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PROLOGUE
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THE CROWN OF BLOOD AND ASH

The throne room had not burned cleanly. Ash clung to the pillars in gray veins, crawling over the black marble like a sickness. The banners of House Vaelor hung in strips from the ceiling, their golden lions swallowed by soot and shadow. Somewhere beneath the rubble, embers still breathed.

At the center of it all, on the steps of the broken throne, lay the crown. It was smaller than Elara expected: not grand, not beautiful, not the glorious thing poets had promised in their songs. Iron, dark as dried blood, twisted into cruel points. Rubies sat between the thorns, dull and deep, as though cut from beating hearts. Ash dusted its edges. Blood stained its inner rim.

Her brother's blood. Lucan had worn the crown for less than a day before the rebellion dragged him from the throne and opened his throat before the court. Now the court was gone, the rebels were scattered, the king was dead, and only the crown remained.

Captain Ren moved quietly behind her, sword still drawn. "My lady," he said, voice low. "We cannot stay." Elara did not answer. All her life, men had killed for that crown. Her father had lied for it. Her mother had died fearing it. Lucan had inherited it and been destroyed by it. Now it waited for her as if it had been patient all along.

"Elara," Ren said, softer this time.

She turned slightly. "You forget yourself, Captain."

"No. I remember who you were before everyone else started calling you things."

A princess. A fugitive. A traitor's sister. The last daughter of a house that deserved to fall. Elara looked back at the crown. From the shattered windows came the sound of the city below: distant screams, bells, and the hungry roar of fire. Dawn stained the horizon red, but there was no warmth in it. Only judgment.

"They will come for me next," she said.

"Yes."

"And if I run?"

"They will hunt you."

"If I surrender?"

"They will hang you."

A silence passed between them. Then Elara laughed once, cold and empty. "So those are my choices."

Ren stepped closer. "There is another."

She knew what he meant before he said it. She felt it waiting in the room, ancient and patient, as though the crown itself had been listening. Take me. Bleed for me. Burn for me. Rule.

Elara climbed the final steps. Ren caught her wrist. "Once you put it on, there is no walking away."

She looked at his hand around hers. Scarred knuckles. Steady fingers. The hand that had pulled her from the courtyard when arrows fell like rain. The hand that had closed her brother's eyes. "Then don't let me become like them," she whispered.

His face changed. For a moment the soldier vanished, and only the man remained. "I may not be strong enough to stop you."

Elara smiled sadly. "Then be strong enough to kill me."

She pulled free. The crown was cold when she lifted it, too cold for iron and too heavy for its size. The moment her fingers closed around it, the rubies woke with a faint red glow. The throne room trembled. Ash rose from the floor in slow spirals.

Ren stepped back. "Elara..."

But she was no longer listening. A thousand voices filled her skull: kings, queens, tyrants, children crowned before they understood death. All of them whispering at once. Blood remembers. Ash preserves. The crown endures.

Elara set it upon her head. Pain struck like lightning. She did not scream. Outside, every bell in the city stopped ringing. The fire bent toward the palace. And when Elara opened her eyes, they were no longer blue. They were red.
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THE CITY THAT WOULD NOT KNEEL

The city did not cheer when its queen was crowned. It watched. From broken windows and smoke-blackened balconies, from alleys where children hid behind overturned carts, from rooftops where rebels still held stolen bows, Vaeloria watched the palace doors open. Elara stepped into the dawn with ash on her gown and a crown of blood-dark iron upon her head.

The fire behind her bowed. Not metaphorically, not in the way frightened people later claimed when they tried to make sense of what they had seen. The flames bent away from the throne room as though something greater than heat had commanded them to kneel. Sparks lifted around Elara's shoulders like dying stars.

Captain Ren walked at her right side, his sword drawn. At her left marched no army. There was no army left. House Vaelor's soldiers had either died defending the palace or thrown down their weapons when the rebels breached the gates. The nobles had fled through hidden tunnels. The servants had vanished. Only Elara remained. Elara, and the crown.

Below the palace steps, hundreds of rebels gathered in the ruined square. Some held swords. Others carried farming scythes, kitchen knives, iron pokers, anything sharp enough to kill a king. And they had killed one. Lucan's body still hung from the statue of the first Vaelor king. Across the base, painted in blood, were the words: NO MORE KINGS.

Elara descended the steps. The nearest rebel, a young man with soot on his cheeks and a trembling blade, raised his weapon. "Stop there!" he shouted. Elara stopped, and the square fell silent. "What is your name?" she asked. He swallowed. "Tomas."

"Tomas," Elara repeated. "You helped storm my palace?"

"I helped free my city."

"You helped murder my brother."

"He was king."

"For less than a day."

"He wore the crown."

The rubies in Elara's crown glowed. The crowd stiffened. The crown whispered in her mind: They killed your blood. Make them kneel. Elara almost obeyed. Then she looked beyond the weapons and saw not rebels but mothers, butchers, bakers, priests, orphans, the poor who had starved while her father filled the palace cellars with wine.

"I did not come to beg for mercy," Elara said, her voice carrying across the square. "Nor did I come to offer forgiveness. My father was a cruel king. My grandfather before him was worse. House Vaelor took more than it gave. It ruled with fear and called it order. It spilled blood and called it justice."

Murmurs moved through the crowd. The crown resisted, its cold teeth digging deeper into her mind. Do not confess. Command. But Elara continued. "The men who led you into this palace did not do it for freedom. They did it for the throne. Where is Lord Kael? Where is General Morvane? Where is Priest Hadrien? They sent you through the gates first. They let you die in the courtyard. Then they fled through the western tunnels before dawn."

A rider burst into the square on a foam-mouthed horse. "North road!" he shouted. "An army on the north road! Black banners. Silver wolf."

Ren's face changed. "Duke Soren."

The name moved through the crowd like a blade. Duke Alric Soren of the northern provinces, her father's oldest rival, had waited years for House Vaelor to weaken. Now the palace had burned, the king was dead, and the gates were broken.

Elara turned to the crowd. "You wanted no more kings," she said. No one spoke. "Good." She touched the iron crown. "Then kneel to a queen."

Tomas lifted his sword again, but it shook for a different reason. "You expect us to follow you?"

"No," Elara said. "I expect you to survive." The bells began ringing: three, three, three. Enemy at the walls. Elara pointed to the north streets. "Barricades. Wagons, doors, market stalls, anything that slows cavalry. Now."

This time, they obeyed.
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THE WOLF AT THE GATE

The first thing Elara learned as queen was that fear moved faster than fire. By the time she reached the north wall, half the city knew Duke Soren had come. People fled through alleys with bundles clutched to their chests. Men who had shouted for freedom an hour before now searched desperately for someone to command them.

A city without a ruler was brave only as long as no army stood outside its gates. Elara climbed the northern battlements, the crown heavy on her head. Below, Vaeloria's outer gate hung crooked on its hinges. The rebels had broken it open during the night, too eager to storm the palace to think of what might come after. Now what came after stood beyond the walls.

Thousands of soldiers stretched across the northern road. Black banners snapped in the morning wind. A silver wolf bared its teeth upon every flag. Duke Alric Soren had not come quietly. Infantry in dark mail, archers with pale-feathered arrows, cavalry mounted on heavy warhorses, and siege carts rolling slowly through ash-covered road.

"We cannot hold this gate," Elara said.

Ren stood beside her. "No."

"How long?"

"If they attack now? Less than an hour."

A rider separated from Soren's line, carrying a white banner. Ren advised against letting him in. Elara overruled him. The messenger rode into the killing ground between the outer wall and the inner barricade. Rebels and palace guards aimed bows with hands that still did not trust one another.

The messenger bowed
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