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Chapter1: Lanterns for a Dawn I Have Never Seen
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The eastern sea never brightens.

It waits. It has waited all my life, flat and blue-black beneath the cliff, holding the same cold color no matter how long the lamps burn or how many prayers we send across the water. Some mornings, when the mist lies low and the clouds thin into silver, people in Brinewick say the world almost remembers how to wake.

Almost is the word we use when we are tired of admitting nothing changes.

I stand on the lighthouse gallery with both hands braced against the salt-stiff railing, my shawl snapping behind me in the wind. Below, the town spills down the cliffside in crooked terraces of slate roofs and rope bridges, every window hung with a little lantern for the festival. The lamps look warm from up here. Amber. Rose. A few pale green, where someone has ground cheap star-stone dust into the glass and called it a blessing.

Beyond the harbor wall, the boats rock in the dark water. The lantern skiffs are already gathering, narrow as leaves, each one carrying a paper lamp with a name, a wish, or a lie written inside.

“Mariel!”

Maeve’s voice climbs the spiral stair inside the tower before she does.

I lean over the railing. “I’m not coming down yet.”

“You said that an hour ago.”

“I lied an hour ago.”

“You’re terrible at lying.”

“I’m excellent at it. You’re just too attached to the truth.”

Her boots pound up the last steps. The trapdoor opens, and Maeve Larkin appears in a burst of brown curls, flushed cheeks, and annoyance. She carries three lanterns under one arm and a spool of thread between her teeth. Her coat is too thin for the wind, as usual, because she would rather freeze than admit her mother is right about anything.

She spits the spool into her palm. “Your father is looking for you.”

“My father knows where I am.”

“He knows you are somewhere inconvenient. That is not the same thing.”

I glance toward the lantern room above us. The great lens turns with a soft groan, sending a steady blade of white fire over the water. My father is inside, feeding the lamp with trimmed wicks and careful hands. He has not called for me. If he wanted me, he would tap twice on the glass. Once if he needed oil. Three times if something was wrong.

No taps.

“He can survive without me for ten minutes,” I say.

Maeve comes to the railing and follows my gaze east. The wind pushes hair across her mouth. “Still looking for it?”

“For what?”

She gives me a look.

I should say no. I should laugh, take the lanterns from her, and go down to the festival before the first horn sounds. Instead, I stare at the horizon where the sea meets a strip of cloud the color of old pewter.

“Do you think we would know?” I ask.

Maeve’s fingers still on the thread. “Know what?”

“If morning came.”

She laughs once, but it catches before it becomes real. “Everyone would know.”

“How?”

“The sky would change.”

“It changes all the time.”

“Not like that.”

“You’ve never seen it.”

“Neither have you.”

That shuts my mouth for a moment.

The lighthouse turns. Light slides over Maeve’s face, brightens one eye, then leaves her in blue again. On clear nights, I can see the stars behind her as if they have been pricked into the skin of the sky with a needle. Tonight there are too many clouds, and the stars that show between them shiver in pools of sea wind.

I am supposed to read them.

Not in the way the Star Court claims to read them, with silver instruments and holy charts and voices soft enough to make threats sound like hymns. I only watch. I watch the way my father watches the tide before a storm, the way fishwives watch gulls, the way children watch their mothers’ faces when there is not enough bread.

A star is where it is until it isn’t.

Sometimes, just before a rope snaps, one star in the rigging water vanishes from the reflection. Sometimes, when a trader smiles too hard over a false weight, the stars in the brass scales bend sideways for half a breath. Once, when Old Renn tried to tell my father he had quit drinking, the whole sky in his rain barrel twitched like a fish on a hook.

I told Maeve that once. She told me I needed more sleep.

I probably do.

The town bell gives one slow note below us.

Maeve straightens. “First lantern call.”

“I heard.”

“You hear everything and obey nothing.”

“That’s why you love me.”

“That is not why. That is something I endure because I have a charitable heart.”

I grin despite the cold. Maeve rolls her eyes and thrusts one of the lanterns at me. The paper is thin and smooth, painted with little strokes of orange and pink no one in Brinewick has ever seen in the sky. A dawn-colored lantern, made by hands that know dawn only from temple murals and old women’s stories.

The name written inside is mine.

I frown. “You wrote mine?”

“You never do.”

“I don’t like sending my own name out to drown.”

“They don’t drown. They drift.”

“Until the paper sags, the wick dies, and the tide eats them.”

“Stars preserve me, you are a joy tonight.”

I turn the lantern in my hands. The ink has bled a little where Maeve pressed too hard. Mariel Ashborne, it says. Beneath it, in smaller letters: Let her see a true morning.

My throat tightens before I can stop it.

Maeve looks away quickly, as if the sea has said something embarrassing. “It’s only a wish.”

“Waste of good ink.”

“Good ink? I stole it from my brother.”

“Then I hope it was expensive.”

“It was.”

“Good.”

The bell rings again. This time the sound rolls through the whole town, and the streets answer. Voices rise from below, hundreds of them, bright and restless. Children laugh. Someone drops a crate. A fiddle begins one song and loses an argument with a drum. The festival wakes more loudly than any morning we have ever had.

I should go down.

Instead, I look at the water.

The reflected stars tremble between the lantern boats. One of them, low near the eastern tide line, blinks upside down.

I go still.

Maeve has already taken two steps toward the trapdoor. “Mariel?”

“Wait.”

She stops. “What?”

I don’t answer at once.

The star is not bright. It is a small, hard point near the line where the sea turns from black to ink-blue. In the sky above, the matching star sits half-veiled by cloud, steady enough. But in the water, its reflection shudders, goes dark, flares, then turns over.

Not literally. That is the maddening part. It does not spin like a coin or fall like a dropped lamp. It simply becomes wrong. A shape my eye understands only by refusing it.

My fingers tighten around the lantern frame.

“What do you see?” Maeve asks, and now her voice is lower.

“The water is lying.”

“That sounds like one of your father’s sayings.”

“It’s mine.”

“Worse, then.”

Another blink. The reflected star splits into two points, one pale, one faintly red.

A choice.

The thought comes without words, the way a hand jerks back from heat. Not a future. Not a prophecy. A choice in the dark, opening like a seam.

Maeve steps close again. “Is it a storm?”

“I don’t know.”

“Night beasts?”

I scan the cliff road, the harbor, the dark beyond the breakwater. Night beasts do not always show themselves before they strike. Sometimes they are only a scrape beneath a door. Sometimes wings over a sheepfold. Sometimes a shape with too many legs slipping between boats while men argue about nets.

I see no silver eyes. No crawling star-glitter in the reeds. No twisted shape against the rocks.

Only that broken star.

“I don’t think so,” I say.

“That is not the same as no.”

“I know.”

The lantern room above us taps once.

Maeve and I both look up.

Then again.

Twice.

My father needs me.

I turn, but before I reach the trapdoor, the third tap comes.

Maeve’s face loses color.

Three taps.

Something is wrong.

I shove the lantern into Maeve’s arms and climb the iron ladder to the lantern room. The heat hits first, heavy and oily, carrying the scent of burning whale fat, brass polish, and salt-damp wool. My father stands beside the great lens, one hand on the crank, the other holding the old spyglass.

He does not look at me.

“East,” he says.

That is all.

I cross the room and take the spyglass when he hands it over. My father is not a tall man, but in the lamp glow he seems carved from the same black rock as the cliff: narrow, weathered, impossible to move. His beard is more gray than brown now. His eyes stay on the horizon.

I put the glass to my eye.

At first, I see only the sea.

Then the clouds part.

Far above the eastern water, beyond the reach of any ship’s mast, a line of gold appears in the sky.

Maeve climbs in behind me and gasps.

The gold widens. It is not dawn. I know that before hope can do anything foolish inside me. Dawn would spread from the horizon. This light descends through the clouds in spears, straight and cold, falling from something vast hidden above the mist.

Then the something lowers.

Vespar.

Even through the spyglass, even with cloud torn around it and distance blurring its edges, the starship city looks too large to belong to the sky. It hangs like a white-and-gold ship with no sea under it, hull curved and shining, towers rising where masts should be, enormous light-sails furled along its sides like wings made of captured morning. A thousand small windows burn along its belly. Beneath it, chains of light dangle into cloud.

I have seen Vespar before. Everyone has. On clear weeks, it passes above the far sea, a sliver of impossible brightness moving between stars. Children point. Old men spit and then pretend they were clearing their throats. Priests bow. My mother closes the shutters.

I have never seen it this low.

The spyglass trembles in my hand.

My father takes it gently before I drop it. “They’re coming to shore.”

Maeve says a word her mother would wash her mouth for.

I barely hear her. The wrong star in the water flares again, red now, and every lantern in town flickers at once.

Down below, the festival noise changes.

It does not quiet. Not exactly. It tightens. Fiddle strings falter. The drum misses a beat. Voices lift, confused, then delighted, then afraid.

The horn at the harbor sounds three quick notes.

A sky envoy.

My father sets the spyglass back in its case and reaches for his coat.

“You stay here,” he says to me.

I stare at him. “No.”

“Mariel.”

“You tapped for me.”

“I tapped before I knew.”

“That has never worked on me as an argument.”

Maeve makes a small sound that might be a laugh if we were anywhere else.

My father turns. In the lamp glow, the lines beside his mouth look cut deep. “If Vespar has come for the festival, it is not for our benefit.”

“Then I should be there.”

“You should be out of sight.”

Something passes over his face too quickly to name. Fear, yes. But not the common fear we all have of sky officials and tax ledgers and polished boots on our muddy roads. This is sharper. Older.

“You know something,” I say.

He looks away.

My stomach drops.

“What do you know?”

The horn sounds again, louder. From the gallery, people shout. A child cries and is hushed at once.

My father takes my shoulders. His hands smell of oil and metal. “Listen to me. If they ask for names, you do not speak first. If they ask about stars, you know nothing. If they ask about signs, you have seen nothing.”

“I haven’t seen anything useful.”

His grip tightens.

Maeve looks between us. “Master Ashborne?”

He releases me as if he has only just noticed his hands. “Go down by the back stair. Keep to the fish market crowd.”

“I am not a sack of flour you can hide behind haddock.”

“Mariel.”

“No. If Vespar has come to Brinewick, I’m not crouching in a crab stall while everyone else stands in the square.”

“It is not bravery to step where a knife may fall.”

“It is not safety to look away from it.”

For a breath, the lamp fills the room with its turning hiss.

My father’s jaw works once. Then he takes my lantern from Maeve and puts it back into my hands. His thumb presses over my written name.

“Then keep your head low,” he says.

That is as close as he comes to permission.

We hurry down.

The lighthouse stair twists through stone, narrow and damp, our boots striking sparks from old iron strips where generations of keepers have worn the edges thin. Halfway down, Maeve grabs my sleeve.

“Your father scared me.”

“He scares everyone.”

“Not like that.”

“I know.”

“What did you see in the water?”

I swallow. “A star making up its mind.”

“That is a terrible answer.”

“It is the only one I have.”

We burst out through the lower door into wind and festival smoke.

Brinewick has poured itself into the streets. Fishermen in patched coats stand beside rope-makers, shell sellers, lampwrights, net-menders, dock boys with their sleeves rolled up though the cold has turned their arms red. Mothers hold daughters close. Fathers pretend not to. The elders of the town have gathered at the square near the tide steps, where the lantern skiffs wait to be carried down.

Above the square, the temple arch has been draped in dawn cloth, old and faded from use. Pink, gold, orange. The colors look strange under a sky that never makes them.

The children usually love the arch. Tonight, they are looking up.

A sound descends from the clouds.

Not thunder. Music.

Horns, high and silver, followed by strings so pure they make the hairs on my arms lift. The melody glides over the roofs and gutters, too graceful for our crooked town. Lantern flames bend toward it as if listening.

Then light falls onto the square.

People gasp.

A vessel lowers through the mist, smaller than Vespar but still larger than any house in Brinewick. Its hull is white enamel and gold ribs, shaped like a seedpod with glass fins. No oars. No sails. It hangs above the square on a column of pale light, smooth as breath. Star Court guards stand along its open platform in blue-white armor that shines without warmth.

Behind them are officials in long robes, their sleeves embroidered with constellations. Their faces are calm. That calmness bothers me more than raised weapons.

Brinewick drops to its knees.

Not all at once. The priests kneel first. Then the council. Then the people nearest the guards. The motion ripples outward through the crowd, rough wool and work-stained hands lowering to wet cobbles.

Maeve curses under her breath and pulls me down beside her.

My knees hit stone. Pain shoots up my legs. I keep my head bowed because everyone else does, but my eyes lift just enough to see.

A man steps from the vessel.

He is not old, though he has made himself look ageless with powder, silver thread, and stillness. His robe is layered white over pale gold, and a star-shaped instrument hangs from both hands: rings within rings, turning without being touched. Each ring carries tiny lights. Each light pulses like a trapped star.

A star chart? No. That is what the priest calls it in festival stories. A bridal astrolabe. A holy measure. A sky scale. It has too many names for a thing that can only mean trouble.

The man raises his chin.

“People of Brinewick,” he says.

His voice carries without strain. Magic, then. Or clever metalwork. With Vespar, there is usually no difference for those of us expected to bow.

“You are blessed.”

The crowd exhales.

Blessed is a dangerous word from anyone who does not have to live with the blessing.

The official smiles. “By command of His Radiance King Orwin Whitlock, Guardian of the Last Morning, Keeper of the Dawn Above, and by the sacred calculations of the Star Court, the twelve-year covenant is renewed.”

A murmur goes through the square.

Beside me, Maeve’s hand closes around my wrist.

The official’s smile widens. “The Starship Bride shall be chosen.”

For one heartbeat, no one moves.

Then the square erupts.

Not in joy. Not only.

A few people cry out as if a miracle has struck. Someone sobs. Someone laughs too loudly. Near the well, a woman clutches her daughter so hard the girl whimpers. Old Renn, who has lied through every tax count since I was ten, presses his forehead to the ground and shakes. The priest begins chanting before he finds the right words.

The Starship Bride.

Every child in Brinewick knows the songs.

A girl chosen from the dim earth to rise above the clouds. A marriage between ground and sky. A gown woven with morning. A prince’s hand. A palace where every window opens to dawn. Twelve years of favor for her town. Medicine. Lamp oil. Star-stone. Grain when the sea storms too long.

No one sings the verse about coming home.

There is no verse.

Maeve’s grip hurts.

“They can’t,” she whispers.

I look at her. “Can’t what?”

Her mouth twists. “Pick someone.”

“That is exactly what they do.”

“No, I mean—” She stops, because a guard has turned his helmet toward us.

The official lifts the bridal astrolabe.

The rings unfold.

Light spills from it in thin lines, scattering over the square. Each beam touches a face, a shoulder, a bowed head. The children lean toward it despite their mothers’ hands. Young women hold still as posts. No one wants the light. Everyone wants the honor. Those two things sit together in the square, ugly and glittering.

The first beam rests on Nessa Dory, a fish-market girl with sea-brown hair and a birthmark under her eye. Her mother makes a choked sound.

The beam passes on.

It brushes Cora Bell, who sells shell combs. Passes.

It catches Anwen Pike, who is only sixteen and has been bragging for three days that she would look good in sky silk. Her face goes white. Passes.

Each time the light moves, someone breathes again and someone else stops.

I keep my head low.

The rings turn faster.

The official speaks over the humming light. “The bride shall bind earth’s devotion to heaven’s mercy. Through her, the final morning shall continue to shine. Through her, Brinewick shall be remembered in the records of the sky.”

Records.

My father’s warning presses at the back of my neck.

If they ask for names, you do not speak first.

The light sweeps closer.

Maeve shifts in front of me, just a little. A ridiculous, useless thing to do. She is shorter than I am and has all the subtlety of a dropped anchor.

I whisper, “Don’t.”

“Shut up.”

“Maeve.”

“I said shut up.”

The light touches her hair.

I cannot breathe.

It lingers.

Maeve stares straight ahead, jaw locked, fingers digging into my wrist as if she means to drag me with her if the sky takes her. For that half breath, I see every argument we have ever had, every stolen apple, every time she pushed me into the harbor and then jumped in because I came up spluttering mad enough to drown her. I see her mother’s hands, red from dye work. I see the lantern she painted for me.

The light leaves her.

Air rushes back into me so hard I almost make a sound.

Maeve’s grip loosens.

Then the light passes over me without stopping.

Relief hits. Sudden, shameful, dizzying.

I close my eyes.

The crowd whispers. The astrolabe hums higher. The light runs over the rest of the square, touches girls I know by face and girls I know by their mothers’ market cries. It touches no one long enough.

Then it turns.

Not across the square.

Up.

The beam lifts above bowed heads, above the temple arch, above the roofs glazed with salt. It climbs the cliff road in one clean line of gold.

Toward the lighthouse.

A laugh breaks out somewhere, nervous and confused. “There’s no one up there.”

The official’s smile thins.

My heart begins to pound in my ears.

The beam reaches the lighthouse gallery where I had been standing moments ago. It strikes the railing, the iron, the place my hands had gripped.

The bridal astrolabe gives a sharp sound, like a bell cracked by frost.

Every light inside it turns toward me.

Not my body first. My lantern.

The one in my hands.

The paper warms. Maeve’s painted dawn colors glow from within. My name darkens, ink burning black through orange and pink.

Mariel Ashborne.

People turn.

One face. Then ten. Then the whole square.

I cannot make my knees move. My fingers have gone numb around the lantern frame, but I do not drop it. Dropping it would make this real in a different way.

Maeve says my name, and it sounds like she is calling to me from across water.

The official looks at me.

The beam follows his gaze and settles over my head.

A sound rises from Brinewick. It is not a cheer, though some try to make it one. It is not a scream, though someone near the tide steps makes a thin, broken noise. It is the sound people make when a storm wave has already climbed the wall and they are still holding baskets in their hands.

My father pushes through the crowd.

I see him because he is the only person moving toward the light instead of away from it. Two guards step between us. He stops. His hands curl once, empty.

The official spreads his arms.

“The sky has chosen.”

The priest begins to weep.

Old Renn says, “Blessed, blessed,” over and over, too fast.

A woman I have known all my life looks at me with wet eyes and relief so naked I flinch. Relief that it is not her daughter. Relief that it is me.

Then shame crosses her face, but it comes too late. I have already seen it.

My mouth is dry. “No.”

Maeve hears. “Mariel—”

“No,” I say louder.

The official’s eyes sharpen.

I stand.

Maeve grabs for my sleeve and misses. Around me, people shift in alarm. A guard lowers one hand toward his sword.

I do not know what I mean to do. Argue with the sky? Refuse a king I have never seen? Bite the first person who tries to put me in a white-and-gold cage?

All three seem possible.

“I’m not a bride,” I say.

The official’s expression does not change. “The chosen often tremble at first.”

“I am not trembling.”

I am. Badly. My lantern shakes so hard the flame inside gutters.

His gaze drops to it. “Mariel Ashborne, daughter of the eastern light.”

“Daughter of the lighthouse,” I snap. “It is a building, not a prophecy.”

The crowd inhales.

Maeve makes a noise behind me that means please stop speaking before someone kills you.

The official steps down from the vessel platform. His boots do not touch the mud. A disk of pale light carries him half an inch above our street, preserving his hems from Brinewick’s honest filth.

“You are honored beyond measure,” he says.

“Then give the honor to someone who wants it.”

No one speaks.

The astrolabe rings twitch.

For the first time, irritation slips through his smooth face. “A Starship Bride does not offer herself. She is recognized.”

“By a piece of spinning jewelry?”

A child laughs. His mother clamps a hand over his mouth.

The official’s gaze cools. “By the will of the preserved dawn.”

The reflected star in the puddle beside my boot twists again.

Lie.

The word strikes through me so cleanly I almost look up to find who said it.

No voice. Only the puddle. The star inside it bends, slides, snaps back.

My skin prickles.

Not a full lie, maybe. Something worse. A truth with its bones pulled crooked.

The official holds out a hand. “Come forward.”

My feet stay where they are.

A guard moves.

My father speaks before I can.

“She is nineteen,” he says.

The official glances toward him. “Of age.”

“She has work here.”

“The sky gives greater work.”

“She has a family.”

“The sky receives her family’s devotion with gratitude.”

My father’s face hardens. “And if her family refuses to give it?”

The square freezes.

The official’s hand lowers.

Even the music from the hovering vessel seems to thin.

“Brinewick is a loyal town,” he says softly. “Its lamps burn because Vespar remembers them.”

A tax threat in silk wrapping. Everyone hears it.

My father does not step back. “Our lamps burn because we fill them.”

“And with what oil, Master Ashborne? With what medicine in winter? With what star-stone for your cliff beacon? With what royal patience toward a harbor whose quotas have fallen short twice in eight years?”

My father goes very still.

My stomach turns.

The official smiles again, gentle as a knife sliding under ribbon. “Let us not speak of refusal on a blessed night.”

Around us, Brinewick lowers its eyes.

I want to hate them for it. For the bowed heads. For the relief. For the way some of them are already counting oil casks and medicine vials in their minds while I stand under the bridal light with my name burning through paper.

Then I see little Jory Pike near the well, coughing into his mother’s sleeve. I see Mrs. Fen with her swollen hands. I see the empty lamp hooks on the poorest houses, where children sleep in rooms that go black when the ration stones run out. I see my father, who has spent twenty years keeping the eastern lamp alive with half of what he needs and no complaint loud enough to be punished.

The lantern frame digs into my palm.

Maeve whispers, “Run.”

I look at her.

Her eyes are bright and furious. “Run now. I’ll trip someone.”

“You would trip a sky guard?”

“I’ll trip three.”

A laugh tries to climb out of me and breaks halfway.

The astrolabe beam tightens around my shoulders. It does not burn, but it has weight. Like a hand. Like a verdict.

Something shifts above us.

The hovering vessel’s music cuts off.

Every guard turns.

A shadow falls over the square.

Not Vespar. Smaller. Darker. A second craft descends through the broken cloud, and it carries no music at all.

It is black with dull silver edges, lean as a knife, its prow marked by the Whitlock crest: a crown pierced by seven rays. The crowd does not kneel this time.

It recoils.

Someone near the temple says, “No.”

Another voice, older, rougher, whispers, “The stolen dawn.”

Maeve’s fingers close around my sleeve again.

The black craft settles beside the white vessel without asking for space. Its gangway drops. No herald announces the man who steps down.

He wears a dark coat instead of ceremonial white, high-collared and wind-cut, with silver fastenings that catch the festival lamps one by one. He is young enough that I hate noticing it. Not a gray-bearded villain from a warning song. Not a monster with starless eyes.

Tall. Black-haired. Pale in the cold vessel light. Hands gloved. Face unreadable.

He looks like he belongs in a palace painting someone forgot to soften.

The square bows lower than before, but differently. Not reverence. Fear.

“Prince Damon Whitlock,” the official says, and his smooth voice has gone tight. “Your Highness was not expected.”

“No,” the prince says. “I noticed.”

His voice carries without magic. Dry. Calm. Not loud enough for comfort, somehow.

A murmur crawls through the people behind me.

“Night thief.”

“Dawn stealer.”

“The second prince.”

“Stars shield us.”

Damon Whitlock does not look at them.

He looks at the official first. Then the astrolabe. Then the beam of light pinning me in place.

His mouth tightens.

Only a little.

The official inclines his head. “The bride has been recognized.”

“So I see.”

“His Radiance ordered the Star Court to conduct the selection with due ceremony.”

“And you chose a cliff town, a festival crowd, and enough lights to make a frightened girl visible from orbit. Very tasteful.”

A few people suck in breaths. The official’s face turns the color of old milk.

Damon walks forward.

The guards make room for him too quickly. He passes them without thanks. The bridal beam touches his sleeve and fractures across the black fabric.

He stops several paces away from me.

Up close, his eyes are not black as I expect. They are gray, like the sea before iron rain. He looks at my lantern, at my hands, at the way Maeve is still gripping me as if she can anchor me to the stones.

Then he looks up the cliff toward the lighthouse.

When his gaze returns to me, I feel the wrong star twist in every puddle in the square.

“Mariel Ashborne,” he says.

I lift my chin because my knees are already betraying me and one part of my body should have manners. “I didn’t give you my name.”

“It is currently glowing in your hands.”

I look down despite myself.

The lantern has burned brighter. The paper should have caught fire by now. It has not.

“That seems unfair,” I say.

For a flicker of a breath, something almost moves at the corner of his mouth.

Then the official steps in. “Your Highness, the chosen bride is overwhelmed. We were about to proceed with the proclamation.”

Damon does not take his eyes from me. “Were you.”

“Yes.”

“Before explaining her rights?”

The official stills.

I catch that.

So does Maeve.

“Rights?” I ask.

Damon glances at me then, and the air between us changes. Not softer. Sharper. As if he has placed a blade flat on his palm and is letting me decide whether to notice.

“The right to be prepared,” he says. “The right to say farewell. The right to receive the covenant terms in full.”

The official’s smile returns with effort. “Such details are usually handled after the blessing.”

“Handle them now.”

“Your Highness, the people are waiting.”

“They have waited a hundred years for morning. They can survive ten more minutes.”

The crowd makes a sound at that. Shock, fear, maybe a tiny thread of delight. A sky prince saying the unsayable in the middle of a holy selection. If lightning had struck the fish stall, it would have caused less trouble.

The official lowers his voice. “This is not the place.”

“Then you should not have come here.”

Damon finally turns from me and looks at him.

The official bows his head, but his hands tighten on the astrolabe. “Your father will be informed.”

“I have no doubt. You enjoy informing him of things.”

The rings of the astrolabe spin once, fast and bright. The beam around me pulses. My skin crawls.

Damon’s gaze drops to the instrument.

“Careful,” he says.

One word.

The official’s fingers still.

I do not understand what passes between them, but every guard in the square seems suddenly interested in where Damon’s hands are.

Maeve leans close to my ear. “I hate him less than expected.”

“Too early,” I whisper.

“Fair.”

Damon hears us. I know because his eyes flicker.

The official raises the astrolabe higher and addresses the square, voice smoothed again. “People of Brinewick, rejoice. The dawn has looked upon your faithful harbor and found its bride. Mariel Ashborne shall ascend to Vespar, where she will be joined in sacred covenant beneath the preserved morning. Her town shall receive threefold lamp allotments, winter medicine, and remission of one season’s arrears.”

A ripple of stunned relief passes through the crowd.

One season’s arrears.

My chest goes tight. That is not a gift. That is a hook set deep.

The official continues. “Let all bear witness.”

The astrolabe rings align.

Light bursts upward.

The clouds above Brinewick open in a perfect circle, and for one impossible moment, the underside of Vespar shines through: towers, sails, glowing canals, the white hull vast enough to crush the whole town into the sea.

People cry out. Some in wonder. Some in terror.

The light falls back onto me.

I want to step away.

I do not.

My father is still held beyond the guards. His face is gray. He says nothing now, and the silence hurts worse than shouting.

The official gestures. “Come, bride of the starship.”

Bride.

The word lands badly, like a dress thrown over a cage.

Maeve’s hand slips from my sleeve to my hand. “Mariel.”

I squeeze once. Hard.

“I’m here,” she whispers, though neither of us knows what that can possibly mean.

I take one step.

The beam moves with me.

The crowd parts. Neighbors I have known since I was small bow their heads as I pass. Some reach out, not quite touching. Some whisper blessings. One woman sobs into her apron. The priest presses his shaking fingers to my lantern as if I have already become something holy and distant.

I am still wearing my work boots.

Mud clings to the hem of my skirt.

My hair is coming loose from its braid.

I want to shout that at them. Look. Look properly. I am not a painted figure on a temple wall. I am the girl who fixed the west lamp when your sons were too drunk to climb. I am the girl who argued over fish prices this afternoon. I am the girl who still owes Maeve two copper bits and has no intention of paying.

No one looks properly.

Except Damon.

He watches me cross the square with an expression carved flat enough to be cruel. If I had not seen the astrolabe light bend near his words, I would think he felt nothing at all.

Maybe he does feel nothing.

Maybe I am inventing cracks because I need one person from the sky to be less horrible than the rest.

When I reach him, the official extends his hand as if to take mine.

Damon steps between us.

“The bride walks under royal escort,” he says.

The official’s nostrils flare. “That is not required until the ascent.”

“I require it now.”

Their eyes meet.

The official yields first.

Damon offers me his arm.

I stare at it.

He says, very quietly, “Publicly.”

It is the sort of single word that can mean ten things and explain none of them.

I place my hand on his sleeve.

The fabric is cold.

He does not close his arm over mine. He does not pull me close. He simply stands there, a dark wall between me and the official’s pale smile.

The crowd begins to chant because the priest starts it and no one dares refuse.

“Dawn above, mercy below.”

The words roll over the square.

“Dawn above, mercy below.”

I used to mouth them as a child because everyone did. Tonight they taste like ash before I even speak.

I do not join.

Damon hears that too.

“Wise,” he murmurs.

I look up at him. “Are you mocking me?”

“Not at the moment.”

“There are moments?”

“Many.”

I should not be startled into a laugh. I am standing under a cursed bridal light with half my town trading my future for lamp oil. But the laugh comes, small and jagged, and dies at once when the official looks back.

Damon’s face does not change.

The black craft behind him hums to life.

The official frowns. “The bride will ascend in the Star Court vessel.”

“No.”

“No?”

Damon’s voice stays even. “She comes with me.”

“That is irregular.”

“I am irregular.”

“That is not a legal argument.”

“It has served me so far.”

The official takes one step closer, lowering his voice enough that the crowd cannot hear. I can, because I am trapped between them. “The High Astronomer will object.”

“High Astronomer Quill objects to rain, rust, and people breathing without permission. I will recover.”

Quill.

The name slides cold under my ribs. I know it from proclamations. High Astronomer Iva Quill, voice of the Star Court. The woman whose decrees arrive in Brinewick wrapped in gold cord and leave with half our winter stores.

The official says, “His Radiance gave clear instructions.”

Damon leans closer. “Then send him a clear complaint.”

For a moment, I think the official might call the guards.

Instead, he bows.

“As His Highness commands.”

Lie.

The puddle beside his spotless boot shivers.

Damon’s hand flexes once at his side. He noticed something. Not what I noticed, maybe. But something.

He turns me toward the black craft.

The crowd’s chant falters. They expected white silk and holy music. They expected me to rise in the Star Court’s vessel like a story. Instead, I am being led toward the feared prince’s dark ship with a festival lantern still clutched in my free hand and my best friend crying behind me without making a sound.

My father steps into my path before the guards can stop him.

Damon halts.

The square holds its breath.

My father looks first at Damon, then at me. He does not bow. I both love him and want to shake him for it.

“Give us a moment,” he says.

The official begins, “The ceremony—”

Damon cuts him off. “One.”

The official’s mouth shuts.

My father’s hand comes up, rough fingers brushing my cheek once. That almost breaks me.

“Da,” I whisper.

“I should have told you more.”

“Then tell me now.”

His eyes close for half a breath. “Keep your stars to yourself until you know who wants them.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“I know.”

“That is not fair.”

“No.” His mouth twists. “It isn’t.”

I want to ask about the bride songs, about Mother shutting the shutters, about the fear in his hands upstairs. I want him to say this is a mistake and he has a plan and the lighthouse can hide me after all.

The guards shift.

My father presses something into my palm.

A small metal striker. The one from the lighthouse emergency kit, used to light a storm wick in rain. Plain iron. Scratched. Familiar.

“For when everything else is dark,” he says.

My fingers close around it.

Then he steps back.

I cannot speak. If I do, I will beg, and if I beg, he might try to fight an entire sky guard with a keeper’s knife and stubbornness.

Maeve pushes past him next.

The guards reach for her. She snarls so fiercely they hesitate.

She throws her arms around me, lanterns crushed between us. “You come back.”

I hold her with one arm. The other is still trapped on Damon’s sleeve. “Maeve—”

“No. Don’t make that soft voice at me. You come back, Mariel Ashborne, or I will climb the sky myself and embarrass you in front of every polished idiot up there.”

My eyes burn.

“That sounds like you.”

“I mean it.”

“I know.”

She pulls away, wipes her face with her sleeve, and glares at Damon. “If she dies, I will find a way to make it inconvenient for you.”

Damon looks down at her. “That is the most credible threat I have heard tonight.”

Maeve blinks. “Good.”

“It was not praise.”

“I’ll take it.”

He inclines his head a fraction, and somehow that small movement does more than a bow.

Maeve steps back before the guards remember they are armed.

The official lifts the astrolabe again. “The ascent must begin.”

The bridal beam tightens.

I walk.

Each step toward the black craft feels borrowed from someone else’s body. The gangway is smooth under my muddy boots. The vessel smells faintly of cold metal, smoke, and something sharp like wintergreen. Damon walks beside me, not pulling, not comforting.

At the foot of the gangway, I stop and look back.

Brinewick glows under thousands of festival lanterns. The sea beyond the harbor is dark except where the first skiffs have drifted out, carrying wishes toward a dawn no one has seen. The lighthouse beam turns over roofs, faces, wet stones, my father’s bowed head, Maeve’s clenched fists.

Then it crosses the water.

The wrong star is gone.

No. Not gone.

Hidden beneath the reflection of Vespar’s descending light.

Damon’s sleeve shifts under my hand.

“Keep walking,” he says softly.

I turn on him. “Don’t order me like a dog.”

His eyes meet mine. “Then don’t freeze in front of men who are waiting to learn what frightens you.”

My mouth opens.

No answer comes fast enough.

Because he is right, and I hate that.

I step onto the platform.

The gangway rises behind us.

Below, the official begins another proclamation. His voice rolls over the square, speaking of honor, covenant, mercy, and preserved morning. The words blur together. Damon stands beside me at the rail, close enough that the crowd sees escort, far enough that I do not feel trapped by his body.

The craft lifts.

Brinewick drops away.

Maeve runs a few steps after us before the guards block her. My father does not move. He stands in the square with the lighthouse striker no longer in his hand and all the light of the town around him doing nothing to warm his face.

Wind tears at my hair.

My lantern flickers. I hold it tighter.

Damon turns his head slightly. “Your friend has courage.”

“She has poor impulse control.”

“Often the same thing.”

“She meant what she said.”

“I assumed.”

“You don’t sound worried.”

“I am frequently worried. I try not to decorate it.”

I look at him sharply.

His face is angled toward the crowd, expression cold enough for every watching eye. But his voice, pitched low, is not the voice he used with the official.

The puddle stars cannot help me up here. There is only air, cloud, lanternlight, and the huge white belly of Vespar waiting above us.

“Why did you come?” I ask.

“To escort the bride.”

“No.”

His gaze flicks to me.

I grip the rail. “Try again.”

For one breath, the wind speaks for him.

Then he says, “Because the Star Court should never be allowed to take someone unchallenged.”

My hands go cold around the lantern.

“What does that mean?”

“It means you should listen carefully and trust slowly.”

“That is not an answer.”

“No.”

“Do you enjoy being impossible?”

“It is one of my few remaining hobbies.”

I stare at him.

He does not smile. Not quite. But there is a tired edge to him that does not fit the songs about a prince who stole dawn for greed, for madness, for spite against heaven. The songs make him grand and wicked. The man beside me looks like he has not slept properly in years.

Below, Brinewick is shrinking.

The festival lanterns look like fallen stars.

My name still burns inside the paper lamp.

I lift it before the wind can tear it apart. “They think this is a blessing.”

Damon’s eyes lower to the lantern. “Most cages are improved by flowers.”

I hate that my throat tightens at that.

“Am I in a cage?”

He looks toward Vespar.

The cloud above us opens, and cold golden light spills over his face. It makes him look carved, remote, every inch a prince from a city that owns the morning.

His mouth hardens.

“Yes,” he says.

The word strikes cleaner than any comfort.

I force myself to breathe. “Are you the lock or the key?”

He looks at me then.

For the first time, something unguarded crosses his face. It is gone almost at once, but not before I see it. Pain, maybe. Or anger held too long in the teeth.

“Neither, if you are wise,” he says.

The vessel rises through mist.

The square below is almost gone. The sound of the crowd thins until the chant becomes wind. My world pulls away from my feet: the harbor, the cliff path, the tower stairs, Maeve’s lantern paint under my thumb, my father’s warning, the eastern sea that never brightens.

Damon takes one step closer.

Not enough to touch.

Enough that his shoulder blocks the view of the Star Court officials watching from the white vessel below.

His face remains turned outward, cold and bored for anyone looking.

But his lips move with barely any sound.

“Run.”

The word slips through the wind and vanishes before I can decide whether I heard it.

Then the clouds swallow Brinewick, and the sky closes under my feet.
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Chapter2: The Bride Chosen by the Sky
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The clouds close under my boots, and for one foolish breath I think falling might be easier.

Not dying. I do not mean that. I have never been brave in the clean, tragic way people praise in songs. I mean the thought of empty air, of wind grabbing me before any king or court can put a title on my shoulders. It flashes through me so quickly I hate myself for it, and then the black craft steadies, humming beneath my feet like a held note.

Damon Whitlock stands beside me with his face turned toward the open sky.

Run.

I heard him.

I know I heard him.

My fingers tighten around the festival lantern until the thin ribs creak. “Run where?”

His jaw shifts.

Below us, Brinewick is gone behind cloud. Above us waits Vespar, bright enough to stain the mist gold. The Star Court vessel rises behind us, all white polish and holy music, though the music has started again too softly, like someone afraid of drawing notice.

Damon does not look at me when he answers.

“Not toward the lights.”

“That is not helpful.”

“It was not meant to be enough.”

I laugh once, sharp and ugly. “Then perhaps Your Highness should stop speaking in broken pieces.”

His eyes cut to mine. “Perhaps the bride should stop asking questions while surrounded by listening machines.”

The blood drains from my face before I can stop it.

He tips his head, barely. Not toward a person. Toward the rail.

I look.

At first I see only black metal, smooth as wet stone. Then one of the silver fastenings along the rail turns by itself. A tiny lens, no larger than a fish eye, opens and closes.

My skin crawls.

Damon’s voice changes at once, lifting into a colder shape. “Stand properly, Miss Ashborne.”

I stare at him.

The tiny lens turns toward me.

Damon’s mouth becomes a straight line. “You have been chosen for an honor above your station. Whatever panic you indulged below, you will not embarrass Brinewick by flinching now.”

The words land hard.

For a moment, I forget the lens. I forget the sky. I forget he said run with the same mouth.

“Embarrass?” I say.

His gaze does not soften. “Yes.”

“You dragged me onto this thing after your glowing toy pointed at me in front of my entire town, and I am the embarrassment?”

“The astrolabe belongs to the Star Court.”

“Fine. Their glowing toy.”

A faint crease appears between his brows. It vanishes.

Behind us, the white vessel draws nearer. A platform extends from its side with a graceful curve, matching our speed. The official from the square stands at the rail, robe untouched by soot or salt, his hands folded over the bridal astrolabe as if it were a sleeping child.

Damon steps away from me.

The cold in that small movement is ridiculous. I should be grateful for distance. I am not.

The official’s voice carries between the vessels. “Your Highness, the High Astronomer requires the bride to be received according to prescribed order.”

“I am sure she does.”

“The covenant cannot be sealed aboard your private craft.”

Damon looks bored enough to insult everyone present. “Then bring the parchment here.”

“That is not the order.”

“Then alter it.”

The official’s smile thins. “The bride must descend to the witness platform for the binding of terms. The town elders must hear the covenant. Her family must yield her.”

Yield.

My stomach turns.

Damon looks at me then. Not long enough for anyone to call it concern. “We return to the lower platform.”

The official inclines his head with a satisfaction that makes my palms itch.

The black craft dips.

I grab the rail. The tiny lens closes with a click near my hand.

Cloud swallows us again. Damp beads on my lashes and lips. My lantern flame gutters, then steadies behind the thin paper where Maeve wrote my name. The light inside it has gone strange. Not brighter now. Deeper, as if the ink itself is smoldering.

Damon stands three paces away.

I keep my voice low. “If you tell me to stand properly again, I may throw this lantern at your head.”

“You have poor aim.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I watched you nearly drop it twice.”

“That was shock.”

“Then recover quickly.”

I turn toward him so fast the lantern swings. “Do you speak to everyone like this, or am I being blessed with special cruelty?”

His eyes flick once toward the rail, where the lens stays shut.

“Publicly,” he says under his breath.

Then, louder, “You are being escorted to a royal covenant. Try to remember that.”

There it is again. The blade hidden under the cloth.

Publicly.

My anger does not vanish. It shifts, uncertain where to bite. I hate him for the words anyway. They are too easy for him. The cold face. The polished cruelty. If it is only acting, he is practiced enough to scare me.

The craft drops through the cloud.

Brinewick appears beneath us again, smaller than before but still close. The square has changed while I was above it. Star Court guards have formed a wide ring around the tide steps. The white vessel now hovers over a platform of conjured light, broad as a dock and shining above the cobbles. Town elders stand at one side with pale faces. My father is among them.

My mother stands behind him.

I see her and forget how to breathe.

She is wrapped in her dark shawl, the one she wears when the wind gets into her joints. Her hair has escaped its pins. She must have run from the house, because she has no bonnet and one side of her skirt is dark with seawater from the lower road.

She looks up as the black craft lowers.

Her face does not show surprise.

That hurts more than if she had screamed.

“You knew,” I whisper.

Damon’s gaze follows mine.

The craft settles against the light platform without a sound. A gangway opens.

“Miss Ashborne,” the official calls, smooth and clear. “The town awaits your grace.”

“My grace is currently unavailable,” I mutter.

Damon’s mouth twitches.

Then his face goes empty again. He descends first, not offering his hand. The official notices. So does half the square. A few nobles on the Star Court vessel whisper behind jeweled fingers, though they are too high above us to hear clearly.

I step onto the gangway.

The platform under me is made of light and still feels solid. I hate that. If something is impossible, it should have the decency to behave like it.

The crowd watches.

No one chants now. They have had time to think. Thinking has not improved their faces.

I see hope. Shame. Fear. A terrible, hungry relief. I see mothers with daughters tucked behind them. I see young men staring as if I have turned into a shrine carving. I see Jory Pike coughing into a rag while his mother holds him upright.

Threefold lamp allotments.

Winter medicine.

One season’s arrears forgiven.

The words creep back like damp through a wall.

The official gestures to the elders. “Let Brinewick’s council approach.”

Five people step forward. Councilman Hart with his stiff collar. Mistress Bell from the storehouse. Old Renn, sober for once and shaking. Father Keel from the temple, still crying in a quiet, stunned way. My father, who does not bow until the guard nearest him shifts a hand to his sword.

My mother does not join them.

She stands just beyond the guard ring, both hands clenched in her shawl.

The official lifts a rolled parchment. Its seal is sunrise gold. “By the mercy of King Orwin Whitlock, Brinewick receives the favor of covenant through the recognition of Mariel Ashborne as Starship Bride.”

The crowd murmurs when my name is spoken.

Damon stands to my right. The white-robed official stands before me. The astrolabe hovers between his hands, rings folded now but lights pulsing slowly. I cannot stop looking for the wrongness in it. I do not see stars reflected in puddles here on the platform. There is only polished light beneath my feet and the faces of my town beyond it.

The official unrolls the parchment.

“In exchange for faithful yielding of the chosen bride, Brinewick shall receive one hundred barrels of lamp oil, twelve crates of fever medicine, remission of one season’s prayer-light arrears, repairs to the eastern beacon lens, and renewal of harbor protection for twelve years.”

The crowd shifts like a struck net.

Twelve years.

That is not a blessing. That is a chain long enough for everyone to call it mercy.

“And if I do not yield?” I ask.

The official’s eyes lift.

A small sound comes from the crowd. My father’s face tightens. Maeve, somewhere behind the front row, says my name like a warning.

The official folds the parchment slightly. “The chosen bride speaks through acceptance, not refusal.”

“Convenient.”

Damon says, “Miss Ashborne.”

Cold. Public. Sharp.

I ignore him. “What happens if I refuse?”

The official’s smile returns. “Refusal is not recorded in covenant law.”

“So it has never happened?”

“It is not recorded.”

“That is not the same answer.”

Behind him, one of the Star Court guards shifts. The armor makes no sound. That silence is worse than a clank.

The official looks past me to Damon. “Your Highness, perhaps you can explain the dignity expected of the chosen.”

Damon turns his head toward me.

His eyes are gray stone.

“You asked a question,” he says. “Hear the answer carefully.”

I brace myself.

He faces the official. “If a town fails to yield its bride, the covenant cannot renew. Without renewal, Brinewick’s supplemental allotments cease. Harbor protection becomes subject to review. Arrears are restored. Additional investigation may follow if the Star Court suspects concealment of star-reading talent.”

My breath stops.

Star-reading.

My father’s warning slides cold through me.

Keep your stars to yourself.

The official’s gaze rests on me, gentle and fixed. “Such investigations are rare.”

Lie.

I do not need a puddle. I feel it in the way the lights of the astrolabe tighten.

“What kind of investigation?” I ask.

Father Keel makes a strangled noise. Mistress Bell looks at the ground. Councilman Hart’s lips go bloodless.

Damon answers before the official can. “Homes searched. Ledgers taken. Shrine stones weighed. Families questioned. Anyone suspected of hiding signs removed for examination.”

A wave of fear moves through the square.

Removed.

Not invited. Not questioned at the temple. Removed.

I look at my father.

He does not look away.

The official says softly, “Only if disloyalty is suspected.”

I almost laugh. “And my refusal would look disloyal.”

“Your refusal would look confused,” he says. “We would correct that confusion first.”

Damon’s gloved hand flexes.

I see it because I am looking for anything that does not belong to the official’s voice.

“Mariel,” my father says.

The guard nearest him stiffens, but Damon lifts two fingers. The guard stays where he is.

My father steps forward as far as the ring allows. “You owe no one your life.”

The crowd reacts as if he has thrown a lamp into spilled oil.

My mother covers her mouth.

Councilman Hart hisses, “Ashborne, for pity’s sake.”

My father does not look at him.

The official studies my father with new interest. “A noble sentiment.”

Damon’s voice cuts in. “Do not.”

The official’s eyes slide to him.

For a breath, the platform feels too thin under us.

The official bows his head. “Of course. This is a night of celebration.”

Celebration.

My hand tightens around my lantern so hard the paper bends.

Jory coughs again in the crowd. His mother presses her forehead to his hair. I see the cracked glass of the town clinic window behind them. I see the empty hooks where winter medicine should hang. I see every lamp we have trimmed too low because the oil count did not stretch.

I hate them all for needing this.

I hate myself for understanding.

Maeve pushes through the crowd before anyone can stop her. “She’s not going.”

A guard blocks her with a spear shaft.

She slaps it aside.

“Maeve,” I say.

She points at the official. “You said brides are honored. Name one who came back.”

No one moves.

The official looks at her as if she is a dog barking during a hymn. “Child—”

“I am not a child.”

“You are grieving ahead of joy.”

“I asked you a question.”

My chest aches.

Damon watches Maeve with that same unreadable face, but I see his attention sharpen. The official sees it too, perhaps, because he does not order her dragged away.

He smiles. “The brides dwell in the upper sanctums, beyond ground correspondence. Their joy is not measured by return.”

“That means no.”

The crowd whispers.

Maeve’s voice cracks, but she keeps it raised. “No bride from Brinewick ever sent a letter. No bride from Harrowmere. No bride from East Fen. No bride from anywhere. My aunt kept records from the dock post. Nothing. Not one.”

The official’s smile fades by a hair.

I stare at Maeve.

She never told me that.

The astrolabe lights pulse.

Damon says, “Interesting.”

The word is mild. The official goes stiff.

Maeve looks at me, furious and frightened. “Don’t do this because they’re dangling oil in front of us.”

“I know what they’re doing.”

“Then don’t.”

“If I don’t, they come for the town.”

“Let them try.”

“This is not you tripping three guards in a square.”

“I could manage four if properly motivated.”

My throat closes around a laugh that cannot live.

The official lifts the parchment higher. “Enough. The covenant awaits.”

My mother steps forward.

Not far. Just past the first row of neighbors. A guard turns to stop her, but she looks at him with the flat, exhausted stare she uses on men who argue about credit at the lamp counter. He hesitates.

“Mariel,” she says.

Her voice is small.

I have heard my mother bargain through storms. I have heard her shout over breaking waves. I have heard her sing when fever took half the cliff road children one winter, because someone had to keep the little ones from listening to the coughing.

I have never heard her sound small.

“Ma,” I say.

She presses her fingers to her lips, then lowers them. “Do not let them put you to sleep.”

I go cold.

The official’s expression does not change.

Damon’s does.

Only a flicker. A narrowing of the eyes. He looks at my mother as if she has opened a locked drawer in public.

“What?” I whisper.

My mother swallows. “If they give you a cup before vows, spill it.”

The guard near her steps in. “Enough.”

Damon moves first.

Not much. Only one step. The guard stops as if yanked by a chain.

Damon’s voice is soft. “Let her finish.”

The official says, “Your Highness.”

Damon does not look at him. “I dislike being interrupted twice.”

My mother looks at Damon, and something old and hard passes across her face. Not trust. Never that. Recognition, maybe, and fear folded around it.

Then she looks back at me. “Your grandmother had a cousin chosen from Greyhaven.”

I shake my head. “You said no one in our family—”

“I said no one came back.”

The words hit like the wind leaving my lungs.

My father closes his eyes.

“You lied to me,” I say.

My mother flinches.

Father Keel starts a prayer under his breath. The official’s fingers tighten on the covenant parchment.

My mother’s eyes shine, but no tears fall. “I wanted you to grow without counting every shadow.”

“That was not your choice.”

“No.” Her mouth trembles. “It was mine anyway.”

The unfairness of it burns. Here. Now. In front of the whole town and a sky prince and an official who looks at my mother as if deciding what drawer to shut her in.

I want to scream at her.

I want to run to her.

Neither thing happens.

Damon’s cold voice returns, louder. “Family confessions are touching, but the bride’s schedule is not elastic.”

I turn on him. “Do not call me that.”

He looks down at me. “Then stop giving the court more names to investigate.”

The anger in me hits stone.

Because he is right again.

Because my mother just spoke a dead woman into the square, and the official heard every syllable.

The parchment rustles in the official’s hands. “Greyhaven’s records are sealed.”

Damon smiles without warmth. “Then I am sure you did not hear anything improper.”

The official’s jaw tightens.

Maeve pushes closer to the platform edge. Her eyes are red now. “Mariel.”

I look at her.

All at once, the square is too full. Too many faces. Too much light. Too many hands waiting for me to become useful. The title hangs over me like wet cloth.

Starship Bride.

If I refuse, Brinewick bleeds.

If I agree, I am taken.

If I stand here too long, my mother’s old secret becomes a blade pointed at my family.

My fingers open and close around the lighthouse striker hidden in my palm.

For when everything else is dark.

I step toward the parchment.

Maeve makes a broken sound.

My father says, “No.”

My mother covers her face.

The official’s smile blooms.

Damon does not move.

I lift my chin. My voice comes out steadier than my hands. “I will hear the full terms.”

The official pauses.

That is not what he expected. He expected surrender. Or tears. Maybe both.

I point at the parchment. “All of them. Out loud.”

A murmur crosses the crowd.

The official says, “The full terms are lengthy.”

“Then begin.”

His eyes harden.

Damon says, “A reasonable request.”

The official glances at him.

“Unless,” Damon adds, “there is a clause you prefer unspoken.”

The platform lights hum.

The official lowers his gaze to the parchment.

He reads.

The words are polished and poisonous. My name. My father’s name. My mother’s. Brinewick’s tithe accounts. The sacred honor of ascent. The bride’s transfer into royal custody. The town’s obligation to offer celebration without unrest. The suspension of correspondence until after formal union. The relinquishing of ground claims. The Star Court’s right to instruct, dress, prepare, examine, and sanctify the bride as required by ancient covenant.

Examine.

Prepare.

Sanctify.

Each word wears white gloves.

By the time he finishes, the crowd is quieter than I have ever heard it. Even the sea below the tide steps seems to hold itself back.

“Do you accept the honor bestowed?” the official asks.

My mouth is dry.

Maeve shakes her head at me. Her lips form no again and again.

My father looks as if something has been cut out of him.

My mother grips her shawl with both hands.

I look at Damon.

Publicly, he appears bored.

But his right hand, the gloved one, curls once. Just once. As if the glove hurts.

I remember his whisper.

Run.

I remember his warning.

Not toward the lights.

I do not know him. I do not trust him. I do not trust anyone wearing sky metal and a royal crest. But the official wants me calm. The court wants me grateful. The town wants me holy enough that they do not have to look at the cost too closely.

I can refuse and watch Brinewick punished.

Or I can step inside the cage with my eyes open.

Maybe those are not the only choices.

Maybe they are only the choices visible from this platform.

“I accept the covenant terms as spoken,” I say.

Maeve turns away.

The official exhales, pleased. “Then kneel.”

“No.”

The word comes before sense.

His brows lift.

Heat climbs my neck, but I keep my back straight. “I agreed to go. I did not agree to kneel.”

A dangerous silence opens.

Then Damon says, “She is correct.”

The official stares at him.

Damon continues, “The covenant requires spoken acceptance. Kneeling is ceremonial.”

“The ceremony matters.”

“Then consider her rustic.”

A faint laugh bursts from someone in the crowd and is strangled at once.

The official’s eyes turn bright with dislike. “Very well.”

He raises the astrolabe.

The rings unfold.

Light spills over me, cooler than moonlit water. It wraps my wrists, my throat, my lantern, the hem of my skirt. I fight not to step back.

“Mariel Ashborne of Brinewick,” the official intones. “Recognized beneath the last morning. Chosen by star, witnessed by ground, received by sky. Until sacred union, you are under the protection and instruction of Vespar, the royal house of Whitlock, and the High Astronomer.”

The light tightens.

The reflected stars are not here, but I feel something shift above my head. A pattern I cannot see but can taste, like metal on my tongue. A path opens. No, not opens. Is forced.

My lantern flame bends toward Vespar.

The crowd bows.

This time, even my father.

Not because he wants to.

Because guards stand close enough to count his breaths.

The astrolabe snaps shut.

The light releases me.

I sway.

Damon’s hand comes up as if to catch me. He stops before touching my arm.

Good.

No, not good.

I hate the small space his hand leaves behind.

The official rolls the parchment. “The bride may take farewell of immediate family. Briefly.”

Maeve pushes through before anyone can tell her she is not immediate.

“I am immediate,” she snaps at the guard who tries.

“You are not blood,” he says.

“She owes me money.”

He blinks.

Damon says, “Debts create powerful bonds.”

The guard looks deeply unhappy but steps aside.

Maeve reaches me and grabs both my hands. The lantern knocks between us.

“You absolute idiot,” she says.

“I made them read the terms.”

“Oh, excellent. That will keep you warm in your sky prison.”

“I’m trying not to cry. You are not helping.”

“Good. Crying wastes water.”

Her face crumples.

Mine does too.

She pulls something from her coat pocket. The spool from the lighthouse gallery. The thread glows dull orange-pink against her palm, dyed with madder root, saffron scraps, and crushed festival pigment. Dawn-color, though neither of us has seen dawn.

“I was going to tie it before the lanterns,” she says, voice rough. “For the festival. Then everything went to rot.”

“Maeve—”

“Hold still.”

She takes my left wrist.

The thread is warm from her pocket. Her fingers shake as she wraps it once, twice, three times. Not tight. Never tight. Brinewick brides wear dawn-thread at their weddings. Children wear it for naming. The dead sometimes have it tied around a finger before their lantern is set afloat, so they do not drift alone into the east.

I am none of those things.

Or too many.

Maeve ties the knot with ugly, determined loops.

“There,” she says. “Ground claim.”

The words almost undo me.

The official begins, “Unauthorized tokens—”

Damon cuts in. “Are permitted if nonmetallic and noninscribed.”

The official’s mouth closes.

Maeve glares at him anyway. “I don’t need permission from the sky to tie a string.”

Damon looks at the thread. “Clearly.”

She steps closer to me and lowers her voice. “Listen to me. If there is a door, open it. If there is a window, break it. If a prince says something charming, assume he practiced.”

“I am standing right here,” Damon says.

“I know.”

I press my lips together, but a laugh slips out with a sob tangled in it.

Maeve squeezes my wrist above the thread. “Come back.”

I cannot promise.

She sees it.

Her face hardens to keep from breaking further. “Then be difficult until you can.”

“That I can do.”

“You were born for it.”

She pulls me into a hug.

For a moment, there is no platform, no court, no prince. Only Maeve’s hair in my mouth, the smell of lamp smoke on her coat, her hands fisted in the back of my shawl.

Then she lets go because the official is watching too closely.

My father comes next.

He does not hug me at first. He takes my face between his hands and looks at me the way he looks at the lamp lens after a storm, searching for cracks.

“I should fight them,” he says.

“You would lose.”

“I know.”

“I would still be angry with you for trying.”

“I know that too.”

His thumbs press once against my cheeks. “You watch the stars only when no one watches you.”

“I don’t understand half of what I see.”

“Then don’t let them teach you too quickly.”

That frightens me more than the covenant.

“What do they want with it?”

He glances toward the official. “Power likes any candle it did not have to light.”

“Da.”

His face twists. Then he pulls me into his arms, hard enough to hurt. I hold on with my free hand, lantern crushed between us, lighthouse striker digging into my palm.

“I can fix lamps,” he says against my hair. “Not this.”

“You taught me to fix things.”

“This is not a lamp.”

“Most things are not until you take them apart.”

His breath catches. He pulls
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