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The city of Valyros has forgotten how to tell time. Its bell hangs silent above streets scarred by war, its people trapped inside a night that does not yield to dawn. In such stillness, hatred learns patience. Vows left unfulfilled grow teeth.

Ithriel, heir to a ruined house, carries one such vow. The fire that consumed his family’s estate left him with ash in his lungs and an oath carved into his marrow: to hunt the traitors who betrayed his blood. Every heartbeat is measured against that oath; every step taken toward vengeance is another step away from the boy he once was. He wears his grief like armor, and his sword has learned to recognize the shape of his rage.

Yet destiny rarely allows vengeance to run straight. In the shadows of Valyros walks Kaelis, a blade-for-hire trained to be beautiful and lethal in the same breath. To his enemies he is an assassin; to his master he is a weapon sharpened on silence and blood. His smile disarms. His dagger decides. But beneath that coldness lies a chain Kaelis did not forge himself, a legacy of obedience twisted into the marrow of his bones.

When Ithriel’s path of retribution collides with Kaelis’s contract of death, steel answers steel, and hatred discovers its reflection. Their first meeting stains the ground with blood, yet what lingers is not merely the echo of blades but the uninvited recognition of another soul—furious, disciplined, and alive in a way that unsettles. In the clash of their wills something perilous awakens, a bond as intoxicating as it is forbidden.

Enemies are not meant to feel the pulse of each other’s breath. Rivals are not meant to remember the shape of each other’s eyes. And yet, across battlefields and betrayals, Ithriel and Kaelis will be forced into a labyrinth of shifting allegiances, where hatred burns too near to longing and loyalty can turn to chains.

Theirs is not a romance born of gentleness. It is written in the language of daggers and whispered threats, in the hesitation before a killing blow, in the moments when desire feels indistinguishable from fury. To love across the blade is to risk ruin, and both men are sworn to ruin.

Crown of Vengeance begins the saga of Thorns of Destiny, where passion and power weave themselves into the fabric of war. In a city that refuses to move forward, two men bound by blood, betrayal, and a curse older than their names must decide whether hatred will be their end—or the fire that forges something greater.

This is the tale of an oathbreaker and an assassin, of a prince and his enemy, of love that should not exist and cannot be undone. The crown awaits, sharp with vengeance, and every heartbeat draws them closer to the edge where desire and destruction are one.
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Chapter 1: The Blood Oath
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I drove the dagger into the old wood until splinters bit my palm, then drew it free and opened my left wrist with a clean, practiced slice. Blood pattered onto the silver crown resting on the altar, each drop ringing soft and bright inside the bell chamber. The great bell above me hung silent in its ribs of black stone, a sleeping heart poised above the city. My breath smoked in the stillness; the night here never moved, not truly—Valyros lived under a clock that refused to tick.

“Ithriel Valaryn,” intoned the keeper of the chamber behind me, voice hushed by the vaulted dark. “Blood of kings.”

I ignored her. I let the blood pool in the shallow bowl of the crown and lifted it. Moonsteel caught the starlight through the slits, turned the red almost luminous. The weight of metal and oath steadied me.

“For my parents,” I said, and the words scraped bone. “For every name our enemies have turned to ash. I swear this: I will burn their line from the roots. I will not count mercy among my virtues.”

The keeper shifted, cloth whispering. “The council will want—”

“The council will receive what the crown gives,” I said, cool. “And the crown requires vengeance.”

I set the drenched circlet back and bound my wrist with a strip of linen. The cut closed under the balm in seconds, leaving a bead of crimson like a star fallen to skin. The bell did not stir. The city did not age. Nothing changes, the old stories lied. But something had, because my blood felt hotter than it had yesterday, and the oath sat in me like a blade angled toward the world.

I turned toward the stair. Night pressed thin against the high windows, the city’s gardens a dark spill beneath. In the distance, the river was iron glass. Somewhere far below, a single smaller bell pealed the hour for the guard rotations, a sound shaped to cradle the weave of magic rather than tear it. I breathed in moon-cold air and slid my gauntlets on. The silver on my palms shone pale where Lady Serenya had once traced it and laughed that my hands were made for a crown rather than a sword.

That was before she saw my blade run a man through without trembling. Before the world decided to teach me the price of softness.

“Your target moves within the hour.” General Corath’s boots echoed up the stair as he came to meet me. The old soldier’s hair had gone iron-grey in the last year. He stopped at the threshold, eyes on the crown. “You took the oath alone.”

“As it should be.” I brushed past him. “Which street?”

“Shàr Lane, behind the spice market. His carriage leaves the western gatehouse after the midnight inspection. With only two guards.” Corath’s face did not show what he thought of nobles who traveled light when a prince had declared a blood oath against them. “We can place a squad at both ends of the lane. Hem him in.”

“That announces our hand to his allies before his blood cools.” I buckled the sword-belt. The hilt rested against the hollow of my hip as if it belonged there. “I’ll be the squad.”

Corath’s frown deepened, a canyon. “You are the last heir. The council—”

“Will shut their mouths when they see results.” I pulled my hood up. “Stand the Knights of the Bell two streets over. If I do not emerge within a count of three hundred after the carriage passes the gatehouse—then you may hem in ghosts.”

He watched me go as if he wanted to reach and drag me back. He didn’t. He never did when my voice went like that—cold with the same metal as the bell’s rim. Perhaps that was why I had survived this long.

Valyros’s night streets were etched in lacquered light. The lanterns never burned down here—no wind to feed or threaten them; no true hours to gutter the flame. People learned to light and douse their own moments. I crossed the square where the merchants had already shuttered their stalls and slipped into the artery of Shàr Lane. Spice ghosts lingered in the stones—cinnamon, pepper, a memory of star anise. The alley narrowed between warehouse walls, and laundry lines cut ragged arcs overhead like unstrung bows.

I flattened my back to cold brick and waited. The hood shadowed my face. I could hear the carriage before I saw it—the minimal clatter of well-oiled wheels, the soft jingle of harness. The driver urged the matched greys at a discreet pace. Behind them, within the lacquered dark of the coach, sat Lord Malloran of House Dareth, the man who had exchanged letters with our enemies to buy his son a title beyond the river. He had poured the first silver for Kaelis Dareth’s knives, the whispers said.

A shadow, then: two guards flanking, bored by routine. More dangerous than fear. I moved as the coach came abreast of the narrowest pinch of alley.

Moonsteel flashed. I cut the nearer guard’s throat so swiftly the man grabbed at air before he could find the wound. The second drew breath to shout; my elbow broke his nose and the back edge of the blade silenced him on the follow-through. Blood sprayed the stone in an arc fine as script.

The coach lurched. The driver whipped the greys into a staggering leap forward. I didn’t chase. I stepped into the lane and cut at an angle. The wheel shaved the street; wood shrieked; the coach rocked, careen-halting with a crack like a snapped bone as the axle failed. The door burst open. Lord Malloran tumbled out in layered black like a beetle overturned, white hair disordered, face bleached to bone.

“Ithriel,” he gasped, and surprise made the name almost tender. “My prince—this is—this is—”

“Justice,” I said, and took him under the jaw with the point of my sword. I pushed until he had to look at the blade’s blue kiss under his chin. My heart was steady as a metronome set to a dance I had practiced in all my scars. “Do you remember my mother’s voice when she begged? Does it visit you when you try to sleep in your fine bed?”

His eyes jittered, flicking to either end of the alley. He had expected a squad. He had expected mercy’s bureaucracy, not its absence.

“I can be valuable,” he said, breathing too fast. “I can name names. I can—”

“You already named a planet’s worth,” I said. “You named me orphan.”

“I was ordered—”

“By whom?” The question left my mouth before I could kill it. Damn my curiosity; it had always been the door I forgot to lock.

His lips twisted. “Do you think he would spare me if I spoke to you now?”

He. The shape of a man in a rumor. The man who had taught a boy with moon-white hair to smile as he slid a blade under a rib. The man whose shadow had chewed the edges of my sleep since my parents bled out on the marble.

I pressed the sword harder. The point bit skin. A thread of red slid down to bead in the hollow of his collarbone.

“Then die ignorant,” I said.

He tried again. “Ambassador Tharion—”

“Is a diplomat,” I said, and with a small twist of my wrist I took the voice from his throat. He gurgled, fingers clawing at emptiness, eyes wide at the ceiling of laundry sails. He fell in a soft, collapsing way, as if the city had been waiting to fold him into its stomach. I watched him go. A prince should look the first death in the face after he swears. It teaches you how much of yourself you just burned.

I knelt, wiped the blade on his cloak. Ink-black cloth drank the color. My breath frosted the air. The greys had settled into jittery silence. The driver had fled. No sound from the mouth of the lane. For a heartbeat it was only me, and Malloran’s new quiet, and the pulse of the oath in my bones.

Then I felt it.

It came like heat through the cold: the sensation of being seen by eyes that had weighed the angle of your jaw and found a ripe place to cut. Not alarm. Recognition. I stood and turned, slow.

He leaned three steps up the warehouse stairs opposite, shadow pooled around his boots as if it liked him. His hair was a fall of white a shade too luminous for honest moonlight; his face was both young and old, the kind of beauty carved out of hunger and kept like a weapon. His coat was ordinary—brown, road-stained—but nothing about him was. He watched me with the idle amusement of a cat behind glass.

My body recognized him before my mind finished the shape of his name.

“Kaelis,” I said, and hatred forked through me like lightning finding the bell.

His mouth curved. “Prince.”

The whole street contracted, became the length between us. My fingers tightened on the hilt until leather creaked. A hundred stories flattened into the single one we were about to write in each other’s blood.

“You were careless,” he went on, voice low and warm despite the night. “Two guards? Did you think so little of the man you killed, or so much of yourself?”

“You’ve been taught to judge from shadows.” I stepped away from Malloran’s body so his blood wouldn’t fetter my boots. “Do you come to collect him? You are late.”

“I came to see whether the prince would honor his oath or leave it hanging like a ribbon from the bell.” His eyes went to the crown tattoo on my wrist where the linen had slipped. A flare passed through the red of them, subtle as a candle seen through wine. “You didn’t disappoint.”

“I rarely do.”

“Modest. Charming.” He tilted his head. “Is that the blade you used that night? I should like to see how you hold it when you’re not pretending your hands are only for rings.”

“I can show you,” I said, “if you step down.”

“What, into your reach?” He laughed softly. “Your general has men two streets over. Your bell knights. They smell of oil and salt and oaths. If I meant to fight you, princeling, we would already be arguing with steel.”

“I don’t argue,” I said. “I end.”

“That body suggests otherwise. Malloran is a beginning.” He regarded the corpse as if it were a piece on a board he recognized from past games. “You wanted a confession to paint by. But you killed him before he gave you anything that mattered.”

Rage rose, quick and bright. “You’ll give me names.”

“You’ll have to sweeten me first.” He looked down at my hands again. “Though sweet isn’t the word anyone has used for you.”

“I could drag you to the dungeons and ask my questions with a less gentle instrument.”

“You could try.” He lifted one hand and made an absent gesture. A coin spun between his fingers, glinting; then, with a flick, he made it vanish. Arrogant, careless, or so precise he could be careless. I could not tell. “But I’m not here for your ropes.”

“Why then?” The words came fast. “To see me swing a blade? To wet the ground and wish it were me?”

“To measure,” he said simply. “Him wants to know how sharp grief makes a prince. Whether you will break things neatly or smash them blunt. Whether the bell will leave you intact or crack you when you strike it.”

“Give me his name.”

Kaelis’s smile did not change. “Give me yours,” he murmured, as if I were not wearing it on my face.

“Ithriel Valaryn.”

He rolled the syllables as if tasting wine he meant to spit out. “Ithriel,” he said again, softer, and my name felt stranger in his mouth than in any courtier’s, as if the sound could bruise. For a half breath the air between us thickened. The body cooling at my feet, the stink of spice and blood, the rigid stillness of the city—none of it prevented the sudden, irrational sense of falling. It infuriated me.

“Keep my name out of your mouth,” I said. “I won’t have your tongue poison it.”

He grinned. “Oh, pray I never put my tongue on anything of yours, princeling. Poison is gentle.”

I moved then, because talking to him was a rope around the throat. My blade was a silver arc in the alley; I cut at his forearm, a single precise stroke meant to pin him to the stair’s post. The steel rang off stone. He had simply not been there to be pinned. He drifted back two steps, balance easy as breath, and looked more amused.

“You see?” he said. “Not arguing. Ending.”

“Stand and end with me.”

“Not tonight.” His gaze flicked past me, and the hairs along my arms lifted. He was measuring not me but what moved behind me.

I glanced. A woman with a shawl drawn high over her hair had stopped at the mouth of the lane, saw the blood, and fled. Farther off, Corath’s men without torches were shadows in a thicker shadow. They had held their discipline, their distance—good. I turned back to Kaelis.

He was closer.

I had not heard him take the step. He was close enough that if I leaned, my breath would fog his collarbone. Close enough that I could see, beneath the mockery, the pale scatter of old scars crossing his throat like faint maps. I hated that my eye read them. I hated that I imagined the blade that made them.

“I will have all your names,” I said, low. “And then I will have yours last.”

He looked at my mouth when I spoke, then into my eyes, and his own smile mellowed into something like pity or curiosity or hunger’s earliest hush. “You won’t have it last,” he said. “You’ll have it always.”

My grip tightened. I thought of Lady Serenya’s soft laugh, of my mother’s hands when she wiped soot from my face and told me not to tip my chair back at supper, of my father’s voice dropping to a whisper as he showed me the secret notch inside the bell’s rim where I could place my palm and feel the city’s heart. I thought of blood, and because I thought of blood I thought of Kaelis. It made me want to put him through the wall and also to taste the pulse I could see thrumming under his skin.

“I will bleed you in the throne room,” I said, forcing the urge to a single thin line of hate I could hold. “Before the council, before the bell, before the city. And when you ask me for mercy, I’ll use your plea to oil the hinge of the gate they carry you through.”

He laughed. It sounded almost pleased. “They’ve made you sharp,” he said. “Good.”

He stepped down one more stair and the alley seemed to tilt toward him.

“Kaelis,” I said again, because his name was a knife that needed to know it could cut both ways.

His gaze slid along the length of my sword and returned to my face cautious as a kiss. “Ithriel,” he murmured, and his smile vanished like a coin between deft fingers. The red of his eyes darkened. The air iced. “Hate me properly,” he said softly, and there was no mockery in it. “You’ll need it.”

“Tell your master—”

He cut me off with a tiny shake of his head. “No. I’ll tell you.” His voice sharpened, the silk ripped to show steel beneath. “I will destroy you.”

The words struck more cleanly than any blade. He turned, fluid and silent, and melted into the dark at the head of the stairs, a shadow finally finding the wall that cast it.

I stood over Lord Malloran’s cooling body with the taste of iron in my mouth and the oath in my bones. Above us, the bell kept its terrible peace. And in the marrow of that silence, his promise lodged beside my own.
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Chapter 2: Ashes of the Past
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Dawn limped gray across the river when I left the bell tower and crossed the city to the bones of my family house. Valyros slept in its fixed night, but the river knew how to pretend; it let a thinner mist drift through its arches, a paler sheen on iron water that could be called morning by people who needed that word. I didn’t. I needed stone and ash, and the truth cradled in both like a splinter that refuses to work itself free.

The old manor rose from its ruin like a jaw with too many teeth knocked out. Fire had eaten the roof two years ago—no accident, no random street blaze that leapt a gutter. Patterned, disciplined heat: I remembered the way the marble stairs cracked in clean squares as if someone had drawn a grid for the flames to follow. My boots slid on soot as I stepped through where the front door had been. Columns lifted char-scarred ribs to a sky that wasn’t there. Somewhere under all this used to be the room where my mother taught me to cheat at cards because it would be safer if I learned it from her.

General Corath waited inside the threshold, fingers laced behind his back, face like a map of patience. Two bell knights stood well back with shovels and coil-ropes, their armor wrapped in black cloth to quiet the metal. We did not want to draw notice. The city gossips had long tongues and longer memories.

“You should have sent men,” Corath said softly. “You should have let me—”

“It was the council who stripped this place of anything that would embarrass them,” I said, passing him. “They will not look for what they want me to miss.”

He didn’t argue. He had seen the room where the council stored its blindfolds.

I moved into the ruin of the grand hall. The mosaic floor had survived in ugly patches—shards of lapis and gold-glass, a river of tesserae leading nowhere. I counted fifteen steps from the far column and knelt at a squall of stones I had kicked into a pattern when I was a boy, and only I would know the number. Fifteen steps had once brought me to the hearth; now they brought me to a black mouth in the floor that smelled of smoke and old roses.

“The cellars?” Corath asked.

“The sanctum,” I said. My father’s word, muttered with a half-smile whenever my mother scolded him for locking a door inside his own house.

We set to clearing. The knights didn’t need orders; they slid the shovels under debris and handed stone to one another like passing bread down the table. The more we dug, the more I remembered the pitch and burr of that long-ago night. I was in the garden then, arguing with a star, and I heard my teacher shout, and I ran toward the light instead of away from it. The ash in my lungs now had different taste, but my body remembered the pattern of breath.

At the threshold to the sanctum, the last of the soot gave way to marble unmarked by fire. The warding scripts cut into the arch had blackened, not from flame but from the moment the wards failed. I palmed the notch inside the lintel—my father’s old lesson, the one he’d taught me with a conspirator’s kiss to my hair—and I felt the echo of the house’s heart. Faint as an old bell. Still there. Still stubborn.

“I’ll go first,” I said. Corath nodded and held back the knights with a look.

The steps sank to a corridor whose walls were veined with pale moonstone, the kind that glows when touched by fresh blood. That was how we lit this place—the old way, the family way. I slid a thumb across one of the veins; it blushed, and light bled through the stone. The corridor woke in increments, a spine lit vertebra by vertebra.

At the end of that spine lay the door to the sanctum proper, and on that door the emblem of my house had once been fixed: a crown cradling a river. The crown had been pried off. Only the shadow of it remained, a ghost-shape scarred into the wood.

“Hells,” Corath breathed behind me, seeing it.

“They didn’t want anyone to remember what we were,” I said. “Or they wanted to keep the crown for their pocket.”

“Do you want the men—?”

“I want quiet.”

He lowered his hand. The knights waited at the foot of the stairs, statues with heartbeat.

The door yielded under my palm with the sad, reluctant sigh of a house giving up one more secret. The sanctum was smaller than I remembered it, because I had been smaller then. A circular room with shelves carved into the curves, a table at its center, a low chest that had once held the letters and seals and small soft dangers my parents kept close. Dust lay like a burial veil on everything. But the fire hadn’t found this room; someone had closed the door in time.

I went to the chest first. It opened on a breath of lavender and wax, and a scatter of blank pages weighed by a single silver weight in the shape of the bell. I lifted it. The underside was engraved with a date. The day my mother married my father. I traced the lines and bit down on what came up my throat. Not now. I set it down and looked for what I had really come for: the ledger my father never let out of this room, the one that recorded oaths sworn to the house of Valaryn and the signatures that accompanied them. The betrayals would be there in negative space—the names missing from the days they should have appeared.

The ledger was gone.

“They were thorough,” Corath said.

“No,” I said, surprising myself. “Not thorough. There’s dust where the book should be, but the dust is wrong.” I crouched. The shelf that had held the ledger was a fraction cleaner than the rest, the way a face looks a little newer where a tear has cut it. “Someone took it after the fire, but not right after. Later.”

“Council?”

“Or a thief who knew what the council had not found.” My fingers skimmed the shelf again and found a hairline slit at the back where wood met stone. The slit bloomed under pressure. A second, narrower shelf slid free. Not empty. A small box lay there, wrapped in dark cloth made slick with old oil. It was the kind of box an assassin carries when he wants to keep one thing dry.

Corath made a sound low in his throat. “Trap?”

“If it were, I would already have bled.” I pulled the box out, knowing even as I touched it that whatever lay inside was meant for me. The cloth had been knotted with an odd little flourish at the end, a showy knot I had seen once before in a different alley under different light.

I undid the knot and opened the box.

Inside lay a talisman made of matte black stone shot with thin green veins. A thread of silver wired it to a ring at the top; the back was etched with a symbol I did not want to see.

My hand shook when I picked it up.

The symbol was a handprint with a single eye in the center of the palm, the eye rendered with three short, precise cuts. The forbidden mark of the Old Warden cult, buried by law and horror a hundred years ago. Its last believers had been hanged under this very bell. And there was a second mark, too, so small I might have missed it: a sigil like a twisted ribbon, a gambler’s flourish, repeated where the silver joined stone. I had seen it yesterday on a coin spinning through white fingers.

“Kaelis,” I whispered.

The talisman was warm. Heat jerked through my chest as if a wire had tightened around my heart and tugged. For an instant I smelled Shàr Lane’s spice and blood and the breath caught in Kaelis’s throat from that almost-laugh. I hated that heat, and I leaned into it as if leaning toward a brazier on a winter night because I could not deny the cold and I could not deny the wanting, either. The stone drank my pulse where my fingers touched it. I felt seen as I had in the alley—measured, weighed, cataloged.

“Prince?” Corath was closer now, careful not to crowd, careful enough that it irritated me.

“It’s his,” I said, and my voice wasn’t steady. “He left it for me.”

“For you? Why?”

“To make sure I saw this.” I turned the talisman in my hand so Corath could see the hand-with-an-eye. He exhaled a curse.

“That cannot be real.”

“It’s cut with conviction,” I said. “And Kaelis does not waste his hands.” The heat of the stone didn’t fade. It seemed to warm more the longer I held it, as if it found pleasure in the shape of my grip. Rage rose, sudden as a struck match. I set the talisman on the table, harder than necessary.

Corath reached toward it. “With your leave—”

“Don’t.” The word came out too quick, too sharp. He paused, his palm hovering, then drew it back. “We need a witch-priest. Someone who can tell whether the symbol is merely an echo or a living mark.”

“I’ll fetch Sister Merel,” he said. “She hates me enough to be honest with you.” He gestured to the corridor. “The knights can keep this place quiet. We can—”

“Wait.” Something else had caught the light. A scrap of parchment lay beneath the talisman as if it had been its pillow. I slid it free. It was not a scrap but a thin vellum square stiffened with wax. My father used to write on these when he wanted to send a message to himself—notes that could survive wine spills and boy-prince pranks. On it, a single line had been inscribed in a cramped, elegant hand I did not recognize:

Beneath the river’s second mouth.

“Do you know what that means?” Corath asked.

“Yes,” I said. The answer arrived with the click of a memory finding its notch. “Come.”

He followed me to the far curve of the room where the moonstone veining thickened into a spill. It wasn’t decoration. It was a map. The veins replicated the city’s flow; I had run my fingers along this when I was small and convinced myself I could feel boats move. The river had two mouths, both emptying under the lower walls into the outer marsh. A century ago there had been three, but we walled one to starve an enemy army. My father had called the second mouth the secret gate.

“Here,” I said, and pressed my palm to a round bloom in the stone where the second mouth would be. The stone accepted my warmth. There was a low, mechanical sound, ancient and content, and a panel slid back. A niche opened—narrow, deep, the size of a man’s forearm.

Inside, wrapped in oilcloth, lay a scroll-case of black lacquer banded with iron. My father had teased that he kept love letters in it. My mother had rolled her eyes and called him a liar he had learned it from me.

I set the case on the table. My hands had stopped shaking. I broke the seal. Inside was not a scroll but a stack of thin crystal sheets etched with words that only appeared when the room grew quiet enough to hear your own blood. The room had learned my blood very early; the words rose for me like fish.

I read. Corath waited, mouth a tight line across old sins.

Names. Not many—no long ledger. Enough to kill at least three lords and gut a ministry. Enough to unseat the man who had smirked when he told me he admired my father’s generosity with grain. And more than names: symbols. A record of tithe and tithe-broken, meetings with men who should never have been in my house, payments from money that should never have been minted. And woven through those etchings, like a river threading a delta, the same forbidding mark: the hand with the eye.

“They were dead,” Corath said hoarsely. “The cult was dead.”

“Someone taught it to breathe again,” I said. My mouth had gone cold and I was grateful for the talisman’s heat even as I wanted to drive it through the table.

“And Kaelis—” He glanced at the talisman. “Is he one of them?”

“He’s touched by it,” I said. “Or he wants me to believe that.” I ran my finger along the last sheet, the one at the bottom, the one that felt different. It was thicker, heavier, etched deeper. The words here were not names. They were hours. A timeline carved with a mathematician’s love. The last line was a drawing. Not a word. A face.

I almost dropped the sheet.

Crystal held a portrait in thin, sharp cuts, rendered so delicately that the slightest tilt made it live. A boy stared back at me, hair white even in etched light, eyes shaded dark because the artist had not cut them but left them smooth. The bridge of the nose was chipped, the mouth set in stubborn mockery. He looked twelve. He wore a knife like a boy wears a charm. I had seen this boy before.

My throat closed. I remembered a winter fair a decade past, the palace square choked with laughter, candles locked in ice to make them burn slower. I had slipped my guard and found my way to a tent where a woman read palms for coin. There had been a boy beside her who never stepped into the light, who offered one sharp comment as he wiped snow from a wooden chair: If you want to see your future, your highness, stop asking other people to tell you what it is. I had tossed him a silver and told him to buy something that made him warm. He had tossed it back and told me to keep my hands to myself.

The portrait on the crystal caught him exactly in that moment when he had almost smiled, not with softness but with contempt that wanted to be a grin and didn’t know how yet. The artist had loved him, or wanted to, or hated him enough to render him perfectly. My skin prickled. I could feel the winter in my bones and smell sugared almonds and hear a laugh from a woman who could have been his mother or his jailer. The boy’s hair had been whiter than snow. His eyes had been the kind of red you can pretend is brown if the light is wrong.

Corath saw my face and took a half-step. “What is it?”

I set the sheet down and put my fingertip on the boy’s cheek. The crystal was warm, almost feverish. The etched line under my skin might have been the path of an old scar. The talisman on the table thrummed, faint as a cat’s purr.

“Prince,” Corath said, gentler.

I forced breath into my chest. “The man we are hunting,” I said, and my voice surprised me by how small it sounded in this room where my father had once filled all the space with his laugh, “has a face I saw when I was a child.”

I did not say the name. I didn’t need to. The boy on the crystal smiled his almost-smile, and all the time between then and now burned away like paper.
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Chapter 3: The Assassin’s Smile
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The trick with killing a man is to decide which breath will be his last before he draws it. If you leave it to the moment, you end up listening to your own blood instead of his, and then you both make mistakes.

I had been listening to Minister Arel’s breath for an hour.

His townhouse crouched against the western wall like a spider that knew which crack to hide in. There was an almond tree in the courtyard, stunted by the city’s false night; its leaves rattled when the wind from the marsh pushed through the drains. The blades of the copper clock on the mantel inside had not moved in twenty years—nothing in Valyros moved unless you moved it—but the minister’s household kept its own hours with ritual: a lamp lit, a robe hung, a cup warmed on the coals, three sips, a sigh, a fourth sip the night his stomach hurt. His breath hid in those rituals like a coin under a child’s tongue. Predictable. Sweet.

I perched on the tiled lip of the roof, flat on my belly, cheek cold against the glaze. The almond leaves murmured below. The window nearest me was open to let out the smoke. The minister would come to it exactly when his servant set the cup down to cool; he liked to put his fingers into night air and make a face as if the cold had insulted him. I had told Him that this would be easy. He had made a mouth like a thin line and tapped my knuckles with the flat of the knife. “Nothing is easy. Prove it.”

I had been proving things my entire life.

The coin between my fingers went from knuckle to knuckle, an old itch, a meditation. I could make it vanish six ways. I could make it reappear in a throat. I could hook its edge under a man’s eyelid and cut the world in half. I palmed it and let my hand go still. The almond tree rattled once as if agreeing that I was bored.

Inside, the servant set down the cup.

I slid along the tiles and let myself fall boneless into the shadow of the shutters. The drop would have broken a taller man. I caught the windowsill with my fingers and hung there, listening to the minister’s approach. He breathed as if he were saving himself for later, little careful sips. My mouth went dry. I felt the weight of the knife at the small of my back like a piece of myself I had put away.

Arel came to the window and put his ringed hand into the night, palm up as if asking.

“Cold,” he announced to the air. No one answered. He smiled at his own wit and lifted the cup. He drank his first easy sip.

I moved.

My hand went over his mouth, palm sealing the noise. The other hand tipped his head back, thumb pressing the tendon at his jaw. The knife slid out of the small sheath in a stroke I could do while asleep, and often had. Steel kissed the notch behind his ear. The breath I had chosen faltered; I held it there like a bird between fingers.

“Shh,” I murmured into his ear. “This is the only part that matters.”

He made a raw sound and went heavy. Most people go heavy when they realize their body has been surrendered without their consent. It’s not a noble impulse. It’s honest. I lowered him onto the sill so he wouldn’t knock the incense burner into the lamp and set the whole room on fire out of spite. I am not sentimental. I am efficient.

I almost ended him then. Almost. It would have been cleaner. But I had promised myself something else—a test that had nothing to do with Arel’s last breath and everything to do with whether my hands were as steady as the hands that had taught me.

I eased the knife away from the notch. I let his panic spike—just a little—and then let it go. I wanted his pupils wide. I wanted to see exactly where the terror ended and the imagination began. That was the place a man’s truths congealed.

“Who taught you to breathe like that?” I asked softly, and this was not part of what Him had ordered me to do. Him would not have approved of my curiosity. Curiosity is a leak. But I have never been watertight.

“My—my mother,” he whispered through my hand, and the absurdity of that struck me like a small bell. Truth discovered itself in such foolish forms. I smiled against his hair. I did not lower the blade.

“Tell her thank you,” I said, and I meant it. That kind of restraint in a city that pretends time is a joke? That deserved a nod. “Tell her as—”

The almond leaves spoke in a different voice. Not wind. Not servants. A lighter sound. A poised weight where there should be none.

My knife turned before my head did. I faced the courtyard and let the minister go, because dead was dead and I could collect him in a moment if I wanted.

He stood in the shadow near the gate, not hiding and not showing himself. The almond leaves tried to rehearse their rattling and forgot the words. He lifted his face so a moon-thin line of light found his cheekbone. He hadn’t lowered his hood, but that did not matter. The air knew the shape of him. My hands recognized him in the next heartbeat in the same involuntary way hands remember a brand.

Ithriel.

He had come like an answer to a question I hadn’t spoken. And of course he would come to this house. The minister’s name had been etched into the crystal in the sanctum; any prince with blood in him would come hunting for a head he could hold up to the council like a lantern.

I should have been annoyed. I was. I was also delighted.

Minister Arel made a wet sound as he slid down the inside of the window. His breath solved itself into a sob that thought about continuing and changed its mind. I stepped backward into the room and let the knife spin across my fingers, caught it backward, eased it into the sheath at my wrist. I did not intend to throw it. Not yet. This was a night for steel and breath and bone.

“I see you,” I said, quiet, toward the courtyard.

“I see you,” Ithriel answered from the same quiet, and then he was moving.

He did not go for the door like a proper prince. He went for the almond tree like a boy who had scaled a hundred orchard walls for fruit he wasn’t meant to eat. He ran up the trunk and into the window with a casual disrespect for the difference between vertical and horizontal. I had time to admire the economy of his body before his boot kissed my wrist with the kind of affection that breaks bones. I let my hand go loose and met that foot with my forearm. Pain traveled up to my shoulder and set a small candle in the joint.

We did not speak while the first three strokes tested whether the other man believed in his own
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