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The air in the Great Hall hung thick with the scent of roasted boar and unsheathed steel. Lord Maximilian Darrington adjusted the silver wolf-head brooch at his throat, its cold weight a familiar comfort, his gaze sweeping across the high table where his sworn enemies, the Paxtons, perched like carrion birds. Lady Patience Paxton’s fingers tightened around her wine goblet, knuckles white against the dark wood. Her brother, Liam, leaned back in his chair, a lazy smile playing on his lips as he traced the rim of his dagger. "To peace," he toasted, voice dripping with mockery.

Maximilian forced a nod. "To peace." The word tasted like ash. Centuries of blood feud couldn’t be erased by ink on parchment, not when the ghosts of Raven’s Pass still wailed in the northern winds. He caught Patience’s eye across the table. She looked away, but not before he saw the tremor in her hand. Fear? Or fury?

Below the dais, the hall buzzed with strained politeness. Darrington retainers clustered near the hearth, Paxton men by the arched windows, a river of distrust flowing between them. A serving girl stumbled, spilling wine across a Paxton captain’s boots. The man snarled, hand flying to his sword hilt. Instantly, Darrington guards shifted forwards. Only a sharp glance from Maximilian froze them. "Accidents happen," he called out, voice cutting through the tension. "Fetch him a new flagon." The captain glowered but sat back down. Patience watched the exchange, her expression unreadable.

Outside Ravenwood Keep’s thick walls, the world was a patchwork of scars. To the west lay the Darringtonlands—rugged hills where Maximilian’s ancestors had carved their fortress from granite, defending against Paxton raids launched from the fertile Vale of Riverty to the east. Generations had fought over the narrow strip of land called Raven’s Pass: the Darringtons needing its mines, the Paxtons coveting its strategic chokehold. Last winter’s massacre there—where Paxton arrows had felled Maximilian’s younger brother—still stained the snow in memory. Tonight’s treaty was a gambit born of exhaustion, not trust. Neither side could bleed further without collapsing.

Liam Paxton’s laughter rang out, sharp as a blade on stone. "Tell me, Maximilian," he drawled, swirling his wine. "Do your people still tell tales of the Ghost of Raven’s Pass? That wailing spirit who steals the souls of oathbreakers?" He leaned forwards, eyes glinting. "Or is that just a story to frighten children... and explain inconvenient deaths?" Patience stiffened, her gaze darting to the shadowed corners of the hall.

Maximilian kept his voice steady. "We honor our dead. Unlike some." The insult hung between them, colder than the draft seeping through the ancient stones.

Liam’s smile tightened, but Patience spoke first, her voice clear and deliberate. "Ghosts haunt the guilty, brother. Not the honorable." Her gaze flickered to Maximilian, a silent display of support.

Liam snorted into his cup. "Honor didn’t save your brother, Darrington." The words were a dagger twist. Maximilian felt the old wound rip open, his knuckles cracking against the armrest. Silence crashed over the hall, thick enough to choke on. Every Darrington hand hovered near a weapon; every Paxton breath held.

Patience’s chair scraped stone as she stood abruptly. "Enough!" Her voice sliced through the tension. "We came to bury blades, not sharpen them." She glared at Liam, a silent command passing between siblings. Liam merely smirked, lifting his cup again, but his knuckles were white.

Maximilian forced himself to breathe. The scar beneath his tunic—a parting gift from a Paxton dagger last winter—burned like fresh poison. Across the table, Patience remained standing, her spine rigid as a spear shaft. Her defiance against Liam was a spark in the suffocating gloom. Why defend me? The question coiled in Maximilian’s chest, sharp as the Darrington sigil carved into the oak beams overhead.

Patience didn’t sit. Instead, she lifted her own goblet, turning deliberately towards Maximilian. "Lord Darrington," she said, her voice carrying effortlessly over the frozen hall. "Your restraint honors this gathering." The words were formal, but her eyes held a flicker of defiance—not just towards Liam, but towards the suffocating hatred choking the room. 

Maximilian inclined his head, a fraction too stiffly. "As does your wisdom, Lady Paxton." The acknowledgment hung between them like a bridge over a chasm. Below, Darrington and Paxton retainers exchanged wary glances; alliances shifted in whispers.

Liam slammed his cup down. Wine sloshed onto the tablecloth, spreading like old blood. "Wisdom?" He snorted. "Spare me the theatrics, sister. We all know why we’re here—because the mines at Raven’s Pass are exhausted, and your precious Darringtons can’t afford another war." He leaned forwards, addressing Maximilian directly. "Isn’t that right? Your coffers are emptier than your granaries after that Blight." A Paxton captain chuckled darkly near the hearth. 

Patience’s knuckles whitened on the goblet stem. "We agreed," she hissed, "no provocation."

Maximilian met Liam’s taunt with icy calm. "Our reasons matter less than our signatures, Paxton. Unless you’d prefer to explain to your farmers why their fields burn come spring?" The threat landed cleanly. Liam’s smirk faltered. 

Patience seized the pause, stepping closer to the high table’s edge. "Enough barbs," she declared, her voice softening unexpectedly as she glanced at Maximilian. "The past is a grave. Let us not dance on it tonight." Her gaze lingered—a silent plea for truce, or perhaps something more. The hall held its breath.

Outside, the wind moaned through Ravenwood’s battlements, carrying the distant, metallic scent of oncoming rain. Patience’s plea hung suspended—a fragile thread over the chasm of centuries. Liam’s sneer deepened, but before he could retort, the heavy oak doors at the hall’s end groaned inward. A gust extinguished half the torches near the entrance, plunging the space into flickering half-light.

Silence followed, thick and unnatural. Then came the cold—not winter’s chill, but the damp, marrow-deep freeze of forgotten tombs. Frost spiderwebbed across the flagstones, racing towards the high table. From the shadows coalesced a figure, translucent and shimmering like disturbed water. It wore tattered remnants of Darrington crimson, the face beneath the helm was skeletal, jaw slack, and eyes hollow pits where moonlight pooled. It raised a gauntleted hand, pointing a spectral finger directly at Maximilian. A soundless wail tore through the hall, vibrating in teeth and bone. The ghost of Raven’s Pass had come to feast.

"Darrington!" The voice was a chorus of the dead—gravel, wind, and breaking ice. It echoed without sound, hammering minds. "Paxton!" The ghost’s head swiveled toward Liam. "Traitors all! Your peace is rot upon their graves!" Its arm swept across the trembling assembly, nobles scrambling back, cups clattering. "I am Ser Gareth, who bled for this pass! Betrayed by your forefathers’ greed, left to choke on poisoned steel while they carved their sigils in my land!" The air thickened with the stench of rust and wet earth. Patience stood frozen, her goblet slipping, wine pooling like blood at her feet.

The ghost advanced, frost cracking beneath its insubstantial boots. "See the truth they buried!" It thrust its hand towards the high table. Suddenly, the carved Darrington falcon wept crimson tears; the Paxton boar’s tusks dripped black pitch. "Your treaty is a noose! Forged not in honor, but in secret pacts with the mountain wraiths!" Liam recoiled, face ashen. Maximilian drew his dagger—a futile gesture. The ghost laughed, a sound like grinding stones. "Fool! Your blades cannot touch what your lies summoned!"

Patience stumbled forwards. "What do you want?"

The ghost's hollow eyes fixed on her. "Justice," it hissed, frost blooming across her velvet sleeve where its gaze touched. "The pact was signed in blood—Darrington and Paxton hands clasped in moonlight while my company died screaming in Raven's Pass caverns. Your ancestors poisoned the mineshaft air to claim the silver faster." Its form flickered, revealing glimpses of spectral armor fused to bone by molten rock. "The finger swept towards Maximilian. "Your grandfather ordered the cave-in." Then to Liam. "Yours paid the saboteurs." The accusation hung like frozen breath. "Work together before dawn breaks. Prove your peace isn't cowardice. Find my signet ring in the pass—the proof they buried with me—or share my tomb forever."

Liam choked out a laugh. "Ghost stories won't—"

The spirit's wail silenced him, shattering every windowpane. Shards rained down as the phantom dissolved into mist that coiled around their ankles. Frostbite numbness crawled up Maximilian's legs where the mist touched. Liam doubled over retching phantom silver poisoning. Only Patience stood unaffected. She stared at her trembling brother, then at Maximilian's blue-tinged lips. The ghost's voice echoed from the stones themselves: "Dawn is your grave-marker."
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The great hall erupted. Chaos unfurled like a poisoned banner. Darrington retainers, faces pale and terrified, rushed to their lord's side. Paxton men, spitting curses and phantom bile, fled towards their own ranks, their fear twisting into murderous suspicion. Swords were drawn now, not in taunting gestures but in genuine, shaking menace. Maximilian felt the icy grip recede from his skin, replaced by a sudden, violent heat. His own guards were screaming, pointing at the Paxtons, convinced this was some dark sorcery, a trick to murder their lord. He could feel the rage building in his veins, a feverish poison against the lingering cold.

"It was a trick!" a Paxton captain shrieked, his hand a blur as he tried to wipe away the phantom blood. "Darrington sorcery!"

"Lies!" a Darrington guard roared back. "Your witch-born lady summoned it!"

Maximilian’s mind reeled. He needed to find Patience. The chaos was a storm, but a single, still point of focus remained: her. She was immune. The thought burned with a terrifying clarity. While Liam retched and Maximilian’s own body shivered with the aftershocks of the curse, she stood untouched, a queen of the damned. He pushed through his guards, ignoring their frantic warnings. "The treaty stands!" he bellowed, his voice raw, but it was lost in the din.

He saw Patience making her way through the panicked throng, her movements a study in contained grace. The wine stain on her dress was a stark, dark reminder of the moment her
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A feast to celebrate a false peace unearths a bloody
political conspiracy and a lust that defies all allegiances
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