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CHAPTER 1: THE POINT OF NO RETURN

The moment Mira stepped through the veil into the Shadow Palace for the last time, she knew there was no going back.

The palace had changed. Where before it had been a place of dark elegance, now it thrummed with war preparation. Sentinels from the Shadow Court were sharpening weapons made of crystallized darkness. Creatures that Mira had never seen before—beings that seemed to be made from pure shadow—moved through the corridors with grim purpose.

Lyris found her in the war room, studying maps of the human city above and the Midnight Realm below.

"Aleksander has called for a full assembly of the Old Blood," Lyris said without preamble. "They're gathering at the Heart of the Realm—the place where the barrier between worlds is thinnest. He's going to try to reinforce the separation."

"Can he?" Mira asked.

"If he has enough power, yes. The Old Blood still has centuries of accumulated strength. And Aleksander..." Lyris paused. "Aleksander was the strongest of them all. He holds reserves of power that would make most beings shatter from the mere containment of it."

Mira felt the familiar pull of connection—that strange tether that bound her to Aleksander even now, even as she stood on the opposite side of the coming war. She could feel his desperation, his determination, his absolute refusal to accept that the world had changed.

"We need to move now," Lyris said. "Before they reinforce the barrier. If we wait, if we hesitate for even one more day, the veil will be sealed so completely that no amount of power will be able to break it again."

"And if we move now?" Mira asked.

"Then we might burn the world down trying to save it," Lyris replied. "But at least we'll have tried."

Mira stood and looked at the maps spread across the table. Somewhere in the city above, humans were going about their lives, completely unaware that their reality was about to fundamentally change. Somewhere below, in the marble halls of the Old Blood, Aleksander was making his own preparations.

And somewhere in between—in the space where both worlds touched—the Crown on her head began to glow.

"Gather the forces," Mira said. "We march tonight."
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CHAPTER 2: THE MARCH TO THE HEART

The journey to the Heart of the Realm took them through places that shouldn't exist.

They walked through cities made of crystal and starlight. They crossed bridges that spanned nothingness. They descended through layers of reality, each one more fundamental than the last, until Mira began to feel like she was walking backward through time itself.

The army behind her was a sight to behold. Hundreds of Shadow Court Sentinels, creatures of darkness and power. But there were also others: humans who had chosen to stand with the Shadow Court, who understood that the separation was a prison. And there were creatures from the deep places—things that had never been given names in any human language, beings that existed in the spaces between myth and reality.

Kai marched beside her, and to everyone's surprise, she'd brought a contingent of Watch Sentinels with her.

"Thorne released me from my oath," Kai had explained when she arrived. "She said the Watch's neutrality was always a fiction anyway. If we're going to watch over worlds, we might as well do it for a world that actually works."

They reached the Heart at dawn—or what passed for dawn in the Midnight Realm, where the concept of time functioned differently than it did in the human world.

The Heart was a massive chasm that opened into nothingness. The barrier between worlds was visible here as a kind of shimmering curtain of light, beautiful and terrible and absolutely impassable. And standing before it, arrayed in perfect formation, was the Old Blood.

There had to be five hundred of them. Perhaps more. They wore armor that seemed to be made from solidified shadow and starlight, and their marks glowed with power so vast that the air itself seemed to vibrate with it.

At the center of their formation stood Aleksander.

He looked exactly as he always had—beautiful and terrible and impossibly old. But there was something different about him now. His eyes weren't silver anymore. They were white—completely white, with no pupil or iris, just pure light.

And when he saw Mira, something broke in his expression.

"You came," he said. His voice echoed across the chasm, seeming to
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