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PROLOGUE

The First Curse

Nareth — One Thousand Years Ago

◆

“Every kingdom remembers the day it was born. Only one forgot the night it died.”
— The Book of Ash, First Chronicle


The eastern road disappeared at sunset.

Not destroyed. Not buried. Gone.

General Aric returned to the Palace of Ash with mud across his crimson cloak, a cut along his cheek, and the leather around his sword hand burned black. Queen Elyria found him on the highest balcony, staring toward the eastern mountains.

“At dawn, the road led to Avarra,” he said. “By dusk, it ended in an empty field.”

“And the people?”

“The scouts remember that people should have been there. They remember houses, gates, and a governor whose wine they disliked.” His voice lowered. “None of them can remember his face.”

Elyria looked beyond him. Nareth still shone beneath the evening sky. Gold covered the crystal towers. Lanterns awakened beside the River Elys. Children chased white doves beneath the First Tree while merchants closed their stalls and musicians promised to meet again at sunrise.

The last sunset over Nareth was beautiful.

That was the cruelest part.

The palace bells began to ring. Eight slow tolls rolled across the kingdom.

Above the mountains, the moon rose crimson.

Captain Elian spread a survey map across the council table. The road to Avarra ended at the final hill, as though the cartographer had lifted his pen and forgotten to lower it again.

“The city did not burn,” he said. “There are no ruins, bodies, tracks, or spell residue. Spirit readers found no dead. Void scholars found no displacement.”

“Then where are sixteen thousand people?” Chancellor Rowan demanded.

Elian stared at the blank place. “An hour ago, I knew the governor’s name. I remember dining with him. I remember disliking his wine. I no longer remember his face.”

The council erupted until Master Ilyan, the Royal Librarian, struck his ashwood cane against the floor.

“You cannot arrest, heal, or outmarch a curse,” he said.

Elyria placed both hands upon the table. “The First Curse severs the bond between a thing and the world’s memory of it. First a name becomes difficult to recall. Then a face. Then the place where a life belonged. When the final witness forgets, the curse finishes its work.”

A servant at the door dropped a silver tray. Tears gathered in her eyes as she looked at Elyria. “I know you are the Queen. I know I have served you for six years. But for a moment, I could not remember your name.”

No one argued after that.

Elyria ordered the western roads opened, the children gathered, and every household name written in three records. Then she turned to Ilyan.

“The Hall?”

“If the Hall has begun to fail, the curse is already inside Nareth.”

Aric moved beside her. “Then we go together.”

“You are wounded.”

“I have been wounded before.”

“You have never been sensible before.”

A shadow of his old smile appeared. “Tonight would be a poor night to begin.”

They descended beneath the Palace of Ash.

Two hundred steps carried them below the crypts and into stone covered with names. At the bottom waited doors of moon-white rock.

What is remembered cannot truly die.

Elyria laid her palm against the inscription. The doors opened.

The Hall of Memory glowed beyond them.

Thousands of crystals floated in darkness, each holding an ordinary life freely entrusted to Nareth: a soldier returning to his daughter, two sisters laughing in summer rain, a mother teaching her son to write his name, lovers dancing barefoot after a feast.

Nareth had never believed that only kings deserved remembrance.

A crystal drifted toward Elyria. Within it, a boy sat upon his grandfather’s shoulders while fireworks opened above the river.

A black thread appeared.

The grandfather’s face blurred. The boy looked around and asked whom he had been waiting for. The crystal cracked and dissolved into ash.

One became ten. Ten became hundreds.

Aric staggered. “There was someone who taught me to sharpen a sword. Someone who called me reckless. I can feel the place he occupied, but there is no face inside it.”

“Then hold the absence,” Elyria said. “Remember that you forgot.”

The surviving crystals gathered into the shape of a woman with moon-white hair.

“I was the first Keeper of this Hall,” the apparition said. “The darkness is feeding.”

“Can it be stopped?” Elyria asked.

“Yes. But not without the Ash Crown.”

◆

The Crown waited in the Sanctuary of Echoes, floating above a white pedestal. Black glass, pale ash, and something moving beneath both formed a slender circlet. Hairline fractures glowed like embers under burned wood.

Elyria felt it notice her.

Aric stepped between them. “No.”

“To your queen?” the Keeper asked.

“To my oldest friend.”

Elyria moved past him.

“The Crown preserves what the First Curse consumes,” the Keeper said. “But memory requires a vessel. For every life it saves, it must make room inside its bearer.”

“What does it take first?”

“The thing the bearer believes she could never surrender.”

Aric cut his palm and let blood strike the pedestal. “Take mine.”

The Crown did not move.

“The sacrifice belongs to the one who accepts the power,” the Keeper said. “A curse cannot be cheated.”

She lifted one hand. A vision opened above the pedestal. The little girl in blue stood beside her mother in the palace garden. Both were crying.

“Do I know you?” the child asked.

Behind them, Nareth faded one street at a time.

“There is your other path,” the Keeper said. “Let the world forget.”

Elyria thought of the River Elys, Ilyan’s ink-stained hands, Master Bren’s honey bread, and the girl in blue determined to befriend every dove in the garden.

A crown was not what rested upon a ruler’s head. It was what she agreed to carry when everyone else was allowed to put the burden down.

She reached for the Crown.

It met her halfway.

Thousands entered her at once: births, funerals, harvest songs, names whispered into newborn ears, final words spoken beside forgotten rivers. Nareth poured into her heart in all its beauty and grief.

The Crown did not give her a kingdom.

It gave her everyone.

Then it took its first payment.

Elyria remembered her mother leaning over her childhood bed. She remembered lamplight, rain, and a hand moving through her hair.

When she reached for her mother’s name, there was nothing.

Aric caught her. “What did it take?”

She could not answer, because she no longer knew what had gone.

Above them, the eastern gates opened by themselves.

By the time Elyria returned to the city square, Nareth had begun to forget itself. A merchant stood beneath his own sign, unable to remember what he sold. Two brothers argued over whether they had ever had a sister. A musician could tune his violin but no longer recall a song.

At the fountain, the girl in blue sat with white chalk covering her fingers.

“Lena,” Elyria said, kneeling.

The child looked up politely. “I think you seem kind. But I do not know your name.”

Elyria took the chalk and drew a star upon the stone. Then another.

“What are those?” Lena asked.

“Memories.”

Before she could explain, the mountain beyond the eastern wall split open. Darkness spilled from the wound. Every shadow in Nareth stretched toward it. Wards shattered. Bells rang without hands.

A hooded man walked through the gate. He carried no weapon. Silver eyes shone beneath his hood, and the cracked symbol of the Ash Crown marked his palm. Wherever he stepped, inscriptions faded from stone.

He stopped before Elyria and bowed.

“You call this a curse,” he said. His voice was exhausted and terribly human. “It is correction.”

“For what?”

“For what your kingdom stole and taught the world to forget.”

“What did we steal?”

“A name.”

“Whose?”

The darkness around him convulsed. His face began to blur.

“Mine,” he whispered. “And I am no longer certain what it was.”

The First Curse surged through the square. Statues became faceless. A mother screamed as the child in her arms stared up without recognition.

The Ash Crown tightened around Elyria’s thoughts.

You cannot save them all.

“No,” she answered. Silver light rose from the Crown and spun around her in threads of living script. “But I can save tomorrow.”

She began speaking names.

“Lena of the palace gardens.”

The chalk stars blazed white.

“Bren of the eastern bakery.”

A shop sign reappeared.

“Aric, son of Maelor, General of Nareth, the boy who could never admit when he fell into a river.”

Aric laughed once through tears.

Each name bound a life to the world for one more heartbeat. Each heartbeat cost Elyria something of her own. The taste of honey bread disappeared. The summer river. The name of the tree where she and Aric had hidden as children.

She felt every loss and kept speaking.

◆

Master Ilyan waited in the Royal Library while words lifted from their pages like frightened birds. The Book of Ash lay open before him, blank until a truth stood in danger of disappearing.

Aric arrived carrying Lena and two other children. Behind him came the last survivors from the western quarter. Ilyan wrote with ink mixed from ash and his own blood.

“Truth has always been expensive,” he said without looking up. “People simply prefer to pay writers less than soldiers.”

Elyria entered behind them. Aric saw the widening fractures of light beneath her skin and understood she had not come to leave.

“No.”

She placed one hand over the Book and the other against his face. “You will take the children through the hidden western road. Ilyan will carry the Book beyond the curse. When they ask where they came from, you will tell them Nareth was real.”

“What if they do not believe me?”

“Tell one child,” Ilyan said. “One child is enough for a story to survive.”

Elyria placed the chalk into Lena’s hand. “Whenever you cannot remember where home is, draw a star.”

“Will you come with us?”

The Crown consumed another cherished thing before Elyria could name it.

“I will be wherever you remember me.”

The Book accepted Ilyan’s final account:

When the Blood Moon rises again, a bride dressed in

mourning will stand where the first queen stood. The world

will call her cursed because it has forgotten what she carries.

She will not be chosen to obey history. She will be chosen to

decide what history becomes.

Aric read the words. “Who is she?”

“I do not know.”

“Then how do we find her?”

“We do not,” Elyria said. “We make certain the truth survives long enough for her to find us.”

Aric led the children into the western passage and looked back only once. Elyria stood beneath the library arch while Nareth disappeared behind her, shelf by shelf and stone by stone.

Ilyan sealed the Book inside a chamber built between Spirit and Void. The final ward took his name as payment. By the time the stone door closed, even he could no longer remember what to call himself.

The survivors crossed the mountain before dawn.

Behind them, every road to Nareth folded into mist.

The hooded man stood in the fading city square. “You cannot remember them forever.”

“No,” Elyria said, the Crown burning against her brow. She looked west, toward the children carrying chalk stars and a blood-written book. “Only long enough for someone else to choose.”

The final bell rang.

Nareth vanished before dawn.

Its roads remained on no map. Its name survived in no royal record. Seven kingdoms rose from the silence left behind and taught their children there had never been an eighth.

But beneath the forgotten mountain, the Ash Crown kept one final heartbeat.

For a thousand years, it waited.



One Thousand Years Later
◆




CHAPTER ONE

The Wedding of Shadows

◆

“When the Blood Moon crowns the heavens, do not ask who carries the curse. Ask who buried the truth.”
— The Book of Ash, Verse I


The Blood Moon returned on the morning Princess Aiko was married against her will.

It rose pale at first behind the eastern mountains, a bruise beneath the dawn. By noon it had deepened to crimson, visible even through the bright summer sky. No royal proclamation announced it, yet Kaeloria reacted as if an army had crossed the border.

Market stalls closed with coins still scattered across their counters. Blacksmiths quenched unfinished blades. Fishermen brought their boats ashore while the sea remained calm. Mothers tied silver thread around their children’s wrists; the thread was a simple Celestial ward, and each knot consumed a sliver of brightness from the wearer’s next dream. At roadside shrines, priests burned ash, salt, and rose oil, then rang Spirit bells whose clear notes cost them body heat with every chime.

Aiko knew most of the protections were useless.

She had spent years studying the things her tutors called unsuitable, dangerous, or forbidden. The public libraries of Kaeloria offered respectable volumes on Celestial healing, Spirit communion, and the safer forms of Beast Magic. The palace vault kept Blood, Shadow, and Void texts behind iron doors. By fourteen, Aiko had learned which archivist drank during the midday bell and which lock could be opened with a bent hairpin. She had copied blood sigils into the margins of etiquette manuals and memorized passages from the Mourning Codex before her father ordered the book burned.

Dark magic fascinated her for the same reason locked doors did: both suggested someone had decided she was safer without the truth.

She knew the difference between magic and curse. Magic declared its price before the act. Blood for Blood Magic. Warmth for Frost. Joy for Shadow. A curse promised the gift first and chose what to steal only after refusal was impossible.

The Blood Moon belonged to curses.

That morning, every mirror in the palace had been covered. Seven black candles burned in the eastern chapel, one for each Great Curse named in the old litany. No one had lit an eighth for the First Curse, because official doctrine insisted it had ended a thousand years ago.

Aiko watched the moon from beneath the oldest cherry tree in the royal gardens and wondered which frightened priest had decided that not naming a thing could prevent it from returning.

The royal carriage waited beyond the garden gate.

Four midnight horses stood in polished harness, restless despite the stable master’s whispered Beast-calming charm. The charm cost him a measure of his own pulse; Aiko saw his fingers shake each time the horses borrowed another calm heartbeat. Captain Ren and twenty royal guards waited beside the road in ceremonial armor. None wore festival colors.

No one looking at the procession would have mistaken it for a wedding.

Aiko’s gown was black by the custom of Umbralis. Brides of the mountain wore mourning colors to acknowledge the life surrendered at the altar. The court seamstresses had layered silk, lace, and silver embroidery until the dress seemed made from night itself. Thorned vines curled along the sleeves. Tiny moonstones had been sewn into the train, each one cold against the fabric despite the warmth of the day.

The gown was beautiful.

Aiko hated it.

She rested one hand over the silver pendant beneath the bodice. The rim had grown thin over the years. Her mother had placed a small homeward charm inside it; every time the enchantment guided Aiko toward safety, it consumed a grain of the silver that housed it. One day the pendant would wear itself away protecting her.

Even love obeyed the Law.

The clasp opened beneath her fingers. Inside rested a tiny painted portrait: King Haruto before silver entered his hair, Aiko’s mother smiling beside him, and a little girl laughing beneath blooming cherry trees. Three figures. A family preserved inside a circle small enough to hide in her palm.

“You always come here when you intend to disobey someone.”

Her father’s voice carried through the falling blossoms.

King Haruto approached without a crown, ministers, or ceremonial cloak. He wore a simple dark robe and carried the exhaustion of three failed harvests, two border uprisings, and a treaty that had cost him more than any war. To the rest of Kaeloria, he was the king who had opened Umbralis’s granaries and secured Moon Knight protection for the northern passes. To Aiko, he was the man who still checked every room twice during thunderstorms because she had once been afraid of them.

“You knew where I would be,” she said.

“You have hidden beneath this tree since you were seven.”

“I was never hiding.”

“You tied ribbons to every branch so the tree would not forget you.”

“That was an important precaution.”

His mouth almost found a smile. “You also attempted to enchant the roots.”

“I was eight.”

“You nearly taught the tree to bite the gardener.”

“The instructions were poorly translated.”

For a brief moment, they were only father and daughter. Then Haruto looked past her to the waiting carriage, and the kingdom returned between them.

A pale blossom settled upon Aiko’s shoulder. He brushed it away with the same careful gesture he had used since she was small.

“I searched for another way,” he said.

“I know.”

“I sent envoys to all seven crowns. I offered trade rights, river access, the western mines, and enough gold to empty the royal vault. None of it bought what Kaeloria needed before winter.”

“Grain and soldiers.”

“And time.” He looked toward the city below. “Umbralis offered all three.”

“In exchange for me.”

Haruto did not insult her with a softer word. “Yes.”

The honesty hurt, but less than mercy dressed as destiny.

“The council called it an alliance,” Aiko said.

“Councils use beautiful words when they want blood to look like ink.”

“You signed it.”

“I did.”

Anger moved through her, clean and deserved. “Then do not tell me fate placed me in that carriage.”

“I would never ask destiny to carry the blame for a decision I made.” Haruto’s voice broke at the edges. “I chose my people, and I chose against my daughter. Both truths will follow me to my grave.”

Aiko looked at the man before her, not the crown he refused to wear. She had wanted him to deny it. She had wanted him to say the treaty was not forced, that Prince Caelan was kind, that political marriages sometimes became love. Instead he had given her the one thing court life rarely allowed.

The truth.

She took his hand. “You chose people who cannot survive another winter.”

“They are not more precious to me than you.”

“No. They are simply more numerous.”

Haruto closed his eyes.

The distant bells began to ring across Kaeloria. Seven ordinary notes announced the opening of the city gates. Beneath them, so faint Aiko almost dismissed it, another tone vibrated through the garden soil.

An eighth bell.

Haruto did not react.

Aiko had heard it alone.

He reached inside his robe and removed a folded piece of parchment, its edges worn soft from years of handling.

“You still carry that?” she asked.

“I have carried far worse things with less affection.”

He placed it in her hands.

Aiko unfolded a child’s drawing: a crooked palace, a smiling sun, and a tiny girl holding the hand of a much taller man. In uneven script she had written:

My Daddy is the best King because he always comes home.

Aiko laughed through tears. “I drew your crown larger than the palace.”

“You understood politics early.”

“I forgot this existed.”

“I never could.”

He folded the drawing with extraordinary care and returned it to her.

“Take it.”

“What if I lose it?”

“You will not.”

“And if I do?”

His fingers touched the pendant over her heart. The homeward charm gave a faint pulse of warmth.

“Then remember this instead: whatever happens inside those walls, do not let them decide who you are.”

Aiko held his gaze. “You mean the priests?”

“The priests. The prince. The kingdoms. The things you have spent years reading when you believed I did not know.”

She went still.

Haruto’s expression carried no triumph. “Your mother hid books in the same false cabinet.”

“You knew about the Mourning Codex?”

“I knew you were too quiet after I burned it.”

“I memorized the useful sections.”

“That is precisely what worried me.” He took both her hands. “Knowledge can protect you. Hunger for it can make any price appear reasonable. Promise me you will remember the difference between choosing power and being chosen by it.”

Aiko thought of the Blood Moon above the garden. “Magic tells us the price.”

“A curse waits until we love the gift.”

“I know.”

“Knowing a blade is sharp has never stopped you from touching it.”

Despite herself, she smiled. “Then perhaps you should have given me fewer blades.”

“I tried. You stole them.”

Captain Ren cleared his throat at the garden gate. He had served Haruto since before Aiko’s birth, and the scar crossing his jaw had come from carrying her father out of a failed peace summit. Today his polished armor could not hide the fact that he had slept in it.

“Your Majesty,” Ren said gently. “The pass closes at dusk.”

The moment had come.

Aiko embraced her father, not as a princess or an heir, but as the daughter he had once carried home after she fell into the northern pond. Haruto held her longer than protocol allowed because protocol had already taken enough.

“If the prince harms you,” he whispered, “I will break the treaty.”

“And condemn the kingdom?”

“I did not say it would be a wise decision.”

She pressed her face against his shoulder. “Come to the wedding.”

Haruto’s hold tightened. “Umbralis forbade the bride’s blood family from entering the sanctuary until the oath was complete.”

“I know.”

It was another ancient custom no living person could explain.

When they stepped apart, Aiko wiped her tears before the court could see them. She climbed into the carriage without looking back. If she saw her father beneath those blossoms one more time, she might choose herself.

Behind her, King Haruto remained beneath the oldest tree until the procession passed beyond the palace gates.

Only then, when no one remained close enough to witness him, did the King of Kaeloria fall to his knees.

◆

The road to Umbralis crossed the breadth of Kaeloria before climbing into the northern mountains.

For the first hour, the kingdom appeared determined to pretend the day was ordinary. Farmers worked golden fields. Children chased one another between irrigation channels. Small Spirit charms chimed beneath farmhouse roofs, each bell holding the name of an ancestor who had agreed to guard the family for one generation. Along the river, Frost mages drew heat from storage cellars to preserve the final summer grain; their lips had turned blue by midday.

Aiko watched every working with the attention of someone who had spent years learning in secret. The magic itself did not frighten her. The honesty of it did. Every spell displayed its cost somewhere: a bandaged palm, a shiver, a shadow slightly thinner than the person who cast it.

Curses left no receipt.

The first raven landed upon an old boundary stone.

Another settled on the roof of a farmhouse. Then another.

Within minutes, hundreds lined the road.

The horses grew restless. Master Joren, the royal coachman, tightened the reins. He had driven Aiko to her first summer festival and taught her how to whistle through a blade of grass. He usually spoke enough for three people. Since leaving the palace, he had barely spoken at all.

“They have never done this before,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“I have driven this road for thirty-two years. I have seen storms, wolves, rockslides, and one Beast mage turn himself into something with antlers because he lost an argument.” Joren glanced toward the birds. “I have never seen ravens refuse to leave.”

The carriage continued.

Each raven turned its head as Aiko passed. Their eyes followed her, not the horses or guards.

At midday, the villages grew quiet. Shopkeepers stood outside their doors with ash painted across their brows. An elderly woman carried seven candles toward a roadside shrine. She stopped when she saw the royal carriage, lowered herself to both knees, and faced the Blood Moon hanging faintly in the daylight sky.

“Why did she kneel?” Aiko asked.

Joren hesitated. “My grandmother said the Blood Moon returns when history wants something back.”

“You do not believe that.”

“No.” He looked upward. “At least, I do not remember believing it.”

Aiko looked at the seven candles. Each bore the mark of one Great Curse: the Bride’s Curse, the Crimson Oath, the Ash Crown, Hollow Eyes, the Black Veil, the Bone Garden, and the Silent Bell. The old woman had left an empty space at the center.

For the curse no one named.

The road climbed. Golden fields gave way to dark pines and black cliffs. Sunlight thinned. The streams beside the road ran clear but made no sound.

Captain Ren rode alongside the carriage. When the last village disappeared behind them, he lowered his voice.

“I can turn the procession around.”

Aiko looked through the open window. “My father ordered you to deliver me.”

“My king ordered me to protect you.”

“Those commands disagree.”

“They have disagreed since dawn.”

For one dangerous heartbeat, Aiko imagined it. Ren could take the eastern fork, hide her beyond the old monasteries, and let the treaty collapse without her. She pictured Haruto beneath the cherry tree. Then she remembered the empty granaries, the Moon Knights promised to Kaeloria’s border, and mothers dividing one loaf among too many children.

“If I go home,” she said, “someone else loses theirs.”

Ren’s face tightened. “You should not have to be brave about being sacrificed.”

“I am not brave. I am angry.”

“Good.” He looked toward the mountains. “Anger is warmer than fear. You may need it up there.”

The horses stopped so suddenly the carriage lurched.

Joren climbed down and checked the harnesses, wheels, and road. Nothing blocked them. He whispered the stable charm again, surrendering another steady beat of his own heart. The animals remained rigid, eyes fixed ahead.

Aiko stepped from the carriage.

Far above, the Cathedral of Umbralis rose from the mountainside.

It was larger than any painting had suggested. Black basalt towers pierced crimson cloud. Flying bridges connected spires too narrow for ordinary builders to have climbed. Moonstone tracery wound through the walls in patterns that resembled veins. Hundreds of ravens covered every ledge and roofline, silent as carved ornaments.

The cathedral did not appear built upon the mountain.

It appeared to be the part the mountain had failed to swallow.

Joren removed his hat. “I do not think they are waiting for the wedding.”

Aiko expected fear.

Instead she felt recognition.

The silver pendant warmed over her heart. The homeward charm consumed another invisible grain of its rim.

You have taken longer than I hoped.

Aiko turned.

Ren scanned the cliffs. Joren calmed the horses. None had heard the voice.

Welcome home.

High above, the cathedral doors began to open.

No priests waited beside them. No hands touched the iron.

The mountain had opened the way itself. One hundred black marble steps climbed from the road to the entrance of Umbralis.

Captain Ren dismounted and touched the first. He recoiled. “Ice.”

Joren laid his palm beside the captain’s and shook his head. “It is warm.”

Aiko stepped closer.

The stone answered each person differently.

She placed one foot upon the stair. Warmth traveled through the sole of her shoe and settled in her bones, intimate as recognition. Beneath it, the faint eighth bell sounded again.

She counted as she climbed.

At twenty, the ravens lowered their heads.

At forty, the silver threads embroidered into her gown began glowing one after another.

At fifty, the world changed.

For a single heartbeat, the cathedral stood in ruins. Its towers were broken. Ash fell through a roofless sanctuary. At the top of the stairs, a woman in a black wedding gown faced away from Aiko. A thorned crown rested above her veil, and black roses opened wherever the train touched stone.

Aiko stopped.

The vision vanished.

Ren climbed two steps after her. “What did you see?”

“I do not know.”

It was the truth, though not all of it.

At seventy, the pendant opened by itself. Inside the tiny portrait, a fourth figure stood beside Aiko’s mother. The face had been rubbed away so thoroughly that even the paint around it seemed reluctant to acknowledge the absence.

Aiko blinked. Only three figures remained.

At ninety-nine, she counted again.

One hundred steps.

Yet every instinct shaped by forbidden study told her the geometry was wrong. The rise of the staircase, the spacing of the moonstone inlays, the cadence of the hidden bell — all of it anticipated an additional point.

There should have been a one hundred and first step.

You remembered.

“I have never been here,” Aiko whispered.

Not yet.

At the top, she pressed her palm against the cathedral door.

A ward awakened beneath her skin: a broken circle crossed by eight lines. It was not a spell from any recognized school. It was older than the division between Blood, Shadow, Spirit, Ash, Frost, Beast, Celestial, and Void.

The door answered with a heartbeat.

Thump.

Ren reached the final stair. “Princess, you do not have to cross alone.”

Aiko looked into the darkness beyond the threshold. “The custom says you cannot enter until the vows begin.”

“I have never respected a custom that required me to abandon someone.”

Neither had she.

Aiko almost asked him to come. Then the broken-circle ward
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