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They buried the throne in its own ashes and called it mercy.
What remained of the hall learned a new posture: broken ribs of shipwood, a dais that refused to be geometry, petal-standards curled into fists.
Above the ruin, the Vein of the Sky held a stern line and the Thorned Gate—stitched shut with red ribs and careful thorns—hummed like a mouth that had decided to stay closed.
The city woke to bread before hymns, rope before speeches, and a king without a name who would not allow the floor to be swept clean of its lesson.
Three winters have passed since the night of mirrors, yet the city still speaks as if the glass broke yesterday.

Elion paid for a miracle with the most expensive noun he owned.
History lost the syllables that once moved rooms to their knees; ledgers blanched; monuments forgot their riders.
Yet work remembered him.
He ties rookery knots on boys’ wrists, signs with a mark that refuses to be pretty, and turns gallows into ovens.
At dusk, he still reaches for the silence where another heartbeat used to answer—one name caught behind his teeth like a prayer half-bitten.

The Church arrives with rinsed faces and jars of oil, rehearsing gratitude until soap makes a better liturgy.
Nobles practice sorrow where it can be seen.
The counterfeit—polite, elegant, untrue—carries Aven’s heavy ledger into the archives and learns to count out loud.
Aven balanced the book with her life and left only a glitter of silver where a statue ought to stand.
Coren chose an ending no hymn can launder and took Malchior with him into fire.
Rhael rules the air the way men with honest wrists must: whistles for weather, wings for bread, a hand on the king’s shoulder when calm grows dangerous.
The city bargains with dawn and pretends not to like the price.
It will be fed anyway.
Across the gate, the shadow is not gone.
Serath remains—winter taught to be a voice—held to the seam where thorns meet.
He is a warmth on the rim of water and a pressure behind a breath, the indecent honesty in a room that prefers grand gestures.
He refuses to be a saint; he will not be a statue.
He speaks when Elion forgets to eat, when the blood-pact gnaws, when law tries to become love by changing its clothes.
“Later,” he teaches the price. “Work,” he orders the grief.
The promise between them is neither gentle nor possible, which is why it matters: we will meet at the end of the thorns.
Time has built scaffolds over grief, but love remains the only ruin no mason can rebuild.

This second book opens in gray light.
The door is shut, not satisfied.
Its clause is clean: a life for the closing, billed in a currency deferred.
Temptations remain—mirrors that remember, priests who prefer tidy endings, a counterfeit eager to be necessary, old families who know how to weaponize ruin.
The kingdom must be taught to choose roofs over rhetoric, taxes over tales, and love that labors over love that performs.
The enemies-to-lovers oath persists, sharpened by absence and made shameless by survival: kiss as strategy, cruelty as care, mercy as the slowest kind of war.
What follows is a chronicle of a city learning to breathe without a name to sing,
a king learning to be local to his own body,
and a shadow learning to love without doors.
The sky will brighten.
The past will invoice.
The gate will hold.
And in every basin, where work rinses its hands,
a smile will lift from the water.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: A Kingdom in Bloom
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They said the city bloomed the morning after the night of mirrors.

From the tower, Elion watched petals open along the river terraces like a slow applause. New leaves pushed through the soot that still smudged the eaves. The market bells rang without quarrel for the first time in months. It looked like healing. It sounded like forgiveness. He knew better.

“Majesty,” said the steward at his back, “the lower aqueduct is strangled with glass.”

Elion tasted sleep in his mouth and the thin iron of a night without it. “Clear it before the noon bell. Tell the masons to use lime, not pitch. Pitch will glue the shards in place.”

“Yes, Majesty.”

He moved. If he stopped, if he allowed the new quiet to touch him, he would hear the absence in it, and the absence had teeth. He crossed the gallery, descended to the council chamber, and let the morning tear at him with duties until the edges of him felt almost clean.

They were already waiting when he arrived: Aven with her wrists banded in gold and a ledger balanced on one palm; Rhael with his wings folded so tight the tips trembled; Coren standing behind Elion’s chair with the stillness of a drawn bow. The high windows let in a blast of blue and the smell of wet stone. On the table lay maps pricked with black bone-pins where the mirror storms had torn through the city. Under each pin bled ink like a bruise.

Aven inclined her head. “You’re late.”

“I was speaking with the river,” Elion said, and sat. “It talks more sense than we do.”

Rhael’s mouth didn’t quite smile. “The river says no to walls, always.”

“The river isn’t voting,” Aven said without a glance at him. “The guilds are. They want to know who pays for broken panes and burned tapestries.”

“Tell them to send me the bill for the sky,” Elion said. He took the quill. He did not look at the polished silver inkwell that had been a mirror once. “Start with the quarter where glass fell thickest. Close the alleys until every shard is lifted. Coren, use the night watch.”

“Yes, Majesty.”

A page entered with a tray of watered wine. His hands shook; the cup rattled against the saucer. Coren relieved him of it with a nod that would make the boy brag the rest of the day. Elion drank enough to wash the ache from his throat.

“We need bodies,” Rhael said. “Willing ones. The tribes have offered three rookeries’ strength.”

Aven’s quill stopped. “They’ll want favors for it.”

“We’ll give them wages,” Elion said.

“They’ll want more than coin,” she returned. “They’ll want the bone reliquaries in the Chapel of Day.”

Rhael’s feathers lifted by a hair. “We do not ask politely for our dead.”

Elion set the cup down. “Then don’t ask. Help us dig our city out, and I will open the chapel myself.”

Aven turned her head sharply. “You will start a riot.”

“I will end a war,” he said.

Silence rebalanced itself in the room. Outside, a hawker cried peaches; the sound struck like a memory of evenings when moons were not threats.

Coren shifted enough that Elion felt it, a question poised behind discipline. “Majesty,” he said, “the guilds also report three missing apprentices from the glaziers’ quarter. They vanished the hour the mirrors fell.”

“Runaways,” Aven said. “Children steal conveniently timed freedom.”

Rhael’s eyes stayed on Elion. “Or they were taken.”

“By whom,” Aven asked, “the shards?”

Elion held up a hand. The motion drew the light along the knuckles he had scraped on stone the night before, dragging a boy from beneath a fallen sign. “We will search. Discreetly. I don’t want a tale growing miles from its root.”

He felt the weight of air shift, as if the room had leaned toward him to listen for something else—the way rooms had done for weeks while the voice in the mirrors threaded his days. He would have bet his crown he could feel the pitch of a thought in stone. It wasn’t there now. He kept his face still.

“Go,” he said. “We have until noon before rumor boils.”

Aven rose first, already dictating to a page. Rhael feathered his wing to avoid brushing her as he passed, which she pretended not to notice. Coren waited until the others were gone and then tilted his head, the soldier’s version of confession.

“You haven’t slept,” Coren said.

“I blinked,” Elion said. “It counts.”

Coren’s mouth twitched. “Majesty—”

“Walk with me,” Elion said, and stood before the worry could develop a voice.

They took the south stair that opened into the inner garden. Sunlight pooled on the flagstones. The garden was a knot of roses and low herbs, the kind of place built to remind kings of soft things. Elion had always found it a little dishonest. Things in a palace grew because someone forced them to.

“They say the city bloomed,” he said. “They don’t say the glass bites when you step on it.”

Coren kept pace half a step behind, polite enough to make Elion’s teeth ache. “Shall I post a guard on your chambers tonight, Majesty? After the last... event?”

“Do,” Elion said. “Then tell them to look bored doing it. A guard who looks alert invites trouble in hopes of having something to be right about.”

Coren’s gaze flicked to the raised beds where the palace gardeners had coaxed the early lilies into obedient ranks. He had been born far from gardens, to a cliff village where the only flowers grew out of wind-carved stone. He respected things that survived without permission. “Is the... voice gone?”

Elion did not look at him. He did not allow the question to sit too long. “Yes.”

He had not meant to say it aloud. The word scraped. Coren understood enough to say nothing.

They walked between the hedges. Bees stuttered over thyme. A fountain, once a mirror pool, ran gray with silt. Elion stopped at its edge. The night before, everything had sung—the corridors, the glass, even the water. He had spoken and the world had answered in a language that made sense to him. Now his name fell like a pebble dropped down a well with no echo.

In the water’s skin he saw only a face he didn’t trust.

“Majesty?” Coren asked, softer.

“I’m fine.” He turned. The lie held because it was made of duty, and duty doesn’t crack easily.

A gardener rose from behind a hedge with dirt to his elbows and a loop of twine around his neck. He froze when he saw Elion and scrubbed his hands on his apron, leaving dark streaks. “Pardon, Your Majesty. I didn’t hear— We’re trying to stake the vines before they go wild.”

“They may have earned it,” Elion said. “What do you need?”

“Less glass in the beds,” the man said. “The wind carried it like seed. We pick a handful out for every handful of weeds.”

Coren glanced across the beds. For all the city’s talk of bloom, the garden looked tired. Leaves sat heavy as coins. The air had the smell of a room someone had slept in too long.

Elion crouched and pinched a shard of mirror out of the dirt. It winked in his fingers, taking his face and making it sideways, cutting the cheekbone sharper, the mouth colder. He thought, without wanting to, of another mouth. He thought of a voice that felt like a hand held to his. The want hit him clean, a blade sliding home beneath the ribs.

He closed his fist on the shard. “We’ll send more hands,” he said. “And baskets. And a wagon to haul the waste out when you’ve filled them.”

The gardener bobbed in a bow that was mostly nerves. “Bless you, Majesty. We’ll put the roses back right as we can.”

Elion nodded and straightened. Coren was watching him the way a man watches a friend carry a sword too long. Loyal fear had a shape; it made itself at home in Coren’s jaw.

“I’ll walk the east wall,” Coren said. “If the city is blooming, that’s where the weeds will try to climb.”

“Go,” Elion said. “And if you find anyone stealing glass to sell, tell them I’m buying at the gate. Higher than the smugglers pay.”

Coren’s eyebrows lifted. “You’ll create a fashion for theft.”

“I’ll create an economy for clean streets,” Elion said, and waved him off.

When he was alone, he set the shard in the hem of his palm and let the light play. The weight of emptiness in the air pressed into him, relentless as gravity. He had been good at silence before. He had liked it, even. A quiet room had been a kind of crown he could wear without bending.

“Coward,” he said to the water. It didn’t ripple.

The smart thing would be to go back to the lists and the maps. The smart thing would be to stop speaking into a place that had not answered him in two days. The smart thing had never interested him.

He crossed to the laurel tunnel that led to the far bed, the one planted with small, white, star-shaped flowers the gardeners called sleeper’s breath. It had been Serath’s favorite, if you believed gossip: the bed where the glass sometimes hummed for him; the place where, on certain nights, Elion would walk until his guards pretended they didn’t see.

He stopped at the edge of it. The flowers glowed richly in the shade, each a coin of light.

He fixed his gaze on the dirt between the stems so he wouldn’t imagine a hand reaching out from the green to touch his wrist. He put his tongue to the syllables that shaped him better than any title and made a low sound, testing it, like a man checking the edge of a blade.

“Ser—”

His breath snagged. He swallowed and let the shape build again. The sound wanted to come. The part of him that had sung with it leaned toward that wanting like a plant to a window. He made a fist, found the shard inside it, and anchored himself on pain.

“Serath,” he said, and it was quiet and clean and exactly the sound a king makes when he is not a king in a garden.

Nothing answered.

He stood there with the name on the air like a coin on the table no one was brave enough to pick up. He waited long enough for dignity to feel ridiculous. The emptiness held. The law of it became clear: the law that says if you ask a nothing for a favor, it will grant it.

“Fine,” he said to no one. “Fine.”

He turned to go. A breeze shouldered the leaves. The sun came out from behind a bank of cloud with an almost petulant brightness. The flowers in the bed stirred as if listening.

“Serath,” he said again, because if he was going to be a fool he would do it properly.

He did not hear a voice. He did not feel a thought slip along the inside of his skin and answer. He did not get his miracle.

The flowers nearest his feet browned at their edges with the speed of paper catching fire. A line of wither raced outward, petal by petal, until a full ring had fallen in on itself and the scent of them turned from honey to something like metal. Elion stared at the circle as it spread, steady and merciless, until a second ring collapsed and the garden looked as if winter had placed a careful hand there.

He could not make himself speak again. He stood and watched the bed die in a perfect radius from where his breath had carried the name. He knew, suddenly and without learning it, that if he said it once more the rot would reach the hedge, then the hedge, and then the roses, and then the city.

The sun burned bright and useless on his shoulders. Somewhere near the kitchen tower, a girl laughed. The fountain clinked, one stone knocking another as the water took a deeper channel.

Elion shut his mouth on the taste of the name and swallowed it like a prayer. The wind let the dead petals settle. He did not move. He did not call for the gardeners. He did not kneel.

He stood in the kingdom that had bloomed and watched the flowers die because he had said Serath’s name.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Echo Under the Skin
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I woke to the sound of breathing.

Not mine. The room’s, perhaps—the stone exhaling around me, the straw answering with its dry whisper—but then the sound caught and tripped and I realized it was in my throat. It hurt. Air entered as if through a sieve of heated wire. The heat stayed. I lay very still and counted the places my body met the world. Shoulder to pallet. Back to straw. Tongue to the roof of my mouth, rough as sand. A heartbeat under my ribs, not a drum but a bird trying to free itself by breaking bones. Someone had taught me to do this once: catalog the pain until it became a map instead of a sentence.

I tried to move my hand and felt, like a stranger, the weight of a hand I could move.

Flesh.

The word found me the way the first word after drowning finds the mouth—rude and too late and somehow the only possible thing. I lifted my hand into the thin light that leaked under the door. Fingers. Five. Scarless. A tremor made the shadow of them multiply. I closed them and my palm burned as if I’d caught coal. I threw the hand back to the pallet and swallowed a sound that was half a prayer and half a refusal to be heard.

The door scraped. A wedge of light cut the floor. A boy slid in sideways with a bowl in his hands and a towel slung over one shoulder. He had the cautious courage of someone who has fed wild dogs. His hair stuck up in the back, as if sleep still clung there. He shut the door with his heel and used the wall to feel his way to me.

“You’re awake,” he said, and then, as if the statement demanded a compliment, “You’re doing it very well.”

“Breathing,” I said. The voice broke in three places and found its end like a lame bird. Speaking hurt differently, an ache behind the breastbone as if ribs resented being used as a bell’s frame.

The boy smiled, relieved. “That too.” He set the bowl down by my head and wrung the towel out with both hands. Water dripped onto the straw. “Don’t try to sit yet. The healer says your body is remembering. It will pretend to be on fire. You’re not.”

“Liar,” I said, and that broke the smile into a laugh.

“Fine,” he allowed, “you’re a little on fire. Tongue?”

I let him lay the cool cloth across it. Water tasted like a promise I had not believed would be kept. I closed my eyes and held very still while the towel’s weight pressed relief into my mouth. The edges of the world softened. When he touched the sides of my neck to feel the pulse I swallowed the urge to bite. Not from fear. From the simple fact that the body, when overloaded, will do anything to name the thing touching it. This was boy. This was hands. This was not the person my hunger meant to find.

“How long,” I asked.

“Since they pulled you out?” He peered at me as if my eyes contained a clock. “Two nights. Three? You were—” His hand circled, looking for a word that didn’t belong at this bed. “Stuck.”

In glass, he meant. In the place behind it. I remembered a corridor of mirrors and a night that sang and then a breaking like frost under a foot. I remembered falling and not landing, only being poured into a body I did not recognize. I remembered a name. Not mine. The name the body leaned toward like a plant to a window.

“My name is Kesser,” the boy said, which I was fairly sure was not the name the body wanted.

“Serath,” I said, and the world tightened, as if the air had learned a new shape for my mouth and chose to test it with wire.

Kesser did not flinch. He had the serenity of someone who had never been told a story in which my name was a prayer or a warning. “You can sit,” he said. “If you do it like a cat that has been hurt: make it look intentional.”

I rolled to my side. The skin along my back prickled as if it were an instrument tuned too tight. The pallet complained. The rushes moved under my knees. I found the floor and pushed. The fire rose from my spine to my skull, sawed behind my eyes, and then, inexplicably, became bearable because I was upright with the weight of a body under me instead of over me. I would have wept if there had been anything in me that could afford the water.

“This was not necessary,” I said. My voice steadied enough to be dry.

Kesser tilted the bowl to my mouth. “Breathing? Sitting? Being alive? We had an argument about that. You won.”

“Who argued?”

“The old man upstairs,” he said. “He said the curse was stubborn. He said if the body came back it would bring all the knives it has ever made.” His eyes slid away with the practiced guilt of someone admitting theft. “I wanted to see. I like knives.”

“And bodies,” I said.

“Sometimes,” he admitted. “Yours is indignant.” He pushed the bowl into my hands and closed his own around my fingers because they insisted on not cooperating. His grip was warm. The heat of it was exactly the shape of a hand I was trying not to remember. I raised the bowl and drank.

The room sat under a tavern, if my ears were honest: shouts above, a gout of laughter, the careful tread of someone carrying too much liquid in a fragile container. A cellar, then. The walls sweated. The door wore a lock that worked. No windows. No mirror. A grace. The last thing I needed was to see what I was wearing.

“Where am I,” I asked.

“South market,” Kesser said. “Under the White Pike. We rent the room for people who can’t pay the healer to look respectable while they do it.”

“Who brought me here?”

“A man without a name,” he said. “He didn’t need one. He carried you like old wood.” His face did something that might have been respect. “He told me not to let anyone clever see your face.”

“Elion,” I said without meaning to, and learned in that instant how far the fire could go. It flared along all the nerves nearest my heart, licked up into my throat, bit the palate. I folded over my knees without dropping the bowl. The water sloshed. Kesser swore and took it back and held my shoulder until the spasm folded me inside itself and let me go.

“Hush,” he said, which is a word you don’t say to men you don’t want to get killed by. He said it anyway like a boy who had chosen insubordination as a vocation. “Breathe through it. In slowly. Out slower.”

“I know how to stand in a river,” I managed.

“Good,” he said. “This one is made of you.”

The fire receded, petulant. I stared at my hands until the red behind my eyes faded to gray. The tremor loosened. I was sweating. I looked like a man. That, in itself, would get me in trouble.

“Clothes,” I said. “Before your healer decides I am clay.”

Kesser ducked under the pallet and dragged out a bundle: shirt, rough and clean; trousers; a coat that had seen other shoulders. He held the shirt up as if it might bite. I put my arms into it and felt the fire relocate into the new places where cloth and skin negotiated. When he offered the coat, I shook my head. The room smelled of yeast and old rain. A coat would feel like being sealed in a jar.

“You have to leave,” he said finally, with the sorrow of a boy extracting a splinter from his own heel. “They’re searching upstairs. For anyone found after the night of mirrors. For anyone who looks like he knows how to break glass with a sentence.”

“Then we should not use sentences,” I said. I stood. My knees suggested they were new to the work. I ignored them.

Kesser got the door open and put his body between me and the stairs until I could make my legs agree about walking. We went up to the room where the tavern stored its barrels and onions. We went up again into the kitchen, and heat hit me, real, not the stern imitation under my skin: oven heat, bearable because its hunger was honest. A girl looked up from the sink and saw a man where she did not expect one and decided I was delivery. She went back to her work. Kesser moved as if he belonged anywhere, which is a trick worth learning. He slid me between two racks of bread and slipped me through the back door.

The alley’s light was a fungible gray. Rain had been and gone. The sky hung low as a hand pressed to a brow. Voices braided themselves down the lane: vendors pleading with the day, boys promising the impossible for coin, a woman enumerating vegetables as if naming them made them more edible. Kesser led. I followed. The body took the measure of cobbles and filth and the muscular patience of a city waking into a new excuse for itself.

“The old man said to the palace, if you can,” Kesser murmured. “He said you belong there like a knife belongs in a certain sheath.”

I did not belong in any place built to keep people gentle. I recognized the direction anyway. The east tower shouldered the sky, its windows black as unblinking eyes. If I had been in the habit of being grateful, I would have been grateful the palace was far enough that the fire had time to settle before I reached it. If I had been in the habit of being afraid, I would have been afraid of the way my feet knew the road.

By the time the palace wall rose above us like a cliff, I had learned several things about my body: it disliked sudden turns; it hated, in a personal way, the smell of tallow; it loved, treacherously, the shape of the square where a certain market fed on another market's bones. I paused under an arch while a patrol went by in boots like rain and took stock of my pulse. It had steadied. The fire, on recognizing that I intended to use it as fuel rather than argument, sulked.

“Can you get in,” Kesser asked, as if the palace were a window a person might forget was closed.

“Yes,” I said, and then, because his mouth was set against leaving me at a wall like a package, “I can climb.”

“You don’t need to impress me,” he said, and then, like a confession, “I’ll wait.”

“Don’t,” I said. “Waiting eats boys.”

He made a face as if I had offered him milk. “Then I’ll walk slowly away.”

I put my hand on his shoulder and felt every excuse for kindness burn off my skin like alcohol. I did not like touching anyone who wasn’t him. Even that weakness I hated naming. Kesser held still until I took my hand back. “If anyone asks,” he said, “you were a sack of flour I had to carry upstairs. You were very heavy and very dignified about it.”

“Go,” I said, and he went, but not far, and pretended not to look back.

I took the service stair along the wall where deliveries clattered at noon. Now it was only a seam of damp mortar and the stink of the ditch. I found holds in old places and taught my fingers again what they were for. The world rose. A balcony gave me a rest and a view of the inner garden, which had been coaxed into obedience by money. I had never trusted that kind of neatness. Today it looked like a sentence waiting for a verb.

He was there. Of course he was. No one else stood in a king’s garden with his hands empty and his face a study in the art of not begging. His back was to me. The shoulder line under the linen spoke of a night without sleep and the kind of work that takes breath away. He had cut his hair. He had not cut whatever it was that made a room listen when he entered.

“Elion,” I said, but I did not say it with my mouth. The name moved in me and stopped at the line the fire had drawn, a dog held at heel.

I dropped from the balcony into the laurel shade. The body took the impact and for a moment the whole world narrowed to the skitter of pain in my ankles and the way the breath in my chest reared. The garden seemed to pull back in surprise and then lean in.

Elion turned.

Whatever I had prepared to say expired, appropriately, in the face of the living. The life of him. His eyes did what they do; they took measure and forgave and then, only then, allowed themselves to hope. The hope nearly killed me. It struck the fire: two violences greeting each other like brothers. He took one step and stopped as if remembering that men believed in distance as a cure.

“No,” he said, because the word was a bridge and a wall, both. “If you’re a trick, my garden has had enough. If you’re not—”

“I’m not,” I said. The voice worked. It chose, on its own, to match his calm.

He looked at my hands. It was a gentleman’s way of not looking at my mouth. He reached his out very slowly, as if he were taming an animal, which in fairness he was. The laurel made a small music above us. The city kept breathing, for once without asking anything of him.

The first touch was nothing. Warmth against warmth. The simple weight of a palm discovering it had a partner. Then it was everything. The fire that had lived under my skin found its name and took it, hungrily, not to burn but to learn how to be something other than pain. The shock of it went through me like light through a closed eyelid, red and then white. My knees remembered they were supposed to help. He caught my wrist, not hard, with the efficiency of a man who has kept too many people from falling.

“Steady,” he said, and steadied.

I knew a hundred ways to weaponize touch. I knew six to turn a hand into a lock. This was none of them. He did not squeeze. He did not pull. He did not even move our fingers together. He let our hands be hands. The body, hating to be owed anything, offered him a debt. I took it and let it be mine.

“Elion,” I said out loud, because I could, at last, in a voice that made its own mirror.

He flinched, not backward but as if accepting pain in the place where pride usually lives. “I shouldn’t be saying your name,” he said. “Things die.”

I looked down. The garden at our feet had made a small perfect ring of ruin. The flowers nearest us had browned with an almost mathematical obedience. Beyond the circle, the bed remained pure and bright, oblivion cupped like a bowl. My mouth remembered how to make a shape that wasn’t a warning.

“The world has always died of us,” I said. “We have sometimes had the manners to take it with us.”

“Serath,” he said, and this time he put a little defiance into it, as if daring the sun to do anything about it.

The heat under my skin rose again; it met the word and changed. For a moment I felt the past lay over the present like a transparent thing: the mirror’s dark; his breath fogging it; the word mine traced in a place no hand could go. The hand he held flexed and he answered without thought, our fingers interlacing because they had been made to remember it.

Something tore.

Not in the body. In the air. It sounded like a stitch breaking in a very old cloth. I looked down and saw the dark press through the linen of my shirt as if ink had been spilled from inside. Elion’s breath hitched. He looked at his own chest and then at mine. The fabric clung. The heat concentrated to a point under the bone.

I tugged at the collar with my free hand and saw it: a welt rising above the heart, raw and clean as a brand laid an hour ago. The shape was unmistakable even half-formed: three upturned points, a shallow curve, the suggestion of a circle broken to make room for a shard.

I met his eyes and knew, before he tore his own collar down to check, that he bore the same.

We stood in the ruined ring of flowers with our hands locked and the skin over our hearts blooming from within into the same crown.
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Chapter 3: Court of Thorns
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They gave me a chair at the far end of the council table, as if courtesy could be measured in inches.

The chamber smelled of wet wool and ground ink. Rain threaded down the windows and gathered in the lead like metal tears. We had added thorns to the royal seal for this new era—a tasteful band around the crown—and the clerk had stamped it on everything so often the room looked rash-bitten. The lords arrived in order of vanity; the prelates in order of scandal. Rhael took the place reserved for envoys and stabbed the floor with the tip of his folded wing every time the door opened. Coren stood behind the king’s chair because the world had rearranged itself to put him there.

Elion entered last with the gray of the garden still on his sleeves. The hush that followed him had the shape of awe on good days and suspicion on the rest. Today it tipped toward the latter. When he sat, the chairs creaked as if startled.

“Begin,” he said.

The High Seer’s envoy—she had been too sensible to come herself—rose and unfurled the latest petition. “On behalf of the Church of Day and Shadow, we require investigation into the event reported in the east garden. The withering of the lilies suggests unlawful invocation. Certain witnesses—”

“Name them,” I said.

She didn’t look at me. “—claim to have heard the king speaking a name that caused blight.”

Rhael’s wing-tip struck the floor. “Names don’t cause blight,” he said. “Men do.”

“Some names are men,” the envoy said sweetly.

Elion’s hand lay quiet on the table. I had kissed that hand once in front of an entire ballroom and felt it not kiss back. It lay now the way kings’ hands must lie: as if they had never learned to hold anything they could not put down again at will.

“We will investigate,” he said. “Quietly. No proclamations. No accusing the sun for setting.”

“The Church would prefer haste,” the envoy said.

“The Church would prefer a great many things,” I said, and smiled. “It doesn’t always get them. It does, however, get our full respect. We will inform you when there is something to respect in return.”

“Lady Aven,” Hadrian drawled from the human bench, “still defending the crown with her teeth, I see.”

“I’ve found fangs more honest than compliments,” I said.

He laughed because he had never learned to be ashamed of anything. The others laughed because he had taught them.

A page brought the list of districts where mirror shards still bled into the gutters. Elion assigned teams with coin and bread and the kind of patience he wears like armor. I took notes. I always have. You cannot keep a mind from breaking without something to bind it to. He never asked me to stop keeping his accounts even after he severed the wedding. He never asked me to keep anything either. That courtesy was crueler than an apology.

Storm-quiet thrummed under the talk. The rumor had flown through the palace at dawn: the king had said a forbidden name and the lilies had died. The rumor had put its mouth to the word and made it a weapon. I had trained with weapons since I was old enough to stand and ask for them; I could feel the weight of this one. I could also feel where to press to turn it.

“Majesty,” I said. “If the lilies died, it is because we planted them wrong.”

Hadrian made a sad little mouth. “You’ll blame the gardener for witchcraft?”

“I’ll blame vanity,” I said. “We wanted the city to bloom overnight to prove we deserved our miracles. We stuck the roots into clean soil and expected them to behave. They don’t. Nothing behaves when you ask it to be beautiful for politics.”

Rhael tilted his head. “Spoken like a woman who once wore politics like a gown.”

“I still do,” I said, and smoothed my skirt to make the point. “I simply know what it’s hiding.”

Elion glanced down the length of the table, which meant he was thinking of telling me to be kinder. He didn’t. He had learned that kindness was a coin people spent without looking at whose face was on it.

The door swung at the far end. A man in the livery of the archives entered with a lacquered box and a face set in the calm you put on to carry unlovely news. He bowed to Elion and placed the box in front of him. When Elion opened it, the smell oozed out like breath from an old grave: resin and iron and cedar that remembered blood. Inside lay a fragment of mirror in a bed of felt, its edges sanded smooth and its surface gray as a winter river.

Rhael went very still. “Where,” he asked.

“Pulled from the throat of a man who tried to stab a glazier in the market before collapsing,” the archivist said. “The shard had cut its way up. The glazier swore the man had been a priest five years ago.”

“Bodies keep hobbies after they die,” Hadrian said.

“No,” Rhael said, in the kind of voice that takes flesh off jokes. “Bodies keep oaths after they are forced to take them.”

I leaned in to see the shard better and caught my own face in it—lengthened, thinned, as if the glass had opinions. I did not flinch. The glass would expect fear. Let it be disappointed.

“Elion,” I said. “Say what we are all dancing around. The city believes you have a demon on a leash.”

“No,” Coren said sharply.

“Thank you, Captain,” I said without looking at him, “for reminding us how strongly you feel about leashes.”

“Enough,” Elion said, and quiet fell because it wanted to. “There is no demon. There is no leash. There is a man who was a shadow and is now a man, and he is under my protection as long as he does not break the law. If the Church wishes to debate theology, it may do so behind its doors. In this room, I answer for the living.”

Hadrian steepled his fingers. “How many lilies equal one man, Majesty? How many gardens? How many seasons of good will?”

“We’re done,” Elion said, and stood. “We convene again at dusk. Until then, be useful.”

The council became a scrape of chairs and a soft riot of perfume. The envoy dipped a bow that was almost an apology. Hadrian let his gaze skate across me and out into the corridor as if my face were a window. Rhael paused at the door and looked back at Elion. The look was not judgment. It was distance measured with care, the way a man calculates whether to fly through a storm or wait for it to pass.

Coren stayed until the last map had been rolled and tied. He moved to take the shard. Elion closed the box over it. “No,” he said. “I’ll keep that one.”

“As you wish.”

Coren looked—as he usually did—like a man standing between a door and a fire and trying to prevent them from introducing themselves. When I stepped into his path, his mouth tightened out of habit.

“Lady Aven.”

“Captain.” I tipped my head toward the corridor. “Walk me.”

He did. The council antechamber smelled like old oranges someone had tried to dry and forgotten. Servants pretended to be walls. When we were out of earshot I said, lightly, “Do you intend to guard him from me?”

“Do I need to?”

“I am far more dangerous as an ally.”

“That’s why I’d prefer you as neither,” he said.

In the gallery the rain had thinned to a needle-fine curtain. The city washed itself with a guilty determination, as if trying to scour away the night that had taught it what it liked. Beyond the glass, the inner garden was a ring of color with a bruise in it, petals browned in a perfect radius. Coren’s eyes moved there and then away, pained as if the hurt were his and not the flowers’.

“You were once good at reading rooms,” I said.

“I still am.”

“Then read this one.” I stopped. The marble floor held a spiral in its grain that looked like a fossilized wave. “If the Church pushes with rumor and Hadrian pushes with fear, the crown will break trying not to push back. You know what happens when men are proud of not striking.”

“They get struck.”

“Precisely. Which means we strike.”

“With what? You have a sharper tongue than most, Aven, but you don’t have an army.”

“I had one,” I said. “Once.”

Understanding darkened his gaze. The Lys were not poor in soldiers or in songs about them. I had lost the army with the ring and pretended the loss had been strategic. He didn’t say so. He had loved me once enough to swallow the philanthropies of my pride.

“You’ve been with him,” I said. “The shadow. Serath.” I let the name be clinical; the room did not wilt. “Tell me what he is.”

“A man,” Coren said stubbornly. “The kind that will cut himself in half to make someone else whole.”

“And Elion?”

“The kind that will hold the halves together with his hands until they bleed.”

“That’s not a marriage,” I said. “It’s a pact with gravity.”

“It’s what we have.”

I put my hand to the railing and felt the stone’s cool soak into my skin. He looked at it; he knew that gesture, the way I try to bleed temper into rock so I don’t spend it on people. “I was supposed to be his wall,” I said. It came out steady. I knew steadiness was a performance and admired myself for it even as I despised it.

“You’re still here,” Coren said. “Walls don’t stop being walls because a window opens in them.”

A small sound, half laugh, escaped me. “Spoken like a man who’s cut holes in his own life for air.”

We reached the stair that led down to the old kitchens. The light there is always a little haunted. I paused at the landing. “I’ll need access to the records under the chapel,” I said. “The ones that catalog what bones belong to whom. You’ll give me the keys.”

“To start a riot?”

“To prevent one. We will return what we can return before the Church decides to make a spectacle of piety.”

“Does the king know?”

“He will.”

“I answer to him,” Coren said.

“As do I,” I said. “But I also answer to the city that taught me my name. And to the orphans who will carry glass in their heels for a year because men in robes want theatrics.”

He weighed me for a long breath, then unhooked a ring from his belt and slid two keys free. “Don’t make me regret this,” he said.

“You already regret everything,” I said, and touched his hand as I took them. It was unwise. It was also inevitable. He withdrew the hand as if heat lived in me. He wasn’t wrong.

When I left him, I did not go to the chapel.

I went where rumors breathe before they grow teeth: down into the underhall, past the chain-locked doors men pretend lead to unused vaults, through a narrow between wall and wall where the plaster remembers old prayers like mold. I knew the way because my family built half of it. We hired masons to lay the stones and paid poets to pretend the stones were pious. There is no piety in a hidden door. There is only the belief that someday you will be the one to need it.

He was waiting where
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