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Part One — The Blade and the Seer




Chapter One — Aurelia

They came for me under a sky that had forgotten how to be blue.

That was the first thing I noticed when they dragged me out of the safehouse — not the iron in their fists or the blood on my lip, but the sky. Solaria had lived in twilight for thirty years, ever since the Sundering cracked the heavens and drowned the old kingdom beneath a tide of perpetual dusk. I had been born into that bruised half-light. I had never once seen a true dawn. And still, every time I was hauled into the open, some animal part of me looked up, hoping.

There was no dawn. There was only the violet dark, and the soldiers, and the collar.

“Hold her arms,” said a voice I would come to know better than my own heartbeat, though I didn’t know that yet. Back then it was only a voice — low, precise, bored, the voice of a man reciting a list. “She bites.”

“I do worse than bite,” I said, and spat blood at the nearest boot.

A gauntleted hand closed around the back of my neck — not cruel, which was somehow worse than cruel, because cruelty I understood. This was efficient. This was a man handling a problem he intended to file away and forget. He pressed something cold and curved against my throat, and I felt the blood-iron drink the warmth out of me, felt my magic shudder and go dark like a snuffed candle, and for the first time in twenty-three years the threads went quiet.

I hadn’t known how loud they always were until they stopped.

All my life I had seen them — the shining filaments of what-would-be, trailing off every living thing like smoke off a flame. I could follow a man’s thread and watch him die forty years before he did. I could touch a child’s wrist and see the gray-haired stranger they’d become. The whole world wore its future like a second skin, and I read it the way other people read weather.

Everyone’s future but my own. My thread had always ended at my fingertips, frayed and blind, a candle I could not see by.

The collar took even the others from me. The soldiers became just bodies. The street became just stone. And in that sudden, suffocating silence, I finally looked at the man who’d caught me.

I knew him, of course. Everyone in Solaria knew him, the way everyone knows the name of the thing that hides under the bed. Kaelen. The Night Commander of the Royal Guard. The Blade of Solaria, the King’s favorite knife, the man they sent when they wanted something to stop existing quietly. They said he’d put down the Ember Riots single-handed. They said he didn’t sleep. They said he’d never once disobeyed an order, and that was the worst rumor of all, because it meant there was nothing in him to bargain with.

He was younger than the stories had let me imagine, and that felt like a lie the world had told me. Dark hair, dark eyes the flat black of a starless sky, a jaw like the edge of something forged. He wore no crown, no finery — just black, always black, and the long blade at his hip that needed no introduction. He looked at me the way a man looks at a ledger he has to balance before he can go to bed.

“Star-Seer,” he said. Not a question.

“Murderer,” I answered. “I like nicknames too.”

Something moved at the corner of his mouth. Not a smile. The memory of where a smile would go on a face that had stopped making them.

“Walk,” he said.

I walked, because the alternative was being carried, and I had decided a long time ago that whatever they took from me, they would not take the way I went to my own ruin. I walked through the drowned streets of the lower city with my chin up and my wrists bound, past windows where people pulled their children back into the dark so the soldiers wouldn’t notice them noticing. We climbed. Solaria climbed forever, terrace upon terrace of black stone, toward the palace that sat on the kingdom’s highest reef like a crown on a corpse.

And the whole way, I told myself the thing I always told myself. You have been through worse. You watched them die and you are still here. You will outlast this too.

I had watched them die. My mother, my aunts, the whole bright coven of seers who’d raised me in the marsh-temples. The King’s men had come for us when I was nine, because a kingdom built on a lie cannot abide people who see the truth coming. I had hidden in the reeds and read my mother’s thread as the soldiers cut it — watched the bright filament of her life go dark a full breath before the sword landed, so that I grieved her before she even knew to be afraid. That was the gift. That was the curse. I never got to be surprised by grief. I only ever got to wait for it.

So I knew, climbing those black stairs, that something was waiting for me in that palace. I just couldn’t see what. My own thread ended at my fingertips, blind as always.

I almost wish it hadn’t.

They brought me to a hall of dripping vaults where the King held what passed for court. The Sun-King — and there was a joke, a man who called himself the sun in a country that hadn’t seen one in three decades. He sat on a throne of fused gold and sea-glass, and he was beautiful the way poison is beautiful, all symmetry and shine and the promise of a very bad night. He smiled at me across the hall, and I felt the smile land on my skin like a wet thing.

“The last star in my sky,” he said. “Brought home at last.”

“I’m not yours,” I said.

“Everything in Solaria is mine.” He said it gently, the way you’d correct a child about the color of the grass. Then his pale eyes slid past me, to the man at my shoulder. “Commander. She’ll be your charge. Day and night. She does not eat, sleep, or breathe outside your sight. You will keep her safe, and whole, and ready, until the dark moon.”

I felt Kaelen go still behind me. Not afraid — I’d have smelled fear, I’d been raised on it. This was something colder. A man recalculating.

“Your Majesty,” he said. “I command your guard. I am not a nursemaid.”

“No.” The King’s smile widened. “You’re better. You’re the one man in this kingdom who has never disappointed me.” He let that sit there, glittering. “Do not start now.”

So that was how I came to belong to the Blade of Solaria. Not sold, not gifted — assigned, like a sword to a sheath, like a debt to a ledger. They marched me out of that dripping hall and up a winding stair to the high black tower where the Night Commander kept his rooms, and a soldier knelt and ran a chain from the cuff at my wrist to an iron ring set into the wall beside his bed, close enough that I would always know exactly how short my leash was.

When they’d gone, it was just the two of us and the long violet dusk pressing at the windows.

He stood across the room and looked at me, and I looked at him, and the silence had teeth.

“Understand something,” he said finally. “I did not ask for you. You are a complication. I keep my complications small and quiet. Be small. Be quiet, and you may survive whatever the King wants you for.”

“And if I’d rather not be small?”

“Then you’ll be a problem.” He turned away, began unbuckling the blade from his hip with the unhurried care of a man alone. “And I solve problems.”

I should have stayed quiet. But the collar had taken the only thing that had ever made me feel less than helpless, and I was so tired, and the fury came up my throat like seawater.

I reached for him — not with my hands, those were chained, but with the ragged stub of the gift the collar couldn’t quite kill, the way you press a bruise just to feel something. For half a heartbeat the blood-iron’s grip slipped, and a single thread bloomed silver in the dark. His thread.

I had read a thousand futures. I had never read one like his.

It didn’t trail off into gray years and a quiet death. It forked — split and split again into a dozen burning branches, every one of them ending in fire, in blood, in a great gold crown falling from a great height and shattering on black stone. And in every branch, in every single one, there was a blade of black light, and a hand I somehow knew was his, and the King’s blood running between the flagstones like spilled wine.

The vision tore through me and out of my mouth before I could stop it.

“You’re going to kill him,” I whispered. “The crown falls. There’s black fire in your hands — fire that shouldn’t exist — and the King bleeds out on his own gold, and you’re standing over him—”

I didn’t get to finish.

Because Kaelen crossed the room faster than anything that size had a right to move, and his hand was at my throat above the collar, not squeezing, just there, a held breath of violence — and his black eyes had gone wide for the first time, wide and terrible, and his voice when it came was barely a sound at all.

“Say that again,” he breathed, “and it will be the last thing you ever see. Because I have never told a living soul. And you just described the inside of my own head.”




Chapter Two — Kaelen

I had killed sixty-one men. I knew the number the way other men know their children’s names. And not one of them had ever frightened me the way the girl chained to my wall did, when she opened her cracked lips and recited my treason back to me like a nursery rhyme.

I let go of her throat. That was the first mistake — letting her see that I’d grabbed it at all. A man who has nothing to hide does not lunge.

She didn’t rub the skin where my hand had been. She just held my eyes, breathing hard, and there was no triumph in her face, only a kind of grim exhaustion, as if she’d seen so many terrible things that one more was merely tiring. “I don’t choose what I see,” she said. “And I can’t see it now. You collared me, remember? Whatever you are — it’s gone quiet.”

“Then how—”

“It slipped. Once. It won’t again.” She lifted her chin toward the blood-iron at her throat. “You’ve seen to that.”

I stepped back and made myself a wall again. It is a thing I learned young, in the King’s training yards, where they teach you that a face is a door and you are the only one who should ever hold the key. Be a wall. Walls don’t betray you.

But the foundation had moved.

For three years I had carried the same dream up to
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