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The parchment was warm.

Elara Voss noticed it before she understood what it meant — a faint heat radiating from the old map spread across her worktable, as if someone had been holding it too close to a fire. She pulled her hand back and frowned. The map was a reproduction of the eastern trade routes, hand-drawn on vellum that had been cured decades before she was born. It had been cold when she'd taken it from the flat file drawer. She was certain of that.

She touched it again. Warmer now.

The ink shimmered.

She had seen ink behave strangely before — old maps sometimes had pigments that reacted to humidity. But this ink was not moving; it was writing. The thin black lines rearranged themselves with a precision that made her think of an invisible hand. A shiver ran down her spine. The shop felt colder than a moment ago.

She had seen ink behave strangely before — old maps sometimes had pigments that reacted to humidity, spreading or fading in unpredictable ways. This was different. The ink was not simply moving. It was writing, composing something with a precision that made her think of an invisible hand holding a pen, patient and meticulous, composing a message meant only for her. A shiver ran down her spine. Her shop felt colder than it had been a moment ago.

Elara leaned closer, her breath catching. The black lines of the trade routes were moving — not sliding across the parchment like spilled water, but shifting, rearranging themselves with a precision that felt deliberate. The coastal border she'd been studying curled inward, the letters of an old city name dissolving into something else. Something she couldn't read because it wasn't finished yet.

Her heart hammered against her ribs, but she didn't look away.

The pounding in her chest was so loud she could barely hear anything else. Her pulse thrummed against her eardrums, a war drum warning her to flee. But the map held her, its amber glow and curling smoke fixing her in place. She had never been unable to look away from anything in her life. Now the map owned her gaze, and she understood, with a clarity that felt like a prophecy, that her life had just divided into before this moment and after. Didn't call for help. There was no one to call. The shop was empty. It was always empty these days.

The silence pressed against her ears. In the back room, the kettle had gone quiet. The clock on the wall had stopped. She noticed none of this. Her entire attention was fixed on the map, on the curl of smoke rising toward the ceiling.

The silence pressed against her ears. In the back room, the kettle she had set to boil earlier had gone quiet — the water no longer bubbling, the whistle mute. The clock on the wall had stopped at the same moment the heat began. She noticed none of this consciously. Her entire attention was fixed on the map, on the thin curl of smoke rising toward the ceiling, on the scent of ozone that made her mouth taste like copper.

The heat intensified. The parchment began to smoke

Smoke curled not only from the edges of the map but from the ink itself, thin tendrils that rose toward the ceiling and twisted into shapes that dissolved before she could identify them. The smell was not the familiar scent of burning paper. It was earthy and sweet, like incense she had once smelled in a church, like the air after lightning struck close enough to feel. The heat radiated in waves that pressed against her face, her hands, her chest. at the edges, a thin curl of grey rising toward the ceiling. Elara stumbled back, knocking over a stack of rolled maps that clattered across the floor. The smoke thickened, and beneath the smell of burning vellum came something else — ozone, and iron, and the green scent of rain on stone.

The map was on fire.

But it didn't burn the way paper should. The flames were black. They licked along the ink lines

They moved like oil on water, thick and slow. The heat was sharp but did not spread. It touched only the ink, erasing the old trade routes, replacing them with symbols that floated above the parchment. Elara could not look away.

They moved like oil on water, thick and slow, with a weight that had no business belonging to fire. The heat was sharp, almost painful, but they did not spread. They touched only the ink, tracing the old trade routes and erasing them, replacing them with symbols that seemed to float just above the surface of the vellum. Elara watched, transfixed. Her shop was full of paper, and fire was the worst thing that could happen in a cartographer's workspace. But she could not look away, could not move, could not think of running., devouring the old geography and leaving behind new script — angular, elegant, written in a language she had never seen but somehow understood.

You are summoned.

The words pulsed through the floorboards, settling in her chest like a second heartbeat. Then the fire died and the parchment was cool again. She touched the first letter, and felt the echo of something vast that had reached across worlds to find her.

The words pulsed once, a deep thrum that vibrated through the floorboards and up through the soles of her shoes. It settled in her chest like a second heartbeat. Then the fire died, and the parchment was cool again, cold as if it had never been touched by flame at all. But the words remained, dark as jet, drinking the grey afternoon light. She reached out a trembling finger and traced the first letter. It was warm beneath her touch, and she felt the echo of something vast, something that had reached across worlds to find her.

The words burned themselves into the vellum and then the fire died, leaving the parchment intact but transformed. The old trade routes were gone. In their place was a single sentence, written in obsidian-black script that seemed to drink the light.

Elara stared at it. Her hands were shaking.

The bell above the shop door rang.

She turned. Three figures stood in the doorway, silhouetted against the grey afternoon light. They were tall — too tall, their proportions wrong in a way that registered in her hindbrain before her conscious mind caught up. They moved into the shop with a fluid grace that didn't belong to the mortal world.

The first one's eyes met hers.

Silver. Entirely silver, no pupil, no iris, just polished metal where eyes should be. Her breath stopped. She knew what they were. Everyone knew the stories, had heard the warnings passed down through generations. Stay out of the old woods. Don't follow the lights. If they come for you, don't run.

They'd always sounded like fairy tales. Stories to keep children from wandering too far.

The fae soldier stepped forward, and the glass blade at his hip caught the light — translucent, razor-thin, filled with something that moved like smoke. He was beautiful in the way a glacier was beautiful. Cold. Ancient. Capable of reducing you to nothing without effort.

"Elara Voss." His voice wasn't loud, but it filled the room, pressed against her ears. "You will come with us."

She didn't ask why. She didn't ask where. Her voice had abandoned her, trapped somewhere behind the terror lodged in her throat. She looked at the map, at the burned summons still smoking on her worktable, and understood that this had been coming. The warm parchment. The moving ink. The heat that had been building for minutes before it caught fire.

She'd known something was wrong the moment she'd touched it. She'd felt it in her bones, in the strange pull that had made her choose that particular map from the drawer. The same pull she'd been feeling her whole life — the inexplicable attraction to old roads, forgotten borders, places marked in languages she couldn't name.

"My shop," she managed. "I can't just — "

"Will be tended."

The second soldier stepped forward, and Elara saw that his blade was already drawn. Not aimed at her. Held at his side. A warning.

She grabbed her coat from the hook by the door

The coat smelled like home. Like rain and paper and the faint trace of the lavender soap she kept by the sink. She wrapped it around herself like armour

The wool was rough against her chin, grounding her. It smelled of woodsmoke and her own skin. She held the collar tight. These small things — the smell of home, the texture of a favourite coat — were anchors, and she clung to them because she knew she was about to lose them.

The wool was rough against her chin, grounding her in the familiar. It smelled of woodsmoke from her morning fire, of the faint trace of her own skin. She held the collar tight, pressing the fabric against her lips, and felt the ghost of comfort in the gesture. These small things — the smell of home, the texture of a favourite coat — were anchors, and she clung to them because she knew, with a certainty she could not explain, that she was about to lose them., pulling the collar up, and tried to find something familiar in the fabric. The soldiers watched her with those terrible silver eyes, and she felt like a mouse being observed by cats. Not threatening enough to kill, not interesting enough to play with. Just... collected.

Her hands were still shaking when she reached the door. She looked back at the shop one last time. The maps on the walls. The flat files with their hidden treasures. The kettle on the stove that she would never finish boiling. It looked like a museum of a life she had already left behind. — a stupid thing to care about, but she couldn't bear the thought of going anywhere without it, without the solid weight of wool against her skin. The soldiers waited. They didn't rush her. They didn't need to. The certainty in their silver eyes said there was nowhere she could go that they wouldn't find her.

Outside, the street was empty.

That was wrong. The street was never empty.

And yet it was empty now — utterly, unnaturally empty. Not a single cart rattled over the cobblestones. Not a single voice called from an open window. The fishmonger's stall stood abandoned, a single fish lying on the counter, its eye glazed and staring. Mrs. Harlow's laundry hung motionless on the line, the sheets frozen mid-flap. The world had stopped, and Elara was the only one still moving through it. This was Whitechapel at four in the afternoon, when the fishmonger was packing up his stall and the children were running home from the schoolhouse and Mrs. Harlow was hanging her laundry out the second-story window. But the street was silent. The sky had gone the colour of old bruises. The world felt hushed, holding its breath.

The carriage waited at the curb.

It wasn't a carriage she recognized — not the coal-black hansom cabs that rattled through London's streets, not the private coaches of the wealthy. This was something else. The wood was dark, almost black, carved with patterns that seemed to shift when she looked at them directly. The horses were too tall, their eyes too knowing. One of them turned its head to look at her, and she saw that its mane was not hair but shadow

Its eyes were not horse eyes. They held an ancient intelligence, and the shadow-mane rippled with shapes — faces pressing against the darkness. Then the horse turned away, but the unease remained, settling into her bones like cold water.

Its eyes were not horse eyes. They were too deep, too knowing, holding a glimmer of ancient intelligence that made her stomach drop. The shadow that served as its mane rippled, and she saw shapes moving within it — faces, perhaps, or the suggestion of faces, pressing against the surface of the darkness like swimmers trying to reach air. Then the horse turned away, and the impression faded, but the unease remained, settling into her bones like cold water., writhing gently in the still air.

The soldier opened the door. "Inside."

Elara climbed in because there was no other choice.

The velvet of the seat was softer than anything she had ever touched, and it seemed to mould itself to her body as if it was alive. She pressed herself into the corner of the carriage, putting as much distance as possible between herself and the silent soldier who sat across from her. His silver eyes never blinked. She watched the reflection of her terrified face in them, warped and hollow, and felt the world she knew slipping away mile by mile. The seat was velvet, deep purple, soft as skin. The soldier climbed in across from her. The door closed with a sound like a tomb sealing.

The carriage began to move.

The wheels made no sound on the cobblestones. The carriage glided forward as if it was floating, and the world outside the window began to warp and blur. Elara watched the familiar streets of London dissolve into something else — the colours bleeding into each other, the edges of buildings softening, the sky flickering between grey and a shade she could not name. She pressed her hand against the window and felt the cold, and beneath the cold, she felt the membrane that separated her world from whatever lay beyond. The veil was thin here, and the carriage was breaking through it.

She sat in silence, her hands clasped in her lap, watching the soldier watch her. He didn't blink. His silver eyes reflected her own terrified face back at her, warped and hollow.

"Where are you taking me?"

"Home."

"Whose home?"

He didn't answer. His hand rested on the glass blade at his hip, and she understood that the conversation was over.

Elara turned to the window. The streets of London scrolled past, but they looked wrong — the colours were too saturated, the edges too sharp. The people she saw moved with a jerky, unnatural rhythm, like puppets whose strings were being pulled too fast. The sky flickered between grey and something else, something that wasn't day or night but the space between them.

The veil was thinning. She could feel it in her teeth, in the pressure building behind her eyes.

And then they passed through it.

There was no gate. No archway. The carriage simply moved through a patch of air that shimmered like heat haze

There was no gate, no thunderclap. The world simply changed — the air thinner, colder, carrying scents she had no name for. And deep in her chest, something that had been sleeping all her life stirred for the first time.

The transition was not dramatic. There was no thunderclap, no flash of light. The world simply changed, as if she had walked through a door without noticing the frame. The air on the other side was different — thinner, colder, carrying scents she had no name for. The pressure in her ears shifted. And deep in her chest, something that had been sleeping all her life stirred for the first time, lifting its head like a creature scenting the air., and the world on the other side was not the world she knew.

The sky was wrong. It was the colour of dying embers, deep orange fading to bruised purple at the horizon. The sun — if it was a sun — hung low and swollen, casting shadows that reached in directions light shouldn't go. The road beneath the carriage was black stone, smooth as glass, and the trees that lined it were silver-barked and leafless, their branches reaching toward the sky like grasping fingers.

The air smelled of ash and honey.

Elara pressed her hand to the window. The glass was cold, but she could feel the wrongness humming through it, a vibration that resonated in her bones. She had never been here before. She had never seen these trees, this sky, this road. But something in her chest recognized it. Something in her blood was singing.

The carriage climbed a hill, and she saw it.

The castle rose from the obsidian mountain like a fist through water.

It was immense in a way that made her feel impossibly small. The spires were thin as needles, tapering toward the bruised sky, and the windows in them caught the dying light in flashes that seemed deliberate, like signals from someone trapped inside. She counted the spires without meaning to: seven, each one crooked, each one leaning at a different angle, as if the mountain had grown them from a fever dream. The castle was not beautiful. It was a wound made into architecture. Spires of black stone twisted toward the sky, impossibly thin, impossibly high. No lights burned in the windows. No banners hung from the walls. It was beautiful and terrible and dead, and she could not look away.

The castle drew her gaze like a flame drew a moth. There was no logic in it — the structure was oppressive, menacing, built from stone that seemed to absorb the dying light. But something in her chest recognized it. The pull she had always felt toward old maps and forgotten borders was concentrated here, focused into a single point of gravity. The castle was the destination she had been moving toward her entire life without knowing it. She had followed old roads and studied forgotten boundaries because the castle had been calling her, and she had been answering in the only language she had known.

The carriage slowed. The gates — wrought iron twisted into shapes of screaming faces — swung open without a sound.

They passed through the outer wall, through a courtyard where nothing grew, past fountains filled with black water, past statues of figures whose faces were worn smooth by centuries of wind. The carriage stopped before the main doors, and the soldier rose.

"We have arrived."

The soldier's voice was flat, as if this journey happened every day. For him, it probably did. Elara did not move. The carriage door stood open, and the cold air of the fae realm rushed in, smelling of ash and honey and something else — a deep green scent, like moss growing over old graves. She had to force her legs to carry her forward, had to remind herself that breathing was something her body knew how to do.

Elara's legs were unsteady when she stepped down. The ground felt different beneath her feet — harder, heavier, as if the earth itself was more real here, more present. The air was cold but not damp, dry but not comfortable, and it carried a thousand scents she couldn't name.

The doors opened.

The fae soldier gestured. She walked forward because she had no other direction to go. The entrance hall was cavernous, its ceiling lost in shadow, its walls lined with tapestries that moved in a wind she couldn't feel. Torches burned with blue-green flames that cast no warmth.

Soldiers lined the path. Not the ones who had taken her. Others. Their silver eyes tracked her as she passed, and she felt the weight of their attention like a physical pressure on her skin.

At the end of the hall was a throne.

It was obsidian, carved from a single piece of the same black stone that formed the mountain. It rose from the dais like a fang, all sharp edges and cruel angles. The shadows around it were deeper than the darkness of the hall, and they moved with a purpose that shadows shouldn't have.

He sat on the throne.

Elara's feet stopped moving of their own accord.

King Caelan Ashvale was beautiful in the way a blade was beautiful. His face was all sharp lines — high cheekbones, a jaw that could cut glass, a mouth that had forgotten how to smile. His hair was black, falling across his brow in waves that looked almost liquid in the torchlight. A crown sat on his head, dark metal set with stones that seemed to hold the darkness captured inside them.

His eyes were the colour of winter storms. Grey and cold and endless.

And at his feet, shadows writhed. They curled around the base of the throne like living things, reaching toward him, touching his boots before falling back. They moved with a hunger that made Elara's stomach clench.

He rose.

The shadows rose with him.

"Elara Voss." His voice was deep, resonant, the kind of voice that could command armies or pronounce sentences. It was also tired. She heard it beneath the authority, beneath the coldness — a weariness that had settled into his bones. "Welcome to the Obsidian Court.

The words hung between them. She had spent her life reading about places that did not exist. She had never imagined she would stand somewhere that felt like it had been waiting for her. And that was the most terrifying part — the feeling that this was not an accident.

The words hung in the air between them. Elara opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came out. Her throat was dry, her tongue thick, her mind a blank slate of fear and wonder. She had spent her life reading about places that had never existed, mapping borders that had shifted centuries before her birth, tracing the lines of old roads that led nowhere. She had never imagined she would stand in a place that felt like it had been waiting for her. And that was the most terrifying part — the feeling that this was not an accident, that she had always been meant to arrive here."

She said nothing. Her voice was gone again, stolen by the weight of his attention, by the impossible reality of where she was and what she had seen.

He stepped down from the dais. The shadows followed, clinging to his heels like devoted pets.

"You must have questions."

She found her voice. It came out rough, scraped raw by fear and fury in equal measure.

"Who are you?"

He stopped a few feet away. Close enough that she could see the faint lines at the corners of his eyes, the shadow beneath his skin that moved when he moved. Close enough that she could smell him — smoke and cedar and something sharp, like the air before a storm.

"I am the king of this court. The warden of the shadow curse. And the man who has been waiting for you to arrive for twenty years."

His grey eyes held hers, and she saw something flicker in their depths. Not warmth. Something else. Recognition, perhaps. Or calculation.

The shadows at his feet lashed like tails.

She felt their brush against her ankles — a cold that was not physical. They were curious, tasting her, learning her shape. Beneath the curiosity was something older and darker, watching her with a patience that could outlast mountains.

She felt the brush of them against her ankles, a cold that was not quite physical, a touch that left no mark but lingered like a memory. The shadows were curious, she realized. They were tasting her, learning the shape of her, deciding what she was. And beneath the curiosity was something older, darker, that watched her with a patience that could outlast mountains.

"Your mother was fae," he said. "And her blood debt passes to you. You will remain in my court for thirty days, by my side, under my protection. You will not leave until I permit it."

"And if I refuse?"

He smiled. It was not a kind smile.

"You won't."
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The silence after his declaration stretched like a wire pulled too tight.

Elara stood in the centre of the throne room, surrounded by fae soldiers and impossible shadows, and felt the careful architecture of her understanding collapse around her. Her mother was fae. The woman who had tucked her into bed at night, who had hummed lullabies in a language Elara had never learned to speak, who had vanished when Elara was five years old without a trace — she had been one of them.

"You're lying."

But the shield was cracking. She could feel the hairline fractures spreading through a certainty she had held her entire life. Her mother had been human — a fact as solid as stone. Except the king on the throne had just shattered it, and she did not know what would be left when the pieces finished falling.

The words came out flat, hard. A shield.

But the shield was cracking. She could feel the hairline fractures spreading through the certainty she had built her life on. Her mother had been human. That was a fact as solid as stone. Except the man on the throne had just chipped it, and the pieces were falling away, and she did not know what would be left when they finished falling.

Caelan's expression didn't change. "I do not lie. It would be inefficient."

"My mother was human. She was a schoolteacher. She had a birthmark on her left shoulder and she was afraid of horses and she — " Elara's voice cracked. She forced it steady. "She was human."

"She was born in the mortal world, yes. But her blood was fae. The old blood. The first blood." Caelan walked toward her, and the shadows at his feet followed

His footsteps made no sound on the obsidian floor. The shadows did not drag — they glided, as if they were the ones moving and his body was merely along for the ride. Behind him, the throne rose from the dais like a fang, and the crown on his head caught the blue-green light and threw it back in shards. He was beautiful, Elara thought, the way a hunting cat was beautiful. All lethal grace and containment, power held in reserve, a reminder that she was not looking at a man but at a force of nature that had learned to wear a man's face. like an honour guard, writhing and curling around his boots. "She crossed the veil before you were born. She lived among your people, bore a child with one of them, and when the debt came due, she returned."

"She didn't return. She disappeared. There's a difference."

"To you, perhaps. To the law of this court, there is not."

Elara's breath came faster, shallower. She could feel the soldiers' silver eyes tracking her every movement, cataloguing her fear. The shadows at the king's feet coiled like snakes preparing to strike. Her skin prickled with the awareness of being watched — not just by the fae in the room, but by the walls themselves. The throne room had eyes. The shadows had ears.

Elara's hands curled into fists at her sides. The fear was still there, coiled in her stomach, but beneath it something hotter was rising. Fury. The same fury she had carried for twenty years, banked like coals, never allowed to fully catch flame because there had been no target for it. Every night she had lain awake wondering if she had done something wrong, if she had driven her mother away, if she had been the reason the woman left.

Now she had a target.

"You took her."

"No."

"You're fae. You rule the fae. You expect me to believe you had nothing to do with it?"

Her voice rose despite herself, the fury bleeding through. The soldiers shifted, hands reaching for weapons. She could not stop. The words poured out — twenty years of guilt and silent rage finally finding a target.

Her voice rose as she spoke, the fury bleeding through despite her efforts to control it. The temperature in the room dropped so fast she could see her breath. The soldiers shifted, their hands moving toward their weapons. But she could not stop. The words poured out of her, released from the pressure chamber she had kept them in for twenty years.

The shadows at his feet stilled. The temperature in the room dropped so fast she could see her breath. The soldiers along the walls shifted, their silver eyes tracking the exchange with the focus of predators.

"I was not king when your mother crossed the veil," Caelan said, his voice quiet and sharp as a blade's edge. "The throne belonged to another. Your mother's bond was with him, not with me. I did not take her. I did not send for her. And I have spent the last two decades cleaning up the mess their choices left behind."

He turned and walked back toward the throne, and Elara saw it then — a flicker of pain across his features, there and gone so fast she might have imagined it. The shadows rose around him, almost protective, wrapping around his shoulders like a cloak, and for a moment he seemed not like a king but like a man holding something together that desperately wanted to fall apart.

Then he sat, and the mask was back. The crown caught the torchlight, dark metal and darker stones, and he became the king again, untouchable and cold.

"You will remain here for thirty days," he said. "Your shop has been secured. Your absence will be explained. When the thirty days are complete, you will leave with your debt settled and your mother's affairs concluded."

"And if I don't cooperate?"

"You will."

"You seem very sure of that."

He leaned forward, and the shadows surged with him, climbing the arms of the throne like living vines, reaching toward the ceiling. "Because I know what waits for you if you go back without answers. I saw it in your face the moment I spoke of your mother. You have been searching your entire life, Elara Voss. Wondering. Blaming yourself. I can see it in the way you hold your shoulders, in the questions you didn't ask because you were afraid of the answers. I am offering you the truth. All of it. For the price of thirty days."

She couldn't breathe. He had seen through her in a single conversation, peeled back the layers of scar tissue she had spent two decades building, and exposed the raw, bleeding wound beneath.

"What do you want from me?" she whispered.

"For now? Only your presence. Your patience. And your willingness to keep an open mind." He gestured, and a fae woman stepped forward from the shadows — not a soldier, but someone softer, her hair the colour of autumn leaves and her eyes a warm brown that felt almost human. "Mira will show you to your chambers. You will want to rest. The crossing is hard on mortal bodies."

Elara hadn't noticed the exhaustion until he named it. Now it crashed over her like a wave — the weight of the day, the terror, the revelation, the impossibility of everything she had seen. Her legs threatened to buckle, and she had to lock her knees to stay upright.

Mira stepped to her side and offered an arm. "Come. It's not far."

Elara didn't take the arm, but she followed. There was nothing else to do.

The corridors of the Obsidian Court twisted through the mountain like veins through a body. The walls were carved with reliefs that told stories she couldn't read — battles, kings, women with eyes like dying stars, creatures that had no name in any language she knew. Torches burned with that same cold blue-green flame, casting shadows that moved independently of the bodies that cast them. She watched her own shadow stretch and twist, separating from her feet in ways that should have been impossible, and felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up.

"He's not always like that," Mira said quietly.

There was a tenderness in Mira's voice that Elara had not heard before. Not affection for her brother, exactly, but a deep familiarity — the way someone speaks of a burden they have watched someone carry for so long it has become part of their identity. 'The throne does things to you,' Mira continued. 'It amplifies what is already there. Caelan was always cold. The throne froze him solid.' "The coldness. It's worse when he's in the throne room. The crown changes you."

Elara studied the reliefs as they passed — warriors with crowns of bone, queens whose eyes held galaxies. The symbols on the walls matched the ones appearing on her skin.

The symbols pulsed faintly, as if responding to her presence. She reached out to touch one — a spiral that seemed to turn in on itself forever — and felt the stone vibrate beneath her fingers. The relief was not just decoration. It was a record of power, a language carved into the walls by the same people who had created the curse. Her mother had walked these halls and touched these same carvings, looking for answers that might still be hidden here. She wanted to stop and decode each panel, but Mira kept walking, and Elara did not want to be left alone.

Elara studied the reliefs as they passed, her fingers tracing the carved stone. The figures in the scenes were beautiful and terrible — warriors with crowns of bone, queens with eyes that held galaxies, children whose faces were marked with the same symbols that lined her mother's journal. She wanted to stop, to study each panel, to decode the story they told. But Mira kept walking, and Elara did not want to be left alone in these corridors.

"Are you defending him?"

"I'm explaining him. There's a difference."

Mira's voice was measured, careful.

Mira spoke the way a person steps around broken glass. Every word was chosen with precision, placed deliberately to avoid cutting herself or her listener. Elara recognized the technique because she used it herself. It was the language of someone who had learned that honesty was dangerous and that the truth could be used as a weapon against you. She followed Mira through the winding corridors and tried to learn the shape of the castle by heart. She had the quality of someone who had learned to navigate dangerous waters by never making waves. Her footsteps made no sound on the stone, and Elara found herself trying to match the silence, to become invisible in this place that felt like a dream she couldn't wake from.

"He said you were bound to the throne," Elara said. "You're his sister."

"Half-sister. Our father was the same, but different mothers. The old king's blood runs in both of us. Though I got the softer end of it." She smiled, and for a moment she looked almost mortal. "Caelan got the shadows. I got the diplomacy."

"And the truth?"

"The truth is the one thing no one in this court gives freely. You'll have to earn it."

They climbed a staircase that spiraled up the outer wall of the keep, windows opening onto a landscape of black rock and twisted trees and a sky that never seemed to change. The same ember-glow, the same bruised purple, the same sense of time standing still. Elara paused at one of the windows

Her mother had loved gardening and filled their London yard with roses and lavender. Now she knew her mother had tried to do the same here, in a dead court. Elara touched the cold stone and imagined she could feel the ghost of her mother's presence.

Elara's heart clenched. Her mother had loved gardening. She had filled their small London yard with roses and lavender and honeysuckle, had talked to them as if they could understand, had mourned when the frost killed them. The image of her standing at a window in a dead castle, pregnant and alone, crying in silence, was almost more than she could bear. She pressed her palm flat against the cold stone and imagined she could feel the ghost of her mother's presence, a warmth that had long since faded., pressing her palm against the cold glass. Below, she could see figures moving in the courtyard — fae, wrapped in dark cloaks, their movements slow and deliberate, like people conserving energy they didn't have to spare.

"How long was my mother here?" she asked.

"I don't know. I was young when she came. I remember..." Mira paused, her hand resting on the stone railing. "I remember she was kind. She brought flowers to the garden. She tried to make things grow where nothing could."

"Did she know my father?"

"She never spoke of him. But I saw her, some nights, standing at this same window, looking toward the veil. She would touch her stomach — she was carrying you then, though no one knew it — and she would cry. Silently. The way people do when they've learned not to make noise."

Elara's heart clenched. Her mother had loved gardening. She had filled their small London yard with roses and lavender and honeysuckle, had talked to them as if they could understand, had mourned when the frost killed them. The image of her standing at a window in a dead castle, pregnant and crying in silence, was almost more than she could bear.

"She tried," Elara repeated. The words felt
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