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​Author’s Note
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The Ashen Empire conquered seven kingdoms and called the ruin peace.

It did not kill the royal children.

It educated them.

Inside Crownfall Academy, the last heirs of broken thrones are polished, praised, examined, watched, and slowly taught to forget the kingdoms that once waited for them. They are raised to become harmless diplomats in silk coats, smiling servants of the empire that burned their homes.

But children remember what empires bury.

And walls remember more than children.
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Prologue: The Emperor’s Mercy
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On the night the seventh kingdom fell, the Ashen Emperor ordered that no royal child be executed.

This surprised the generals.

They had brought him lists written in black ink and sealed with wax: names of princes hidden in wine cellars, infant duchesses found beneath temple floors, young lords disguised as shepherd boys, princesses smuggled in grain carts, cousins, wards, fosterlings, bastards, spare heirs, forgotten heirs, crowned heirs too small to lift the crowns placed upon their heads.

Every name was a candle flame.

Every candle flame could become a fire.

General Marrik Vey, who had broken the mountain gates of Arvenstone, laid his iron gauntlet upon the map table and said, “Mercy is dangerous, Majesty.”

The Emperor sat behind the map, calm as winter ash. He was not a large man, but men became smaller when they stood before him. His hair was white though he was not old. His eyes were the pale gray of a dead furnace. Around his throat hung no crown, no jewel, no sacred relic of conquest. He wore only a strip of black cloth tied like a mourning band.

The Emperor had never needed gold to look like power.

“Execution makes martyrs,” he said.

General Vey did not argue. He had seen what martyrs did. Dead kings became songs. Dead queens became saints. Dead children became knives passed from grandmother to grandson in the dark.

“They will be dangerous if they live,” said Lady Inaya Quell, the Emperor’s minister of civic peace.

“They will be useful if they learn,” said the Emperor.

The map table showed the continent of Oranth in carved stone and colored glass. Once, seven kingdoms had ringed the central plains like a crown: the mountain kingdom of Arvenstone, the drowned kingdom of Seloura, the orchard kingdom of Valecott, the river kingdom of Thale, the northern horse lands of Brannic, the glass coast of Edris, and the golden marsh of Liora.

Now all seven colors had been scraped away.

Only ash-gray remained.

At the center of the map stood Crownfall, an old royal observatory built on a cliff of black granite. The Emperor touched it with one finger.

“Make a school,” he said.

No one spoke.

“A beautiful school,” he continued. “Gardens. Libraries. Music rooms. Towers. Windows large enough to make prisoners forget they are prisoners. Give the children tutors. Give them games. Give them debates. Give them history, but write it properly first.”

Lady Quell understood before the generals did. Her eyes brightened.

“A diplomatic academy,” she said. “For reconciliation.”

“For obedience,” said the Emperor.

General Vey frowned. “And when they grow?”

“They will graduate,” the Emperor said. “They will serve in minor courts. They will speak at memorials. They will thank us for sparing them. The people will see their heirs alive and smiling beside imperial banners, and rebellion will look unnecessary.”

“What of those who refuse?” asked Vey.

The Emperor’s finger still rested on Crownfall.

“Then the school will teach them more thoroughly.”

A servant entered carrying a narrow cradle made of dark mountain pine. Inside it slept a baby wrapped in a blanket blackened by smoke. Her hair was the color of winter copper. Around her left wrist, someone had tied a thread bearing the tiny silver charm of Arvenstone: a mountain split by lightning.

“The Cael child,” said Vey. His voice changed in a way only fathers might have noticed. “Last of the mountain line.”

The Emperor looked into the cradle.

The baby opened her eyes.

For an instant, the torches in the war room bent toward her as if wind had entered from nowhere.

Lady Quell took one step back.

The Emperor smiled.

“What is her name?”

“Elianor Cael,” said the servant. “The nurse called her Eli.”

“Eli,” the Emperor repeated, tasting the smallness of it. “A little name for a little relic.”

The baby stared at him without crying.

“Send her to Crownfall when she is old enough to understand what she has lost,” he said. “Not before.”

General Vey looked down at the child. He had a son of his own, a boy with solemn eyes who liked to arrange wooden soldiers into impossible battles and then let the weaker side win.

“How old, Majesty?”

The Emperor turned from the cradle to the map.

“Twelve.”

Outside the palace, bells rang for peace.

Across seven kingdoms, mothers buried crowns beneath hearthstones, old soldiers hid banners in wells, and children were told stories in whispers because stories were now illegal unless the empire had approved the ending.

And far away on the black cliff, Crownfall waited.

​

Part One: The School of Polished Chains
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Chapter One: The Girl from the Ashline
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Eli Cael arrived at Crownfall Academy in a carriage with windows that would not open.

The driver had apologized for that in a voice trained to sound kind.

“For student safety, miss.”

Eli had looked at the silver latch, at the thin runes stamped along the frame, and said nothing. She had learned very early that imperial servants loved the word safety. It was their prettiest word for lock.

Beyond the glass, the road climbed from the lowlands into cliffs where pine trees grew crooked from old storms. Mist hung between the trunks. Far below, the imperial road shone pale as bone. Far above, Crownfall Academy rose against the sky.

It was beautiful.

Eli hated that first.

She had expected a prison. She had expected iron towers, barred windows, walls blackened with soot. Instead, the academy seemed carved out of a dream: seven pale towers crowned with blue-green roofs, arched bridges between them, gardens terraced into the cliffside, glass halls glittering with morning sun, and banners snapping from every height.

All banners were ash-gray.

At the highest gate, words had been cut into white stone:

THOSE WHO INHERIT RUIN MUST LEARN TO GOVERN PEACE.

Eli read them twice.

Then she whispered, “Those who caused ruin must learn to spell guilt.”

A boy sitting opposite her lifted his gaze from a book.

He was about her age, tall for twelve, with dark hair parted too neatly and a school coat already fastened as if he had been born wearing buttons. He had entered the carriage at the last town with no luggage except a polished black case and the expression of someone trying very hard not to be noticed.

“That sentence can get you punished,” he said.

“Only if you repeat it.”

“I won’t.”

“That is exactly what someone repeating it would say.”

His mouth almost smiled. Almost.

“I’m Rook.”

“Of what kingdom?” Eli asked.

The almost-smile vanished.

“No kingdom.”

Everyone had a kingdom, even if it was gone. Eli’s had been mountains and smoke. The old woman who raised her said Arvenstone had once held cities built into cliffs, goats that could climb roofs, libraries warmed by underground springs, and bells that rang in storms because mountain people believed thunder was a visitor and should be greeted politely.

But when Eli was four, the old woman had stopped telling those stories. By then imperial officials had begun visiting villages to make sure no one remembered too loudly.

“No kingdom?” Eli repeated.

Rook looked out the window. “My father serves the empire.”

Eli’s fingers tightened around the strap of her satchel.

“Then why are you going to Crownfall?”

“I ask myself that every mile.”

The carriage turned sharply. Crownfall’s gate swallowed them.

Inside the walls, students crossed the courtyard in uniforms trimmed with different colors: blue, green, red, gold, white, violet, and black. The colors, Eli realized, were not random. They were the colors of the seven conquered kingdoms, reduced to thread on imperial cloth.

At
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