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​Prologue: The Emperor Counts Children

[image: ]


The Ashen Emperor owned seven empty hooks.

They hung on the black wall behind his private throne, each shaped from iron mined in a conquered kingdom, each curved like a question no minister was brave enough to ask.

Once, those hooks had held crown fragments.

Not crowns. Crowns were too obvious, too theatrical, too beloved by painters and rebels. A full crown could rally a province merely by catching the sun in a market square. The Emperor preferred fragments. A crown broken into pieces became evidence, artifact, curiosity, contraband. It lost its head and became manageable.

Or so he had believed.

Now one hook stood emptier than the others.

The mountain hook.

The Emperor stood before it alone in the Hall of Quiet Ash. No guards. No ministers. No priests. No historians with obedient ink. Only the wall, the hooks, and the black mirror that had cracked the night Eli Cael spoke her name beneath Crownfall’s towers.

The crack remained.

Silver-blue light glimmered inside it, thin as a vein under skin.

The Emperor lifted one hand and touched the broken surface.

Pain ran up his arm.

He welcomed it.

Pain was data. Pain meant something old still recognized something older.

Behind him, a door opened.

“Majesty,” said Lady Inaya Quell, Minister of Civic Peace.

The Emperor did not turn. “How many children are currently enrolled at Crownfall?”

Lady Quell knew better than to ask why.

“One hundred and forty-three, Majesty. Including recovered subjects.”

“Students,” said the Emperor.

Quell blinked. “Of course. Students.”

“Recovered subjects sound like objects misplaced by careless servants. Students sound like living failures of supervision.”

Quell lowered her gaze.

The Emperor touched the mountain hook.

“And how many royal bloodlines are represented?”

“Twenty-nine confirmed, seventeen probable, nine disputed, and several intentionally obscured by post-conquest record standardization.”

“Record standardization,” he repeated softly. “A beautiful phrase for burying knives in paper.”

Lady Quell waited.

She had served him for nineteen years and had learned that silence was not always safety, but it was rarely worse than interruption.

“The Cael child found Frostmere,” the Emperor said.

“Yes.”

“And General Vey failed to secure it.”

“His report cited weather instability and insufficient confirmation.”

The Emperor smiled at the cracked mirror. “Marrik has always been a careful liar. That is what makes him useful. That is what will eventually make him dangerous.”

“Shall he be recalled permanently?”

“No. Men like Vey must be left near the thing they love until love becomes leverage.”

Lady Quell’s face remained composed.

“His son remains at Crownfall.”

“Yes.”

“With the heirs.”

“With one heir in particular.”

The Emperor finally turned.

He was dressed in plain black, his white hair unbound, his eyes pale as cooling coal. No crown sat on his head. He had not worn one since the seventh kingdom fell. Crowns, he often said, made rulers look as if they needed proof.

On the table beside him lay seven folders.

He opened the first.

ELIANOR CAEL. ARVENSTONE. MOUNTAIN LINE. STORM RESPONSE CONFIRMED.

He opened the second.

MIRA SOLENNE. SELOURA. DROWNED LINE. HIGH MANIPULATIVE INTELLIGENCE. WATER-RESONANCE UNCONFIRMED.

The third.

PIPPA VALEGREEN. VALECOTT. ORCHARD LINE. BIOLOGICAL RESTORATION AFFINITY POSSIBLE.

The fourth.

DAIN REED. THALE. RIVER LAW LINE. PATTERN MEMORY ABOVE BASELINE.

The fifth.

KAEL TOR. BRANNIC. HORSE-LORD LINE. KINETIC RESPONSE MARKERS.

The sixth.

LINA VOSS. EDRIS. GLASS COAST LINE. AUDIO-VISUAL PROCESSING ANOMALY.

The seventh.

JUN MARLOW. LIORA. MARSH LINE. BLOODLINE OBSCURED BY SERVANT CLASSIFICATION.

The Emperor arranged the folders in a circle.

Then he placed an eighth at the center.

ROOK VEY. IMPERIAL. WITNESS ACCEPTED BY NULL ROOM.

Lady Quell inhaled sharply despite herself.

The Emperor looked pleased.

“You see the problem.”

“The old room recognized an imperial child?”

“Not as heir. As witness.”

“That should not be possible.”

“No,” said the Emperor. “It should not.”

The black mirror hummed.

In its cracked surface appeared Crownfall Academy, distant and small, its towers bright beneath summer rain. Under it, deeper than the academy foundations, a line of blue-white light pulsed once through stone.

Lady Quell stepped closer.

“The tunnels?”

“The mountain road beneath Crownfall has woken.”

“I thought it collapsed before the conquest.”

“It did. Then a child remembered a kingdom loudly enough to disturb geology.”

The Emperor almost sounded amused.

Almost.

“What are your orders?” Quell asked.

He closed the folders one by one.

“Do not close Crownfall. Do not scatter the heirs. Do not forbid their meetings.”

Quell frowned. “Majesty?”

“If we chase children through corridors, we teach them to become foxes. Better to give them a door and study where they run.”

“The Cael girl will try to reach the mountain survivors again.”

“Yes.”

“And if she does?”

“Then we will know which hidden settlements still answer to her blood.”

Lady Quell understood.

A trap, then.

But the Emperor continued.

“Send a new instructor to Crownfall.”

“Whom?”

“Archivist-Marshal Corvin Aster.”

For the first time that evening, Lady Quell failed to hide her alarm.

“Majesty, Aster is not an educator.”

“No. He is what remains when education gives up pretending.”

“The students already distrust the academy.”

“Good. Distrust sharpens observation. I want them watching him. I want him watching them. I want Crownfall loud with small rebellions, secret plans, whispered loyalties, frightened letters, foolish courage. Let children believe they are choosing the path.”

The Emperor looked again at the empty mountain hook.

“Then, when they find the kingdom beneath the mountain, we will follow.”

Lady Quell bowed.

At the door, she paused.

“And the crown fragment?”

The Emperor’s smile disappeared.

“Bring it to me only if the girl is broken enough to survive losing it.”

“And if she is not?”

He touched the cracked mirror.

Silver-blue light burned him again.

“Then do not take it,” he said. “Let it teach us what she is becoming.”

​

Part One: Second Year, First Lies

​
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Chapter One: The Girl Who Returned with Thunder
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On the first morning of Eli Cael’s second year, Crownfall Academy opened its gates without music.

That was new.

Last year there had been trumpets, bell choirs, polished speeches, and banners snapped into military neatness. The empire had welcomed its captive heirs with beauty arranged like a hand over the mouth.

This year there was rain.

Hard rain.

Mountain rain.

It struck the carriage roof like thrown pebbles and slid down the windows in silver ropes. The road up to Crownfall had turned black and shining. Pines bent toward the cliff. The sky lowered itself until the academy towers seemed to pierce a bruise.

Eli loved it immediately.

She tried not to.

The carriage wheels groaned over the final bridge. Through the wet glass, Crownfall rose in all its impossible beauty: seven towers, arched halls, blue-green roofs, terraces of dark ivy, windows glowing warm against the storm. It looked less like a prison than ever.

Which meant she knew it better.

Across from her, Aven Pell slept with her head against a travel pillow and one hand clenched around the strap of her bag. Even asleep, she held on as if someone might remove her from the world again.

Beside Aven, Tomas Nerr stared at the academy with miserable fascination.

“I thought summer would make it smaller,” he said.

Eli adjusted the cuff of her uniform sleeve. Beneath it, against the inside of her wrist, a thin strip of mountain cloth held the storm crown fragment in place. It had not stopped humming since dawn.

“Places like Crownfall don’t get smaller,” she said. “We get better at seeing the locks.”

Tomas swallowed.

“I preferred when you said less terrifying things.”

“No, you preferred when you remembered less terrifying things.”

Aven opened her eyes.

“I remember both,” she said hoarsely. “It’s inconvenient.”

The carriage stopped before the high gate.

The old inscription still stretched above it:

THOSE WHO INHERIT RUIN MUST LEARN TO GOVERN PEACE.

Someone had scratched a smaller sentence beneath it.

THOSE WHO CAUSED RUIN SHOULD LEARN TO APOLOGIZE.

The scratch had been filled with mortar, but the words still showed faintly when rain touched them.

Eli smiled.

A guard opened the carriage door.

“Lady Elianor Cael.”

“Eli,” she said, stepping down.

The guard’s eyes flicked to a list. “All returning students are required to present luggage for inspection, submit correspondence histories, and declare any magical artifacts, hereditary relics, unauthorized maps, coded papers, hidden weapons, political symbols, dangerous plants, sentimental tokens used for subversive bonding, or items capable of encouraging dynastic identity.”

Tomas whispered, “That seems specific.”

Aven whispered back, “We had an eventful first year.”

Eli offered her trunk.

The guard opened it.

Inside lay folded uniforms, two books, spare boots, a cracked hairbrush, and a small tin of mountain tea leaves Mara Flint had pressed into Eli’s hand before sending her away from Frostmere Hollow.

The guard lifted the tea tin.

“What is this?”

“Tea.”

“From where?”

“A plant.”

His jaw tightened.

Another guard approached, older and less eager to be disliked.

“Let her pass.”

“But inspection protocol...”

“Let her pass.”

The younger guard looked over Eli’s shoulder.

Eli turned.

Rook Vey stood under the archway.

Rain darkened his black hair and ran down the collar of his gray school coat. He looked taller than he had at the end of first year, which annoyed Eli because she had not given him permission to change. His face was thinner. His eyes were the same: solemn, watchful, too honest for someone raised among strategic lies.

He nodded once.

“Lady Cael.”

“Lord Vey.”

Aven looked between them and made a small sound that was almost a laugh.

Rook ignored it with practiced suffering.

The older guard shut Eli’s trunk. “Proceed.”

Eli stepped through the gate.

The courtyard had changed.

Not visibly enough for empire officials to object. But Eli saw it.

Students had carved tiny marks into the base of the Meridian Arch: initials, crown shapes, river lines, little trees, lightning bolts, waves, hoofprints, glass suns, marsh lilies. Small symbols. Hidden unless you knew to look.

Memory had learned to be decorative.

Mira Solenne stood in the center of the courtyard beneath a black umbrella held by a first-year boy who appeared terrified and honored.

She wore the same gray uniform as everyone else, altered with silver thread, pearl buttons, and a collar that somehow made school regulation look like it had lost an argument.

“Eli,” she called. “You’re damp and
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