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​Author’s Note
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This is a work of fiction. Its illnesses, cures, healers, inner kingdoms, and spirit-shrinking arts are invented for the story. Some descriptions are inspired by real principles of human biology: the immune system’s layered defenses, inflammation, wound repair, sepsis, antimicrobial resistance, blood circulation, the heart’s electrical rhythm, and the complex relationship between body and mind. The case notes within the novel are fictionalized narrative devices, not medical advice.
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PROLOGUE: THE KINGDOM NO MAP HAD KEPT
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Before Mina Vale knew that blood could sing, before she learned that a fever might have banners and a cough could carry orders from an enemy king, she believed the body was a house.

A poor house, mostly.

A house with leaking pipes, crumbling walls, a furnace that ran too hot, and windows that opened only when death leaned close enough to look in. The old healers of Averine spoke of flesh as if it were architecture: mend the wound, drain the poison, bind the break, lower the fever, close the door. They had diagrams, needles, tonics, and the stern confidence of people who had named a thousand things without understanding one.

But the body was not a house.

It was a kingdom.

It had rivers red as sunset and roads white as winter bone. It had cities that beat, breathed, burned, remembered. It had watchmen who died without funerals, builders who stitched walls from invisible thread, messengers who carried fear faster than thought, and ancient gates that opened only to those who knew how to become small enough to enter.

Every kingdom has wars.

Every war begins with a lie.

The first lie in Ren Vale’s body was a harmless cough.

The second was the smile he gave his sister when blood appeared on his handkerchief.

The third was the word spoken over him by the greatest healer in Averine, Dr. Silas Corvan, who examined the boy’s shaking pulse and declared with gentle sorrow:

“Natural.”

Mina Vale was seventeen years old then, failed twice from the College of Inner Cartography, dismissed from her apprenticeship, mocked in the corridors of Saint Illa’s Infirmary as the girl whose hands trembled during descent.

She knew nothing about kings.

She knew nothing about the pale intelligence sleeping in the dark places where sickness gathered.

She knew only that her brother was dying.

And that if the famous healer was wrong, no one else would dare say so.

That night, while the city of Averine slept beneath a blue winter rain, Mina stole a silver shrinking needle, broke the lock on the old descent chamber, and entered the body of Ren Vale.

She expected blood.

She expected heat.

She expected terror.

She did not expect to fall through a red sky into a city built inside her brother’s veins.

She did not expect the city to know her name.

​

PART ONE: THE SICKROOM DOOR
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CHAPTER ONE: Fever Bells
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The fever bells began at dawn.

They rang from the brass tower of Saint Illa’s Infirmary, five slow notes followed by two quick ones, which meant a child under eighteen had crossed from ordinary sickness into peril. In Averine, people pretended not to count the bells, but Mina Vale had counted them since she was old enough to understand fear.

Five slow. Two quick.

A child.

Another pause.

Five slow. Two quick.

Another child.

By the third round, the market women stopped arranging frost pears on their stalls. By the fourth, the newspaper boys lowered their voices. By the fifth, even the horses pulling coal carts seemed to step more softly through the morning fog.

Mina stood outside the infirmary gates with a basket of clean linen under one arm and her brother’s scarf wrapped around her wrist like a promise. The gates were iron, black, and shaped into the branching pattern of lungs. When wind passed through them, they whistled.

“Move aside, failed one,” said a boy in a white apprentice coat.

Mina did not move.

The apprentice, Darro Venn, carried a polished case embossed with the gold seal of the College of Inner Cartography: an eye inside a drop of blood. He had been in Mina’s year once. Now he wore a second silver stripe on his sleeve, which meant he had completed three successful descents into living patients.

Mina’s sleeve had no stripe at all.

“I said move.”

“I heard you.”

“Then perhaps your ears still work. That is comforting. Since your hands do not.”

Mina tightened her grip on the linen basket.

Darro glanced at the scarf around her wrist. “Is that his?”

She looked at him then.

His smirk faded, but not quickly enough.

“My brother’s name is Ren,” she said. “You may use it respectfully or not at all.”

Darro’s expression changed into something worse than cruelty: pity. “They rang for him at midnight, didn’t they?”

Mina did not answer.

Everyone at Saint Illa’s knew. Ren Vale, sixteen years old, glassmaker’s assistant, cheerful borrower of money, singer of off-key ballads, beloved by every stray cat in Westmere Alley, had developed a cough three weeks earlier. A cough became a fever. A fever became weakness. Weakness became blood. Blood became bells.

And bells, in Averine, became preparation for a funeral.

Darro shifted his case from one hand to the other. “Dr. Corvan has taken charge. Your brother has the best chance anyone could have.”

“The best chance anyone rich could have.”

“Corvan works charity rounds.”

“Corvan studies charity patients.”

Darro’s eyes narrowed. “Careful.”

Mina leaned closer. “Why?”

“Because bitterness has already cost you one apprenticeship.”

“No. Asking questions did.”

“Your questions nearly killed Mrs. Havel.”

Mina flinched before she could stop herself.

There were wounds the body could close and wounds memory kept open with a surgeon’s patience. Mrs. Havel had been a baker with an infected cut on her palm. Mina had entered her body under supervision, found the infection spreading, panicked when the inner landscape shifted, and called the wrong path through the tissue walls. The senior healer had corrected the route. Mrs. Havel lived. But the College recorded Mina’s descent as unstable and reckless. One more failure, they said, and she would never be licensed.

Then came the second failure.

A boy with lung rot.

A collapsing bronchial road.

Mina frozen in a chamber that breathed around her.

Dismissal followed politely. The College was always polite when it crushed a future.

Darro stepped through the gate.

Mina followed.

“You cannot enter the ward,” he said without turning.

“I work laundry.”

“You deliver linens to the lower hall. Ren is in the eastern fever wing.”

“Then I will get lost.”

Darro stopped so suddenly she nearly walked into him.

“Mina.” His voice softened. “Do not make this harder for yourself.”

“I’m not making it harder.”

“You are not a healer anymore.”

The words hit with practiced accuracy.

Mina adjusted the basket against her hip. “That depends on what needs healing.”

She left him in the courtyard and crossed into Saint Illa’s.

The infirmary smelled of vinegar, boiled linen, smoke, and fear. Every ward had its own sound. The surgery rooms rang with metal. The nursery clicked with tiny coughs. The old soldiers’ hall murmured with dreams of battles they had survived only to lose against their own failing lungs. But the eastern fever wing was quiet.

That was how Mina knew it was worse than the bells.

At the end of the hall, two guards stood outside a door marked with a red wax seal. Not ordinary guards. Corvan’s men. They wore ash-gray coats and gloves buttoned at the wrist, as if the sick might contaminate them through sight alone.

Mina lowered her eyes, hugged the basket, and walked past the first door, then the second, then the third.

“Maid,” said one guard.

She stopped.

“Linens go downstairs.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You are upstairs.”

“I am very bad with stairs.”

The guard stared at her.

A voice inside the sealed room said, “Let her in.”

Mina’s chest tightened.

The guard broke the wax and opened the door.

Dr. Silas Corvan stood beside Ren’s bed, washing his hands in a white porcelain basin. He was tall, silver-haired, and handsome in the way knives were handsome when displayed under glass. His coat was black instead of healer’s white, a privilege granted only to master cartographers who had mapped more than one hundred inner terrains. A golden needle hung at his throat.

“Mina Vale,” he said pleasantly. “I wondered when grief would make you creative.”

Ren lay behind him.

For a moment Mina forgot the room, Corvan, the guards, the linen basket, everything but the terrible smallness of her brother beneath the blankets. Ren had always looked slightly unfinished, all elbows and grin and restless energy. Now his face had thinned into angles. Sweat darkened his curls. His lips were cracked. Every breath dragged through him like a saw through wet wood.

“Mina?” he whispered.

She moved toward him.

Corvan raised one clean hand.

“Not too close.”

“He’s my brother.”

“And he is contagious.”

“With what?”

Corvan dried his hands slowly. “An aggressive blood fever with respiratory involvement. Possibly from the river wards. Possibly from poor nutrition. Possibly from fate, if one is lazy enough to use that word.”

“Can you cure him?”

“I can ease him.”

“That is not what I asked.”

The famous healer studied her. “No.”

Ren’s eyes closed.

Mina heard the bells again in memory.

Five slow. Two quick.

“No,” she repeated.

“Some wars are lost before we arrive.”

“You haven’t gone in.”

Corvan’s expression did not change, but something behind it chilled. “I examined the blood map.”

“From outside.”

“That is how diagnosis begins.”

“Not how it ends.”

Darro entered behind her, breathless. “Dr. Corvan, forgive me. She—”

Corvan lifted a finger. Darro fell silent.

“Mina,” Corvan said, almost tenderly, “you have courage. Untrained courage, which is the most dangerous kind. Your brother’s inner terrain is unstable. A descent would kill the healer and likely accelerate his collapse.”

“Likely.”

“Certainly enough.”

Ren opened his eyes again. “Mina.”

She took one step closer despite Corvan’s warning. “I’m here.”

Her brother’s smile flickered. “Don’t fight everybody.”

“I don’t fight everybody.”

“You do.”

“I choose carefully.”

Ren coughed. Blood spotted his lips. The red seemed too bright
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