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PROLOGUE: THE FIRST BREATH
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The heat in the valley was a physical weight, pressing down on the canopy of ancient oaks until the leaves curled and browned at the edges. It was not the heat of the sun, though high noon burned white and hazy through the breaks in the timber. It was the heat of the earth, vented through the stone chimney of the forge that Hrolf had built against the granite cliff face.

Hrolf wiped a forearm across his brow. The sweat was immediate, stinging his eyes, mixing with the soot that coated his skin like a second shadow. He did not look at the woman working the bellows. He could hear her breath, ragged and wet, hitching with every downward thrust of the leather handles. Aelith was strong, stronger than most men in the tribe, but they had been at this for three days without sleep.

"Again," Hrolf said. His voice was a ruin of gravel and smoke.

"It will melt the tongs," Aelith said. She didn't stop pumping. The rhythm was the only thing keeping them upright. Whoosh. Hiss. Whoosh. Hiss. The sound of the fire eating the air.

"It won't," Hrolf said. "The stone holds."

He looked into the crucible. It wasn't iron. Iron was red, angry, spitting sparks when it grew too hot. This was something else. They had found the ore in a crater three days’ walk to the north, a jagged scar in the earth where the sky had fallen. The rock was heavy, dense, and bled a pale, milky fluid when cracked open. He had crushed it, mixed it with the charcoal from the heart of the ironwood trees, and fed it to the fire.

Now, it was liquid light.

It didn't bubble. It swirled, a slow, hypnotic rotation of white and silver, calm amidst the violence of the heat. It looked cold. That was the lie of it. It looked like winter ice, yet the heat radiating from the clay pot was enough to blister skin from three feet away.

Hrolf reached out with his mind. He didn't have the words for it yet—nobody did—but he could feel the hum of the world. He could feel the grain of the wood in his hammer handle, the fault lines in the granite cliff, the chaotic dance of the fire. He pushed that sense into the crucible. He pushed his will into the white liquid, demanding it settle, demanding it bind. The headache spiked behind his eyes, a sharp needle of pressure that promised a nosebleed if he pushed too hard.

"Ready," he said.

Aelith let go of the bellows. She staggered back, grabbing the water skin hanging from a peg. She poured it over her head, the water hissing as it hit her overheated skin. She didn't drink. She just stood there, gasping, watching him.

Hrolf took the long tongs. The metal of the grips was hot enough to burn through his calluses, but he ignored the pain. He lifted the crucible. It was terrifyingly light. That was the first thing that felt wrong. A pot of molten iron this size should have strained his back. This felt like lifting a cup of water.

He poured.

The mold was carved from soapstone, a simple shape. A long bar, tapered at one end. A blade. The liquid metal flowed like mercury, silent and smooth, filling the cavity without a single splash or bubble. It didn't hiss when it touched the stone. It settled.

"It's too bright," Aelith whispered. She had moved closer, shielding her eyes with a soot-stained hand.

"It will dim," Hrolf said.

He set the crucible down and picked up his hammer. The heavy sledge, an iron head on a hickory shaft. He waited. With iron, you watched the color. You waited for the cherry red, the orange. With this, there was no color shift. It remained a blinding, painful white.

He waited for the hum to change. He felt it in his teeth. The high-pitched vibration of the liquid slowing, solidifying, locking into a lattice that was tighter than anything nature had intended.

Now.

He smashed the soapstone mold. The rock shattered, flying outward in hot shards.

The bar of metal sat on the anvil. It was solid. It was still white.

Hrolf struck.

CLANG.

The sound was not the dull thud of iron. It was a bell tone, clear and piercing, a note that cut through the roar of the fire and the drone of the cicadas in the forest. It rang in Hrolf’s skull.

He struck again. And again.

He wasn't shaping it so much as convincing it to exist. He turned the bar with the tongs, hammering out the edge, drawing the point. The metal moved under the hammer like stiff clay. It didn't resist, but it didn't yield easily. It felt inevitable. Every blow aligned the grain, packing the molecules closer together.

The headache blossomed into a full migraine. Blood trickled from Hrolf’s left nostril, tasting of copper and salt. He didn't wipe it away. He kept the rhythm. Strike. Turn. Strike. Turn.

"Hrolf," Aelith said. "Your hands."

He looked down. The heat from the billet was scorching the leather of his gloves. Smoke curled from his knuckles. He didn't care. The blade was taking shape. It was longer than a standard sword, thinner. It looked fragile.

"Water," he croaked.

Aelith hauled the trough closer. It was filled with oil, not water—bear fat rendered down and mixed with salt. Water would crack the metal. Oil would drink the heat.

Hrolf took the tongs in both hands. The blade was finished. It was a strip of starlight held in dirty iron jaws. He lifted it. The air around the metal shimmered, the heat waves distorting the trees behind them.

He plunged it into the oil.

The trough erupted. A column of flame shot ten feet into the air, black smoke rolling off the surface of the fat. The oil boiled instantly. Hrolf held the blade under, his muscles trembling, his teeth grit against the scream building in his throat. The heat traveled up the tongs, searing his palms.

He held it.

The fire died down. The oil stopped bubbling.

He pulled the blade out.

It was cool.

That was the second thing that was wrong. Iron took hours to cool. This metal had dumped its heat into the oil in seconds, a total transfer of energy.

Hrolf dropped the tongs. They clattered on the stone floor. He stood there, chest heaving, staring at the thing on the anvil.

It was pale. A soft, matte gray-white, like the belly of a shark or the moon seen through fog. It had no shine, no gleam. It swallowed the light.

Hrolf reached out. His hand shook. He touched the flat of the blade. It was cold to the touch, smoother than glass. He ran his thumb along the edge.

He didn't feel the cut. He just saw the blood well up, bright red against the white metal.

"Shit," he breathed.

Aelith stepped forward. She looked at the blade, then at his hand. She reached out and took the sword by the hilt tang. She lifted it. Her eyes went wide.

"It weighs nothing," she said.

She swung it. It moved too fast. The air whistled, a sharp, high tear. She recovered, looking at the weapon with a mix of awe and terror. "Hrolf. What have we made?"

Hrolf wrapped a rag around his bleeding thumb. "Something new."

He took the blade from her. It felt alive in his hand. Balanced, precise. He walked to the anvil. It was a block of meteoric iron, older than his grandfather, pitted and scarred from years of work.

He raised the pale sword.

"Don't," Aelith said.

He brought it down.

There was no ringing sound this time. There was a shick sound, like a butcher’s cleaver going through a joint of meat.

The pale blade bit into the anvil. It didn't chip. It didn't bend. It sank three inches into the solid iron block.

Hrolf let go of the hilt. The sword stood there, embedded in the anvil, upright and arrogant.

Silence claimed the forge. The fire had burned down to coals. The wind had died. Even the insects seemed to have paused.

Aelith walked to the anvil. She ran a finger near the entry point. The iron of the anvil was curled back, peeled like soft wood. The pale steel was unmarked.

"They will kill us for this," she said. Her voice was flat, devoid of panic, stating a simple fact of their world. " The Tribe Chieftains. The River Kings. If they know this exists... they will burn this valley to get it."

Hrolf looked at the sword. He thought of the wars fought with bronze axes and iron spears. He thought of the shields that splintered and the armor that crumpled. He imagined a man with this sword on a battlefield. He would be a god. He would cut through lines of men like a scythe through wheat.

"Yes," Hrolf said.

"We have to destroy it," Aelith said. She looked at him, her eyes hard. "Put it back in the fire. Melt it down. Bury the rock."

Hrolf laughed. It was a dry, bitter sound. "You can't melt it. Not now. The structure is set. The heat required to unmake this... we can't make that kind of fire again. I almost died making this one."

"Then bury it," she said. "Throw it in the sea."

Hrolf reached out and gripped the hilt. He pulled. The blade slid out of the iron anvil with a smooth, sickening ease. He held it up. It wasn't just a weapon. It was a masterpiece. It was the apex of his life, the culmination of every strike he had ever made.

"No," he said.

Aelith stared at him. She saw the look in his eyes. It was the same look the chieftains got when they looked at gold, or land, or women. It was hunger.

"Hrolf," she warned.

"We don't give it to them," Hrolf said. He turned the blade, watching the matte surface absorb the sunlight. "We don't tell the Chieftains. We don't tell the Kings."

"Someone will see it," she said. "You can't hide a sun in a basket."

"We hide the method," Hrolf said. He looked at the crucible, at the remaining dust of the ore. "We swore an oath to the craft, Aelith. To make better things. Stronger things. This is the strongest thing."

"It's death," she said. "It's pure death."

"It's power," Hrolf corrected. "And it's ours."

He walked over to a pile of scrap leather. He began to wrap the blade, covering the pale metal. "We need a guard. A pommel. Something simple. Iron. To disguise it."

Aelith didn't move. She stood by the anvil, looking at the gash in the metal. "And when you die? Who gets it then?"

Hrolf stopped wrapping. He looked at her. "Our sons."

Aelith flinched. "We have no sons."

"We will," Hrolf said. He looked back at the bundle in his hands. "And they will keep the secret. Only the blood will know. Only the blood can work the bellows like you did. Only the blood can find the hum in the metal like I did."

Aelith walked over to him. She was covered in soot, her hair matted with sweat, her hands burned and blistered. She looked at the man she had loved since they were children playing in the mud. She saw the stranger he had become in the last hour.

"This starts a fire that won't go out," she said. "You know that."

"The world is already burning," Hrolf said. "At least now we have the steel to endure it."

He finished wrapping the blade. He tied it with a leather thong. He looked at the forge, at the tools, at the empty crucible.

"We leave tonight," he said. "We go deep into the mountains. Where the ore is. We build a fortress. We build a legacy."

Aelith looked at the wrapped sword. She reached out and touched the leather. She could feel the cold radiating through the hide. It felt like touching a sleeping viper.

"A legacy," she repeated. The word tasted like ash.

Hrolf slung the bundle over his shoulder. He picked up his hammer. He looked at the valley, at the smoke rising into the stillness.

"The Age of Stone is over," he said.

He turned and began to walk up the trail, toward the high peaks. He didn't look back.

Aelith stood alone in the forge. She looked at the anvil one last time. She ran her hand over the cut, the smooth, impossible slice through the iron heart. She shivered, despite the heat.

She grabbed her pack. She grabbed the rest of the ore dust and put it in a pouch at her belt. She kicked sand over the coals, killing the fire.

She followed him. Not because she believed him, but because she knew he wouldn't survive without her. And because the sword scared her more than the wild.

The forest swallowed them. The wind picked up, rustling the leaves, covering the sound of their boots. Behind them, the anvil cooled, the scar in the iron open like a mouth screaming silently at the sky.
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CHAPTER 1: THE TOURNEY OF ROSES
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The world was a narrow slit of blinding white light and dust. Inside the helm, the air was stale, recycling the smell of Alaric’s own sweat and the metallic tang of the steel visor. He could hear his breath, loud and rasping, amplified by the enclosed space. It was the only sound that mattered. Beyond the steel shell, the crowd was a dull, rhythmic thumping, a beast with ten thousand throats screaming for blood, but Alaric tuned it out. He focused on the heat rising from the mare’s neck in front of him.

He adjusted his grip on the lance. The ash wood was heavy, taped for grip, the counterweight tucked under his armpit. His gauntlet creaked, the articulated plates grinding against each other.

Thirty yards away, Ser Jareth sat on a black stallion that was foaming at the bit. Jareth was a peacock in plate. His armor was etched with gold filigree, his surcoat a riot of blue and yellow checkers. He played to the gallery, raising his lance, waving to the ladies in the high stands.

Alaric didn't move. He sat heavy in the saddle, letting the weight of his armor settle into the horse’s spine. He checked the shield strapped to his left arm. It was scarred, the paint chipped away to reveal the dented steel beneath. He wasn't here to look pretty. He was here to end this.

The Master of Games dropped the red flag.

Alaric spurred the mare. She surged forward, her hooves tearing up the sod. The motion was violent, a sudden transition from statue to projectile. The dust kicked up instantly, choking the air. Alaric leaned forward, locking his body into the stirrups, becoming a rigid extension of the horse.

The world narrowed further. The crowd, the banners, the royal box—it all blurred into streaks of color. There was only Jareth. There was only the gold-etched shield growing larger in the vision slit.

The ground shook. The thunder of eight hooves hammering the earth vibrated up through Alaric’s legs, into his teeth.

Jareth was aiming high, going for the helm. It was a showman’s target. Dangerous, flashy, likely to send a man reeling off his mount in a spray of splinters.

Alaric aimed for the center of the chest. The center of mass. The kill shot, if the lance had been tipped with steel instead of a coronal.

They met in the center of the list with a sound like a tree cracking in a storm.

The impact stopped Alaric’s breath. Jareth’s lance glanced off the top of Alaric’s shield, the wood shattering, sending splinters flying past his visor. The force snapped Alaric’s head back, straining the neck muscles, a white flash of pain shooting down his spine.

But Alaric’s aim held. His lance struck Jareth’s breastplate dead center. The ash wood bowed, held for a fraction of a second, and then unleashed its stored energy.

Jareth didn't just fall. He was erased from the saddle. He flew backward, arms pinwheeling, feet torn from the stirrups. He hit the dirt with a crash of metal that silenced the front row.

Alaric rode through the impact, tossing the shattered remains of his lance to the ground. He reined the mare in at the end of the track, turning her sharply. She tossed her head, fighting the bit, high on adrenaline.

Jareth lay in the dirt. He wasn't moving.

The silence held for a second, then broke. The roar was physical, a wall of noise that washed over the field. They screamed Alaric’s name. They screamed for the violence.

Alaric trotted back to the center. Squires were already running onto the field, checking on Jareth. The man groaned, rolling onto his side, clutching his ribs. He would live. He would have bruises the size of dinner plates and a cracked sternum, but he would live to wear his gold armor again.

Alaric unbuckled his chin strap. He pulled the helm off, gasping as the cooler air hit his face. It wasn't actually cool—it was a humid, stifling afternoon in the Crownlands—but compared to the oven of the helmet, it felt like a winter breeze. He ran a gloved hand through his matted hair, shaking the sweat from his eyes.

"Well struck, my Lord!"

His squire, a boy named Toman with too many freckles and not enough muscle, ran up to take the horse’s bridle. Toman was grinning like he’d been the one to unhorse the peacock.

"Water," Alaric said.

Toman fumbled with a skin and handed it up. Alaric drank, the water warm and tasting of leather, but he drained it. He handed the skin back and swung his leg over the saddle, dropping to the ground. The landing jarred his knees. The armor weighed sixty pounds. After four hours of heats, it felt like six hundred.

"Get the armor off," Alaric said. "And see to the mare. She’s favoring the near foreleg."

"But the ceremony, Lord Alaric," Toman said, pointing toward the Royal Box. "The King..."

Alaric looked up. High King Eamon sat on the raised dais, shaded by a canopy of red silk. Even from this distance, the man looked small in the great oak throne. He was wrapped in furs despite the heat.

Alaric sighed. He kept the gauntlets on. He kept the gorget. He handed the helmet to Toman.

"Walk her," Alaric ordered. "Don't let her stand."

He turned and walked toward the dais. His sabatons crunched in the dirt. Every step was a chore. He passed Jareth, who was being helped up by two attendants. Jareth nodded, a grimace of pain twisting his handsome face. Alaric didn't nod back. He just kept walking.

The stairs to the Royal Box were carpeted in red velvet, which was now stained with mud from the previous victors. Alaric climbed, the noise of the crowd fading as he ascended above the pit. The air up here smelled different. Less horse, more rosewater and roasted pork.

The nobility sat in rows, fanning themselves. They clapped politely as he passed. He recognized faces—Lord Tybalt, half-drunk and red-faced; Lady Genevieve, whispering behind her hand to a young suitor. They looked soft. Their skin was clean, their clothes unstained. They looked at Alaric like he was a prize bull brought out for inspection.

Alaric stopped at the top of the stairs. He went to one knee. The metal of his greaves clanked against the wood. He bowed his head.

"Rise, Ser Alaric," a voice said.

It wasn't the King. It was the Herald, a man with a voice like a trumpet. "Champion of the Rose! Victor of the lists!"

Alaric stood. He looked at the King.

Up close, Eamon was worse than the rumors. His skin was the color of old parchment, translucent and thin. His eyes were sunken in dark hollows. His hands, resting on the arms of the throne, trembled with a constant, fine vibration. He was dying. Everyone knew it, but no one said it.

Beside him sat Princess Iseult. She was upright, rigid, her face a mask of polite disinterest. She met Alaric’s eyes. There was intelligence there, sharp and assessing. She knew he hated this. She gave him a microscopic nod of acknowledgment.

Archduke Morven stood to the King’s right. The uncle. The snake. He was tall, thin, wearing black silk that seemed to absorb the sun. He smiled at Alaric, but the smile didn't reach his eyes. His eyes were flat, like a shark’s.

"A fine display, Ser Alaric," Morven said. His voice was smooth, oiled. "Your father would be proud. Though he preferred the axe, I recall."

"A sword is faster," Alaric said.

"And lighter," Morven said, glancing at the empty scabbard at Alaric’s hip. "Though you didn't bring your... family heirloom today."

"Pale Steel is for war, My Lord," Alaric said. "Not games."

The insult landed. Morven’s smile tightened at the edges.

King Eamon raised a hand. The trembling was violent now. "Come closer, Ser Alaric."

Alaric stepped forward, ignoring the breach of protocol. The Royal Guards tensed, their hands going to their halberds, but Morven waved them down.

Alaric stopped at the foot of the throne. The smell of sickness coming off the King was potent, cutting through the perfume. It smelled like rot. Like sweet, fermenting fruit.

The Herald stepped forward with a wreath of white roses. "The victor’s crown!"

Eamon took the wreath. His hands shook so badly the petals trembled. He leaned forward. He beckoned Alaric closer.

Alaric leaned in, lowering his head to accept the wreath.

The King didn't place the flowers immediately. He gripped Alaric’s pauldron. His fingers were skeletal, weak, but the grip was desperate. He pulled Alaric down, until the King’s lips were inches from Alaric’s ear.

"The Treaty," Eamon whispered. The words were a wet rasp.

Alaric froze.

"The Treaty is broken," Eamon hissed. "Salt and Iron. It is finished."

Alaric pulled back slightly, looking into the King’s eyes. They were terrified. The milky film of age had cleared for a moment, revealing a panic that was absolute.

"Sire?" Alaric asked quietly.

"He knows," Eamon whispered. He didn't look at Morven, but the implication hung in the air like smoke. "The ledger. The ship from the East. Find it."

"Your Majesty, you are unwell," Morven said, stepping in. He placed a hand on the King’s shoulder. It looked like a comfort, but Alaric saw the pressure in the fingers. Morven was squeezing.

Eamon flinched. He dropped the wreath onto Alaric’s head. It sat askew, a thorn scratching Alaric’s forehead.

"Go," Eamon said, his voice loud again, hollow and rehearsed. "Go and drink to your victory, Champion."

Morven steered the King back against the cushions. "The heat is too much for His Majesty. Clear the dais."

Alaric stood. He looked at Morven. The Archduke was staring at him. The flat eyes were calculating. Did he hear?

"You heard the King," Morven said softly. "Go drink."

Alaric bowed. It was stiff, mechanical. He turned and walked away.

He descended the stairs. The crowd cheered again as he came into view, the roses sitting ridiculous on his sweaty hair. He reached the bottom and kept walking. He walked past the squires, past the other knights who were drinking wine and recounting their tilts.

He walked until he reached his tent. It was striped green and gold, the colors of House Vane. Toman was there, brushing the mare down.

"Did he speak to you?" Toman asked, eager for gossip. "What did the King say?"

Alaric walked past him into the tent. It was dim inside, cooler. A table sat in the center with a pitcher of wine and a basin of water.

"He said I won," Alaric said.

He began to strip the armor off himself. He didn't wait for Toman. He undid the buckles of the breastplate with shaking fingers. He let the steel fall to the rug with a heavy thud. He unstrapped the pauldrons, the vambraces. He stripped down to his linen undershirt, which was soaked through and gray with sweat.

He poured a cup of wine. He didn't drink it. He stared at the red liquid, watching the ripples settle.

The Treaty is broken.

The Treaty of Salt and Iron had held for two hundred years. It was the only thing keeping the Timber Lords, the Island Princes, and the Crown from tearing each other apart. If it was broken...

Alaric looked at the corner of the tent. Resting on a dedicated stand, wrapped in oiled leather, was Sun-Eater.

He walked over to it. He undid the leather ties. The cloth fell away.

The blade was pale. It didn't shine in the dim light of the tent. It seemed to absorb the shadows. It was a matte, ghostly white, the surface smooth as polished bone. The hilt was simple iron, wrapped in black leather.

He picked it up.

It was light. Too light. It felt like holding a willow switch, but he knew better. He knew if he swung it, it would shear through the oak table like it was water.

The hum of the metal traveled up his arm. It wasn't a sound; it was a feeling in the marrow of his bones. A low, predatory vibration.

Pale Steel is for war.

Alaric took a drink of the wine. It tasted sour.

He wasn't going to get that nap.

"Toman!" he shouted.

The boy stuck his head through the flap. "My Lord?"

"Don't unbridle the mare," Alaric said. "And fetch my riding leathers. The dark ones."

"Are we leaving?" Toman asked, confused. "But the feast..."

"Forget the feast," Alaric said. He began to unbuckle his greaves. "We aren't celebrating tonight."

He looked at the sword in his hand.

"Tonight, we work."
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CHAPTER 2: THE SHADOW IN THE RAFTERS
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The stone of the Red Keep was cold against Elara’s cheek. She pressed herself into the shallow recess of the arrow slit, her boots wedged against the rough masonry on either side. Sixty feet down, the torchlight of the patrol bobbed along the cobblestones of the inner bailey. The guards were talking, their voices carrying up the sheer wall as indistinct murmurs. They sounded bored.

Elara wasn't bored. She was terrified, but she was used to that. Fear was just another sensory input, like the grit under her fingernails or the smell of rain coming off the sea. You acknowledged it, you accounted for the tremor in your hands, and you kept moving.

She adjusted the strap of her satchel. It was empty now, flat against her hip. If the job went right, it would be full of paper worth more than the gold bars in the lower vaults. Gold was heavy. Secrets weighed nothing until you tried to sell them.

She reached up. The ledge of the upper window was three feet above her head. It was a smooth expanse of limestone, slick with the evening damp.

She closed her eyes and pushed.

Not with her hands. She pushed with the part of her brain that felt like a bruised muscle. The Talent. It sat behind her eyes, a low-grade static that never quite went away. She focused that static on the stone above. She didn't move the rock; she wasn't a Siege-Breaker who could crumble walls. She just needed friction. She needed the stone to be a little rougher, a little more welcoming to her grip.

The static spiked into a sharp pain at her temples. She gasped, the sound small in the vast night. Above her, the texture of the limestone shifted. It didn't change shape, but the microscopic imperfections flared, becoming jagged hooks to her senses.

She lunged. Her fingers hooked over the sill. The stone bit into her skin, rough as a rasp. She hauled herself up, her shoulders burning, her boots scrabbling silently until she hooked a heel over the edge. She rolled into the dark opening and hit the floor of the solar.

She lay there for ten seconds. She counted her heartbeats. One, two, three. She forced them to slow down. She tasted copper in the back of her throat—the cost of the push. She wiped her nose on her sleeve and it came away dark.

"Messy," she whispered.

She stood up. The room was large, filled with the smell of old paper and beeswax. This wasn't the main treasury. This was the Archivist’s solar, the staging ground for the Royal Ledger. The actual gold was three floors down behind steel doors that even she couldn't whisper open. But the paperwork? That lived here.

Elara moved. She didn't creep; creeping made noise. She walked with a rolling stride, heel to toe, absorbing the impact in her knees. The floorboards were oak, old and settled. She scanned them as she moved, looking for the telltale warping that meant a squeak.

The desk was a fortress of mahogany at the far end of the room. It was locked, of course.

Elara knelt in front of the drawer. She didn't pull out lockpicks. Picks were for amateurs who liked to scratch the finish. She placed her palm flat against the wood of the drawer front.

She closed her eyes again. She sent the static into the mechanism.

It was a complex lock, Gnomish work probably, or a good imitation. Five tumblers, spring-loaded, with a false gate on the third pin. She could feel the shape of it in her mind, a gray geometry floating in the dark. The metal felt cold and stubborn.

She pushed. She visualized the pins lifting. It was like trying to lift five heavy buckets with mental fingers. The headache flared again, a hot nail driving into her left eye.

Click. The first pin set.

Click. The second.

The third pin was the trap. If she pushed it too high, the cylinder would freeze. She feathered the pressure, sweat popping out on her forehead. The static buzzed in her ears, drowning out the sound of the wind outside.

Click.

Click. Click.

The lock surrendered. The mechanism rotated with a heavy, satisfying thud.

Elara exhaled, a long, shuddering breath. She slumped forward, resting her forehead against the cool wood of the desk. The drain was bad tonight. She needed a steak and twelve hours of sleep, but she’d settle for not passing out.

She opened the drawer.

The ledger was there. It was bound in blue leather, the seal of the Treasury stamped in gold on the cover. The King’s Tithe: Year of the Red Comet.

She pulled it out. It was heavy. She flipped it open. Rows of figures, dates, shipments. She didn't understand half of it, but the client—a nervous merchant from the Free Cities—had been specific. The ledger with the blue cover. The shipments to the Iron Islands.

She shoved the book into her satchel. It was a tight fit. She buckled the flap.

Done. Now she just had to get out, climb down sixty feet of sheer wall, and navigate a city on lockdown for the tourney. Easy.

She stood up and turned toward the window.

The door handle turned.

It wasn't a sudden noise. It was the slow, deliberate grind of brass on brass.

Elara froze. There was nowhere to hide on the floor. The desk was open underneath. The curtains were too sheer.

She looked up.

The ceiling was high, vaulted with massive timber beams. The shadows up there were thick, pooled like ink.

She didn't think. She jumped. She grabbed the edge of a tapestry hanging on the wall—a dusty depiction of a stag hunt—and used the mounting bracket as a step. She launched herself upward, grabbing the rough wood of the lowest beam.

She hauled herself up. Splinters dug into her palms. She rolled onto the top of the beam, pressing herself flat against the wood just as the door opened.

Light flooded the room. It wasn't the flickering orange of a torch. It was the steady, white glow of a lantern shielded with mica.

Two men walked in.

The first was Lord Havor, the Hand of the King. Elara recognized him instantly. He was a portly man, red-faced even in the pale light, wearing a sleeping robe of embroidered silk. He looked annoyed.

"I don't see why this couldn't wait until morning," Havor grumbled. He walked to the desk, not noticing the unlocked drawer. He poured himself a glass of water from a carafe.

The second man closed the door. He was younger, dressed in the nondescript gray wool of a palace servant, but he moved wrong. Servants moved with their heads down, shrinking into the background. This man moved like a cat. His steps were silent. His hands were empty, but they hung ready at his sides.

"The matter is urgent, My Lord," the man said. His voice was soft, devoid of accent.

"Urgent," Havor scoffed. He drank the water. "Everything is urgent with you lot. Is it the King? Has the old man finally croaked?"

"The King sleeps," the man said. He walked closer to the desk. "We are here to discuss the shipment."

"The shipment is gone," Havor said, waving a hand. "It left port two days ago. The manifests are doctored. The gold is listed as grain. It’s done."

"Not the gold," the man said. "The other shipment."

Havor froze. He lowered the glass. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"The crates from the forge," the man said. He was standing on the other side of the desk now. "The Archduke is concerned that you might have kept a sample."

Elara pressed her face into the dust of the beam. Her heart was hammering against her ribs so hard she was sure they could hear it. The Archduke. Morven.

"I kept nothing," Havor snapped. But there was a tremor in his voice. "I did as I was told. I facilitated the transport. I signed the papers. My part is finished."

"Is it?" The man tilted his head. "The Archduke believes you spoke to Lord Vane."

"I—I exchanged pleasantries with the Lord Commander," Havor stammered. "Nothing more. We spoke of the tourney. Of his son."

"You spoke of the Treaty," the man said.

Havor went pale. "It was a slip of the tongue. He suspected nothing. Vane is a brute. He barely listens to anything that isn't an order."

"Lord Vane is not a brute," the man said gently. "And the Archduke does not tolerate slips."

The man moved. It was a blur. One moment he was standing by the chair, the next he was behind Havor.

Havor opened his mouth to scream, but a gloved hand clamped over his face. The Hand of the King thrashed, his silk robe flapping, knocking the water glass over. It shattered on the floor, a bright, shocking sound.

Elara watched, paralyzed.

The man didn't use a knife. He didn't use a garrote. He placed his free hand on Havor’s chest, right over the heart.

The assassin’s shoulders tensed.

Elara felt it. The static in the room spiked. It wasn't the gentle hum of a lock-whisper. This was a scream. The air pressure in the room dropped. The lantern flame guttered blue.

Havor arched his back. His eyes bulged. He wasn't being strangled. His heart was being squeezed. The assassin was using Talent to crush the organ inside the ribcage.

It lasted three seconds. Havor convulsed once, violently, and then went limp.

The assassin held him for another moment, ensuring the work was done. Then he lowered the body into the chair. He arranged Havor’s hands on the desk. He picked up a quill and placed it near the dead man’s fingers.

It looked like he had fallen asleep while working. Except for the eyes. The eyes were wide, staring up at the ceiling. Staring right at Elara.

She squeezed her eyes shut. Don't look. Don't breathe.

The assassin stood back. He adjusted his cuffs. He looked around the room.

"Messy," the assassin whispered.

Elara flinched. It was the same word she had used.

The assassin walked to the window. He looked out at the night. He was ten feet away from her. If he looked up, if he sensed the heat of her body, she was dead. She had a knife in her boot, but against a man who could stop a heart with a touch? She might as well have a spoon.

The assassin took a deep breath. He seemed to be tasting the air.

He turned back to the desk. He saw the drawer.

He froze.

He reached out and pulled the drawer open further. He saw the empty space where the blue ledger had been.

"Ah," the man said softly.

He didn't panic. He didn't shout for guards. He began to scan the room. His eyes moved systematically. Floor. Corners. Curtains.

He looked up.

Elara didn't wait.

She rolled off the beam.

She didn't aim for the floor. She aimed for the heavy velvet drapes covering the balcony door. She hit the fabric, tearing it from the rod, tangling herself in the heavy cloth as she fell.

"Hey!" the assassin shouted. The calm was gone.

Elara hit the floor in a heap of red velvet. She scrambled, kicking free. The assassin was coming over the desk, moving fast.

She grabbed the heavy brass lantern from the side table and threw it.

She didn't throw it at him. She threw it at the floor in front of him.

The lantern shattered. The oil spilled and ignited instantly. A wall of fire roared up between them, fed by the dry rushes and the spilled oil.

The assassin stumbled back, shielding his face.

Elara turned and ran for the window. She didn't have time to climb down. She didn't have time to be careful.

She hit the sill and vaulted.

She fell.

The air rushed past her ears. She flailed, reaching out with her mind, pushing against the wall as she fell. Friction. Grip. Anything.

She slammed into a gargoyle twenty feet down. The impact knocked the wind out of her. Her arm hooked around the stone neck of the beast. Her shoulder popped, a blinding flash of pain.

She hung there, gasping, her feet dangling over empty air.

Above her, the window was glowing orange. Smoke was pouring out.

She looked down. Forty feet to the cobblestones.

"Move," she hissed at herself. "Move or die."

She scrambled down the rest of the way, using the rough masonry, ignoring the screaming protest of her shoulder. She hit the ground hard, rolling to absorb the impact. She came up in a crouch behind a stack of barrels.

Shouts were starting. "Fire! Fire in the Tower!"

The patrol she had seen earlier was running toward the Keep door.

Elara adjusted her satchel. The ledger was still there, digging into her ribs.

She slipped into the shadows of the alley. She needed to get out of the castle. She needed to get to the lower city.

But she couldn't go to the fence. The assassin knew the ledger was gone. He knew someone had seen. If she went to the drop point, they would be waiting. Morven’s reach was long.

She ran. She navigated the maze of the inner city, avoiding the main thoroughfares. Her mind was racing faster than her feet.

Who could she trust? No one. The Guild would sell her out for a pardon. Her friends were liability.

She thought of the conversation she had overheard. Lord Vane. The assassin had mentioned him. He barely listens to anything that isn't an order.

Lord Vane was dead; she knew that from the gossip. But his son... the stiff-necked knight who had won the tourney today. The one who looked like he wanted to murder the entire Royal Box.

She turned a corner, heading toward the stables. It was suicide. It was the last place she should go.

But if Morven was killing the King’s men, then the enemy of her enemy was the only shield she had.

She reached the outer wall of the Royal Stables. The smell of horse manure and straw was thick. She climbed the fence, her shoulder throbbing with every movement.

She dropped into the hayloft. It was dark, warm, and smelled of dry grass. She crawled into the back corner, burying herself under a pile of loose hay.

She lay there, shivering as the adrenaline crashed. She touched her nose. It was bleeding again.

She clutched the satchel to her chest.

She had stolen a book. And in return, she had bought a war.
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CHAPTER 3: THE SALT-STAINED LETTER
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The deck of The Gilded Whore listed ten degrees to port, the timbers groaning under the strain of the turn. Captain Valerius Thorne gripped the rail with a hand that felt sticky from the morning’s humidity and the residue of cheap wine. The horizon was a flat line of gray water meeting gray sky, broken only by the fleeing silhouette of the pirate sloop Red wake.

Valerius squinted against the glare. The headache pulsing behind his left eye was a rhythmic thud, synchronized with the slap of the waves against the hull. He rubbed his temple with a knuckle.

"She’s running shallow," said Griggs, the quartermaster. Griggs was a man carved from teak and bad decisions, missing two fingers on his left hand and possessing a beard that looked like a bird’s nest made of steel wool.

"She’s running scared," Valerius corrected. He spat over the rail. The spittle flew back, catching on the collar of his coat. "Two points to starboard. Catch the wind off the headland."

"That’ll put us in the shoals, Cap’n," Griggs said. He didn't look at Valerius. He watched the enemy ship.

"We draw three feet less than that tub," Valerius said. "If they scrape, we board. If they turn, we ram. Either way, I want this done before lunch. My stomach is unsettled."

Griggs grunted and turned to bellow orders at the crew. The men scrambled. They were a motley collection of islanders, deserters from the Royal Navy
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