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PROLOGUE

	The Queen They Buried Alive

	The Funeral Without a Body

	The bells began ringing before dawn.

	Slow.

	Heavy.

	Mournful.

	The sound rolled across the Kingdom of Valoria like a funeral prayer whispered by the dead.

	People emerged from their homes dressed in black.

	Shopkeepers closed their doors.

	Merchants abandoned their stalls.

	Even the beggars disappeared from the streets.

	For the first time in generations, the capital stood silent.

	Today, a queen was being buried.

	At least that was what everyone believed.

	The procession wound through the city beneath gray skies.

	Nobles walked beside priests.

	Soldiers lined the streets.

	Thousands followed behind the royal carriage carrying a coffin carved from white stone.

	Flowers covered every inch of its surface.

	Roses.

	Lilies.

	Nightshade blossoms.

	Enough beauty to disguise the rot hidden beneath.

	The people cried.

	They lowered their heads.

	They whispered prayers for a woman they had never truly known.

	None of them realized the coffin was empty.

	No body rested inside.

	No queen waited beneath the lid.

	Only darkness.

	And a secret capable of destroying the kingdom.

	From the balcony of the royal palace, King Malrec watched the procession disappear into the distance.

	His expression never changed.

	He looked neither sorrowful nor relieved.

	Only tired.

	The kind of exhaustion that came from carrying a burden too heavy for one man to bear.

	Beside him stood Lord Cassian Veyne.

	Commander of the royal armies.

	Master of the king's spies.

	The most feared man in Valoria.

	Cassian followed the funeral with cold silver eyes.

	"Do they believe it?"

	The king's voice sounded rough.

	Cassian nodded.

	"They saw a coffin."

	"They always believe a coffin."

	A bitter smile touched the king's lips.

	"Then it is done."

	"No."

	Cassian's gaze remained fixed on the distant procession.

	"It has only begun."

	The king said nothing.

	Because both men understood the truth.

	Queens did not simply die in Valoria.

	Not anymore.

	Not since the curse awakened.

	Not since the crown began demanding blood.

	Far below the palace, the bells continued ringing.

	The sound echoed through streets and cathedrals.

	Through markets and graveyards.

	Through crypts older than memory.

	And deep beneath the city, something answered.

	Something ancient.

	Something hungry.

	Something that had waited a very long time.

	The Curse Beneath the Crown

	Long before Valoria became a kingdom, before castles rose from stone and kings ruled from gilded thrones, the land belonged to darker things.

	Old things.

	Things whose names had been erased from history.

	The priests called them myths.

	The scholars called them legends.

	The dead called them masters.

	No one spoke openly of the Hollow King anymore.

	No one spoke of the bargain made centuries ago.

	No one spoke of the first queen buried alive beneath the royal crypt.

	Yet every monarch knew the truth.

	The crown was cursed.

	Not metaphorically.

	Not symbolically.

	Literally.

	Every ruler inherited the same burden.

	The same promise.

	The same debt.

	Power in exchange for blood.

	Prosperity in exchange for sacrifice.

	A kingdom protected by a darkness it could never escape.

	For centuries, the arrangement endured.

	Then the sacrifices stopped.

	And the curse began to awaken.

	The signs appeared slowly at first.

	Harvests failed.

	Children vanished.

	The dead refused to remain buried.

	Whispers emerged from empty graves.

	Priests abandoned their faith.

	Entire villages disappeared overnight.

	Most disturbing of all, queens began dying.

	One after another.

	Young.

	Healthy.

	Beautiful.

	Dead.

	No wounds.

	No poison.

	No explanation.

	Only fear.

	The kingdom called it misfortune.

	The king knew better.

	The curse was collecting what it was owed.

	And the debt was growing.

	A Kingdom Waiting to Rot

	As the funeral procession reached the royal cemetery, rain began falling.

	Thin drops at first.

	Then heavier.

	The sky darkened.

	Wind swept through rows of ancient gravestones.

	Priests tightened their robes.

	Soldiers shifted uneasily.

	The cemetery stood on a hill overlooking the capital.

	From there, the entire city could be seen.

	Its towers.

	Its markets.

	Its cathedrals.

	Its crowded streets.

	Beautiful from a distance.

	Dying underneath.

	Cracks spread through the kingdom like disease.

	Noble houses plotted against one another.

	Border lords gathered armies.

	The treasury weakened.

	The people grew restless.

	Every corner of Valoria carried the scent of decay.

	Not visible decay.

	Political decay.

	Moral decay.

	Spiritual decay.

	The kind that destroyed kingdoms from within.

	The queen's empty coffin was lowered into the earth.

	The gathered crowd bowed their heads.

	Prayers filled the air.

	Rain soaked black clothing.

	Thunder rolled across the horizon.

	Then the ground trembled.

	Only once.

	Briefly.

	Almost imperceptibly.

	Most people ignored it.

	A few glanced around nervously.

	The priests exchanged frightened looks.

	They recognized the sign.

	The old stories spoke of such things.

	The dead shifting beneath the earth.

	The curse stirring in its sleep.

	The kingdom had received a warning.

	No one wanted to acknowledge it.

	Above the cemetery, a raven landed atop the queen's unfinished monument.

	It watched the burial silently.

	Patiently.

	As though waiting.

	Far away, beyond the capital walls, beyond the forests and rivers and villages, a young woman dug graves beneath a storm-dark sky.

	She did not know a queen had just been buried.

	She did not know a kingdom was dying.

	She did not know her life was about to change forever.

	But fate already knew.

	The curse already knew.

	And somewhere beneath the earth, something ancient opened its eyes.

	The funeral had ended.

	The story had begun.

	 


PART I

	DAUGHTER OF THE DEAD

	 


Chapter 1

	Where Graves Bloom

	The Cemetery Beyond the Wall

	The dead lived better than the living in Blackthorn Hollow.

	At least that was what Elara Graves often thought.

	The cemetery sat beyond the village walls where the earth remained fertile and green. Wild roses climbed ancient monuments. Ivy embraced weathered tombstones. Birds nested among marble angels whose faces had long since eroded beneath centuries of wind and rain.

	The village itself was another matter.

	Rotting roofs sagged over muddy streets.

	Children wandered barefoot through puddles contaminated by sickness.

	Hungry men sat outside taverns too poor to serve ale.

	Women carried empty baskets to markets with little food left to sell.

	Every year Blackthorn Hollow seemed to sink deeper into misery.

	Only the graveyard flourished.

	Death, it appeared, was the kingdom's most reliable harvest.

	Elara pushed her shovel into damp soil.

	The earth parted easily.

	Fresh graves always did.

	Rain from the previous night had softened the ground.

	Thunderclouds still lingered overhead, casting long shadows across the cemetery.

	She wiped sweat from her forehead and glanced toward the newly carved headstone waiting beside the open grave.

	Another child.

	Nine years old.

	Fever.

	The disease had taken three more this week.

	She stopped counting months ago.

	Counting made it hurt more.

	The villagers often asked how she could spend every day surrounded by death.

	The answer was simple.

	The dead never frightened her.

	The living did.

	The dead expected nothing.

	Demanded nothing.

	Lied about nothing.

	They simply rested.

	People were far more dangerous.

	A raven landed atop a nearby monument.

	Its black eyes followed her movements.

	The bird had been appearing frequently lately.

	Always watching.

	Always silent.

	Elara tossed a pebble in its direction.

	The raven did not move.

	"You're becoming irritating."

	The bird tilted its head.

	Still watching.

	Still waiting.

	Eventually she returned to digging.

	The grave needed finishing before sunset.

	Storms were coming.

	She could feel them in her bones.

	Daughter of the Gravekeeper

	The cemetery belonged to the Graves family.

	It always had.

	For generations they served as caretakers of the dead.

	Digging graves.

	Maintaining monuments.

	Preparing burials.

	Tending crypts.

	The work passed from parent to child like an inheritance nobody wanted.

	Yet somehow it endured.

	Elara's father often claimed their family performed a sacred duty.

	Elara suspected that was merely a poetic way of describing poverty.

	The cemetery cottage stood near the western gate.

	Small.

	Weathered.

	Perpetually cold.

	Home.

	She found her father repairing a broken lantern beside the porch.

	His gray beard looked damp from the mist rolling through the graveyard.

	"You missed supper."

	Elara dropped her shovel beside the door.

	"I was working."

	"You are always working."

	"Someone has to."

	The old man snorted.

	"That sounds suspiciously like something I would say."

	"It is."

	Her father laughed.

	The sound quickly faded.

	The laugh often did these days.

	His shoulders looked thinner.

	His hands trembled more than they once had.

	Age was catching him.

	Slowly.

	Relentlessly.

	Inside the cottage, another cough echoed through the walls.

	A harsh sound.

	Wet.

	Painful.

	Elara's smile disappeared immediately.

	Her brother.

	The cough came again.

	
	
	
	
	
	The Dead Never Lie
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