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  CHAPTER 1: THE NAME BENEATH THE MASK


The Last Veyrian Road 
Lyra Vale had been taught that the Wicked Court devoured fools first. No one told her its hunger would look like a dance, a candle, and a prince who already knew her name.
The carriage wheels struck the last stones of the Veyrian road just as the sun began to sink behind the black pines. Beyond the border markers, the land lost its discipline. Veyr ended in white pillars, ward lamps, polished iron gates, and patrol stations swept clean enough to shame a chapel. The road ahead bent into mist and dark trees that leaned too close together, gathered thickly around the border as though the forest had been waiting for her.
Captain Sorell sat across from Lyra with his gloved hands folded over the silver head of his cane. He had not needed the cane when Lyra first entered the Intelligence House at thirteen. Back then he had moved with the economy of a man who never wasted a gesture, quiet and exact, with eyes that measured weakness before any instructor named it. Now gray threaded his dark hair at the temples, and a faint drag haunted his left leg in cold weather, but nothing about him had softened.
“You will not improvise unless the mission requires it,” he said.
Lyra looked down at the small black case open on her lap. Her tools rested in their fitted grooves, each one no larger than a lady’s vanity piece and each one more useful than a prayer. The cipher lens sat inside a brass rim thin enough to pass for a lorgnette. The coded perfume vial shone pale pink beneath the carriage lamp. Three slender knives lay beneath a false layer of silk. The boot-heel mirror shard had already been hidden in her left shoe. The memory-thread cuff clasped her wrist beneath her glove, its silver embroidery dull until touched by spoken code.
“I know the mission parameters,” she said.
Sorell’s eyes remained on her face. “Knowing is not the same as obeying.”
The old correction should have landed cleanly. Lyra had heard it enough times that the words had worn a groove inside her. Instead, something tightened behind her ribs. Perhaps it was the border mist slipping between the trees. Perhaps it was the fact that the carriage lamps had begun to burn blue, though no one had touched them. Perhaps it was only the quiet knowledge that once the carriage turned back, no one in Veyr would admit she had been sent at all.
“I will enter as Lady Mirelle Vaust of Merrowen,” she said. “Minor pleasure envoy. Neutral enough to be overlooked. Decorative enough to be underestimated. I will locate the treaty document, identify the true copy, duplicate or remove it, and return before the seventh diplomatic convocation.”
Sorell nodded once. “And if Prince Dacien approaches you?”
“Then I become boring.”
“That will not be enough.”
“Then I become valuable to someone else before he decides how valuable I am to him.”
For the first time since they left the capital, Sorell smiled. It was not warmth. It was approval, which Lyra had once mistaken for warmth often enough to know the difference now. Still, her body answered before pride could stop it. Her shoulders eased a fraction. She hated that he could still do that with one small shift of his mouth.
“The Wicked Court is famous for beauty because beauty lowers the knife arm,” he said. “It is famous for pleasure because pleasure loosens discipline. It is famous for bargains because fools enjoy feeling chosen while they are being priced.”
“Then I will not feel chosen.”
“You are going there because you were chosen.”
Lyra fastened the black case beneath the seat with a hidden latch. “By Veyr.”
“By necessity.” He tapped the cane once against the carriage floor. “Our wards are under strain. The council has not shared the full reports with the public, and you will not discuss that beyond this carriage. Border districts have seen failures. Small ones, contained ones, but failures all the same. If the Wicked Court gains advantage in the treaty, Veyr’s enemies will smell weakness before winter.”
It was more than he had told her in the briefing chamber. Lyra kept her face still, though a dozen questions woke at once. Veyr’s wards had stood for generations, white towers burning against the hungry things that wandered beyond the borderlands. Children learned their shapes before letters. Soldiers swore by them. Every map placed them in gold.
“How strained?” she asked.
Sorell’s expression closed. “Enough that failure is not an option.”
That was not an answer. It was a door shut in her face. Lyra had been trained not to bruise herself against locked doors unless the hinges looked weak, and Sorell had no visible hinges.
The carriage slowed.
Outside, the final Veyrian checkpoint rose in the road, two white pillars joined by a lintel carved with the royal oath. Peace through vigilance. A pair of wardens stood beneath it with their faces veiled in silver gauze. Behind them, Veyrian soldiers waited in disciplined silence.
Beyond the checkpoint, mist swallowed the road.
Sorell leaned forward. “One more thing.”
Lyra met his gaze.
“Do not let them make you curious.”
The warning should have been absurd. Curiosity was the first tool of espionage. Curiosity opened desks, mouths, bedchambers, cipher locks, and diplomatic seals. But Sorell’s voice had gone quiet in a way that reminded her of the Intelligence House infirmary after a mission went wrong.
“The Wicked Court will not only tempt your body,” he said. “It will tempt your judgment. It will ask you to see monsters as wounded people, predators as lonely princes, traps as choices. That is how it survives. It teaches its victims to defend it.”
Lyra drew on her gloves, one finger at a time. “Then I will remember what sent me.”
“Good.” He reached into his coat and withdrew a folded invitation sealed in violet wax. “Lady Mirelle Vaust may enter under pleasure neutrality. The court respects old forms when it profits from them.”
She took the invitation. The wax felt too warm for paper kept inside a winter coat.
Sorell watched her tuck it into her sleeve. “When you return, bring me the treaty.”
Not bring the treaty to Veyr. Not bring the treaty to the council. Bring me the treaty.
Lyra noticed the wording, filed it away, and opened the carriage door.
Cold mist rolled in at once. It smelled of wet leaves, iron, and flowers left too long in a closed room. The soldiers outside did not look at her directly. By morning, none of them would admit they had seen a Veyrian spy cross into the Wicked Court dressed as an envoy with pearls at her throat and knives against her skin.
Lyra stepped down onto the road.
Sorell’s voice followed her from the carriage. “Lady Mirelle.”
She turned.
His face was half shadowed by the carriage lamp. For a moment, he looked almost like the man who had poured tea for her after her first successful mission, who had told her she had done well when she was young enough to live on those words for weeks.
“Come home clean,” he said.
Lyra inclined her head because Lady Mirelle would have done it prettily, and because Lyra Vale did not know what clean meant anymore.
The carriage turned back toward Veyr. The checkpoint opened. The mist ahead moved slowly across the road. Lyra walked into it with her heart under careful command, which worried her more than fear would have. She had been trained to control fear, not to bury it so deeply that she could no longer feel the edge of the blade.
The court would test her. She needed to feel the edge.
The Mirror Gate
The Wicked Court did not appear all at once. It revealed itself in pieces, each one more impossible than the last.
First came the silver lake, flat and bright beneath the darkening sky. Mist clung to its surface, but the water reflected stars that had not yet risen. Then the bridges emerged, black marble arches thin as harp strings and wide enough for six carriages abreast. Beyond them, towers climbed out of the lake and the surrounding cliffs, their windows lit with gold, red, blue, and violet flame. Balconies curved like open hands. High walls glimmered with veins of silver. The palace was not a palace in the Veyrian sense. It was a city dressed for seduction and siege.
Lyra’s new carriage, sent from the court side of the border, carried her across the longest bridge. Its driver had no face beneath his hood, only a smooth mask of polished horn, but he handled the reins with graceful competence. The horses were black until they passed over moonlit water. Then their manes flashed white as bone.
Lyra sat very still and counted exits.
Three visible bridge routes. Two water stairs. Six guard balconies. Four lantern posts that were probably witness devices. A gate ahead built from mirror glass, its surface reflecting every guest who approached and none of the guards who stood beside it.
The Mirror Gate rose from the center of the bridge, tall enough to swallow a cathedral door. Its frame was black iron worked into roses, thorns, open eyes, and small grasping hands. Guests waited before it in a slow, glittering line. Some wore masks. Some wore crowns of flowers. Some wore gowns that moved like smoke. One man had antlers branching from his temples, hung with tiny bells that made no sound.
No one seemed afraid. That was the first useful lie.
A court usher opened Lyra’s carriage door. He bowed low, his face hidden behind a mask of white enamel.
“Your invitation, my lady.”
Lyra gave him the violet-sealed paper. He did not break the wax. The invitation opened itself across his palm, and the ink rose in a thin black thread.
“Lady Mirelle Vaust of Merrowen,” he read.
“Yes,” Lyra said.
The usher offered the invitation back. “The gate will ask what all gates ask. Give it what you wish to be called.”
Not who you are. What you wish to be called.
Lyra took the invitation and stepped toward the mirror.
The guests ahead of her passed one by one. A woman in a gown of green feathers touched the glass and said, “Duchess Ivrine.” The mirror showed her as an old woman with a child’s eyes before the gate opened. A young man whispered a name Lyra did not catch. The mirror fogged, cleared, and let him through. Another guest laughed too loudly, gave three names, and was turned aside by guards who did not touch him until he agreed to leave.
Then Lyra stood before the glass.
Her reflection looked perfect. Lady Mirelle Vaust had dark hair pinned beneath a net of pearls, a soft mouth painted berry red, a pale gold gown cut to flatter without inviting easy insult, and eyes lined with kohl to hide how much they measured. No Veyrian oath band marked her hand. No mission blade showed. No fear moved in her throat.
The mirror surface rippled.
“Name,” it said.
The voice was not loud. It entered her ear as if someone had leaned close.
“Lady Mirelle Vaust of Merrowen,” Lyra answered.
The public surface of the mirror cleared. Her reflection inclined its head a breath after she did.
Somewhere above, unseen from the bridge, a deeper layer of glass fogged black.
Lyra felt it.
Cold pressed beneath her ribs. Not pain. Recognition. It slid through her false invitation, under the perfume on her skin, beneath the name she had spoken, and touched something she had not offered.
For one heartbeat, her reflection changed.
Her own mouth moved without her permission, shaping the name she had sworn to bury.
Lyra Vale.
The cold beneath her ribs spread to her throat. She had been trained to keep control through poison, pain, drowning drills, and burial-dark rooms where instructors waited to see who would scream first. Those had been tests of endurance. This was worse. Her reflection had moved, and she had not commanded it. The first true fear she felt in the Wicked Court was not fear of discovery. It was fear of being read so completely that even her flesh could become a document in someone else’s hands.
The glass cleared.
The gate opened.
Lyra stepped through because stopping would have been confession.
Behind the gate, music rose from the receiving hall in a lush, dark wave. Violins, low drums, crystal chimes, a woman’s voice singing in a language Lyra did not know and understood anyway. Welcome, the song seemed to say. Enter wanting. Leave priced.
Lyra did not look back at the mirror.
Above the gate, on a balcony hidden behind black lattice, Prince Dacien Astergrave watched the last ripple fade from the royal witness layer. The protected name remained in the glass a moment longer than it should have, silver letters beneath the accepted lie.
Lyra Vale.
Dacien did not smile. He touched two fingers to the registry rail, and the name vanished from sight.
Below him, the spy from Veyr entered his court.
The Court of Perfumed Knives
The first thing Lyra noticed was that the Wicked Court had no corners without witnesses.
Mirrors hung in frames of bone and gold. Polished black floors reflected ankles, hems, and passing shadows too clearly. Wineglasses caught faces in their curves. Even the eyes painted on the ceiling seemed attentive, their lashes made from thin strokes of silver leaf. If she reached for a lock, someone would see. If she whispered the wrong name, something would hear. If she bled, she suspected the floor would remember the shape of it.
The receiving hall opened beneath a vaulted roof draped in dark silk. Hundreds of candles burned in floating clusters, their flames scented with orange peel, clove, and smoke. Nobles moved through the hall in masks shaped like beasts, flowers, saints, and beautiful diseases. Servants in black and silver carried trays of wine, sugared fruit, folded notes, and little glass cups of something that steamed red.
Lyra accepted nothing.
She moved like a woman trained to appear slightly less graceful than she was. Lady Mirelle admired the ceiling. Lyra counted balconies. Lady Mirelle smiled at a masked lord with pearls sewn into his beard. Lyra noted the dagger under his left sleeve, the poison ring on his right hand, the fact that two women in rose-colored masks avoided his path with practiced ease.
No one touched her.
That unsettled her more than a wandering hand would have. In Veyr’s briefings, the Wicked Court had been described as a place of appetite without law, where pleasure served as bait and refusal served as seasoning. Yet here, a man offered his arm and waited until the woman beside him placed her fingers on his sleeve. A lady asked a servant whether he wished to hear a compliment, and when he said no, she laughed and complimented his tray instead. A masked youth bowed over a dancer’s hand but stopped before his mouth touched her glove, waiting for a nod.
The court did not lack desire. Lyra could feel it everywhere, in the warm air, in the music, in the slow glances that weighed silk and skin and secrets. But desire here had grammar. Appetite wore gloves. Predation understood paperwork.
That did not make it safer.
A servant approached her with a tray of wine. He was young, perhaps seventeen, with warm brown skin and a thin scar at his jaw.
“My lady,” he said. “Red wine for courage, white for forgetfulness, black for honesty, or water for those who distrust poetry.”
Lyra looked at the four glasses. The water was the only one that did not glow.
“Water,” she said.
His mouth twitched. “A popular vintage among new guests.”
“What is the price?”
“For water?” He tilted his head. “None, unless you ask it to become something else.”
“Does water often do that here?”
“When insulted.”
Lyra almost smiled. She stopped herself in time, but the servant saw the attempt and carefully pretended not to. He gave her the glass without brushing her fingers.
“What is your name?” she asked.
His expression sharpened with caution. Names were never idle here. She had known that from the gate, but the boy’s reaction confirmed it.
“Nivra,” he said after a moment. “For tonight.”
“For tonight?”
“It is unwise to give all of oneself to a stranger before the first dance.”
“Then I am Lady Mirelle. For tonight.”
Nivra bowed as if she had answered properly and withdrew.
Lyra lifted the water to her lips. It tasted cold, clean, and faintly of rain on stone. She swallowed once, then set the glass on a passing tray. Drinking too much of anything in enemy territory was vanity, and vanity left fingerprints.
A ripple moved through the hall.
It began near the far doors and spread without announcement. Voices lowered. Masks turned. The musicians did not stop playing, but their tempo changed, becoming more exact, as if the song had straightened its spine.
A man entered without a mask.
He wore black court silk cut close to a tall, lean body, with a high collar embroidered in silver thorns. His hair was dark, worn loose to his shoulders, and his face was too composed to be called handsome safely. Handsome invited admiration. This face invited calculation. His mouth looked made for secrets and verdicts. His eyes, gray as rain over iron, moved across the hall and left small silences wherever they passed.
Lyra knew him before any herald spoke.
Prince Dacien Astergrave. Royal negotiator. Architect of the Thornfall Accord. The man who had ended three border disputes by making Veyrian diplomats sign terms they later claimed they had never meant to accept. The man Sorell had called a silk noose with a pulse.
Dacien crossed the hall with no visible guards. That was either arrogance or proof that everyone here understood who would bleed first if a knife came out.
His gaze found her.
Not wandered. Found.
Lyra let Lady Mirelle’s smile form slowly, with just enough curiosity to flatter and just enough restraint to avoid looking bought.
Dacien stopped before her and bowed.
“Lady Mirelle Vaust,” he said. “The court is improved by your arrival.”
His voice was lower than she expected, calm enough to be mistaken for gentleness by someone eager to die.
“Your Highness,” she said, dipping into a curtsy measured to her false station. “The court has been generous enough to let me enter.”
“The court is rarely generous. It is often curious.” He extended one hand. “Will you dance?”
Refusing the prince before the room would draw attention. Accepting would place her within reach of the most dangerous man in the court. Lyra had survived worse choices, but few had worn such beautiful gloves.
She placed her fingers on his hand. “If I step wrong, I trust the court will forgive a foreigner.”
“The court forgives very little,” Dacien said. “But it does enjoy watching people recover.”
Prince Dacien
Dacien led her into the dance as if he had known her body’s rhythm before touching her hand.
Lyra disliked him for that immediately.
The dance was not Veyrian. Its steps shifted with the music, circling, retreating, drawing close, then turning away at the last possible moment. Partners changed distance without changing grip. Too much pressure meant demand. Too little meant insult. Dacien guided without forcing, giving her just enough information through his hand at her back, his fingers at hers, the angle of his shoulders.
That was the worst part. He was not controlling her. He was offering a path and letting her choose to follow it. That was how negotiations worked when the negotiator knew the other party would eventually decide that yes was the easiest way to keep moving.
“You learn quickly,” he said.
“I was warned the court punishes clumsiness.”
“It punishes presumption more often.”
“Then I shall try not to presume.”
“You already have.”
Lyra kept her smile in place. “How unfortunate. I had hoped to last an hour.”
“You entered through the Mirror Gate with a Merrowen invitation written by someone who has never seen Merrowen paper. Your accent is good, but you soften the northern vowels too carefully. You wear pleasure pearls in the old style, which would be charming if Lady Mirelle Vaust’s supposed aunt had not made the newer style fashionable last summer. Your left hand expects a weapon when men move too quickly. Your right hand expects a signal ring you are not wearing.”
Lyra let her lashes lower, as though embarrassed. The turn of the dance brought her closer to him. His scent was black tea, cold rain, and something faintly floral that did not soften him.
“You study your guests closely,” she said.
“I study lies closely. Guests are where lies tend to gather.”
“And what lie have I told you?”
He guided her through a turn beneath floating candles. For a moment, their reflections moved across the black floor, her gold gown and his dark silk twisting together like a warning.
“You told the gate you were Lady Mirelle.”
The air between them tightened.
Lyra did not miss a step. Surprise was an indulgence she had trained out of her muscles. She kept her face still and let Lady Mirelle smile.
“Is that not who I am?” she asked.
“No.”
The music shifted. His hand at her back remained steady.
“Who am I, then?”
Dacien leaned close enough that his mouth nearly brushed the shell of her ear. He did not touch her beyond the dance. He did not need to.
“Lyra Vale.”
Her pulse changed.
Only once. Only for a fraction. But the court heard it. The violins sharpened, a thin silver sound sliding beneath the melody. Dacien’s eyes moved to her throat and then back to her face.
Lyra smiled as if he had complimented her. “That is a dangerous name to give a stranger.”
“It was yours before it was dangerous.”
“Many things are.”
His mouth curved, not quite a smile. “You came better trained than the last three.”
“The last three what?”
“People who thought entering my court under a false name made them interesting.”
The dance carried them past a woman in a red lace mask whose gaze followed Lyra with open amusement. Nearby, a young lord in a silver fox mask watched Dacien with resentment sharp enough to cut fruit.
Lyra registered both and returned her focus to the prince.
“If you intend to expose me,” she said, “you are taking your time.”
“I dislike waste.”
“Of time?”
“Of necessary enemies.”
That was the first honest thing he had said, and it chilled her more than any threat.
The dance ended with their hands lifted between them, palms almost touching, not quite. Around them, couples bowed, laughed, whispered, and drifted away. Dacien did not release her immediately. He waited until Lyra drew back first.
It was a small thing.
It mattered because he knew it mattered.
“Walk with me,” he said.
“Is that an invitation or a command?”
His eyes warmed with something like approval. “In this court, you should always ask that.”
“Then answer.”
“An invitation.”
“And if I refuse?”
“Then I will ask someone else to bore me.”
Lyra should have refused. A spy did not follow the enemy prince to a private balcony because he asked in a pleasant voice. A spy did not allow herself to be separated from crowds, witnesses, and exits. But Dacien knew her name, and that meant the mission had already changed shape. She needed to know how much he knew, who else knew it, and why she was still breathing.
She inclined her head. “Then I accept.”
The Bargain at the Silver Lake
The balcony overlooked the lake that surrounded the court. From above, the water looked less like water than liquid mirror, bright with reflected stars and the black silhouettes of towers. Music drifted through the open doors behind them, softened by distance. The air outside was colder, edged with the mineral smell of deep stone.
Lyra stepped to the balustrade but did not put her back to Dacien. He noticed. Of course he noticed.
“Will you call guards?” she asked.
“No.”
“Will you call witnesses?”
He looked toward the lake. “One is already listening.”
Lyra followed his gaze. The lake surface had gone still. Not naturally still. Attentive still.
“You know my name,” she said. “Do you know why I am here?”
“I know why Veyr sends pretty knives into rooms it cannot enter openly.”
“Then you know I am not here to harm the court.”
“Every empire says that before it brings parchment.”
“Veyr is not an empire.”
“No. Empires usually admit wanting more territory.”
The answer was too calm to be dismissed as insult. Lyra kept her gaze on him.
“If you know what I am, why let me remain?”
“Because exposing you would be simple.” He rested one hand on the black stone railing. “Simple solutions are usually expensive later.”
“You prefer complicated ones.”
“I prefer clean ones.”
“Clean as a white tower?” she asked.
His gaze sharpened slightly at the Veyrian idiom. “Cleaner than that, if possible.”
Lyra almost regretted giving him the phrase. Almost.
“What do you want?” she asked.
“At last,” he said. “A Veyrian who asks the correct question before drawing a blade.”
“You have not seen all my blades.”
“I have seen enough to know where you hide the others.”
The words were quiet. They should have sounded like flirtation. They did not. They sounded like inventory.
Dacien turned fully toward her. “Here are your choices. I may expose you now. The court will enjoy the scandal. House Thornvein will demand blood. House Silkspire will auction rumors before dawn. Your kingdom will deny you by breakfast. The treaty negotiations will sour publicly, and Veyr will send another spy, likely one with less skill and less conscience.”
Lyra’s fingers tightened once against her skirt. Less conscience. He had no right to know that.
“Or?” she asked.
“Or we make a bargain.”
The lake below them brightened.
Lyra felt the old Veyrian training rise inside her, crisp and immediate. Never bargain in the Wicked Court. Never offer blood. Never offer memory. Never accept terms not written twice and witnessed by neutral law. Never mistake a beautiful voice for a safe one.
Dacien watched all of that move behind her eyes.
“I am listening,” she said.
“You will remain in my court for seven nights,” he said. “If you survive those seven nights without being lawfully caught as a Veyrian spy before a valid court witness, I will give you the treaty document willingly.”
Her pulse wanted to move again. She held it steady this time. “Willingly?”
“By my hand. Before witness.”
“And if I refuse?”
“I expose you before you reach the ballroom doors.”
Honest. Brutal. Functional.
“And if I fail?” she asked.
“If you are lawfully caught before the seventh bell, your fate becomes mine to decide before the court.”
“There it is.”
“I will not claim your body,” he said.
The directness struck harder than insinuation would have. Lyra’s chin lifted.
“I will not bind your will,” he continued. “I will not confine you without witness.”
“Mine to decide,” Lyra repeated. “That phrase has housed horrors.”
“It has,” he agreed. “That is why I am naming its limits now.”
“Name them more clearly.”
He did not appear offended. If anything, the demand seemed to interest him. “If the clause activates, I may claim your testimony. I may claim your silence for a stated period if speaking would endanger lawful proceedings. I may place you in legal custody as a protected witness before the court. I may decide where you are held, how you are questioned, and to whom you are presented. I may not claim your body. I may not bind your will. I may not confine you in secret. I may not strip you of the right to refuse my commands.”
The lake shivered beneath the words, silver ripples crossing its surface.
Lyra studied him. His face gave her nothing soft to use. No apology. No pleading. No false gentleness. Yet the terms were cleaner than they could have been, and that made them more dangerous. A crude threat could be hated. A precise one had to be understood.
“What prevents you from twisting protected custody into a prettier prison?” she asked.
“The same thing that prevents you from accepting and running the moment my back turns. Want. Price. Witness.” He nodded toward the lake. “The old law listens. If I break the boundary I have named, the bargain rots. I will be the one judged.”
“And what happens to you if it rots?”
“The court records the violation. The witness marks me false. My standing as negotiator breaks. Every bargain I have witnessed becomes challengeable.”
“That sounds inconvenient.”
“It would ruin me.”
She almost believed him. That was the danger.
“And what is your price?” she asked.
“My patience,” he said. “My reputation. The risk of letting a trained Veyrian spy walk through my court while every house watches for weakness.”
“That is not all.”
“No,” Dacien said. “It is not.”
Lyra waited. He did not continue.
The restraint angered her because it worked. He was hiding something large enough to cast its own shadow. She could feel its shape without seeing it.
“If I survive,” she said, “you give me the treaty.”
“Yes.”
“The true document.”
His gaze sharpened.
Lyra smiled faintly. “You did not think I would forget to ask.”
“No,” he said. “I hoped you would not.”
A strange answer.
Behind them, laughter spilled briefly from the ballroom and vanished when the doors sighed shut. The cold air touched the sweat beneath Lyra’s gloves. She thought of Sorell’s last command. Bring me the treaty. She thought of the wards, strained enough that he had allowed the word failure to enter the carriage. She thought of Dacien saying necessary enemies, and of the mirror gate pressing her true name beneath her ribs.
If she refused, she failed tonight.
If she accepted, she entered a game designed by the most feared negotiator in the Wicked Court.
The mission required the treaty. Veyr required the mission. Lyra Vale had been built to do what was required.
“What witness seals this?” she asked.
The lake below them brightened until its surface reflected not the balcony but the two of them standing beneath a sky full of black stars.
Dacien extended his hand. He did not reach for her.
“The lake,” he said. “My word. Yours.”
Lyra looked at his hand. Long fingers. Black cuff. No rings except one silver band engraved with thorns. A negotiator’s hand, not a soldier’s. The sort of hand that could sign away a city and never need to touch a sword.
She placed her gloved palm over his.
“I accept,” she said.
The lake answered.
Cold rose through her hand and curled around her wrist. Ink-black lines threaded with silver appeared beneath her skin, forming a narrow band just above the place where Veyrian oath bands were usually worn. Dacien’s wrist marked at the same time, silver first







