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​Author’s Note on the World of Elaris

In Elaris, history is not written by the honest. It is carved by kings, sung by frightened priests, embroidered into bridal veils, and taught to children until terror feels like tradition.

This novel is a work of fiction. Its court records, medical notes, mythic laws, mortality tables, and case studies belong to the invented world of Elaris and the realm beyond the Black Mountains. Yet the questions beneath them are real: What do societies call necessary when they are afraid? Who benefits from sacrifice? How long can cruelty survive when it wears the costume of duty? And what happens when the woman meant to disappear walks back through the gate?
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PROLOGUE
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The First Bride

The first bride did not wear white.

She wore red because the priests had not yet learned how much prettier death looked when dressed as innocence.

Her name was Maerith Vale.

The kingdom remembered her as blessed. The official histories called her brave. The temple murals painted her with lowered eyes, folded hands, and a smile soft enough to forgive the men who led her to the mountain road.

But Maerith did not smile.

On the morning she was taken beyond the walls of Elaris, she bit a priest hard enough to leave three teeth in his hand. She spat blood at the king’s boots. She cursed her father for bowing. She cursed her mother for weeping quietly instead of burning the city down. She cursed the crowd most of all, because they watched with the greedy relief of people glad the monster had chosen someone else.

The monster had no name then.

Not Deathless King.

Not Lord Beyond the Black Mountains.

Not Bride-Eater, Night-Crowned, Bone Saint, or Husband of Graves.

He was only the shape at the end of every winter story, the shadow mothers used when children stayed too long near the northern gates.

Come inside, or he will see you.

Eat your bread, or he will smell your hunger.

Do not cry after sunset, or he will know your voice.

But now the shadow had asked for a bride.

No, that was how the kings told it later.

The shadow had not asked.

Something beneath the world had opened its eye, and the mountains had begun to bleed black mist. Cattle were born with two hearts. Wells filled with salt. Men dreamed of their dead wives standing at the foot of their beds, counting backward from seven.

The king’s scholars measured the sickness. The priests named it divine displeasure. The generals tried to fight it and returned without their eyes.

Then a stranger came from beyond the mountains, pale and beautiful and crowned in antlered iron. He walked through the northern gate while the bells screamed by themselves.

“I can seal what wakes beneath your stones,” he told the king. “But seals require witnesses. Flesh remembers what stone forgets. Blood agrees where ink lies.”

The king, whose bravery had always improved when someone else was endangered, asked, “What witness do you require?”

The stranger’s gaze moved through the court and settled on Maerith Vale.

She was seventeen. A duke’s daughter. Sharp-tongued. Wild-haired. Too fond of knives. Too unwilling to marry the prince selected for her.

“A bride,” the stranger said.

By sunset, the word sacrifice had vanished from every royal order.

By dawn, the word honor had replaced it.

Maerith was dressed in red silk and given seven gifts: a mirror, a comb, a silver cup, a prayer book, a veil, a black rose, and a little knife she was not supposed to know had been dulled.

She knew.

She had always known when men handed women useless weapons and called them protection.

They placed her in a carriage drawn by four white horses. The bells of Elaris tolled like a funeral pretending to be a wedding. Her mother fainted. Her father stared at the ground. The prince she had refused did not come.

At the northern gate, Maerith looked back once.

The entire city held its breath.

She lifted one bloodied hand and made a gesture so obscene that three priests gasped and one old woman laughed until she sobbed.

Then the carriage crossed under the gate and began the climb toward the Black Mountains.

Snow fell upward.

The horses died one by one and kept walking.

The road narrowed until it was only a scar between cliffs. At dusk, Maerith saw the castle.

It did not stand on the mountain.

It hung from it.

Black towers descended like roots. Bridges curved through empty air. Windows burned blue with witchlight. Beneath it opened a valley so deep no river dared enter.

The stranger waited at the gate.

He was younger than she expected monsters to be. His face was severe, his eyes dark as wet soil, his hair silver-white though his skin bore no age. An old wound crossed his throat, black at the edges, as if someone had tried to cut death out of him and failed.

“I am Arovan,” he said.

“I am unwilling,” Maerith replied.

His expression changed, not enough to be called surprise, but enough for her to see that he had expected fear and found fury instead.

“You may hate me,” he said.

“I plan to.”

“You may try to kill me.”

“I already plan to.”

“You may not leave.”

At that, Maerith smiled for the first time.

“Then you should not sleep.”

The gates closed behind her.

For seven days and seven nights, the mountains shook.

On the eighth morning, the black mist retreated from Elaris. The wells cleared. The cattle died normal deaths. Men dreamed only of taxes and old shame.

The king declared Maerith Vale a saint.

Her father accepted a new estate.

Her mother wore mourning silk until grief turned convenient and then quiet.

The priests wrote the first Marriage Decree: Each year, at winter’s end, Elaris would send one noble bride beyond the Black Mountains to renew the seal and preserve the kingdom.

They did not mention Maerith’s final scream.

They did not mention the thing beneath the mountains screaming back.

They did not mention that the first bride survived.

They did not mention that, deep beneath the Deathless Court, Maerith Vale opened her eyes in a chamber of black glass and understood what had been done.

The king had not married her to a monster.

He had used her to close a door.

And one day, if Maerith had to tear apart every kingdom built above her bones, she would open it again.

​

PART ONE: THE WOMAN WHO SHOULD HAVE BEEN DEAD
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The Bride Road

Everyone in Elaris knew the Bride Road ended in death.

That was why no one watched it after sunset.

By law, the northern gate remained open on the last night of winter until the moon reached its highest point. It was an old tradition, older than the present royal line, older than the stone lions guarding the palace bridge, older than the common prayer children whispered when thunder rolled down from the Black Mountains.

May the bride be beautiful.

May the king be satisfied.

May the mountains sleep.

But tradition had rules. The gate opened; the priests sang; the royal family stood beneath silver lamps; the people left white candles in their windows; and by midnight, everyone looked away.

No one expected anyone to return.

So when the bell at the northern gate rang once, then twice, then a third time with a cracked and panicked voice, the city of Bellera woke as if a blade had touched its throat.

Captain Joren Halvek was the first to reach the gatehouse.

He had been drinking watered ale with the night watch, losing at dice, and pretending not to remember that exactly one year ago he had escorted Saphira Vel to this same gate in a white gown and frost-laced veil.

He remembered anyway.

The seventh bride had not wept.

That was the thing that haunted him. The previous brides had each broken differently. One trembled. One prayed. One had to be carried. One sang the same nursery rhyme until her voice failed. But Lady Saphira Vel had walked to the carriage with her back straight, her black curls pinned under diamonds, her eyes fixed on the mountains as if she meant to make them answer for the inconvenience.

Joren had offered her his hand as she stepped into the carriage.

She had looked at his trembling fingers and said, “Do not pity me unless you are willing to stop this.”

He had let his hand fall.

He had watched the carriage vanish into the snow.

Now the bell rang again.

The gate guards stood frozen at the winches.

“Open it,” Joren ordered.

One of them swallowed. “Captain—”

“Open it.”

Chains groaned. Iron teeth lifted. The northern gate rose inch by inch, revealing the road beyond.

At first there was only snow.

Then a shape moved in the white.

A woman walked out of the storm.

Her dress was not the bridal gown they had sent her in. That gown had been pure white, pearl-netted and temple-approved, the kind of garment made to convince a nation that murder could be holy if sewn carefully enough.

This dress was black.

No, not black. The color of the sky between stars. It flowed around her as if woven from night water, embroidered with silver thread that shifted like living frost. Over her shoulders hung a cloak lined in white fur, though no snow dared settle on it.

Her hair fell loose around her face. Her skin was pale from winter and shadow. At her throat rested a pendant of dark crystal in the shape of a closed eye.

And in her left hand, she carried a sword made of bone.

Joren knew her.

Every man on the wall knew her.

The city knew her from memorial portraits, from prayer cards, from the mourning banners that still hung in her father’s house.

Saphira Vel, seventh bride of Elaris, walked through the northern gate alive.

Behind her, the Black Mountains gave a sound like something enormous turning in its sleep.

Joren descended the steps slowly.

“My lady?”

Saphira stopped beneath the gate arch. Her eyes found him.

They had changed.

Before, they had been brown, almost amber in torchlight. Now they held a ring of silver around each iris, a thin, terrible brightness.

“Captain Halvek,” she said.

Her voice was the same and not the same. Lower. Calmer. As if fear had once lived there and been evicted.

“You are alive,” he whispered.

“I noticed.”

The nearest guard made the sign against evil.

Saphira looked at him, and the man dropped his hand as though burned.

“My father,” she said. “Is he still alive?”

Joren nodded. “Lord Vel lives.”

“My mother?”

“Yes.”

“The king?”

“Yes.”

“Pity.”

The word moved through the gatehouse like a draft.

Joren stepped closer, lowering his voice. “Lady Saphira, where have you been?”

She looked past him toward the sleeping capital, toward the palace towers glazed with moonlight, toward the temple bells beginning to ring in confusion.

“Married,” she said.

No one spoke.

Then she smiled without warmth.

“Take me to your king. I have returned his bride.”



In the palace, panic wore silk.

Servants ran in slippers. Ministers arrived half-dressed. Priests clustered in white robes, their ceremonial braids undone, whispering arguments over the correct prayer for an impossible event.

King Edric Solmere entered the Hall of Vows wearing a golden dressing robe and the expression of a man interrupted during a pleasant dream by the arrival of his own crime.

He was sixty-one, broad-bellied, handsome in the preserved way of kings who paid artists to soften their portraits. His beard had been oiled hastily. His crown sat slightly crooked.

Beside him came Queen Isolde, severe and silent, and Prince Theron, heir to Elaris, beautiful as a knife displayed on velvet.

Theron was twenty-seven. He had his mother’s pale hair, his father’s blue eyes, and his own talent for turning every room into a stage on which he expected applause.

When he saw Saphira, he stopped.

For one naked second, hunger crossed his face.

Not desire.

Ambition.

Then he bowed.

“Lady Vel,” he said. “Or should we call you queen?”

Saphira stood at the center of the hall, still wearing her star-dark dress, still holding the bone sword. Snowmelt had not touched the marble beneath her boots. Wherever she stepped, faint black frost bloomed and vanished.

King Edric stared at the sword.

“You were not permitted to bring weapons into our presence.”

Saphira glanced down as if surprised to find it there. “Forgive me. Beyond the mountains, people who send girls to monsters are considered poor judges of what is permitted.”

A minister gasped.

The king’s face darkened. “You forget yourself.”

“No,” Saphira said. “That is what made returning difficult.”

Prince Theron’s mouth curved.

Queen Isolde did not smile, but her eyes sharpened.

The High Priest, Orlan Vey, stepped forward. He was thin as a candle and twice as pale. Seven silver rings circled his fingers, one for each bride his temple had blessed and buried without bodies.

“My child,” he said gently, “we rejoice at this miracle. Tell us how the Deathless King released you.”

“He did not release me.”

The hall went still.

Saphira lifted her hand. On her ring finger gleamed a band of black metal, fused so seamlessly to her skin that it seemed grown there.

“I left.”

The High Priest’s gaze fixed on the ring. “Impossible.”

“I have become fond of that word.”

King Edric gripped the arms of his throne. “Where is he?”

“Your concern for my husband is moving.”

“Where is the Deathless King?”

Saphira’s smile vanished.

“In his court, holding back a door your ancestors helped seal with women’s blood.”

The words struck the hall harder than thunder.

The High Priest recovered first. “Blasphemy.”

“History.”

“Our brides go willingly.”

Saphira laughed.

It was a small sound, almost delicate, and it made the torches bend away from her.

“Do you truly want to discuss willingness in a room built from taxes paid by fathers who knew their daughters might be selected?”

King Edric rose. “Enough.”

“No,” Saphira said, and for the first time, power entered her voice.

Every flame in the hall turned blue.

The guards reached for their swords. None of them drew.

Saphira looked at the king, and beneath her calm, something vast and furious stirred.

“I was sent to die. I did not. Six brides were sent before me. Not all of them are dead. Some remain beyond the mountains, trapped in a court you call a grave because calling it a prison would require guilt.”

The High Priest whispered, “Lies.”

Saphira turned to him. “The second bride still sings the morning hymn you taught her. She has forgotten the last verse. The fourth bride scratches her name into walls because she fears the court is eating it. The sixth bride keeps the comb her mother gave her and asks every winter whether Elaris remembers her.”

The priest’s face drained.

Good, Saphira thought.

Let him feel a needle of it.

Let them all feel a needle of it.

King Edric looked not horrified but calculating. “If what you say is true, then the Deathless King has violated the covenant.”

Saphira stared at him.

“Your Majesty,” she said softly, “you sent girls to an immortal stranger every year and are now offended by his manners?”

Theron stepped between them with graceful timing.

“Lady Saphira,” he said, “you must understand our fear. The covenant protects Elaris. Since the first bride, our harvests have endured, our children have lived, and the mountain darkness has not crossed our borders. If there is more to the tradition, tell us. Help us correct it.”

His voice was warm. His eyes were not.

Saphira had heard sweeter lies at the Deathless Court, where assassins complimented your gown while measuring your spine.

“You do not want correction,” she said. “You want control.”

Theron’s smile widened. “And you returned with power. What would you call that?”

Before she could answer, the northern windows exploded inward.

Glass flew like frozen rain.

Wind tore through the Hall of Vows, extinguishing the blue flames. Courtiers screamed. Guards drew swords at last.

A black bird landed on the marble before Saphira.

No, not a bird.

A raven made of smoke and bone splinters, its eyes two beads of violet fire.

It opened its beak.

A man’s voice filled the hall.

“Saphira.”

She closed her eyes.

Arovan.

The Deathless King’s voice was quieter than memory and far more dangerous.

“The seal is thinning. The court knows you are gone. So does she.”

The raven’s head snapped toward the throne.

“Return before the First Bride wakes fully.”

Then the bird collapsed into ash.

The hall did not move.

Every eye turned to Saphira.

King Edric whispered, “The First Bride?”

Saphira opened her eyes.

For the first time since entering Elaris, she looked afraid.
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