened. “I get that. It’s a lot to take in. The curse is gone, and you’ve got a woman who’s looking at you like you hung the stars in the sky.”

Briar snorted. “Pretty sure she hung the stars in the sky herself.”

Jorn’s mouth twisted, but he didn’t laugh. “So what’s got you in knots?”

Briar hesitated. “It’s just—everything’s changed, hasn’t it? And I thought it was what I wanted, but now . . .”

“Now the possibilities feel like a burden.”

Briar’s eyes misted. “I just . . . I can’t help but wonder, is all. What if I could do both? Be the captain of the Defiant and help Luminara, too? What if I could build a future for the Sea Serpents, not just on the waves but in the city, as well? What if we could make Luminara our home, like I’ve always wanted, but not just for me, for all of us?”

Briar’s crew greeted her with a mixture of concern and curiosity as she emerged, their eyes lingering on her longer than usual. Thorne, though, was first to approach. “Cap’n,” he said, “we were thinkin’ of plannin’ a trip to the Naiad Isles next. The market’s ripe for a good haul, and we could use some of that sea glass they’ve been collectin’ for a big sale.”

Briar nodded, her thoughts far away. “Aye, that sounds like a good plan. We could use the extra coin.”

“Or we could always hit up the Southern Reaches,” Hargrim suggested, a mischievous glint in his eye. “I hear they’ve got some new spice trade we could pinch.”

Briar’s lips twitched. “You mean ‘borrow.’”

“Whatever you call it, it’s just a suggestion.” Hargrim winked. “I’m always happy to test out new spices.”

Briar’s crew had always been good at lifting her spirits, even when she was feeling her lowest. Their banter and jests had been a constant through the years, through the trials and tribulations of their voyages. She’d been their captain for over a decade, and they’d followed her through thick and thin. They’d weathered storms, fought off rival pirates, and plundered more than their fair share of treasure. And now, as she struggled to find her footing in this new world, they were there for her once more.

It was in the stories they shared of past exploits that Briar started to see the way. The way she could integrate her life as a pirate with her aspirations for legitimate trade. The way she could make a life for herself and her crew in Luminara, and still be the captain of the Defiant. The way she could leave her mark on the world, not just through the waves, but through the city, as well. And as they laughed and told their tales, Briar felt her resolve strengthen.

Maybe it was time for a new voyage after all.

Briar’s mind was still spinning with the possibilities when the knock came at her cabin door. She’d been in the midst of sketching out a plan for the future of the Serpents when Jorn’s voice called out, “Cap’n, you’ve got visitors.”

Briar’s stomach clenched. She’d been expecting this, but she’d been hoping she wouldn’t have to face it so soon. She’d been hoping she’d have more time to figure out what she wanted, to figure out a plan.

But when she opened the door, she didn’t find Illyria waiting for her. She didn’t find a messenger from the Lyceum or the Senate, either. Instead, she found Rane, flanked by Argo Flintlock, his right-hand man.

Briar’s hand went to the cutlass at her hip. “What do you two want?”

Rane held up his hands. “Easy, Captain. We’re not here for a fight.”

Briar’s eyes narrowed. “Coulda fooled me.”

Argo stepped forward, his hands folded behind his back. “We just want to talk, is all. We owe you a bit of an apology.”

“Don’t tell me you’re giving up the ruthless life,” Briar said. “You don’t seem like the type to be content with peace and quiet.”

Rane’s smile was saccharine. “I assure you, Captain, we have no intention of giving up our business.”

“Good,” she said. “We wouldn’t want you to lose your touch.”

“Not to worry. But, that’s not why we’re here. We wanted to talk to you about Illyria Moondrop.”

Briar’s hand tightened on the hilt of her cutlass. “What about her?”

“I think we both got her all wrong,” Rane said. “We were too focused on her, and the Starlight Sanctum, as competition.”

“She’s still a rival,” Argo said. “And Luminara’s still a growing market, especially for the sort of goods we traffic in.”

“But we’ve realized,” Rane continued, “that’s a good thing. In fact, Luminara could use more competition, especially in the magic field. We’ve seen the kind of restrictions the Lyceum puts on knowledge and goods, and we don’t like it. Luminara’s future doesn’t belong to the likes of them, and the Sapphirae elves who run it.”

“I can’t argue with that,” Briar said. “Lyceum’s been a right pain in me ass for years.”

“So we were thinking,” Rane said. “Perhaps it’s time we reconsidered our position on Illyria. The Sanctum could use a strong ally in the market, and from what we hear, she’s quite taken with you.”

Briar’s heart hammered in her chest. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means we see potential for cooperation between our groups,” Rane said. “But only if you’re willing to set aside your pride and come to the table with us.”

“And why should I believe you?” Briar asks.

Argo stepped forward. “We’re not asking for your trust. We’re asking for a chance. We think you and the likes of Illyria Moondrop could do a lot of good in Luminara, and in the realms beyond.”

Briar studied Rane, her lips pressed in a thin line. “You know, for a moment there, I almost believed you. But then I remembered who you are.”

Argo’s gaze flicked to his boss, a barely-there hint of a frown.

“You’re nothing but a snake in the grass,” she continued, her words clipped and cold. “And you know what? I’m flattered you think I’m stupid enough to fall for this.” She leaned in, her voice low and dangerous. “But if you think I’m just gonna take your word for it that you’ve suddenly had a change of heart, then you’ve got another thing coming.”

“Captain,” Argo said, “please. I understand this is . . . difficult to believe, given our history. But the truth is, we’re offering you a chance to work with us. To shape the future of Luminara, and beyond.”

Briar’s laugh was harsh and mocking. “The only thing you two have ever shaped is a noose. And I’m not going to be your next victim.”

Rane’s smile vanished, replaced with a cold glint of fury. “You’re making a mistake, Captain.”

“Maybe I am. Maybe I’m not. But one thing’s for sure.” She gave them both a sly smile. “I’ll give it some thought. But I’m going some terms of my own.”

“Of course,” Argo said.

Briar’s smile was slow and dangerous. “I’m thinkin’ it’s time I made a few changes to my business model.”


Chapter
Thirty-One



Illyria met with Starweaver Thalendrel in the quiet gardens overlooking Luminara, the city’s many lanterns and floating spellglobes glowing in the evening sky. She dressed in her most formal attire, a shimmering robe of midnight blue and silver stars, and was careful to pull her hair back and secure it with a few pins, not wanting to look too disheveled for the occasion. She’d never been one to shy away from confrontation, but she was walking a delicate tightrope with the Lyceum once more, and saw no reason to risk offending in more ways than already necessary.

“Starweaver Thalendrel.” Illyria greeted him with a deep bow, her voice as calm and serene as she could manage. Being in the Starweaver’s presence always did put her in mind of being a young student called before the headmaster to explain herself, and even as a professor, that feeling never truly went away. “Thank you for agreeing to meet with me.”

Thalendrel nodded, offering a hand for Illyria to shake. “It is the least I can do, given the circumstances. And I admit, I am curious to see the fruits of your labor.”

Illyria’s hand was swallowed by Thalendrel’s long, slender fingers, and she felt the weight of centuries in his gaze. “I hope you will find them to your liking.”

They settled onto a stone bench, and Thalendrel steepled his fingers, regarding Illyria with an unreadable expression. “I must confess, I was . . . perhaps too hasty in my judgment of you and your work.”

Illyria blinked in surprise, her confidence faltering for a moment. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

Thalendrel’s eyes drifted to the city below, the sprawling labyrinth of Luminara’s streets and canals. “The Lyceum has long held to the belief that our knowledge is sacred and should be preserved at all costs. But in my pursuit of that goal, I have perhaps lost sight of the greater good. If your shop can bring magic to the people of Luminara, and foster understanding between our people and the other races . . . then perhaps I was wrong to stand in your way.”

Illyria’s heart raced. Surely she had misheard him? But he seemed sincere enough, and the Starweaver had never been one for joking, cruelly or otherwise. “Thank you, Starweaver. I . . . I never wanted to oppose the Lyceum. I only wanted to share the knowledge I’d learned from you with the world.”

Thalendrel inclined his head, and for a moment, he looked almost kind. “I know. And I am sorry for not seeing that before.”

“Then you’ll help me?” Illyria asked, her pulse quickening with hope.

Thalendrel hesitated. “I will not stand in your way.”

She smiled wryly. “That’s not quite the same thing.”

“I know.” Thalendrel matched her smile with a tight, cautious one of his own. “But it is the best I can offer. I will not promise the Lyceum’s full support, not yet. But if the Starlight Sanctum can prove its worth to Luminara, then perhaps we can come to a more amicable arrangement.”

Illyria considered his words, and then nodded. “I understand. Thank you, Starweaver. I will do my best to make you proud.”

Thalendrel gave her a thin smile. “I have no doubt you will.”

Illyria took her seat beside Arkenev and Tiberon in the Luminaran Senate’s grand hall, surrounded by the city’s most influential leaders and politicians. The hall stood in glowing testament to Luminara’s wealth and power, with its gilded arches and marble columns. As the Senate’s representatives filed in and took their seats at the head of the chamber, Illyria couldn’t help but glance at the empty chair at the center of the dais, where the Lord Governor would normally preside. She knew the rumors about the Lord Governor’s illness, and the whispers that the Senate was in disarray. But she had to believe that the city’s leaders would see the value in her work, and the Starlight Sanctum’s potential.

Senator Valerius, the head of the Senate’s Committee on Arcane Affairs, stood and cleared his throat, and the room fell silent. “We are gathered here today to hear the petition of Illyria Moondrop, proprietor of the Starlight Sanctum, to reinstate her permit to operate a magical establishment within the city of Luminara.” He looked down at Illyria with a cool, assessing gaze. “Miss Moondrop, you may begin.”

Illyria swallowed hard and stood, her heart pounding. She felt the weight of the Senate’s collective gaze upon her, and she knew that this was her chance to make her case. “Thank you, Senator Valerius.” She tried to keep her voice steady, but it wavered slightly. “I know that I have made mistakes in the past, and I understand the Senate’s concerns about the Starlight Sanctum and its place within Luminara. But I believe that the Sanctum has the potential to be a beacon of knowledge and understanding, not just for the people of Luminara, but for all of the Heart Realms. We have already begun to make strides in that direction, and I hope that the Senate will see fit to allow us to continue our work.”

Senator Valerius nodded. “And what strides have you made, Miss Moondrop?”

Illyria took a deep breath. She had prepared a lengthy speech for this occasion, but it all felt fruitless, pointless, self-important. Perhaps, after all that had happened, simplicity was the best.

So she said merely: “We have already brought together people of all backgrounds and creeds within our walls, and have shared knowledge and magic from across the Heart Realms. We have healed the sick, and mended the broken, and provided a sanctuary for those in need. That is the kind of magic I wish to bring to Luminara. Not the dark shadows of the past, but the light of the future.”

As silence hung heavy in the hall, she could see the senators’ expressions shifting, from skepticism to grudging respect. They leaned forward in their seats, eyes brightening with interest as they conversed with one another. Even Senator Garson gave the slightest nod of his head. Finally, Valerius spoke again.

“Thank you, Miss Moondrop. Your passion for your work is clear, and I believe that the Senate can see the value in what you are trying to accomplish. We have been swayed by the recent events at the Starlight Sanctum, and the way that it has brought the people of Luminara together. Therefore, the Senate has come to a decision. We will reinstate your permit to operate the Starlight Sanctum, effective immediately.”

Illyria’s heart leapt with joy, and she could feel the tension in her shoulders melting away. She turned to Tiberon and Arkenev, and they both gave her a nod of approval. “Thank you, Senators. I promise that the Starlight Sanctum will not disappoint you. We will do everything in our power to make Luminara proud.”

The grand opening of the Starlight Sanctum was a sight to behold.

Illyria stood at the top of the grand staircase, her heart swelling with pride as she looked out over the bustling main hall. The chandeliers overhead twinkled with a thousand tiny lights, and the air was thick with the scent of incense and fresh-baked pastries. The café was properly open now that she had a permanent baker on staff, and the air was filled with the soft strains of a harp and the gentle chirping of magical songbirds. The courtyard was alive with activity, the herb garden awash in a riot of color from the exotic blooms on display, and patrons old and new filled every corner of the Sanctum, their faces alight with excitement and wonder.

Illyria watched the first patrons file in through the Sanctum’s grand doors, the steps leading up to them already thronged with a line that snaked down the street. She stood at the top of the steps, watching the newest hires she’d added to the Sanctum’s staff to help run the register and assist customers, all of them in their finest attire. It was a beautiful day, a perfect day for a new beginning.

As the first patrons filed in, the staff began to distribute the treats, and Illyria watched as the mood of the crowd shifted from one of curiosity and uncertainty to one of celebration and joy. She recognized many of the faces from the Sanctum’s original opening, and she was heartened to see so many new ones as well. People from all across the Heart Realms had come to show their support, and Illyria felt a surge of gratitude and pride.

Gideon was hard at work in the kitchen, his stonewight hands a blur as he shaped and molded dough into delicate pastries, his face split into a wide, toothy grin. Illyria had been so grateful when he’d agreed to join the Sanctum’s staff, and his skill as a baker was already a hit with the crowd. He’d even managed to coax a few of the Sanctum’s regular staff into helping him, and they all laughed and joked together as they worked, the tension of the past moon finally melting away.

“Illyria, darling!” a familiar voice called out, and Illyria turned to see Arkenev striding toward her, a glass of sparkling wine in hand. “Congratulations. You’ve done it.”

Illyria smiled and took the glass from him, taking a long sip. “It’s not just me. It’s all of us. And . . . well, I think we all needed a little bit of hope after everything that’s happened.”

Arkenev’s expression softened, and he reached out to squeeze her hand. “I think you’ve given them more than hope, Illyria. You’ve given them a future.”

Illyria’s heart swelled, and she leaned into Arkenev’s side. “Thank you. For everything.”

Arkenev’s smile was warm and genuine, and Illyria felt a surge of gratitude for the demon. For all the times she’d felt out of place in Luminara, he’d been a constant source of support and friendship.

She turned her attention back to the crowd, her smile widening as she watched the patrons weave through the Sanctum’s main hall. She’d been worried that the Crimson Ledger’s threats would keep people away, but if anything, the crowd was even larger than she’d hoped. She’d been so afraid that the darkness that had plagued the Sanctum would linger, but the support from the people of Luminara was overwhelming. They were all here to celebrate the new beginning, the shared hope that the Starlight Sanctum represented. It was a powerful thing, and Illyria knew she owed it all to her friends and allies who had stood by her side.

“Professor Moondrop!” a voice called out, and Illyria turned to see one of the Sanctum’s regular patrons, a young half-elf woman named Elys, hurrying toward her. “Congratulations on the reopening! I can’t wait to see everything you’ve done with the place.”

“Thank you, Elys,” Illyria said, her heart swelling with warmth. “I’m so glad you could make it. Is there anything I can help you find?”

Elys bit her lip, and Illyria could see the nervousness in her eyes. “I . . . well, I was hoping you might have something for my headaches. They’ve been getting worse lately, and I’ve tried everything.”

Illyria took Elys’s hand in hers and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “Of course. We have a number of tonics and tinctures that might help. Why don’t you come with me, and we can see what we can find?”

Elys’s face brightened, and she nodded. “Thank you, Professor. I really appreciate it.”

Illyria led Elys to the apothecary section of the main hall, where the shelves were lined with all manner of alchemical ingredients and remedies. She picked out a few different options for Elys to try, explaining their properties and how they might help, and Elys’s eyes widened with wonder as Illyria spoke. It was a familiar dance, one Illyria had performed countless times in her alchemy classes at the Lyceum, and she felt a pang of nostalgia for those days. But this . . . this was her true calling. Sharing her knowledge with the people of Luminara, and helping them find the magic they needed to heal and thrive.

As Elys left with a small pouch of remedies, Illyria turned her attention back to the rest of the crowd, ready to help them find the magic they needed to mend their hearts and souls.

As Illyria turned to greet another patron, a young Emberforged man with a wistful air about him, a sudden, sharp crack echoed through the main hall. Illyria’s head snapped toward the sound, her heart racing as she scanned the room. Her first thought was that the grand chandeliers had come loose from the ceiling, but the lights still twinkled overhead, and the Sanctum’s patrons merely glanced at one another with mild confusion. No one else seemed to have noticed the noise at all.

Illyria’s eyes narrowed as she scanned the room, trying to pinpoint the source of the sound, when she saw it: a small, shimmering rift in the air, not far from the conservatory. The edges of the rift glowed with a faint, sickly green light, and the air around it seemed to ripple and warp, like the surface of a pond. Then, with another sharp crack, the rift expanded, and a thick, cloying fog began to pour out of it, filling the air with an acrid, metallic stench.

Illyria’s heart raced. A magical mishap, then, and a potent one at that. If she didn’t act fast, the rift could grow out of control, and who knew what kind of damage it might wreak on the Sanctum and its patrons?

She didn’t have time to call for help. She had to act, and quickly. Stepping forward, Illyria called upon the lightweaving magic she’d learned in the Sapphire Isles, her hands glowing with a soft, silvery light. The crowd parted before her, and she could feel the eyes of the Sanctum’s patrons upon her as she approached the rift. The fog was thick and heavy, and it clung to her skin like spiderwebs as she reached out to touch the rift’s edge.

The rift pulsed and writhed beneath her touch, and for a moment, Illyria feared it might lash out at her. But she focused her will, her mind clear and calm, and the rift shuddered and began to contract, the fog sucking back into the tear in reality until the rift vanished with a final, muted pop.

The crowd let out a collective sigh of relief, and Illyria’s heart swelled as she turned to see the expressions of gratitude and awe on their faces. She smiled and gave them a small, reassuring nod, then turned to make her way back to the grand staircase.

“Professor Moondrop, are you all right?” It was Mrs. Thistledown again.

Illyria nodded, her heart still racing. “I’m fine. Just a minor magical mishap. Nothing to worry about. Apparently someone needs to adjust their potion ratios.” She glanced over her shoulder, eyeing the alchemist she suspected was to blame.

Mrs. Thistledown’s eyes widened. “But you stopped it. Just like that.”

Illyria chuckled and shook her head. “It was nothing, really. Just a little lightweaving magic.”

Whisper padded down the grand staircase, his paws silent on the marble steps despite his now immense size. Far from the pup she’d found wounded in the Vale, he was a full-grown wraithwolf now, his haunches up to her waist. Illyria’s heart ached to see him so changed, and yet she was grateful, too. His features were sharp and ornate, shimmering with even more vivid colors than before. He was breathtaking, and Illyria knew he’d be a radiant guardian for the Sanctum, stalwart and determined.

“Whisper,” she said, and he looked up at her, his eyes still the same glowing silver. “Are you feeling well?”

Whisper nuzzled against her in affirmation, and Illyria’s heart warmed. She was so grateful to have him back, and that he still trusted her despite everything. “Come on, then,” she said, and leads him down the last few steps to the main hall.

The crowd parted for them, and Illyria could feel the eyes of the Sanctum’s patrons on them. She knew they were all curious about Whisper, and she ws eager to show them what a good boy he is.

She led Whisper over to the kitchen, where Gideon and the rest of the staff were hard at work preparing the pastries and teas that will be served at the grand reopening. Gideon’s face lit up at the sight of a rejuvenated Whisper, and he wiped his hands on his apron as he hurries over to them.

“Look at you,” he said, crouching down to Whisper’s level. “You’re all grown up, aren’t you? And better than ever.”

Whisper gave a gentle huff like an embarrassed teenager, and Gideon chuckled. “Yes, I know. You’ve always been grown up. But now you look even more impressive. You’re going to be a fine protector for the Sanctum, I can tell.”

Whisper leaned into Gideon’s touch as he scratched behind Whisper’s ears. “As are you, Gideon,” Illyria said. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

Gideon stood, smile widening. “Here, Professor, I’ve some new pastries for you to sample. And I’ve got a special treat for Whisper, too.”

Illyria’s eyes widened. “You do?”

Gideon nodded. “A special pastry, just for him. I thought he might like it.”

Illyria smiled gratefully, and turned to Whisper. “What do you say we go find a place to sit and have a treat?”

Illyria led Whisper to a small seating area in the corner of the conservatory that granted her an excellent vantage of the main hall. The young dwarven person Illyria had hired to run the cash register was doing an admirable job of keeping the line moving. She’d been so nervous about the grand reopening, and the Sanctum’s staff had worked tirelessly to prepare, but it was all coming together even better than she’d hoped. The energy in the room was electric, and it filled her with a sense of hope and determination.

Illyria was just about to rise to help Gideon with the final preparations when a familiar figure strode through the door.

“Briar,” Illyria said, her heart leaping.

Briar’s smile was radiant as she approached, and Illyria’s breath fluttered at the sight of her. She looked stunning as always, but she had truly gone above and beyond today: her hair braided and adorned with a spray of delicate flowers, her eyes bright with excitement. “Illyria,” she said, her voice soft and warm. “You’ve done something truly remarkable here.”

Illyria grinned, cheeks heating. “I had some help.”

Briar reached out to take Illyria’s hand. “I’m so proud of you, Illyria. And I’m so grateful that you let me be a part of it.”

Illyria’s heart swelled, and she squeezed Briar’s hand. “I’m the one who’s grateful, Briar. For everything.” She glanced down at their joined hands, and a mischievous glint entered her eyes.

“Are you busy at the moment? I know your patrons need you, but . . .”

“I can spare a moment for you. Always.”

Briar smirked. “You know, I think I heard someone mention a certain solarium they were finally able to restore with the darkness gone . . .”

Illyria’s eyes sparkled, and she leaned in close. “I think I’d like that.”


Chapter
Thirty-Two



Illyria led Briar into the newly refurbished Solarium at the very top of the Starlight Sanctum. As the sun set, it cast a dazzling display along the solarium’s elegant walls in sprays of prismatic color that darted around them in the twilight. Briar marveled at the sight of it before turning to Illyria and kissing her gently.

“You really know how to set a dramatic scene, don’t you, Moondrop?”

Illyria’s cheeks flushed, and she looked away, her gaze drifting to the floor. “I just . . . I wanted to show you the place you saved.”

“Looks like you’ve done a bang-up job of it, too.” Briar grinned. “I’d say it’s not too shabby for a ratty old mansion, all things considered.”

Illyria chuckled and hooked her arm through Briar’s. “I’m glad you think so.”

Briar led her over to a pair of plush chairs near the windows, and they sat down, facing each other. “So. You know I’m not much for the sappy stuff, but there’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about.”

Illyria’s brows knitted together, and she worried at her lower lip. “What is it?”

Briar took a deep breath. “I been doing a lot of thinking while I’ve been laid up, and, well. I think I’ve got a plan for how I can make this work. Us, I mean. You and me.”

Illyria’s eyes widened, and her lips parted. “You do?”

Briar nodded. “I’ve got the Defiant. My crew. And I’ve got a reputation to uphold. But I’ve also got a crew who’s become like family to me to take care of, and people in Luminara who matter to me, so I can’t always do that spendign my life out on the sea, chasing after treasures and running from the law. I need a base of operations. A place I can come back to. Somewhere I can keep an eye on things, and make sure you’re taking care of yourself.”

Illyria’s fingers slipped into Briar’s, and she gives her hand a squeeze. “I’d like that. I think we could make a go of it, if you’re willing to try.”

Briar’s heart soared, and she leaned in to kiss Illyria once more. “I am. And I’ve got a plan for how we can do it, too.”

“Oh?”

“I’ve been thinking about starting my own importing business,” Briar said. “I’ve got the connections, and I know a good deal about what’s in demand. But I’ll need a warehouse, employees, and someone with a good head for business to help me run it. And most of all, I’ll need a reliable customer to get me off the ground.” She shrugged. “Someone who can keep me in line, too, when I get too big for my britches.”

Illyria’s eyes widened, and her lips parted in surprise. “You mean to stay in Luminara, then?”

“Not all of the time, but more of it, to help the business get going. I figure it’s a good way to keep an eye on you, and make sure you’re not overworking yourself. And it means we can see each other more, too, if you’re willing to let me hang around the Sanctum. I promise I won’t get in the way too much.”

Illyria’s smile was radiant. “I think that’s the best idea I’ve heard in years. I’d love to have you around more, too.”

Briar’s chest swelled with pride, and she leaned in to kiss Illyria once more. “Good.”

Illyria’s lips were soft and warm, and tasted with the sparkle of Gideon’s pastries. Briar’s heart raced as she deepened the kiss, and Illyria’s fingers twined through her hair, tugging her closer.

“Mmm. You’re sure you’re up for this?” Briar asked, her voice low and husky. “I mean, I don’t want to overdo it.”

Illyria nipped at her bottom lip, and her fingers trailed down Briar’s neck. “I think I can handle it. And if I can’t, I’ll let you know.”

Briar chuckled, and then her laugh turned into a groan as Illyria’s fingers danced along her collarbone. “Gods, you’re wicked.”

“Only for you, Captain,” Illyria murmured, and then she kissed Briar again, deep and fervent, as if she were trying to pour all her feelings into it.

Briar returned it with equal fervor, her hands sliding down Illyria’s back to her hips, and then to her thighs. She tugged Illyria’s legs apart and settled between them, the heat of her body searing Briar through her breeches.

Illyria’s fingers fumbled with the buttons of Briar’s shirt, and Briar broke away from the kiss, her chest heaving. “I’m not keeping you from your customers, am I?” Briar teased.

Illyria’s fingers stilled, and she met Briar’s gaze, her eyes dark with desire. “I want this. I want you. And I’m not going to let anything get in the way of that.” She leaned in to kiss Briar once more. “Please. I need this.”

Briar’s heart ached at the raw vulnerability in Illyria’s voice, and she captured Illyria’s lips with her own, her hands sliding up Illyria’s legs to the hem of her dress. “No more secrets. I’m yours, Moondrop.”

Illyria’s breath hitched, and she nodded. “I trust you.”

Briar’s fingers slipped beneath the fabric of Illyria’s dress, and Illyria shivered beneath her touch. “I love you, Illyria. I’m not going anywhere. I promise.”

Illyria’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears, and she cupped Briar’s cheek. “I love you, too. More than anything.”

Briar gently lifted the hem of Illyria’s dress, exposing her slender thighs and the damp heat that awaited her. With a mischievous grin, she dropped to her knees, and Illyria’s breath caught as she felt Briar’s warm breath on her sensitive flesh. Her legs trembled, and she braced herself against the solarium desk, her fingers curling into the smooth wood. Briar’s tongue darted out, tracing a delicate line along Illyria’s inner thigh, inching closer to her center with each languid stroke.

“Oh, gods,” Illyria gasped, her head thrown back in ecstasy. Briar’s tongue was a masterful instrument, teasing and tormenting her in the most exquisite ways. She could feel the pressure building inside her, the need for release growing more urgent with each passing moment.

Briar hummed her approval, her hands sliding up Illyria’s thighs to cup her hips, holding her in place as she continued her sensual exploration. She delved deeper, her tongue probing and swirling into Illyria’s folds, savoring the taste of Illyria’s arousal.

In short order, Illyria’s moans filled the room, her body writhing under Briar’s skillful ministrations. She was lost in a haze of pleasure, her thoughts consumed by the feeling of Briar’s tongue on her sensitive flesh.

Briar smiled to herself, knowing she had her lover right where she wanted her. She increased the intensity of her movements, her tongue flicking faster, harder against Illyria’s clit, driving Illyria closer and closer to the edge.

“Briar,” Illyria cried out, her fingers tangled in Briar’s hair, urging her on. “Please, don’t stop. I need . . . I need . . .”

Briar knew exactly what Illyria needed. With a final, firm suck to her node, she sent her lover over the edge, Illyria’s body shuddering with the force of her release. Illyria’s cries filled the room, echoing off the walls as she rode the waves of pleasure coursing through her.

As Illyria’s tremors subsided, Briar stood, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. She grinned at Illyria, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “I love the taste of you,” she purred, leaning in to kiss Illyria’s lips swollen from where she’d bitten them.

Illyria’s eyes were dark with desire, her breath still coming in ragged gasps. “You’re amazing,” she whispered, her fingers tracing the curve of Briar’s jaw. “I never imagined I could find . . .”

Briar chuckled, her hands sliding down Illyria’s back to rest on her hips. “There’s a lot you haven’t imagined,” she teased, her voice low and seductive. “But we’ve got all night to explore, don’t we?”

Illyria’s heart raced at the promise in Briar’s words. She nodded, her lips curving into a smile. “All night, and then some,” she agreed, her fingers intertwining with Briar’s. “And I can’t wait to see what else you have in store for me.”

As they resumed their heated kiss, Illyria’s nimble fingers slid down Briar’s body, deftly untying the laces of her trousers. Briar’s heart raced in anticipation, her body aching for the touch she knew was coming. Illyria’s hand slipped inside her breeches, her long, slender fingers brushing against Briar’s heated folds, sending shivers down her spine. Illyria’s touch was feather-light, teasing her entrance before sliding forward to find her swollen clit. Briar gasped into the kiss, her hips bucking involuntarily as Illyria’s skilled fingers began to stroke her in time with the rhythm of their kisses.

Illyria’s touch was electric, her every movement calculated to drive Briar wild with desire. Her fingertips danced around Briar’s clit, circling it before flicking it lightly, eliciting a moan from the pirate’s lips. Briar’s grip on Illyria’s hips tightened, her nails digging into her skin as the half-giant struggled to maintain control. “Gods, Illyria,” she groaned, her voice a low growl. “You’re driving me insane.”

Illyria’s response was a breathy chuckle, her fingers dipping lower to tease Briar’s entrance before returning to her swollen node. “Good,” she purred, her voice a sultry whisper in Briar’s ear. “I want you to feel every single sensation, every ounce of pleasure I can give you.”

Briar’s breaths came in ragged gasps as Illyria’s skilled fingers continued their relentless assault on her sex. The half-giant’s hips bucked and twisted, her body a taut bowstring on the verge of snapping. Illyria’s touch was electric, each stroke of her fingers sending jolts of white-hot pleasure coursing through her veins. “Gods, Illyria,” she moaned, her voice a hoarse whisper. “I’m so close.”

Illyria’s response was a breathy chuckle, her fingers not slowing their torturous pace. “I want to feel you come apart in my arms, Briar. I want to know what it feels like to make you fly apart.”

Briar’s world narrowed to the feel of Illyria’s fingers on her heated flesh, the cool air of the room caressing her flushed skin, and the heady scent of their mingled arousal. She could feel the pressure building inside her, coiling tighter and tighter, like a spring wound to its breaking point. “I’m . . . I’m going to . . .” she panted, her grip on Illyria’s hips tightening.

“That’s it,” Illyria coaxed, her fingers moving even faster. “Let go for me, Briar. I’ve got you.”

With a strangled cry, Briar’s orgasm crashed over her like a tidal wave, stealing her breath and her sanity. Her entire body tensed, every muscle clenching. As Briar’s orgasm subsided, she slumped against the desk, her chest heaving and her heart pounding in her chest. Illyria’s fingers, still wet with their combined arousal, gently stroked her thigh, soothing her as she caught her breath.

Briar’s skin was slick with a sheen of sweat, and her hair was a wild tangle around her flushed face. She turned her head to look at Illyria, her eyes dark with desire and gratitude. “Gods, woman,” she panted, “you’re going to be the death of me.”

Illyria’s eyes twinkled with mischief as she straightened her dress, her cheeks flushed a pretty shade of pink. “Not if I have anything to say about it,” she teased, extending a hand to Briar.

Briar laughed wearily. “You’re right about that.”

They stopped in Illyria’s bedroom to tidy themselves, share another kiss, then another, and then tidy themselves once more. When they emerged from the upper levels, though, the Sanctum was still alive with activity. The conservatory in particular was packed with patrons eager to try Gideon’s magical confections. Illyria greeted a few of the patrons as they passed, and Briar followed along, content to bask in the warmth of her smile and the soft touch of her hand against hers.

As they reached the front door, Illyria hesitated, her expression turning wistful. “I know it’s been a long day, and I can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve done for me, Briar.”

“Say no more, my lady.” Briar bowed deeply. “I’ll take my leave of you for now, but you can count on me to be back tonight.”

Illyria’s smile was radiant. “I’ll hold you to that.”

Briar’s heart swelled with pride, and she leaned in to kiss Illyria once more.

Illyria’s lips were soft and warm, and she tasted like Gideon’s sweet pastries, bright and a little laced with magic. Briar’s heart raced as she deepened the kiss, and Illyria’s fingers twined through her hair, tugging her closer. When they finally parted, Briar was breathless, her knees weak. “I’ll see you soon, Moondrop.”

Illyria’s cheeks were flushed, her eyes bright. “I’ll be counting the minutes.”

Briar managed to tear herself away, and as she made her way down the front steps, she felt like she was walking on air. The future was bright, and full of promise, and she was ready to meet it head-on, with Illyria at her side.
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