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Prologue:
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The war between shadow and starlight was never supposed to end in desire.

For four centuries, the divide held. The Nocturne Court ruled the eastern territories with venom-laced blood magic that could stop a heart in three seconds, while the Starlight Legion commanded the west with light-forged weapons that burned shadow to ash. The treaty signed after the Last Reckoning forbade marriages between the courts, forbade alliances, forbade even speaking each other's names without cause. When Tavren Blackveil of the shadow heirs fell for Kyneris Dawnshatter of the light-blessed commanders four hundred years ago, both courts executed them on the same moonless night—a warning etched in blood and starfire that some boundaries existed for reasons deeper than politics.

The magic does not forgive hesitation. It does not forgive desire. And it certainly does not forgive the blood-venom bond that forms when shadow poison mixes with starlight during mortal combat—a bond that creates addiction, amplifies power, and kills both parties within seventy-two hours if severed.

Syvelle Ashborn learned this truth at 11:34 p.m. on the autumn equinox, when Vaelis Thornhart's light-blade pierced her shoulder during an ambush in the Shattered Woods, and her venom magic—instinctive, desperate, flooding her bloodstream at 184 beats per minute—merged with his starlight in a way that should have killed them both.

It did not kill them.

It bound them.

And now, standing in the throne room of the Nocturne Court with his scent still clinging to her skin and the bond burning hot beneath her ribs, Syvelle does the only thing a shadow heir can do when faced with the enemy who holds her life in his hands.

She lies.
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Chapter 1
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Syvelle Ashborn stood before the Obsidian Throne at 2:17 a.m. on September 23rd, her left shoulder still bleeding through the hastily tied bandage, and lied to her queen with a steady voice that betrayed none of the chaos rioting beneath her skin.

"He ambushed me in the Shattered Woods," she said. The throne room smelled of blood orchids and dark incense, scents that usually grounded her but now made her stomach twist with something she refused to name. "I eliminated three of his soldiers. He fled when reinforcements arrived."

Queen Nyssia leaned forward, silver eyes glinting in the dim light of suspended shadow-orbs. Her black gown seemed to absorb the darkness around her, making her pale face float like a moon in an endless night. "And yet you return injured, Syvelle. Explain."

"A lucky strike." The lie tasted like copper on her tongue. "It won't happen again."

It was already happening again.

The bond pulsed beneath her ribs—a ribbon of foreign warmth that had no place in a body built from shadows and venom. Every heartbeat sent an echo through that connection, and she felt him on the other end of it. Felt his rage. His confusion. The way his pulse had spiked to 156 beats per minute when he realized what they had done.

What they had become.

"Lucky," Nyssia repeated, her voice soft in the way that preceded violence. She rose from the throne, and the shadows in the room rose with her, twisting into shapes that had no name in any mortal language. "Vaelis Thornhart does not rely on luck, child. He is the Royal Commander of the Starlight Legion. He has killed forty-seven of our finest warriors in single combat. And you expect me to believe he fled?"

Syvelle's hands did not shake.

They wanted to shake. Her entire body wanted to shake with the force of keeping the bond's heat contained, of not letting a single flicker of reaction cross her face. But she was a shadow heir, trained since age six to control every micro-expression, every breath, every tell that made humans readable. So her hands stayed steady at her sides, even as her pulse climbed to 147 beats per minute.

"He fled when Naessra and her squad arrived," Syvelle said. "Three against one became undesirable odds."

Another lie.

Vaelis had not fled. He had staggered backward with her venom in his veins and his starlight burning in her blood, his silver eyes wide with the same horrified recognition that must have been mirrored in her own dark gaze. They had stared at each other for exactly seven seconds—she had counted, even in the chaos—before Naessra's arrival forced them apart.

Seven seconds to realize they were bound.

Seven seconds to understand they were dead.

"Show me the wound," Nyssia commanded.

This was not a request.

Syvelle unlaced the leather cord holding her black tunic closed and pulled the fabric aside. The bandage beneath was soaked through, crimson spreading across white linen in a pattern that looked almost artistic in its horror. The cut ran from her collarbone to the curve of her shoulder—four inches long, precise, the kind of strike that came from a blade forged of pure starlight.

The kind of strike that should have burned her to ash.

"He held back," Nyssia observed, and Syvelle's heart stopped for one terrible moment before resuming its frantic rhythm. "That blade could have severed your arm. Instead it opened your shoulder cleanly, as if he were testing something."

"Testing my defenses." Syvelle let the tunic fall closed, fingers steady on the laces even though her pulse hammered at 162 beats per minute. "A reconnaissance strike."

"Or testing whether shadow and starlight can still touch without mutual destruction." Nyssia circled her, and Syvelle felt the queen's gaze like a physical weight on her spine. "The old magic demanded separation for a reason. Four hundred years ago, Tavren Blackveil and Kyneris Dawnshatter proved why our courts cannot mix. They formed a bond—blood and light, venom and star—and it drove them mad. They tried to unite the courts. They failed. We executed them as traitors."

The bond flared hot beneath Syvelle's ribs, and she wondered if Vaelis felt it too. Wondered if he was standing in his own throne room, lying to his own superiors, feeling the echo of her racing pulse through a connection that had no right to exist.

"I know the history," Syvelle said.

"Do you?" Nyssia stopped directly behind her, close enough that Syvelle could feel the chill radiating from the queen's power. "Because the reports from Naessra suggest something different. She says you and Vaelis stood frozen for seven seconds before you attacked. Seven seconds is an eternity in combat, child. Seven seconds is long enough to form a blood-venom bond if the conditions align."

The throne room tilted.

Syvelle's vision narrowed to a pinpoint of darkness, then expanded again, too bright, too sharp. She forced air into her lungs in measured counts—three seconds in, hold, three seconds out. Her pulse spiked to 178 beats per minute. The bond thrummed with something that tasted like panic from Vaelis's end of the connection.

He felt this too.

They were both drowning.

"The conditions did not align," Syvelle said, and the lie was so smooth it could have been truth. "I would know if I were bonded to him. The old texts say it burns like fever. I feel nothing."

"Nothing," Nyssia echoed.

"Nothing."

The queen moved back into Syvelle's line of sight, and her smile was the kind that preceded screaming. "Then you won't mind a truth-test. Merrik is waiting in the eastern chamber. His gift cuts through deception the way your venom cuts through flesh. If you feel nothing, his magic will confirm it."

This was how Syvelle was going to die.

Not in combat. Not in some glorious last stand against the Starlight Legion. But here, in her own throne room, because Merrik Stormwatch's truth-sensing would strip away every carefully constructed lie and expose the bond burning beneath her skin like a brand.

"Of course," Syvelle said. Her voice did not waver. "I welcome the test."

She did not welcome the test.

She welcomed nothing about this situation except the slim possibility that Merrik's magic worked slowly enough for her to find a solution. The old texts mentioned blood-venom bonds in passing, always with warnings, never with instructions for survival. Tavren and Kyneris had died four hundred years ago, and their story ended with execution before anyone discovered whether the bond could be broken.

"Tomorrow night," Nyssia said. "Merrik requires preparation for truth-tests of this magnitude. And you require rest."

Tomorrow night.

Twenty-four hours to figure out how to hide a bond that burned like starfire in her veins, or how to sever it before Merrik's magic exposed her treason. The old texts said severing killed both parties within seventy-two hours. She had no reason to believe the texts were wrong.

"Thank you, my queen," Syvelle said, and bowed with perfect form despite the way her shoulder screamed protest at the movement.

Nyssia dismissed her with a wave, already turning back to the Obsidian Throne and the stack of reports waiting there. Syvelle walked from the throne room with measured steps, neither too fast nor too slow, her spine straight and her face blank even as the bond pulsed with each heartbeat—foreign heat in a body made for shadow and ice.

The corridor outside was empty.

She made it seventeen steps before her hands started shaking.

Twenty-three steps before her vision blurred at the edges.

Thirty-one steps before she ducked into an alcove and pressed her forehead against the cold stone wall, breathing in sharp gasps that did nothing to steady the chaos in her chest. The bond thrummed beneath her ribs, stronger now, insistent. She felt Vaelis on the other end of it—felt his frustration, his fury, the way his jaw clenched hard enough to hurt.

How was this real?

How had seven seconds of combat bound her to the man she was supposed to kill?

"Syvelle."

She spun, venom magic flooding her fingertips in an instinctive defense, and found Mirava standing in the corridor with her arms crossed and concern etched across features that mirrored Syvelle's own. Her younger sister had the same dark hair, the same sharp cheekbones, but where Syvelle's eyes were pure black, Mirava's held flecks of silver—a mutation that marked her as poison-immune and therefore worthless to the Nocturne Court's military ambitions.

"You look like death," Mirava said flatly.

"I feel worse than death."

"Want to talk about it?"

No.

Yes.

Syvelle wanted to scream every poisonous truth clawing up her throat, wanted to confess the bond and the lies and the way Vaelis Thornhart's pulse echoed in her veins like a second heartbeat she could not silence. But Mirava was already in danger simply by being born with silver-flecked eyes in a court that valued pure darkness above all else. Confessing treason would paint a target on her sister's back.

"It was a bad fight," Syvelle said instead. "I need sleep."

"Liar."

The word hung in the air between them, sharp and certain. Mirava stepped closer, and her voice dropped to a whisper that would not carry beyond the alcove's shadow-dampened walls. "You've been a bad liar since we were children, Syvelle. You get this look—like you're trying to swallow glass. What happened in the Shattered Woods?"

Everything.

Nothing.

The end of her life as she knew it.

"I can't tell you," Syvelle said, and at least that was honest. "Not yet. But I need—" She stopped, because what did she need? Time? Answers? A way to break a bond that historical precedent said was unbreakable? "I need to think."

Mirava studied her for a long moment, silver-flecked eyes unnervingly perceptive. Then she sighed and pulled a small vial from her belt pouch. The liquid inside glowed faint purple in the alcove's dim light.

"Dreamless draught," Mirava said. "You won't sleep otherwise, and you look like you're about to collapse. Take it."

Syvelle accepted the vial with hands that still trembled, and the glass was cool against her palm—a sharp contrast to the heat of the bond burning beneath her ribs. "Thank you."

"Don't thank me. Just don't die." Mirava's voice cracked on the last word, and she turned away quickly, but not before Syvelle caught the shine of tears in her sister's eyes. "Whatever this is, whatever you're not telling me—don't die from it."

Then she was gone, footsteps fading down the corridor, and Syvelle was alone with the bond and the lies and the twenty-four hours she had to find a solution before Merrik's truth-test exposed everything.

She uncorked the vial and drank.

The dreamless draught tasted like ash and anise, and it hit her bloodstream in seconds. The world softened at the edges. Her pulse slowed from its frantic 178 beats per minute to something approaching normal. The bond's heat dulled to a manageable simmer instead of the screaming inferno that had threatened to consume her in the throne room.

Syvelle pushed away from the wall and made her way through the Nocturne Court's winding corridors to her private chambers. The guards outside her door nodded as she passed, and she managed a nod in return despite the way exhaustion dragged at her bones. Inside, she locked the door and leaned against it, eyes closed, breathing in the familiar scents of leather and steel and the faint trace of blood orchids from the garden outside her window.

She made it to the bed before collapsing.

The dreamless draught pulled her under in seconds, and she surrendered to it gratefully, letting the darkness swallow her whole. No dreams. No bond. No Vaelis Thornhart's pulse echoing in her veins like a promise of destruction.

Just blessed, temporary oblivion.

She woke at 9:47 a.m. to sunlight streaming through her window and the bond burning hotter than before.

It was worse in daylight.

At night, in the throne room, she could pretend the heat was adrenaline or injury or any of a dozen mundane explanations that did not involve being soul-bound to the enemy. But in daylight, with the sun cutting sharp angles across her bed and the bond pulsing in rhythm with her heartbeat, there was no pretending. This was real. This was lethal. And she had less than fourteen hours to figure out how to survive it.

Syvelle sat up, and her shoulder protested with a sharp spike of pain that made her vision white out for a moment. She peeled back the bandage carefully, expecting infection or worse, and found instead a wound that was already half-healed—clean edges knitting together with a speed that was wrong, unnatural, impossible.

The bond.

It was healing her.

That made a twisted kind of sense. If blood-venom bonds amplified power, and if Vaelis's starlight carried regenerative properties the way shadow magic carried decay, then of course the bond would accelerate healing. Of course it would. Because nothing about this disaster was simple or straightforward or survivable.

She rewrapped the shoulder with fresh bandages from the chest beside her bed, fingers steady despite the way her pulse hammered at 134 beats per minute. Then she dressed in fitted black leather that would not restrict movement, buckled on her blade harness, and braided her dark hair into a crown that would keep it out of her face during combat.

Because if she was going to die, she was going to die fighting.

The question was who—or what—she needed to fight.

Syvelle left her chambers and made her way through the Nocturne Court toward the Archives, a massive library carved into the heart of the mountain where the court made its home. The corridors were busier in daylight, filled with courtiers and soldiers and shadow-wielders moving through their daily routines. Several nodded to her as she passed. Some whispered. She ignored them all, focused on the single goal that had consumed her thoughts since waking: find information on blood-venom bonds that the old texts had not provided.

Find a way to survive this.

The Archives were guarded by two soldiers who stepped aside when they saw her approach. Inside, the air was cool and smelled of old parchment and ink. Shadow-orbs floated near the ceiling, casting just enough light to read by without damaging the ancient texts. Row after row of shelves stretched into the darkness, and Syvelle felt a familiar calm settle over her as she navigated toward the restricted section at the back.

This was where the Nocturne Court kept its oldest, most dangerous knowledge. Forbidden magic. Failed experiments. And, if she was lucky, information on blood-venom bonds that went beyond the sanitized warnings in the public texts.

She found Kovar the Eternal sitting at a reading table in the restricted section's heart, a book open before him and his expression grave. He was ancient—old enough that no one remembered his exact age—and his power was the kind that made even Queen Nyssia tread carefully. He had trained both Syvelle and Vaelis when they were children, before the courts' hatred made such cross-training impossible.

He looked up as she approached, and his silver-streaked eyes held no surprise.

"I wondered when you would come," Kovar said.

Syvelle's pulse spiked to 156 beats per minute. "You know."

"I know that blood-venom bonds leave a mark visible to those who know how to look." He gestured to the chair across from him. "Sit, child. We need to talk before Merrik tears your mind apart looking for truth."

She sat.

The bond pulsed beneath her ribs, and she wondered if Vaelis felt this too—this terrible, certain knowledge that they were both walking toward execution with their eyes open and no way to stop it.

"Can it be broken?" Syvelle asked. Her voice was steady, which was its own kind of miracle.

"No."

The word hit like a blade to the chest. "The old texts say—"

"The old texts are incomplete." Kovar closed his book and folded his hands on the table, and his expression was the saddest thing Syvelle had ever seen. "I was there, four hundred years ago, when Tavren and Kyneris formed their bond. I watched them try everything to break it. Every spell, every ritual, every desperate prayer to gods who stopped listening millennia ago. Nothing worked. The bond is absolute. Once formed, it cannot be severed without killing both parties within seventy-two hours."

No.

"There has to be another way."

"There is." Kovar leaned forward, and his voice dropped to a whisper that would not carry beyond the reading table's shadow-dampened sphere. "You and Vaelis can choose to embrace the bond instead of fighting it. Use the power it grants. Unite the courts the way Tavren and Kyneris tried and failed to do."

Unite the courts.

Ally with the Starlight Legion.

Betray everything the Nocturne Court stood for, every oath she had sworn, every drop of venom-laced blood in her veins that marked her as shadow-born. Syvelle laughed, and the sound was jagged enough to draw blood. "That's not survival. That's suicide with extra steps."

"It's the only path that doesn't end with both of you dead," Kovar said quietly. "The bond is not a curse, Syvelle. It's a gift. It amplifies your power. It lets you share strength and magic across the divide. Tavren and Kyneris could have changed everything if they had survived long enough to see their vision through."

"They were executed."

"They were executed because they tried to unite the courts without first securing enough allies to protect them from the backlash." Kovar pushed the book toward her, and she saw it was a journal—handwritten, the ink faded with age. "This is Tavren's record of the bond. Everything he learned, every experiment, every desperate attempt to survive. Read it. Learn from his mistakes. And then decide whether you want to fight this bond or use it."

Syvelle took the journal with hands that trembled despite her best efforts at control. The leather cover was soft with age, and inside, Tavren's handwriting was precise and elegant—the script of someone who believed their words would outlive them.

They had.

"Why are you helping me?" Syvelle asked. "You trained both courts. You know what will happen if this bond is exposed."

"I am helping you because I failed Tavren and Kyneris four hundred years ago," Kovar said, and his voice held a weight that made Syvelle's chest ache. "I trained them. I taught them everything they knew about magic and combat and survival. And then I stood by while both courts executed them for the crime of loving across enemy lines. I will not fail you and Vaelis the same way."

He stood, and the shadows in the Archives seemed to bow toward him in unconscious reverence.

"You have less than fourteen hours before Merrik's truth-test," Kovar said. "Use them wisely. And Syvelle—" He paused at the edge of the reading table's sphere of light. "The bond only forms when both parties are compatible. When shadow and starlight recognize each other as equals. Whatever you think of Vaelis Thornhart, whatever hatred the courts have bred into you, the bond sees past it. The bond knows the truth."

Then he was gone, melting into the Archives' darkness like he had never been there at all, and Syvelle was alone with Tavren's journal and the bond burning beneath her ribs and the terrible, certain knowledge that she was running out of time.

She opened the journal to the first page.

*Day One of the Bond.*

*It formed at 3:42 a.m. during the autumn equinox, when my venom magic merged with Kyneris's starlight during combat in the Shattered Woods. The pain was immediate and absolute—like being burned and frozen simultaneously, like every nerve in my body caught fire. I thought I was dying. Kyneris thought the same.*

*We were both wrong.*

*The bond did not kill us. It changed us. When I reach for my venom magic now, it burns hotter, stronger, more precise than before. When Kyneris calls her starlight, it shines brighter, cuts deeper. We tested this in secret, away from the courts' prying eyes, and discovered that our powers amplify when we are together. Not just amplify—merge. My venom can carry her light. Her starlight can channel my poison.*

*This is what the courts fear. This is why they forbid our union. Because shadow and starlight were never meant to be enemies. We were meant to be halves of a whole.*

Syvelle's hands shook so hard she had to set the journal down before she dropped it.

Halves of a whole.

That was not what she wanted to hear. That was not the answer she came searching for. She wanted instructions for breaking the bond. She wanted proof that survival did not require betraying everything she had ever believed in.

She did not want to be told she was incomplete without Vaelis Thornhart.

The bond pulsed beneath her ribs, hot and insistent, and she felt him on the other end of it—felt his rage and his fear and the way his pulse climbed to match hers at 167 beats per minute. He was reading something too. Something that made him as furious and terrified as she felt.

For one terrible moment, she wanted to reach through the bond and touch his mind.

She crushed the impulse with vicious efficiency.

Syvelle forced herself to keep reading. Tavren's journal documented the bond's progression day by day, and the pattern was clear: the bond grew stronger with time. After one week, Tavren could feel Kyneris's emotions through the connection. After two weeks, they could share thoughts. After one month, they started finishing each other's sentences and moving in perfect synchronization during combat.

After three months, they realized they were in love.

*I do not know when it happened,* Tavren wrote. *When hatred transformed into something else. Something that burns hotter than venom, brighter than starlight. I look at Kyneris and see not the enemy I was trained to kill, but the other half of my soul. The bond did not create this feeling. It only revealed what was already there, buried beneath centuries of manufactured hate.*

*The courts will execute us for this. We know it. We accept it. Because some truths are worth dying for.*

The journal ended three weeks later, the final entry dated two days before the execution.

*Tomorrow, we present our case to both courts. We will ask them to consider peace. We will show them what shadow and starlight can accomplish together. If they refuse—if they choose execution over progress—then at least we die knowing we tried. Kyneris says she has no regrets. I believe her. I believe us.*

*The magic does not forgive hesitation. But it does reward courage.*

*We are about to find out if courage is enough.*

It had not been enough.

They had presented their case, and both courts voted for execution. The historical records said Tavren and Kyneris died holding hands, their bond burning so bright in those final moments that witnesses reported seeing shadows and starlight merge into something new—something that had no name in any known language.

Syvelle closed the journal and sat in the Archives' cool darkness, trying to steady her breathing and failing. Her pulse hammered at 178 beats per minute. The bond throbbed in rhythm with her heartbeat, and she felt Vaelis's fury through the connection—felt him throw something, heard the distant crash even though he was miles away in the Starlight Legion's fortress.

He was as trapped as she was.

They were both drowning in this bond, and the only lifeline Kovar offered was betrayal. Unite the courts. Embrace the power. Die trying to change four hundred years of hatred and war.

Or stay silent and let Merrik's truth-test expose them both, leading to execution without even the chance to fight for something better.

Some choice.

Syvelle tucked Tavren's journal into her belt pouch and left the Archives. The sun was climbing toward noon, which meant she had less than twelve hours before Merrik tore through her mind looking for deception. Twelve hours to decide between certain death and probable death. Twelve hours to figure out if she was brave enough to follow Tavren and Kyneris's path, even knowing how it ended.

She made it halfway back to her chambers before the bond flared so hot it drove her to her knees.

Pain.

Not hers.

Vaelis.

Someone was hurting him, and the bond translated that hurt into sharp spikes of agony that lit up every nerve in her body. She gasped, vision whiting out, hands pressed flat against the corridor's stone floor as she fought to breathe through the worst of it. This was wrong. This was impossible. The bond was not supposed to share physical pain this intensely unless—

Unless they were dying.

No.

Syvelle pushed herself upright through sheer force of will and stumbled toward the eastern tower where she kept her travel supplies. If Vaelis was dying, the bond would kill her within hours. If he was just injured, she needed to know why. Needed to understand what threat could harm the Royal Commander of the Starlight Legion badly enough that she felt it through their connection.

She grabbed her pack, checked her weapons, and was halfway out the window when a voice stopped her cold.

"Going somewhere, shadow heir?"

Thessia Nightwhisper stood in the doorway, arms crossed and an expression of calculated interest on her beautiful face. She was Court Enchantress, illusion-weaver, and the woman who had wanted Vaelis Thornhart for herself long before the bond complicated everything.

"Training," Syvelle said, and let her pack slide back onto the bed with careful nonchalance. "I need to clear my head before tonight's truth-test."

"Liar."

That word again.

Thessia stepped into the room and closed the door behind her with a soft click that sounded like a cell locking. Her silver gown whispered against the floor, and her dark hair fell in perfect waves over one shoulder. Everything about her was calculated—every movement, every expression, every word designed to achieve maximum impact.

"You've been lying since you returned from the Shattered Woods," Thessia said. "Your tells are subtle, but they're there. The way you touch your shoulder when you think no one's watching. The way your pulse jumps when anyone mentions Vaelis's name. And now—" She gestured to the window. "—you're about to climb out your window with a travel pack. So I'll ask again: where are you going?"

Syvelle's mind raced through possible responses and discarded each one faster than her pulse climbed. Thessia was dangerous not because of her magic—though illusion-weaving was formidable—but because she noticed everything. She collected secrets the way other people collected weapons, and she knew how to wield them with devastating precision.

"The truth-test tonight will expose any deception," Syvelle said carefully. "If I were lying about what happened in the Shattered Woods, running would only confirm my guilt."

"Unless you're not running from the truth-test." Thessia moved closer, and her eyes held a calculating gleam that made Syvelle's skin crawl. "Unless you're running toward something. Or someone."

The bond pulsed beneath Syvelle's ribs, still echoing with pain that was not hers. Vaelis was hurt. Possibly dying. And Thessia was standing between her and the window like a beautiful, venomous obstacle that would take precious minutes to navigate around.

"I don't have time for games," Syvelle said.

"Neither do I." Thessia's smile was sharp enough to draw blood. "Which is why I'm going to be direct. You formed a blood-venom bond with Vaelis Thornhart. Don't bother denying it—I can see the mark it left on your aura. Shadow and starlight, twisted together in a way that should be impossible."

The world tilted.

Syvelle's vision narrowed to Thessia's face, and her pulse spiked to 189 beats per minute. How did she know? How could anyone know when Syvelle had been so careful, so controlled, revealing nothing—

"Relax," Thessia said, and her voice held something that might have been amusement. "I'm not going to expose you. Yet."

"Yet."

"I want something first." Thessia settled onto the edge of Syvelle's bed with the kind of casual grace that spoke of absolute confidence in her position. "Vaelis Thornhart was supposed to be mine. We were negotiating an alliance marriage between the courts—a political arrangement that would have given me access to the Starlight Legion's resources and him a valuable asset in Nocturne Court politics. Then you happened."

"I didn't—"

"You formed a bond that makes any other alliance irrelevant," Thessia interrupted. "The bond is absolute. It supersedes politics, marriage contracts, everything. So here's my offer: help me break the bond, and I'll keep your secret until you succeed."

Break the bond.

Syvelle's heart hammered against her ribs. "It can't be broken. The historical records—"

"The historical records are incomplete." Thessia pulled a small leather-bound book from her belt pouch, and Syvelle recognized it with a jolt—another journal, older than Tavren's, the cover nearly black with age. "This is from three centuries before Tavren and Kyneris. A shadow mage and a light-forger formed a bond and actually succeeded in severing it. They both survived for another forty years."

That was impossible.

Every text, every warning, every historical account said the bond was unbreakable. Kovar himself had told her there was no way to sever it without death. But here was Thessia, holding proof that contradicted everything.

"What's the cost?" Syvelle asked, because nothing this valuable came without a price that drew blood.

"The ritual requires three things." Thessia opened the journal to a marked page and showed Syvelle a diagram that made her stomach turn. "First, both bonded parties must consent to the severing. Second, the ritual must be performed at the location where the bond formed—in your case, the Shattered Woods. Third—" She paused, and her smile turned predatory. "—one of the bonded parties must die anyway. The magic demands a life. But if you choose who dies, at least one of you survives."

One of them dies.

The bond flared hot beneath Syvelle's ribs, and she felt Vaelis's fury through the connection—felt him reject this solution with every fiber of his being even though he could not possibly know what Thessia was offering. The bond knew. The bond understood that this was not survival but murder dressed in ritual language.

"You want me to kill Vaelis," Syvelle said flatly.

"I want you to free yourself from a bond that will get you executed when Merrik exposes it tonight." Thessia stood and placed the journal on the bed beside the travel pack. "Take this. Read it. And if you decide you value your life more than your enemy's, meet me at the Shattered Woods at sunset. I'll help you perform the ritual."

She moved toward the door, then paused with her hand on the handle.

"One more thing," Thessia said, and her voice dropped to something dangerously soft. "If you choose not to use the ritual, if you decide to embrace the bond instead of fighting it, I will expose you myself. I will tell Queen Nyssia exactly what I saw in your aura. And I will watch both courts execute you and Vaelis the way they executed Tavren and Kyneris. Your choice, shadow
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