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✯
Chapter One



The rain-slicked stones were treacherous beneath her boots. Elara counted the guards below; three, no four, the torchlight catching the fourth one's pauldron as he shifted in the alcove. Four guards meant a changing of the watch in seventeen minutes. Seventeen minutes to slip through the servants' entrance, cross the lower kitchens, and reach the old storage rooms where the palace's memory moldered in forgotten chests. 



Seventeen minutes to become a ghost in the house she once called home. 



The window latch gave with a soft click, rust flaking against her gloved fingers. She eased the casement open, listening past the drumming rain for any sound that didn't belong. Horses in the outer courtyard. A shout from the stables. Laughter from somewhere deeper in the castle, muffled by stone and distance. 



The king is holding a feast tonight. Every noble with a title and a spine is in the great hall, drinking his wine and kissing his rings. 



She pulled herself over the sill, landing in a crouch on the cold flagstones. The corridor stretched before her, empty and dark, torches guttering in their iron sconces. She knew this passage. Knew every warped board beneath the threadbare runners, every alcove where a girl could hide from the housekeeper's sharp eyes. She had scrubbed these floors on her knees, had watched the grime darken the water in her bucket while above her, the court danced and schemed and forgot the servants existed. 



And Kael had found her here, in this very corridor, with a stolen tart in her hands and terror in her eyes. He had laughed, soft and warm, and taken the tart from her fingers. "I won't tell," he'd said. "But you owe me half." 



She shoved the memory into the dark where it belonged. 



The kitchens smelled of roasting meat and woodsmoke, the great hearth still banked with embers despite the late hour. Elara moved through the shadows like oil through water, her dark cloak blending with the gloom. A scullery maid dozed on a stool near the cooling ovens, her head lolling against the stone. Elara's hand drifted toward the knife at her belt, then stilled. 



Not a threat. A girl who works until she drops, same as I once did. 



The passage beyond the kitchens narrowed, the air growing cool and damp. These were the old cellars, the parts of the palace that predated the current king's grandfather. The walls wept moisture, and the torches here burned low and blue, as if the stone itself was slowly drinking the light. 



She counted doors. Third on the left. The lock was ancient, a simple iron mechanism that yielded to her pick with a soft, resigned click. 



The room smelled of dust and secrets. 



Elara closed the door behind her and struck a flint, lighting the stub of candle she'd brought. The flame caught, revealing shelves bowed under the weight of ledgers, crates marked with faded seals, broken furniture draped in cobwebs. She had three months to find the Crown of Embers before the rebellion's patience ran out. Three months to infiltrate the palace, earn the trust of those who might know where the king kept it, and slip it past the guards who protected it. 



Three months to finish what I started five years ago. 



The chest she sought was beneath a rotting tapestry depicting a hunt no one remembered. Elara knelt, the flagstones cold through the wool of her trousers. The lock was newer here, better made. Her fingers worked steady and sure, the pick scraping against the mechanism's innards. A bead of sweat traced her spine. 



Click. 



She lifted the lid. 



Inside, nestled on faded velvet, lay a leather-bound journal and a small velvet pouch. The journal first: she opened it to pages filled with cramped script, accounts of shipments and correspondence, the handwriting of a man who had served three kings and remembered every secret they'd tried to bury. The pouch contained a signet ring, its crest worn smooth by time and use. 



Proof. Evidence that the current king's claim to the throne is built on blood and lies. 



She tucked both into the hidden pocket sewn into her cloak's lining, then paused. 



A sound. Footsteps, but not the heavy tread of guards. Something lighter. A servant, perhaps, or. 



The door creaked open. 



Elara didn't breathe. She pressed herself into the shadows beside the chest, her hand closing around the hilt of her knife. The candle flame steadied as the draft settled, and a figure slipped through the gap, closing the door with practiced silence. 



Not a servant. Not a guard. 



The figure moved with the coiled grace of someone who knew how to fight. Tall, broad-shouldered, the darkness swallowing their features. A cloak, dark as her own. Boots that made no sound on the flagstones. 



Another spy. Or someone who suspects. 



They turned, and the weak candlelight caught the edge of a jaw, the glint of eyes beneath a hood. 



Elara's blood turned to ice. 



No. No, it cannot be. 



The figure reached up and pushed back the hood, and Kael's face emerged from the shadows. 



He looked older. Five years had carved lines beside his mouth, had deepened the hollows beneath his cheekbones. His hair was shorter now, silver at the temples, and his eyes; those eyes that had once looked at her like she was the only light in a dark world; were flat. Cold. The eyes of a man who had learned to kill without hesitation. 



The King's Commander. The iron fist of the crown. 



He hadn't seen her yet. He was moving toward a different chest, his attention fixed on some target only he could see. She could slip out now, while his back was turned. Could disappear into the darkness and pretend she had never seen him, never known the weight of his gaze. 



But if he catches me, if he recognizes me— 



Her hand tightened on the knife. 



I will not let him see me break. 



He stopped. Turned, slowly, as if sensing the weight of her stare. 



Their eyes met. 



The air between them turned to glass, thin and fragile and ready to shatter. 



"Who's there?" His voice was lower than she remembered, rougher, stripped of warmth. "Show yourself." 



She didn't move. Didn't speak. Her heart beat a slow, steady rhythm against her ribs, a soldier's heartbeat, a spy's heartbeat. 



He will not know me. Five years, a different life, a different face. He will not know me. 



He took a step forward, his hand moving to the sword at his hip. "I won't ask again." 



Run. Fight. Lie. Anything but stand here and let him see the truth. 



She drew the hood forward, deepening the shadows over her features, and pitched her voice low. "I might ask the same of you, Commander. It's late for a man of your rank to be skulking in the cellars." 



He stilled. His head tilted, a predator's attention, and she felt the weight of his regard like a physical pressure against her skin. 



"Skulking?" He took another step, and she held her ground, refusing to retreat. "I have every right to be here. You, on the other hand. " His fingers brushed the sword's hilt. "I don't recognize your livery. I don't recognize your face." 



"You don't know every face in this palace." 



"I know every face that matters." He was close now, close enough that she could smell the rain on his cloak, the steel and leather that clung to him like a second skin. "And I know when someone is lying." 



He cannot know. He cannot. 



"Then perhaps your instincts have dulled, Commander." She let a thread of mockery enter her voice. "The palace is full of shadows. Not all of them are threats." 



He reached out, and her breath stopped. His fingers caught the edge of her hood, and she let him push it back, let the candlelight fall across her face. 



Because he will not see her. He will see a stranger. 



His gaze swept over her features, and something flickered in his eyes; a spark, quickly smothered. 



"Do I know you?" 



Yes. You knew me in a hundred ways, a thousand ways. You knew the curve of my spine and the sound of my laugh and the taste of my tears. 



"No," she said. "We've never met." 



He held her gaze for a long, terrible moment. Then he released her hood, stepping back. 



"Get out of these cellars," he said, his voice flat. "If I find you here again, I'll have you arrested." 



She inclined her head, the gesture of a servant acknowledging a command, and slipped past him toward the door. Her hand found the latch. Her feet found the corridor beyond. 



Run. Now. Before he remembers. Before he sees through the lie. 



She ran. 



The rain swallowed her footsteps as she crossed the outer courtyard, scaled the wall, dropped into the muddy lane beyond. Her lungs burned. Her legs ached. But she didn't stop until she reached the crumbling warehouse where she'd stashed her saddlebags, until she'd barred the door and pressed her back against the damp wood and let the darkness settle around her. 



He didn't know me. 



But as she stood there, trembling in the aftermath, she couldn't shake the feeling that he had looked at her and seen, not a stranger, but a ghost. 



And ghosts have a way of haunting the living. 



The Crown of Embers could wait. For now, she had the journal, the ring, and a mission that had just become infinitely more dangerous. 



Because Kael was here. And Kael would not rest until he found the truth. 



She closed her eyes and let the rain drum against the roof, a steady, relentless beat that matched the rhythm of her blood. 



One step ahead. Always one step ahead. 



But tonight, for the first time in five years, she wasn't sure she believed it. 



The cellar air clung to her skin, cold and damp, as she pressed her palm flat against the warehouse door. The wood grain bit into her flesh, a grounding pain that kept her from spiraling into the memory of his eyes. Gray like storm clouds. Like the morning he had kissed her goodbye and promised to return. 



She had believed him then. 



Her fingers curled into a fist, nails digging into her palm. The sting was welcome. It anchored her to the present, to the rain soaking through her tunic, to the journal pressed against her ribs beneath her cloak. She could still smell him. Leather and steel and the faint trace of cedar smoke from the guardroom hearth. Five years, and her body remembered what her mind had tried to bury. 



The warehouse groaned around her, timbers settling in the wet night. She forced her breathing to slow, forced her shoulders to drop from where they had climbed toward her ears. Think. You are not a girl anymore. You are a blade in the dark. 



But blades did not tremble. Blades did not feel the ghost of a hand on their hood, the echo of a voice that had once whispered promises against her throat. 



She pushed off from the door and crossed to her saddlebags, her boots squelching against the packed earth floor. The ring was still warm from her pocket, the journal dry beneath her layers. She laid them out on a crate, watching the candlelight catch the ring's surface. A phoenix, wings spread, rising from flames so small they might have been etched by a needle. 



The Crown of Embers. The name tasted like ash on her tongue. 



She had spent three years tracking this ring. Three years of false leads, dead informants, narrow escapes. And now, with it finally in her possession, she could not stop thinking about the way Kael's jaw had tightened when he looked at her. The way his hand had hesitated before releasing her hood. 



He didn't know me. 



But doubt crept in like the draft beneath the door. She had changed. Her hair was shorter, cropped close to her skull. Her face was thinner, sharper, the softness of youth carved away by hunger and fear and the relentless pursuit of survival. She moved differently now. Walked with a hunter's silence instead of a servant's shuffle. 



And yet. 



When he had said I know every face in this castle, there had been something in his voice. A crack. A fracture in the certainty. 



She shook her head, hard enough to make her neck pop. Stop. You cannot afford this. 



The rain intensified, drumming against the roof in a sudden fury that matched the storm building in her chest. She turned her back on the ring and the journal and pressed her forehead against the cool wood of the wall. The warehouse smelled of mildew and rust and the faint sweetness of rotting hay. It was the smell of hiding. Of waiting. 



She had been hiding for five years. 



And now Kael was here, in the same city, breathing the same air, walking the same corridors she had once scrubbed on her hands and knees. He was the King's Commander now. She had heard the whispers in taverns, seen the wanted posters with his name at the bottom. Commander Kael Voss. Report all suspicious activity to the garrison. 



He hunted traitors. He hunted spies. 



He would hunt her. 



Her stomach twisted, a cold knot that had nothing to do with the meager meal she had eaten at dawn. She pressed her hand against her abdomen, as if she could still the churning. One step ahead. Always one step ahead. 



But the words felt hollow now, brittle as old bone. 



She lifted her head and stared at the darkness beyond the candle's reach. Somewhere out there, Kael was probably doing the same thing. Standing in a guardroom or a study, staring at nothing, trying to place the face of a woman who had slipped through his fingers. 



Let him wonder, she told herself. Let him chase glooms. 



But the truth was a splinter she could not remove. She had seen the way his eyes had searched her face. She had felt the weight of his attention, heavy and precise, like a blade testing the gap in her armor. 



He would find her. 



Not tonight. Maybe not tomorrow. But soon. 



She blew out the candle and let the darkness swallow her whole. 






✯
Chapter Two



The stone bit into her palms. Cold. Wet. Real. 



Elara pressed her spine flat against the wall, the rough mortar scraping through the thin wool of her servant's gown. Rain had slicked the ledge hours ago, and now the moss beneath her fingers squelched with each adjustment of weight. Below, the courtyard stretched like a gray throat, cobblestones gleaming under the occasional torch flare. 



One wrong shift and the fall breaks both legs. If the guards don't finish the job first. 



She counted their footsteps. Three men, heavy boots, standard patrol rotation. They passed beneath her alcove every forty-seven seconds. The pattern had held true for the past twelve minutes, ever since she'd wedged herself into this ornamental niche above the eastern gate. The stone angel beside her stared out with blank eyes, its wings chipped and weathered. She'd chosen this spot deliberately. No one looked up. No one ever looked up. 



Except tonight. 



"Check the upper galleries." The voice cut through the rain like a blade. Low. Commanding. Familiar in a way that made her blood forget how to move. "She's not on the ground." 



Elara's fingers went still against the stone. 



No. 



She knew that voice. Had memorized its cadence in another life, when it had whispered promises against her throat in the dark of the guardhouse. When it had laughed, warm and unguarded, as she stole bread from the kitchens and pressed the crusts into his hands. 



Five years. Five years and she'd told herself he'd be different. That the lowly guardsman who'd loved a kitchen maid had been buried under rank and duty, that the King's Commander would be a stranger wearing familiar skin. 



The voice below proved her wrong. 



"He's in the throne room, Commander. The King summoned him an hour ago." 



"Then he'll wait." Boots scraped stone. A pause. "She came through the eastern gate. The moss on the arch is disturbed. She's still inside the perimeter." 



Elara's lungs locked. The moss. She'd been so careful to avoid the guards, the patrols, the servants who might remember a face from half a decade past. She hadn't thought about moss. 



He's tracking me. Not the patrols. Not the routine. He's reading the walls. 



The rain chose that moment to intensify, sheets of it sweeping across the courtyard and drumming against the slate roofs. Elara used the noise to shift her weight, easing her body deeper into the alcove's shadow. The angel's wing pressed against her shoulder, cold and unyielding. 



"Commander, the King's temper—" 



"Is not my concern." A sharp edge now, the voice that had once gone soft when she traced the scars on his hands. "Spread out. Cover the servant passages and the old wine cellars. If she's smart, she'll go underground." 



"And if she's not smart?" 



"Then she's already dead." 



The footsteps receded, splitting into separate directions. Elara counted to sixty before she allowed herself to breathe. 



He knows I'm here. He doesn't know it's me. He can't know. 



But the thought offered no comfort. Kael had always seen what others missed. It was what had drawn her to him, once. The way he looked at her like she was a puzzle worth solving, not a servant worth ignoring. 



She'd solved that puzzle for him. With a lie that had cut them both open. 



Focus. The mission. The Crown. 



Elara pushed the memory down, locked it behind the same door she used for everything else. She needed to reach the north tower. The Crown of Embers was kept in the King's private study, locked in a vault that required three keys. One hung around the King's neck. One rested in the Steward's office. One. 



One was in Kael's possession. Always. 



She'd known that before she accepted this assignment. Known it and told herself it wouldn't matter. The Commander of the King's Guard was a target, not a person. A set of habits to learn, a schedule to exploit, a key to lift from his belt while he slept. 



He doesn't sleep anymore. The thought surfaced unbidden. He never did. Not after you left. 



Elara shook her head, water droplets scattering from her hood. Sentiment was a luxury she couldn't afford. The rebel faction had given her a year of training, a dozen new names, and a single directive: retrieve the Crown or die trying. The fate of the border provinces depended on it. The war that would come if the King kept the artifact's power; that blood would be on her hands if she failed. 



She waited for the patrol to complete another cycle. Forty-seven seconds. Three men. The rain covered her movements. 



When the footsteps faded toward the western barracks, she moved. 



Her body remembered the palace even if her mind tried to forget. The servant passages were narrower than she recalled, the walls closer, the ceilings lower. She slipped through a maintenance door behind the old kitchens, her fingers finding the latch by touch alone. The corridor beyond smelled of mildew and spilled wine, the same scent that had clung to her clothes every night she'd spent scrubbing pots until her knuckles bled. 



You were happy here. Once. 



The memory was a knife between her ribs. 



She'd been seventeen, barefoot and reckless, when she'd first seen Kael in the guardhouse courtyard. He'd been sparring with another recruit, his movements raw and unpolished but fierce with determination. She'd watched him fall three times, get up four, and when he'd finally pinned his opponent, he'd looked up and caught her staring. 



He'd smiled. 



It had been five years since anyone had smiled at her like that. 



Elara pressed her palm flat against the wall and forced herself to keep moving. The corridor opened into a storage room lined with empty barrels. Beyond that, a spiral staircase led up toward the noble quarters. She took the stairs two at a time, her wet boots leaving prints on the worn stone. 



Third floor. Turn left. Past the tapestry of the first king's coronation. The study door will be guarded. 



She had a schedule. She had a plan. She had a small vial of sleeping draft concealed in the lining of her sleeve, enough to put two men under for six hours. 



What she didn't have was an answer for what she'd do if Kael was standing behind that door. 



The staircase ended. Elara paused at the top, her breath shallow, her ears straining for any sound beyond the rain. The corridor stretched before her, empty and dark. The tapestry hung exactly where she remembered it, the first king's face stitched in faded gold thread, his eyes following her as she passed. 



Two guards. Standard rotation. They'll be at the door, not patrolling. 



She reached the corner and stopped. 



The guards were there. Two of them, armored and alert, their hands resting on their sword hilts. They weren't talking. That was bad. Talking guards were distracted guards. Silent guards were waiting for something. 



For me. They're waiting for me. 



Elara pressed back against the wall, her heart beating a rhythm she refused to name. The vial was in her hand, the stopper loose. She could take them. She'd trained for this. One guard would go down from the draft, the other from the knife she kept strapped to her thigh. Quick. Clean. Silent. 



But the study door was ajar. Just a crack, just enough for a sliver of firelight to escape. 



Someone was inside. 



The King. The Steward. Kael. 



She should leave. Regroup. Find another angle of approach, another night to try. The mission wasn't a single night's work. The Crown would still be there tomorrow. 



But the rebels were dying today. Every day she delayed, more villages burned. 



Elara made her decision. 



She stepped out from behind the corner, her posture shifting into something small and harmless. A servant, lost and frightened. Her hood was down, her face bare, her eyes wide with practiced innocence. 



"Please," she said, her voice trembling. "Please, I need help. There's a man in the kitchens. He's hurt. Bleeding. I don't know what to do." 



The guards exchanged a glance. The taller one shook his head. "Kitchens are below. Take the service stairs." 



"I tried. They're locked. The door won't open." She let her voice crack, let her hands shake. "Please. He's going to die." 



The taller guard sighed, the sound heavy with resignation. "Stay here. Don't move." 



He left. His partner stayed, his eyes fixed on her with the careful attention of a man who'd been trained to distrust everyone. 



Elara waited. 



The moment the first guard's footsteps faded, she moved. The vial was in her hand, the stopper gone. She didn't throw it. She stepped forward, close enough to smell the oil on his armor, and pressed her palm against his exposed throat. 



His eyes widened. His hand went for his sword. 



The draft hit his bloodstream in three seconds. 



He was unconscious in five. 



Elara caught him as he fell, lowering him to the ground with a care that surprised even her. She checked his pulse. Steady. He'd wake with a headache and a story his commander wouldn't believe. 



One down. One who'll return in five minutes. The study. 



She straightened, turned toward the door, and pushed it open. 



The firelight hit her face first. Then the scent of old paper and beeswax. Then the sight of the man standing behind the desk, his back to her, his hands braced against the wood as if he were holding himself upright by sheer force of will. 



He turned. 



And the world stopped. 



Kael looked older. The five years had carved lines into his face that hadn't been there before, grooves of exhaustion and something harder. His jaw was sharper, his shoulders broader, his eyes. 



His eyes were the same. 



They found her face. Held it. Recognized it. 



"Elara." 



Her name. Her real name. The one she'd buried with the kitchen maid who'd loved him. 



She opened her mouth to lie. To deflect. To say she was someone else, anyone else, a servant who'd wandered into the wrong room. 



But his hand was already moving, reaching for the bell on his desk that would summon every guard in the palace. 



And she was already moving too. 



Her knife was in her hand. Her body was between him and the bell. Her voice, when it came, was steady. 



"Don't." 



Kael's hand stopped an inch from the bell. His gaze dropped to the blade, then rose to meet hers. 



"You came back," he said. Not a question. A statement, heavy with something she couldn't name. 



"The Crown," she said. "Give me the key." 



He laughed. It was a broken sound, nothing like the laugh she remembered. 



"You break into the palace, knock out two of my men, and your first demand is the key to the King's vault." He shook his head slowly. "You always did aim high, Elara." 



"Give me the key." 



"Or what? You'll kill me?" 



The blade trembled in her hand. She steadied it. 



"If I have to." 



Kael held her gaze. The firelight caught the silver in his hair, the shadows under his eyes. He looked at her like she was a ghost, like he'd been seeing her in every dark corner for five years and couldn't quite believe she was real. 



"Then do it," he said softly. "Because I'm not giving you the key." 



The words hung between them, sharp and final. 



And somewhere in the distance, boots began to run. 



The boots grew louder, a rhythmic thunder echoing through the stone corridors. Elara's pulse matched their pace, but she forced her breathing to stay even. The knife felt heavier than it should, the weight of five years pressing down on her arm. 



Kael didn't flinch. He stood there, watching her with those eyes that had once held nothing but warmth. Now they held something else. A challenge. A question she didn't want to answer. 



"You have ten seconds," he said. "Maybe less." 



"Then give me the key." 



"I can't." 



"You mean you won't." 



He shook his head. The firelight carved shadows across his face, deepening the lines around his mouth. "I mean I can't. It's not here. It's never here. The King moves it every night. Only he knows where it is." 



The boots were closer now. She could hear voices, sharp commands cutting through the night. 



"Then you're useless to me." 



The words came out colder than she intended. She saw something flicker in his eyes; no, not flicker. Dim. Like a candle being snuffed out. 



"Probably," he said. "I've been useless for five years." 



The confession hung in the air, raw and unexpected. Elara's grip on the knife loosened, then tightened again. She couldn't afford to soften. Not now. Not when she was so close. 



The door behind her rattled. Someone tried the handle. 



Kael's gaze never left hers. "You have two choices. Kill me and try to escape through a palace that's about to be locked down. Or let me help you." 



"Help me?" 



"I know where the key will be tomorrow night. I know the guard rotations. I know the blind spots." He paused. "I know you didn't come here to kill me." 



The door shuddered again. A fist pounded against the wood. 



"Commander Kael! Is everything all right?" 



Elara's mind raced. Trust him. The thought was madness. He was the King's Commander now. He'd chosen his side. 



But his eyes held hers, and in them she saw the boy who'd once promised her the stars. 



She lowered the knife. 






✯
Chapter Three
3



The night air tasted of crushed mint and iron. 



Elara pressed herself into the shadow of the stone archway, her fingers curled against the rough mortar. A single torch flickered at the garden's edge, its flame carving jagged shapes from the hedges. She had chosen this place for its blind spots, for the way the moonlight slipped through the canopy in silver slivers, for the fact that no guard patrol would see a woman waiting here unless she wished to be seen. 



She wished to be seen by exactly one man. 



The gravel path crunched beneath boots. Slow, deliberate. The tread of someone who knew the weight of his own footsteps. She counted the rhythm, matching it to the beat that had once kept time with her heart, years ago, when she had believed that love could be a shelter rather than a weapon. 



Kael emerged from the darkness like a blade parting silk. 



The uniform had changed. The King's Commander crest sat heavy on his chest, gold thread catching the torchlight, but the line of his shoulders was the same. The set of his jaw. The way his hand rested on the pommel of his sword as if the steel were an extension of his spine. He stopped ten paces away, close enough to speak without shouting, far enough to draw steel in a heartbeat. 



"You sent word through a dead drop." His voice scraped across the quiet. "That took nerve." 



"I've always had too much of that." She kept her hood low, the fabric brushing her cheekbones. The false name she carried tonight was Mira, a whisper-thin alias with a forged merchant's seal and a tale of lost cargo. But Kael didn't need her name. He needed her voice, the one he would recognize even if she buried it in silk and lies. 



He took another step. The gravel ground beneath his weight. "The message said you had information about a plot against the crown. That you would only speak to me." 



"Your reputation for integrity precedes you. They say you never break a promise." She let the words hang, watched the muscle in his jaw tighten. "I need a guarantee of safe passage before I disclose what I know." 



"Safe passage for whom?" 



"Myself. And the information." 



Kael's laugh was a harsh exhale, no humor in it. "You send me a note with a seal I haven't seen in five years, written in a hand I taught myself to forget, and you want guarantees? You want me to trust a shadow with a voice that sounds like a ghost?" 



Her lungs paused. He remembered. Of course he remembered. She had known he would, had counted on it, had built her entire approach around the scar she had left in him. But hearing it spoken aloud, the raw edge of it, scraped against something she had thought long dead. 



"Ghosts are useful," she said, keeping her voice steady. "They see things the living miss." 



"Is that what you are now? A ghost?" He moved closer, three strides that ate the distance between them. She could smell the leather of his gloves, the faint trace of pine soap. "Because when I last saw you, you were very much alive. Begging me to run with you. Telling me you loved me." 



The words hit like a blade between the ribs. She had prepared for this, rehearsed the deflection, but the weight of them sat on her chest, cold and familiar. "That was a lifetime ago. I am not that woman." 



"No. That woman had a name." He stopped two paces away, close enough that she could see the lines carved around his eyes, the silver threading his dark hair at the temples. Five years had honed him, sharpened the soft edges of the guardsman she had kissed in the stable loft. "You haven't given me one to call you by." 



"Mira will suffice." 



"Mira." He tested the name, let it sit on his tongue like something bitter. "And what does Mira want with the King's Commander?" 



The wind shifted, carrying the scent of night-blooming jasmine from the trellis behind her. She drew it in, let the sweetness ground her. "The Crown of Embers is unstable. The enchantment binding it is fraying at the edges. If someone were to access the reliquary without proper warding, the artifact could detonate, leveling half the palace and taking every noble within a mile." 



Kael's expression did not change, but his hand tightened on his sword pommel. "That information is known only to the king, his alchemist, and the commander of the royal guard. How does a merchant's agent learn state secrets?" 



"I have good sources." 



"You have dangerous sources." He stepped closer still, close enough that his breath stirred the loose strands of her hair. His voice dropped, intimate and sharp. "You were always drawn to dangerous things, Elara. It's what made you run. It's what made you lie." 



The name cut through her like a blade. She had not heard it spoken aloud in three years, not from anyone who knew the face behind it. She forced her spine to remain straight, her hands loose at her sides. "I don't know who that is." 



"You do." His gaze swept over her, from the hood masking her hair to the gloves hiding her calluses. "I know the way you stand. The way you tilt your chin when you're about to lie. The way your pulse jumps at the base of your throat when I get too close." 



Her throat tightened. She could not stop that reaction, could not school the blood that rushed to her skin. He had always read her too easily, had always seen through her masks before she had learned to wear them properly. 



"I came to warn you," she said, shifting the ground beneath their feet. "The rebellion has agents inside the palace. They know about the crown. They plan to steal it within the month, during the Autumnal Equinox, when the wards are weakest." 



Kael's eyes narrowed. "Why would you betray them to me?" 



"Because if the crown detonates, the blast will not discriminate. Rebel, royalist, servant, child. Everyone dies." She let the truth of that settle between them, the weight of bodies she had seen in her nightmares. "I do not wish to be part of that fire." 



"You expect me to believe you've grown a conscience?" 



"I expect you to believe that I have my own reasons." She stepped back, widening the distance. "The rebellion meets at the Broken Wheel tavern, three streets from the south gate. Their leader uses the alias Cinder. He wears a silver ring with a garnet the size of my thumbnail. He will be there on the ninth night of the new moon, meeting with a contact from the palace guard." 



Kael's gaze sharpened. "And how do you know this?" 



"Because I was supposed to be that contact." She pulled the hood back, let the torchlight fall across her face. His breath caught, but he did not move. "I changed my mind. That makes me a target for both sides." 



He stared at her, and the silence stretched wide enough to hold every unsaid thing between them. The night pressed in, cool and damp, carrying the distant sound of a guard's boots on the ramparts. 



"You have thirty seconds to explain," he said, his voice rough as gravel, "why I should not arrest you here and now and drag you before the king." 



"Because if you do, the rebellion will know I've been taken. They will accelerate their timeline. The crown will be lost before the sun rises, and you will have an explosion in the heart of your city." She held his gaze. "Because you still remember the way I laughed when we were young, and you want to believe that somewhere beneath the lies, she still exists." 



The muscle in his jaw jumped. His hand flexed on the sword pommel, once, twice. Then he let out a breath, slow and controlled, as if he were releasing tension he had held for years. 



"I will investigate your claims," he said. "If they prove false, I will find you. And I will not be gentle." 



"I would expect nothing less, Commander." 



"Do not call me that." His voice cracked, just for a moment, before he smoothed it back to iron. "Not from those lips." 



She pulled her hood up, let the shadows reclaim her face. "The ninth night of the new moon. The Broken Wheel. Do not be late." 



She turned and walked into the darkness, feeling his gaze on her back like a brand. Every step cost her, every footfall a betrayal of the woman she had been, the woman he had loved. But she did not stop. Could not stop. The mission was all that remained. 



Behind her, Kael's voice cut through the night, low and precise. "Elara." 



She halted. Did not turn. 



"If you are playing me," he said, "if this is a trap, I will bury you so deep that not even the ghosts will find you." 



She smiled into the darkness, though he could not see it. "I learned from the best." 



And she disappeared into the gloom, her heart beating a rhythm she refused to name. 



She pulled her hood up, let the shadows reclaim her face. The wool smelled of rain and soot, a familiar comfort against her skin. She adjusted the clasp beneath her chin, fingers lingering on the worn leather strap. For a breath, she considered letting him see the tremor in her hands. She did not. 



“The ninth night of the new moon. The Broken Wheel. Do not be late.” 




✯
Chapter Four



The cart lurched to a halt at the northern trade gate, and the dust from the road settled around her like a shroud. 



Elara pulled the hood lower over her brow, letting the coarse wool scratch against her cheek. The fabric smelled of horses and old hay, of the days of travel that had carried her back to Hawkthorne. Her bones knew the ache of those miles, settled deep in her hips and shoulders. The driver grunted something to the gate guards, and she listened to the rhythm of their boots on packed earth, the clank of iron and leather, the casual laughter of men who had never known a day of genuine danger in their lives. 



"Papers," a voice demanded. 



Orin hopped down from the bench beside her, his movements loose and unhurried. He produced a roll of parchment from inside his coat, the seals dangling like ripe fruit. "Merchant caravan from the southern vineyards," he said, his voice carrying the lazy drawl of a man who had made this journey a hundred times. "Twelve casks of summer vintage for the King's cellars, three bales of wool for the winter weaving, and my niece here who's come to seek work in the palace kitchens." 



The guard grunted, and Elara felt his gaze slide over her like a greasy hand. She kept her face angled down, let the shadows of the hood do their work. Beneath the cloak, her fingers pressed against the flat of the knife strapped to her thigh. The blade was warm from her body heat, a comfort she did not permit herself to rely on. 



"Kitchen work, eh?" The guard's voice carried a smirk. "Pretty thing like her could find easier work in the pleasure gardens." 



"She's got a gift for pastry," Orin said dryly. "The pleasure gardens don't pay for that." 



The guard snorted, and the papers rustled as they were handed back. The gate groaned open, the iron hinges crying against the morning chill. Elara let out a breath she had not realized she was holding, the air dissolving into fog before her lips. 



The cart rolled forward, and the city swallowed them whole. 



Hawkthorne had not changed. The same narrow streets twisted between buildings that leaned toward one another like gossips sharing secrets. The same stone facades bore the scars of weather and time, their surfaces pitted and stained. The same vendors called out from their stalls, their voices weaving into a tapestry of commerce and desperation. Everything familiar, everything the same, and yet everything impossibly foreign. 



She had been a kitchen maid here. She had scrubbed these cobblestones, had hauled water from the wells, had stolen kisses in the shadow of the granary tower. That girl was a stranger now, a ghost that walked beside the cart and left no footprints in the dust. 



The palace rose ahead of them, its white towers cutting into the grey sky like bones breaking through skin. The Crown of Embers sat somewhere within those walls, in a vault that had been designed by the finest mages in the realm. She had studied the schematics until the lines burned themselves into her memory, had memorized the rotation of the guards, the placement of the wards, the single moment of vulnerability that occurred when the moon reached its zenith and the old magic in the stones briefly faltered. 



Seventeen heartbeats of safety. Seventeen heartbeats to steal a king's ransom. 



Orin's hand found her elbow as they passed through the inner market square. "Drop your shoulders," he murmured, his lips barely moving. "You're carrying tension like a banner." 



She forced her muscles to loosen, let her posture slump into something approaching meek. The kitchen maid she had once been had walked with her head down, her eyes on the floor, her hands tucked into her apron. That posture came back to her body like a language long forgotten, settling into her spine with uncomfortable familiarity. 



"Better," Orin said. "We'll be at the servants' entrance in three minutes. Your references are in order, your history is clean, and your papers name you as Mira of Thornwood, a baker's apprentice whose master died of fever last winter. You've come to the capital seeking new employment. You have no family, no connections, and no reason for anyone to look at you twice." 



She nodded, her throat dry. The words were a script she had rehearsed until they felt like truth, until Mira of Thornwood had become more real to her than Elara of the kitchens, than Elara of the rebellion, than any of the other names she had worn like masks over the years. 



The servants' entrance was a low archway tucked between the kitchens and the stables, its stone worn smooth by generations of hands seeking entry. Orin steered her toward it with the practiced ease of a man who had made this delivery many times. A steward met them at the door, a slender man with the hollowed cheeks and tired eyes of someone who had spent too many years saying yes to people who held power over him. 



"New kitchen staff," Orin said, handing over her papers. "Mira. Baked for House Thornwood's estate for three years before the fever took the master. She's clean, she's quiet, and she works hard." 



The steward scanned her documents, his eyes moving with the mechanical efficiency of a man who had read a thousand such papers. He looked up at her, and she met his gaze with the blank deference of a servant who knew her place. 



"You'll report to Cook Marta," he said. "She's in charge of the pastry larders. Follow me." 



She followed, her feet finding the familiar rhythm of the servants' corridors. The walls here were bare stone, their surfaces scratched and stained with the residue of countless meals carried from kitchen to table. The air carried the smell of boiling cabbage and roasting meat, of lye soap and coal smoke. It was the smell of her childhood, of the years she had spent invisible and hungry and dreaming of a life that would never be hers. 



The kitchen was chaos, a symphony of noise and motion that she remembered in her bones. Cook Marta stood at the center of it all, a woman of formidable girth and sharper tongue, her face red from the heat of the ovens and the constant demands of her subordinates. She looked Elara up and down with the assessment of a general reviewing fresh troops. 



"You'll do," she said. "Thin as a rail, but I'll fatten you up. Know your way around a rolling pin?" 



"Yes, Cook," Elara said, and the voice that emerged was softer than her own, pitched higher, carrying the country accent of the villages south of Hawkthorne. She had practiced it for weeks, had let the vowels flatten and the consonants soften until they felt natural on her tongue. 



"Then get to work. That corner's yours. We've got the King's council dinner tonight, and if the pastry for the venison pie is anything less than perfect, I'll have your hide for a rug." 



Elara tied an apron around her waist and found her place at the long wooden table that dominated the pastry larder. The flour was coarse between her fingers, the workbench scarred with the marks of knives and rolling pins. She reached for the mixing bowl, and her hands began the familiar motions of measuring and sifting, of kneading and shaping. The work was mindless, automatic, a rhythm that left her thoughts free to wander. 



The Crown of Embers. Seventeen heartbeats. The guards rotated at midnight, the wards faltered at the moon's zenith, and the vault would open for exactly the length of a held breath. She had the tools, she had the knowledge, and she had the will. 



What she did not have was a clear path to the vault. 



The schematics had shown the route through the palace's secret passages, the hidden corridors that had been built into the walls centuries ago for the purpose of escape and surveillance. But the schematics were five years old, and palaces changed. Walls were renovated, passages were sealed, and the maps she had memorized might already be obsolete. 



She would need to confirm the route herself. She would need to walk those corridors, to feel the hidden seams in the stone, to discover what the rebellion's intelligence had missed. 



And she would need to do it without being caught. 



The kitchen hummed around her, a living organism of heat and noise and motion. She lost herself in the work, in the familiar ache of her arms and the dusting of flour on her forearms. Hours passed, marked only by the changing light through the high windows and the ebb and flow of orders from the dining hall above. 



When the dinner service finally ended, Cook Marta waved her away with a grunt of approval. "You've got steady hands, girl. That's more than I can say for most of



























OEBPS/cover.jpg
=t L DNIDEIRLETE: ==

KING'S

COMMANDER
why

o
74 2 _ ==
\\ S22
T






