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The Hollow Queen

📖 CHAPTER 1 — The Bride Must Bleed

 PART I — Arrival in the Lion’s Den

Summary:

Talia arrives at the Veiled Keep under the guise of a noble envoy.
She sees Ravik for the first time. Something
feels...wrong.

The carriage rolled to a stop beneath a sky the
color of dried bruises—violet fading into black, with clouds
stretched thin like old silk. Crows wheeled above the ramparts of
the Veiled Keep, their cries sharp, familiar. She’d seen crows on
every battlefield. They always knew where the bodies would
fall.

Talia didn’t wait for the footman. She stepped
down onto the gravel, boots crunching, back straight, veil in
place. Her dress was an illusion of courtly grace: midnight silk
with slits at the thigh and stitched steel lining the bodice. Just
heavy enough to pass inspection. Just light enough to kill
in.

The gates opened with a slow, grinding
groan.

A steward emerged, masked in bone-white
porcelain. No eyes visible. No words spoken. Just a short bow and a
flick of the wrist, beckoning her forward. The Keep loomed behind
him—tall towers wrapped in ivy like veins, windows like lidless
eyes. It had the posture of a place that remembered pain. Too
still. Too silent.

Talia followed.

She kept her hands folded, gaze cool, pace
measured. Every step she took into the heart of the Keep made the
hair on her arms rise. The stone underfoot pulsed faintly. As if
something beneath the floor was breathing—slow, deep,
ancient.

The steward led her through an archway carved
with runes too old to read, and into the entry hall. The ceilings
were cathedral-high. Candles floated in midair, unflickering,
casting gold onto the black marble floor. Statues lined the walls:
robed figures without faces, each holding a single bleeding
rose.

And on the balcony above, he stood.

Prince Ravik Vaelith.

His hair was black and tied back, his face
half-shadowed. Tall, broad-shouldered, unadorned. No crown. No
armor. No guards. Just a single man in black, watching her like a
knife watches a throat.

He didn’t blink.

Talia held his gaze longer than was
wise.

His presence slid across her skin like cold
water. Her informants had described him as cold, brilliant,
distant—but they hadn’t said he’d feel... off. Like a mirror with
something wrong behind the glass.

She curtsied.

Ravik didn’t move.

The steward gestured her toward the inner hall.
She let herself be guided, but her mind stayed pinned to the man
above. Her thoughts clicked into motion like clockwork: He watched.
He didn’t blink. He didn’t greet. That wasn’t disinterest. That was
calculation.

She allowed herself a breath. Just one. Then
she tucked away her thoughts and smiled faintly as they passed
through the next door.

Behind her, the Keep seemed to sigh.

 PART II — The False Courting

Summary:

Talia attends a private welcome dinner with Ravik. The tension is
immediate—and dangerous.

The dining chamber was too large for two people.

A single long table stretched the length of the room, empty but
for two place settings arranged absurdly far apart. A thousand
candles floated along the ceiling in staggered rows, casting soft
light on obsidian tiles that reflected nothing but shadow.

Ravik stood when she entered. Not out of manners—it felt like
reflex. Like a blade leaving its sheath.

He wore no crown, no rings, no colors of House Vaelith. Just a
high-collared black tunic with subtle silver thread tracing the
crest of a bleeding sun across one shoulder. His gloves were still
on.

“Lady Marris,” he said, his voice low, even, and more tired than
she expected. “I trust the journey wasn’t too... inconvenient?”

Talia smiled with careful teeth. “Only mildly jostling. I
suppose that’s the nature of border crossings. Too many hands, too
many questions.”

She moved toward the seat the steward indicated—opposite Ravik,
with a yawning stretch of table between them. She resisted the urge
to scan for exits. Counted the paces in her mind. Twelve to the
door. Six to the wall sconce. Seven to his throat.

She sat. He followed.

Servants appeared with uncanny timing, placing dishes without a
word. Saffron-stewed roots. Honey-blood figs. Black bread still
steaming. A goblet of something dark and viscous that wasn’t quite
wine.

Talia didn’t touch it.

Neither did he.

They sat in a silence that felt almost sacred. Or cursed.

Then, finally: “How did your House survive the war?” Ravik
asked.

Talia’s spine didn’t stiffen—she’d trained too well for that.
But her pulse quickened a notch. “The same way your House won it.
We bled for it.”

His lip curled—not quite a smile. “You speak like a
soldier.”

She reached for her goblet, swirling it slowly. “I speak like
someone who’s seen enough death to recognize its voice.”

He leaned back. The candles above flickered, though no wind
stirred.

“A survivor, then.”

“Aren’t we all?”

He studied her—not leering, not polite, just... dissecting. As if she were a puzzle with a missing
piece and he intended to find it or break it.

When he turned his head slightly, she moved.

The powder was tucked inside her left sleeve in a pale velvet
packet. She dipped two fingers into the folds, pinched it between
nails. Pale, fine, tasteless. Crafted to melt instantly in liquid,
to paralyze the nervous system for exactly forty minutes—enough
time to kill him cleanly, extract the relic, and vanish before the
bond ceremony.

She flicked it into his goblet in a single smooth motion as he
glanced toward the window.

Then: silence.

Ravik looked back at her. And without looking, reached for the
goblet.

Her heart paused.

He lifted it. Held it to the light. Observed the way it clung to
the rim. Then set it back down without drinking.

Talia did not move.

“Tell me,” he said, “what does House Marris teach its daughters
about loyalty?”

She met his eyes.

“That it’s a weapon best used sparingly.”

He smiled. It didn’t touch his eyes.

“I agree.”

She felt the room tilt slightly. Or maybe it was her stomach.
No—no, he hadn’t drunk. But he knew. He couldn’t know, but he did. That
look—sharp and precise. It wasn’t suspicion. It was confirmation.

Ravik stood, pushing the chair back soundlessly. “Walk with me,
Lady Marris. Let’s see how your loyalty holds up in motion.”

Talia rose. Her fingers brushed the hidden hilt inside her
sleeve.

The poison had failed.

That left the blade.

 PART III — The Unseen Blade

Summary:

The poison fails. Ravik corners her with questions, his magic
thrumming beneath his skin. She prepares to strike with a hidden
blade.

Their steps echoed in perfect sync as they walked the blackglass
corridor, its walls reflective and faintly warped—showing Talia and
Ravik’s silhouettes elongated like phantoms.

She kept her expression neutral, but her mind was a
firestorm.

He hadn’t drunk the wine. He hadn’t flinched. No accusation. No
warning. Just that look, as if he’d already judged her and found
her guilty of something she hadn't confessed to yet.

Now he was walking beside her, not speaking. Just letting the
silence do the cutting.

When he did speak, it was quiet. “You hold your breath when you
lie.”

Talia’s pulse didn’t falter, but her fingers curled subtly
inside her sleeve. Her blade—a curved sliver of obsidian with runes
etched in acid—pressed against her skin, waiting.

“Do I?” she said lightly.

“Yes,” Ravik said. “But not every time. Just when the lie
matters.”

They passed a stained-glass window that shimmered with dying
light. The image showed a crowned saint kneeling, her ribs torn
open by roses. Talia didn’t look.

Ravik continued. “Tomorrow is the binding. The gods will
witness. Your blood, mine. The contract forged.”

“I’m aware,” she replied. “Is this a warning or a proposal?”

He stopped.

Talia did, too—one pace behind him.

He turned to face her.

His eyes were darker in this light. Not black—but the grey of
something long-dead and still waiting to be buried.

“No proposal,” he said. “But a question.”

“Then ask.”

“Who sent you?”

She smiled. “My mother. House Marris may be small, but we still
honor old alliances.”

Ravik tilted his head. “Your mother died thirteen years ago.
Buried under the ruins of Marrowfell, if I recall.”

Talia blinked. Just once.

He was bluffing. He had to be.

But—

“I’m impressed,” she said, her voice a shade colder. “How many
corpses do you catalog in your free time?”

Ravik stepped closer.

She didn’t retreat.

The distance between them narrowed until she could feel the aura
clinging to his skin—cold, like the air before a storm. Like stone
pulled from deep beneath the earth.

He didn’t raise his voice. “You’re not here for peace. You’re
not here for politics. So I’ll ask again—who sent you?”

Talia’s fingers closed around the hilt inside her sleeve.

She’d trained for this. Kill quick. Clean. Leave before he even
hit the floor.

But before she could move—before the blade even began to slide
free—his hand shot forward.

Not to strike.

To touch.

He grabbed her wrist—that wrist—the
one hiding the blade.

And the moment his skin met hers, something split.

A sound like tearing silk. The corridor screamed in silence.

His grip locked around her. Her fingers froze.

And then—heat.

No—not heat. Fire.

From him.

It surged into her through the contact, racing up her arm like
lightning through a wire. Her own magic responded violently,
instinctively. Flame erupted along her forearm, licking up to his
glove—where it met the cool shimmer of something ancient, something
buried just beneath his skin.

Talia gasped.

Ravik's jaw clenched.

Their magic collided in a blast of colorless light.

The floor cracked.

The stained-glass window behind them shattered.

And from beneath the surface of their skin, the sigils bloomed.

Twins. Identical.

One over her heart. One over his.

The soul-bond had ignited.

 PART IV — Soul-Bonded in
Blood

Summary:

Her blade grazes his skin—but his magic reacts violently. Flame
meets shadow. The Keep trembles. The relic in Ravik’s chest
responds to her blood. The soul-bond ignites, linking them
permanently.

The light collapsed in on itself.

Then—

Talia hit the floor, spine arching from the impact. Her head
cracked the cold stone and the world spun in bleeding streaks of
candlelight. A taste like iron filled her mouth.

Across from her, Ravik staggered, one gloved hand gripping the
blackglass wall for support, his chest heaving in silence.

The sigil still burned on her skin.

A perfect ring of runes had surfaced over her heart—pale silver
edged in bruised crimson, still smoldering as if freshly inked
beneath the flesh. It pulsed in sync with her heartbeat. With
his.

Talia’s vision swam.

What the hell had just happened?

She pushed herself upright, barely registering the heat still
crackling at her fingertips. Her wrist—where he’d grabbed her—was
scorched in the shape of his hand. Not charred, but marked.
Claimed.

“You—” she croaked.

Ravik looked down at her from where he stood.

His glove had burned away entirely. The skin beneath was not all
skin. Lines of silver veined his palm and fingers like lightning
frozen in flesh, and at the center—where his heart should be—light
leaked through his tunic. Not bright. Not gold. A cold, flickering
white, like the remnants of a dying star.

He looked more statue than man. More specter than prince.

“Don’t move,” he said softly, voice frayed at the edges.

Talia moved anyway. She braced against the wall and climbed to
her feet, legs trembling—not from fear. From shock. Rage.
Violation. This wasn’t supposed to
happen. The bond—the bond was supposed
to be a ritual. A weapon. A choice.

This—this was—

“You bound me,” she spat. “You bound us.”

His eyes flared.

“No,” he said. “You did.”

She






















 PART V — Wake in the Dark












































 
📖 CHAPTER 2 — Hollow and Bound

 PART I — The Mirror and the
Mask


























 PART II — The Court of Blooded
Smiles


















































 PART III — Bound Beneath the
Skin




















































 PART IV — The Watchers
































PART V — Lies of Flesh and Gold











































 
📖 CHAPTER 3 — Teeth Beneath the
Mask

PART I — The Keep Remembers









































 PART II — The Feast of Masks




















































 PART III — Knives in Silk























































 PART IV — Dream Shared, Dream
Stolen














































 PART V — The Door Opens




















































 
📖 CHAPTER 4 — Blood Remembers
Blood

 PART I — Fractured Threads



































 PART II — Blood in the
Garden














































 PART III — We Break Where We're
Made




























































 PART IV — The Journal













































 PART V — The Bond Breathes
















































 
📖 CHAPTER 5 — What Hollow Hides

 PART I — The Hidden Archive























































 PART II — Hollow Princes Don’t
Breed







































 PART III — In the Cold
Between










































 PART IV — The Gloves Come
Off






































 PART V — She Doesn’t Flinch






































 
📖 CHAPTER 6 — The Ash Crowned Heir

 PART I — Whispers in the
Blood




















































 PART II — The Throne Remembers
Her







































 PART III — The Challenger
Returns









































 PART IV — Ash and Silence











































 PART V — They Choose the
Fire













































 
📖 CHAPTER 7 — The Crown Eclipsed

 PART I — When the Body is
Borrowed










































 PART II — A Name That Was Never
Hers



























 PART III — The Bound Veil





































 PART IV — The Throne Cracks











































 PART V — The Shadow Crowned





































 
📖 CHAPTER 8 — The Hollow Rises

 PART I — A Pulse Beneath the
Stone










































 PART II — Malen’s Shadow










































 PART III — The Labyrinth
Beneath
















































 PART IV — The Veil Shattered



















































 PART V — The Crown of Echoes










































 
📖 CHAPTER 9 — Inheritance of Fire

 PART I — The Crown Descends















































 PART II — Fire at the Gate








































 PART III — The Final Price









































 PART IV — What Burns, What
Remains














































 PART V — Ash Made Crown
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🔮 Teaser for Book Two: The Shattered
Veil
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