

    
        
          The Glass Crowned Decoy

        

        
        
          Borrowed Crown, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Adam H.S. Stone

        

        
          Published by Adam H.S. Stone, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE GLASS CROWNED DECOY

    

    
      First edition. June 9, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Adam H.S. Stone.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8235320956

    

    
    
      Written by Adam H.S. Stone.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

PROLOGUE

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

EPILOGUE

Further Reading: The Last Stair to Morning

Also By Adam H.S. Stone

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PROLOGUE
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The Night the Queen Died Wrong

Queen Mirenna of Arvayne died with her eyes open.

That was the first mistake.

Everyone who had ever watched a court execution knew that the dead were not kind enough to arrange themselves into symbols. They slumped. They sagged. They let go of all the elegant lies a living body keeps. But the queen lay upon the cold mosaic of the Mirror Chapel as if she had chosen the posture herself: one arm bent beneath the silver fall of her hair, one hand resting above her heart, her head tilted toward the glass ceiling where the winter moon looked down like a witness afraid to speak.

The second mistake was the blood.

It had gathered too neatly beneath her. Not splattered. Not dragged. Not fought out of her by panic. It had pooled in a dark crescent along the gold tiles, following the curve of the old chapel seal—a crown with seven thorns and one hollow jewel.

The third mistake was the face.

It was perfect.

Too perfect.

Mirenna had been beautiful in the way that made painters cruel to other women. Her cheekbones were sharp enough to catch candlelight. Her mouth had the slight downward curve of someone trained never to ask for anything aloud. A faint white scar crossed her left eyebrow, earned during a childhood fall from a hunting mare, and a darker freckle rested near the corner of her right eye, just visible when she turned her head.

The dead woman on the floor had all of these things.

Every one.

And yet, as Royal Physician Iven Tal crouched beside her, his fingers hovering near the queen’s throat without quite touching, he knew the truth before his mind permitted him to name it.

The body was wrong.

The skin had cooled too quickly for a woman killed within the hour. Livor, that quiet purple testimony of blood obeying gravity after the heart has ceased its work, had begun to settle in places that did not match the way she lay. The jaw had a stiffness that spoke of more time than the court would be willing to admit. Death, unlike politics, kept its own schedule.

Chancellor Osric Vane stood in the chapel doorway, robed in mourning black he had not yet earned. Behind him, two Queensguard held their spears crosswise to keep back the servants, priests, and frightened ladies who had followed the scream.

“Say nothing,” Osric whispered.

Iven looked up. “I am a physician.”

“You are a subject.”

Beyond the chapel, the palace had begun to shiver. Rumors moved faster than fire because they required no fuel except fear. The queen had been found. The queen had been stabbed. The queen had been kissed by a ghost. The queen had cursed the king’s bloodline as she died.

In Arvayne, a dead monarch was not merely a sorrow. It was a bell rung above a dry field.

The northern dukes would accuse the river lords. The river lords would accuse the old mountain houses. The king’s barren marriage would become a weapon in every hand. Without an heir, without a public succession, without Mirenna’s iron talent for frightening men into obedience, the seven provinces might remember their ancient hatred and call it principle.

Osric stepped closer. He looked down at the dead queen and did not weep. “If this becomes known before the council chooses a successor, the kingdom cracks.”

“King Renan must be told.”

“He will be told what he can survive.”

A sound came from the corridor—a soft, scraping breath.

Both men turned.

A servant girl stood half-hidden beyond the latticework screen, a stack of folded altar linens clutched against her chest. She was seventeen or eighteen, perhaps nineteen if hunger had stolen years from her face. Dark hair had escaped her cap. Her gray dress was marked with ash from the laundry furnaces.

She had seen the queen.

Worse, from the terror in her eyes, she had understood enough.

Osric’s gaze sharpened. “Name.”

The girl swallowed. “Liora Dayne, my lord.”

Iven saw the moment Osric recognized the name. It was small, no more than a flicker near the chancellor’s left eye, but palace survival depended upon noticing flickers.

“Dayne,” Osric repeated. “From the Lower Kitchens?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Your mother was hanged for Borrowing.”

The linen bundle trembled in her arms.

Iven rose slowly. “Osric.”

But the chancellor was already walking toward the girl.

Borrowing was the oldest forbidden magic in Arvayne. It did not raise the dead. It did not heal wounds. It did not summon storms or crack mountains. It did something far more useful and far more feared.

A Borrower could wear the face of the dead.

Not a mask. Not an illusion, though priests called it that to make the world feel cleaner. Flesh remembered shape. Bone remembered pressure. Skin remembered grief. A Borrower, with the right blood, breath, and name, could persuade their own body to become an echo of another’s. For hours, for days, for a handful of dangerous weeks, they could walk into a room wearing a face that had already left the world.

Assassins had used it. Spies had used it. Kings had used it and then burned the Borrowers afterward.

Osric stopped before Liora. “Can you do it?”

Her lips parted. “No.”

It was a lie, and all three of them knew it.

The chapel lamps hissed in their oil. Outside, a bell began to toll, though no one had ordered it.

“Can you do it?” Osric asked again.

Liora looked past him to the body on the floor. To the queen’s impossible face. To the blood arranged like a signature.

“I have never worn a royal,” she said.

“That was not my question.”

Her fingers tightened around the linens until her knuckles whitened. “If I say yes, you will kill me when you are finished.”

Osric’s expression did not change. “If you say no, we begin now.”

Iven stepped between them. “She is a child.”

“She is a solution.”

Liora’s face went very still.

It was the stillness that saved her. Not obedience. Not courage. Something colder. Something Osric mistook for fear and Iven recognized as thought.

“How long?” she asked.

“Until the council settles succession.”

“How long?”

Osric looked back at the dead queen. “A month. Perhaps two.”

Liora gave a bitter little laugh. “A servant can be beaten for burning soup in less time than that.”

“Then do not burn the kingdom.”

The chapel doors groaned as the Queensguard barred them from within. Iven heard women crying in the corridor. He heard the king’s name carried in a whisper from mouth to mouth.

Renan.

Poor Renan, they would say. Poor king. Poor husband.

No one ever pitied a kingdom before it became a battlefield.

Osric lowered his voice. “You will wear her face. You will learn her hand, her voice, her walk, her marriage. You will appear at breakfast. You will sign what we place before you. You will smile when required and grieve when permitted. You will be Queen Mirenna until we no longer need Queen Mirenna.”

Liora looked at Iven, perhaps hoping for rescue. The physician had none to offer. Truth was a blade; tonight, it would cut whoever held it.

At last she set the linens down on a pew.

“What happens,” she asked, “if I become better at being her than she was?”

For the first time, Osric smiled.

“That,” he said, “would be the most dangerous thing of all.”

Above them, beyond the glass ceiling, the moon disappeared behind a passing cloud.

And in a narrow boat already slipping down the palace canal, a woman with Queen Mirenna’s true face pulled a black hood over her hair and smiled into the dark.

PART ONE: THE BORROWED SKIN

​
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Ashes in the Linen Room

Liora Dayne had learned three rules before she learned to read.

First: never look at nobles when they are angry.

Second: never look away from nobles when they are bored.

Third: never let anyone see your face change.

The third rule had kept her alive.

Her mother had failed at it.

In the Lower Kitchens, where steam sweated from the walls and the copper pots rang like temple bells, servants still told the story when they thought Liora could not hear. Mara Dayne, laundry woman, widow of no known husband, caught wearing the face of a dead tax collector so she could steal back the silver he had taken from starving families. A crime, the priests said. A mercy, the poor whispered. A spectacle, the court decided.

They hanged Mara in the Fish Square at dawn.

Liora had been seven. The city had smelled of rain, old salt, and horse dung. Her mother had not cried. Liora remembered that most clearly. Not the rope, not the shouting, not the priests with their white gloves. Her mother had looked at her through the crowd with her own face—plain, tired, beloved—and mouthed one word.

Hide.

So Liora hid.

She hid in work. She hid in silence. She hid behind buckets, laundry steam, stable shadows, and the useful invisibility of a girl born without a family name worth preserving. In the palace of Clyr, where the queens wore pearls in their hair and the kings were painted larger than life, a servant could vanish while standing in the middle of a room.

Until tonight.

Tonight she had carried altar linens to the Mirror Chapel because Tessa had burned her hand and begged Liora to take her turn. Tonight she had heard a sound like a silver dish falling. Tonight she had stepped behind the lattice and seen Queen Mirenna dead.

Now, less than an hour later, she stood in the small room behind the chapel where priests prepared funeral oils, and Chancellor Osric Vane spoke as if her life had become a matter of furniture.

“She will need the queen’s chambers cleared of unnecessary staff,” Osric said. “Only those who can be threatened, paid, or trusted.”

“Those are three different lists,” said Mistress Maela Wren.

Maela was the royal spymistress, though her official title was Keeper of Correspondence. She was a lean woman in her forties with silver-brown hair and eyes like needles warmed over a candle. Liora had once watched Maela identify a forged letter because the ink smelled faintly of orange oil rather than oak gall. The next day, a duke’s secretary disappeared.

“Then make one list,” Osric said.

Royal Physician Iven Tal stood near the washbasin, scrubbing blood from his fingers. He had kind eyes, which made Liora distrust him more. Kind eyes often belonged to people who wished the world were better but had no intention of bleeding to make it so.

On the table lay three things: a silver mirror, a strip of blood-darkened silk cut from the dead queen’s sleeve, and a lock of hair.

Not hair.

A command.

Liora stared at it until the room blurred.

Borrowing was not like wearing a mask. Masks were honest. They admitted themselves as lies.

Borrowing began in the mouth.

A name had to be spoken with blood beneath the tongue. The Borrower then breathed against a reflective surface while touching something the dead had worn, loved, or lost. A weak Borrower might alter the tilt of a nose or the line of a brow for an hour. A strong one could become someone else down to the pulse of a scar.

Liora had not Borrowed since she was twelve, when Tessa’s little brother died of fever and Liora, stupid with grief, wore his face for three minutes so Tessa could say goodbye. The memory still lived in Liora’s bones: the smallness of his chin, the looseness in his milk teeth, the way Tessa had screamed afterward not in comfort, but horror.

People said they wanted the dead returned.

They never meant it.

“Listen carefully,” Maela said, turning to Liora. “Queen Mirenna favored her right foot after long ceremonies. She touched her wedding ring when lying. She never drank red wine in public because it stained her lips. She spoke softly when furious. She called the king Ren only when they were alone, and even then rarely.”

Liora laughed once. It sounded ugly. “You expect me to learn a marriage by morning?”

“No
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