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  To the people who read about “Vampire Consort Trials” and think, Sign me up! Here is your reality check. It’s mostly just damp dungeons and men who haven’t had a soul since the 1800s.
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The guard’s breath smelled like copper and rot.

Elowen kept her eyes fixed on a point just past his shoulder, her expression carefully blank as he turned the forged invitation over in his clawed hands. Twice. Three times. The parchment was good. She had made sure of that. But parchment could only carry a lie so far, and she was standing at the edge of a court that had been catching liars for longer than her bloodline had existed.

“Vaire.” He pronounced it wrong, the syllables flat and suspicious. “I don’t know this name.”

“Few do.” She let a thread of boredom seep into her voice. The trick to lying was never defending yourself too quickly. Desperation smelled like blood in the water, and she was surrounded by sharks. “My family keeps to the eastern Pact cities. We find the capital… crowded.”

Behind her, the line of competitors and servants and hopeful fools stretched back toward the Ashlands, their breath fogging in the thin morning air. She could feel their impatience like a physical pressure against her spine. Good. Impatient people made noise, and noise was cover.

The guard’s yellow eyes narrowed. His mask was leather, cracked at the edges, the mark of a lesser house or no house at all. Hired muscle. The kind who resented their position and took it out on anyone they could safely bruise.

“The Trials don’t typically attract… your sort.”

Your sort. She heard what he meant. Wildborn. The word sat unspoken between them, and she let it sit. Better he think her some jumped-up peasant with delusions than look too closely at the papers she had pulled from a dead man’s satchel.

“The Trials are open to all humans of the accord territories.” She recited it flatly, as if reading from a primer. “Regardless of birth or station. By order of the Veiled Council, ratified in the hundred and seventh year of,”

“I know the law.” His lip curled, revealing teeth that were only slightly too sharp. Not fully turned, then. A thrall, maybe. Someone who had traded enough blood for enough years that the change was starting to show at the edges.

She filed that information away. Thralls were unpredictable. They had all the cruelty of their masters and none of the control.

“Then you know I’m permitted entry.” She held out her hand for the invitation. Didn’t reach for it. Reaching was begging, and she would not beg. “Unless you’d like to explain to the Council why their newest competitor was detained at the border by… what house do you serve again?”

A muscle twitched in his jaw.

The silence stretched. Behind her, someone coughed. A cart wheel creaked. The wind carried ash from the distant burn lines, and she breathed it in without flinching. She had grown up breathing ash. It tasted like home.

The guard thrust the invitation back at her.

“Move along.”

She took the parchment without hurrying. Tucked it into her belt with fingers that did not shake. Nodded once, the bare minimum of courtesy, and walked forward.

The Ashland border crossing was nothing more than a gap in the ancient wards, a place where the spelled barriers thinned enough to permit passage. Most humans couldn’t feel the wards at all. Elowen felt them like a hand pressing against her chest, testing her heartbeat, reading something in her blood that she didn’t understand.

The pressure released as she stepped through. She did not let herself exhale.

Twenty steps. Thirty. The path curved ahead, cutting through blackened earth toward the road that would lead to the Obsidian Court. She kept her pace steady. Kept her eyes forward. Did not look back to see if the guard was still watching.

Fifty steps.

The hand closed around her arm.

She spun, weight dropping, free hand reaching for the knife strapped to her thigh before conscious thought caught up with instinct. Her fingers brushed the hilt.

And stopped.

The vampire who held her was not the border guard. He was something else entirely.

His mask was black iron, worked into angles so sharp they seemed to cut the light itself. No house sigil marked it, no decoration softened its edges. It covered everything above his mouth, leaving only a jaw carved from marble and shadows, currently set in an expression she could not read.

He was tall. Taller than her by nearly a head, and she was not short. His clothing was dark, well-made, unremarkable except for the quality of the fabric and the way it moved with him like something alive. No weapons visible. He didn’t need them. She could feel the age rolling off him like heat from a forge, the kind of power that came only from centuries of accumulated blood.

Old. Dangerous. And his hand was still on her arm.

“Let go.”

Her voice came out steadier than it should have. She wasn’t sure if that was courage or stupidity, and she suspected it didn’t matter.

The masked vampire did not let go. He turned her arm slightly, examining her wrist where the sleeve had ridden up. Looking at the pale skin there. The lack of bite marks.

“You’re not tithe-bound.”

It wasn’t a question.

“No.”

“Not Pact-born either. The accent’s wrong. Too much gravel in your vowels.” His voice was low, controlled, with an undertone of something that might have been curiosity or contempt. “Eastern territories don’t produce that particular… roughness.”

She forced herself to meet his gaze. Or where his gaze would be, behind the iron. “I wasn’t aware the border required a linguistic examination.”

“It doesn’t.” He released her arm. “I was curious.”

The word hung between them like a blade.

He studied her for a long moment. She studied him back, or tried to. The mask made it impossible to read anything meaningful. All she could see was that mouth, that jaw, and the absolute stillness of someone who had learned centuries ago that motion was a choice, not a reflex.

“You’re afraid,” he said.

“I’m standing in the Ashlands being questioned by an unidentified vampire. Fear seems appropriate.”

Something shifted in his posture. Not quite a laugh, but close.

“Most competitors try to hide it.”

“Most competitors are idiots.”

Now he did laugh. A short, almost unwilling sound, like she had surprised him and he wasn’t sure how he felt about it.

“Perhaps.” He stepped back, giving her space she hadn’t realized she needed. “Welcome to the Trials, Elowen Vaire. Try not to die in the first week. It makes the paperwork tedious.”

He knew her name. Not the false family, not the forged lineage, but her. The name she had given the border guard.

She opened her mouth to ask how.

He was already gone. Not vanished, not exactly. Just… no longer there, as if he had stepped sideways into a shadow that had been waiting for him all along.

Elowen stood in the ash-grey light and tried to remember how to breathe.

* * *

The road to the Obsidian Court took four hours on foot, through territory that shifted from ash to scrubland to something that might have been beautiful once, before the Burning Accords had scorched the ground down to its bones. Elowen walked with the other competitors, a straggling procession of humans who had come from every corner of the accord territories to compete for the right to serve the monsters who ruled them.

Some of them chatted nervously. Compared origins, traded rumors about the Trials, speculated about which houses might choose them as champions. Elowen kept to herself. Listened. Cataloged.

The woman with the silver-blonde hair and perfect posture was Pact-born, probably from the coastal cities. Her clothing was too fine, her hands too soft, her accent too polished. She moved like someone who had been trained to be watched.

The young man with the nervous laugh was from the tithe settlements. He kept touching his neck, a reflex motion that suggested recent blood-giving. His papers had probably been bought with whatever he had left after the monthly collection.

The older woman with grey streaked through her braid was the only one who met Elowen’s eyes. She didn’t smile. Neither did Elowen. They shared a nod, the brief acknowledgment of two people who recognized something in each other that had nothing to do with friendship.

Wildborn, Elowen thought. Or close enough.

She kept walking.

The Obsidian Court announced itself long before it came into view. First the sky darkened, the thin sunlight giving way to something purple and bruised. Then the air changed, growing heavier, thicker, charged with magic so old it had settled into the stones themselves. And finally, rising from the hollow of a dead volcano, the palace itself emerged from the haze like a fever dream made solid.

Elowen had heard stories. Everyone had heard stories. But stories were just words, and words could not capture this.

The palace was carved from the volcano’s heart, black glass and darker stone spiraling upward in impossible architecture. Spires that defied gravity. Bridges that hung suspended over nothing. Gardens that bloomed in colors that shouldn’t exist, nourished by something other than sunlight. And over everything, a dome of spelled glass that filtered the world outside into perpetual twilight, neither day nor night, but something in between.

It was beautiful. It was horrifying. It was the place that had swallowed her mother whole.

Elowen’s hand went to her left wrist, where a thin cord held a simple ring against her pulse. Her mother’s ring. The one she had been wearing when they found the body.

Three months ago.

She had been in the Wildvein when the messenger came. Not a formal messenger, not a courier with sealed letters. Just a hunter who had found something while checking his traps and had the basic decency to ask around before leaving the body to rot.

A woman. Tall, dark-haired, maybe forty years old. Found in a clearing fifteen miles from the nearest settlement, with no obvious wounds and no obvious cause of death. Just a seal burned into her left palm. A seal that the hunter didn’t recognize but Elowen did, because she had spent her entire childhood memorizing the symbols of the houses that ruled the world.

House Morithen. Black iron. Military might. The house that had claimed her mother as Consort twenty years ago.

The house that had supposedly mourned her death when she escaped.

Elowen had buried her mother in the Wildvein soil, marked the grave with stones, and walked away dry-eyed. The tears came later, in the dark, alone, where no one could use them against her. And then the tears stopped, and something colder took their place.

She had questions. Twenty years of questions, plus three months of new ones.

Why had her mother returned? What had brought her back to the edge of the court she had risked everything to flee? Who had burned that seal into her palm, and why leave a signature when they could have let her die anonymous?

The answers were somewhere inside that impossible palace. And Elowen was going to find them, no matter how many monsters stood in her way.

The procession passed through the outer gates without incident. More guards here, better armed, with masks that marked them as house-sworn rather than hired. Their eyes tracked the competitors with professional disinterest. Elowen let herself be tracked. Kept her expression neutral. Became, as much as possible, just another face in the crowd.

The inner gates opened onto a courtyard paved in obsidian, mirror-smooth and reflective. Elowen saw her own face looking up at her from the ground and quickly looked away. She hated her own reflection. Had always hated it, long before she understood that the face looking back was a copy of the mother who had left her behind.

“Competitors will proceed to the Receiving Hall for processing.” A vampire in copper and verdigris detached himself from the shadows, his voice carrying without effort across the crowded courtyard. “Form single lines according to sponsoring region. Those without formal sponsorship will be processed last.”

The crowd shuffled into awkward order. Elowen joined the unsponsored line, which was by far the longest. Most humans who entered the Trials did so without house backing, hoping to attract notice through the competition itself. It was the longest shot, the most desperate gamble.

It was also the best cover for someone who didn’t want questions asked about their origins.

The line moved slowly. Elowen used the time to study the courtyard, the exits, the guards, the patterns of movement that might matter later. Two main doors, one at either end. Service entrances along the eastern wall, barely visible unless you were looking. The guards rotated on a predictable schedule. The spell-wards were concentrated around the gates but thinner near the service doors.

She filed it all away. Exits. Entrances. Weaknesses. The vocabulary of survival in a place designed to kill things like her.

The copper-masked vampire reached her position in line.

“Name.”

“Elowen Vaire.”

He consulted a list that seemed to materialize in his hand. “Region?”

“Eastern Pact territories. The Marchlands specifically.”

“Sponsor?”

“None.”

His pen scratched against parchment. “You’ll be housed in the Thornwick corridor during the Trial period. Follow the grey line painted on the floor. Report to the Crimson Gallery by sundown for formal registration.”

“Understood.”

He moved on without another word. Elowen exhaled slowly and stepped through the doorway into the palace proper.

The Receiving Hall was everything the exterior promised. Soaring ceilings carved with scenes she didn’t want to examine too closely. Crystal chandeliers that cast fractured light across floors of polished marble. Tapestries depicting the Veil Accords and the Burning and the centuries of peace that had followed. Peace. That was what they called it.

She followed the grey line through corridors that twisted in ways that shouldn’t have been possible, past doors marked with sigils she didn’t recognize, past servants who moved with downcast eyes and competitors who looked as lost as she felt. The air smelled like roses and something underneath the roses that might have been old blood, scrubbed but never quite clean.

Her room was small, sparse, and mercifully private. A narrow bed, a washbasin, a single window that looked out onto nothing. The window was sealed. Of course it was.

Elowen sat on the bed and allowed herself exactly thirty seconds of shaking.

Her hands trembled. Her breath came short. The controlled focus she had maintained for months threatened to crack under the weight of actually being here, actually inside the walls that had held her mother prisoner, actually surrounded by creatures who could kill her before she even registered the movement.

Twenty-nine.

Thirty.

She stood. Splashed water on her face. Straightened her shoulders. Checked the knife at her thigh, the smaller blade in her boot, the garrote wire hidden in her braid.

The Crimson Gallery waited. Sundown was approaching. And somewhere in this palace of monsters, there were answers she had traveled three months and killed one man to find.

She thought of the courier. His surprised face when she had stepped out of the shadows. The wet sound the blade made when it found his throat. She hadn’t enjoyed it. But she hadn’t hesitated either. Some doors only opened with blood.

She thought of her mother. The years of silence. The sudden return. The body in the clearing, and the seal that said someone wanted credit for the killing.

She thought of the vampire in the black iron mask. The way he had said her name like he already knew what she was hunting. The warning that had not quite been a warning.

Try not to die in the first week.

Elowen smiled grimly at her reflection in the sealed window.

She had no intention of dying at all.

* * *




The Crimson Gallery was not difficult to find, though Elowen suspected that was intentional. The palace wanted its guests to reach certain places easily. It was the other places, the hidden places, the places where secrets lived, that required effort and blood and luck.

She followed the crowd of competitors through corridors that grew progressively more opulent, past guards whose masks grew progressively more ornate, until the passage opened onto a hall that stole the breath from her lungs.

Seven corridors branched from a central rotunda, each marked with a different house sigil. The walls were lined with portraits. Hundreds of them. Thousands. Human faces staring out from gilded frames, their eyes following her as she walked.

Elowen understood what she was seeing before anyone explained. These were the competitors who had come before. The humans who had entered the Trials over centuries of blood and politics. The winners and the losers, the survivors and the dead, all rendered in paint and preserved forever in this gallery of ghosts.

Winners had gold frames. Their eyes were clear, their expressions composed.

Losers had red frames. And their eyes had been scratched out.

The violence of it hit her like a physical blow. Not the neatness of defeat, but the deliberate destruction. Someone had taken the time, over centuries, to blind every portrait of every human who had failed the Trials. A reminder. A warning. A promise of what happened to those who weren’t good enough to survive.

“Competitors will note their assigned house corridor.” The copper-masked administrator from earlier had materialized at the rotunda’s center. “Your portraits will be placed during the first Trial. May you have the fortune to remain whole.”

A murmur ran through the crowd. Nervous laughter. Someone whispered a prayer.

Elowen’s eyes found the corridor marked with House Morithen’s sigil. Black iron. Sharp angles. The same design as the mask of the vampire who had stopped her at the border.

She walked toward it without conscious decision, her feet carrying her while her mind caught up. The portraits here were older than most, the paint cracked, the frames tarnished. House Morithen had a long history with the Trials. A long history with humans in general.

And there, halfway down the corridor, in a red frame with intact eyes, was her mother’s face.

Elowen stopped.

She had prepared for this. Had known her mother’s portrait would be somewhere in the gallery. Had steeled herself against the possibility of confronting that face in this place.

Preparation was nothing.

Her mother looked younger in the portrait. Barely older than Elowen was now, with the same dark hair, the same grey eyes, the same stubborn set to the jaw. She was beautiful. She had always been beautiful, even at the end, even dead in a Wildvein clearing with a house seal burned into her palm.

But something was wrong.

The frame was red. That meant a loser. Someone who had failed the Trials, who had been eliminated or killed or simply found wanting. The scratched eyes were the tradition, the final insult.

Her mother’s eyes were intact.

Elowen stared at the portrait. At the grey eyes that stared back, perfectly preserved, perfectly whole. Around her, other competitors moved through the gallery, exclaiming over portraits of ancestors or flinching from the scratched faces of the dead. No one stopped at this particular frame. No one seemed to notice the anomaly.

A loser’s frame. A winner’s eyes.

What did that mean?

“She was kind to me once.”

Elowen spun. Her hand went to her knife before she recognized the speaker.

A woman stood at her elbow. Human, dressed in servant’s clothes, with a face designed to be forgettable and eyes that were anything but. She was looking at the portrait with an expression Elowen couldn’t read.

“What?”

“Your mother.” The woman’s voice was barely a whisper, pitched to carry no further than Elowen’s ears. “The other Consorts treated us like furniture. She treated us like people. I’ve never forgotten.”

Elowen’s heart hammered. She forced her hand away from the knife. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yes, you do.” The woman turned to face her fully. “You have her face. Her walk. The same way of noticing exits before you notice anything else.” A ghost of a smile. “I’m Thessaly. I’ve been assigned as your servant for the Trial period. But I served your mother before she ran, and I’ve been waiting a very long time for someone to come looking for answers.”

“I’m not,”

“You are.” Thessaly glanced past Elowen, checking for listeners, and seemed satisfied with what she found. “We can’t talk here. Too many ears, too many eyes. But come to me when you’re ready, and I’ll tell you what I can.” She pressed something into Elowen’s hand. A key. “Your new quarters. I arranged a transfer. The room you were assigned had listening spells. This one is… cleaner.”

She was gone before Elowen could respond, melting into the crowd of servants who moved through the gallery like ghosts, unseen and unnoticed.

Elowen looked down at the key in her palm. Looked back up at her mother’s portrait, at the eyes that should have been destroyed and weren’t.

She had come to this court expecting enemies at every turn. She hadn’t expected to find an ally before sundown on her first day.

That either meant she was lucky, or it meant Thessaly was a trap.

In the Obsidian Court, luck seemed unlikely.

Elowen pocketed the key and turned away from her mother’s face. There would be time for questions later. Time to test Thessaly’s intentions, to dig into the mystery of the undamaged eyes, to begin the real work she had come here to do.

For now, she had a role to play. A mask to wear, even without a physical one. She was Elowen Vaire of the eastern Pact territories, a hopeful competitor with no connections and no history worth examining.

She walked back toward the central rotunda, where the administrator was calling the competitors to order. Took her place in the crowd. Kept her expression blank and her eyes forward.

But she could feel it watching her. The portrait. Her mother’s face. The eyes that had somehow escaped the traditional destruction.

Someone had protected that portrait. Someone with enough power to override a centuries-old custom.

Or someone had left it as a message. A lure. A test to see who would come looking for answers.

Either way, Elowen was exactly where she needed to be.

The trap, whatever it was, had closed around her the moment she stepped through the border wards. She had known it then and she knew it now. The vampire in the black iron mask had looked at her like he recognized what she was. Thessaly had appeared too quickly, too conveniently, with too much knowledge.

None of it mattered. She had walked into the trap willingly, because the only way to find her mother’s killer was to become exactly what they were expecting.

A competitor. A piece on their board. A target they would eventually move against.

And when they did, she would be ready.

Elowen touched her left wrist, where her mother’s ring pressed against her pulse.

Wait for me, she thought. I’m going to find out who did this to you. And then I’m going to make them pay.

The administrator called for silence. The first formal gathering of the Veiled Trials was about to begin. And somewhere in the crowd of vampires and humans, allies and enemies, the answers Elowen sought were waiting to be found.

She just had to survive long enough to find them.
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The processing hall smelled like ink and old fear.

Elowen stood in line with the other competitors, watching as each was called forward to a long table where vampire administrators sat with ledgers and measuring instruments and expressions of profound boredom. The line moved slowly. She used the time to study the room.

High ceilings, no windows. Three exits visible, two more probable behind the tapestries on the eastern wall. Guards at each door, their masks marking them as Thornwick, the house of scholars and archivists. Neutral territory, supposedly. She didn’t believe in neutral territory. Not here.

The competitor ahead of her stepped forward when called. A young man, maybe nineteen, with the soft hands and nervous manner of someone who had never missed a meal or taken a blow that mattered. He gave his name in a voice that cracked on the second syllable.

The administrator didn’t look up. “Region.”

“The capital. Born and raised.”

“Sponsor.”

“House Kaelith has expressed interest in,”

“Expressed interest is not sponsorship.” The administrator made a note in his ledger. “You’ll be housed in the general quarters until a formal claim is made. Next.”

The young man’s face crumpled. He opened his mouth to argue, then caught sight of the guard shifting his weight nearby, and thought better of it. He stumbled away from the table with the particular shuffle of someone whose dreams had just been adjusted downward.

Elowen stepped forward.

The administrator was old, even by vampire standards. His skin had the papery quality of extreme age, stretched thin over bones that seemed too sharp for the flesh containing them. His mask was copper and verdigris, worked into the shape of an owl’s face, and his eyes behind it were the flat yellow of ancient parchment.

“Name.”

“Elowen Vaire.”

He wrote it without comment. “Region.”

“The Marchlands. Eastern Pact territories.”

“Sponsor.”

“None.”

A slight pause. The administrator looked up for the first time, studying her with an interest that made her skin prickle.

“The Marchlands haven’t sent a competitor in… forty years? Fifty?” He consulted a different ledger, flipping pages with fingers that moved too fast to track. “Fifty-three years. A woman named Sera Blackwood. She died in the fourth Trial.”

“I’m aware of the history.”

“Are you.” It wasn’t a question. He set down his pen and folded his hands on the table, giving her his full attention. “And yet here you are. Unsponsored, unconnected, from a region that has learned better than to send its children into these halls.”

Elowen met his gaze without flinching. “The Trials are open to all humans of the accord territories. Regardless of birth, station, or regional reluctance.”

“You quoted that same passage to the border guard.” A thin smile. “I read the reports.”

Of course he did. Of course the border crossing had been documented, analyzed, filed away in Thornwick’s endless archives. She had expected surveillance. She had hoped to avoid notice for longer than half a day.

“I like to be prepared.”

“Preparation is admirable.” He picked up his pen again, made several notations she couldn’t read. “You’ll be housed in the Morithen corridor. Report to the Crimson Gallery within the hour for portrait documentation and formal registration.”

Her heart stuttered. “Morithen?”

“Standard assignment for unsponsored competitors from the eastern territories. House Morithen has historical ties to that region.” His owl mask tilted slightly. “Is there a problem?”

A hundred problems. A thousand. But she couldn’t voice any of them without revealing exactly why being placed in her mother’s former house corridor was the worst possible outcome.

Or the best possible opportunity.

“No problem.” She kept her voice level. “I simply wasn’t expecting such… prestigious placement.”

“The corridors are administrative designations, not endorsements. House Morithen will assess you during the Trials like any other competitor. They may claim you. They may ignore you. They may,” He paused. “Well. You’ll learn the possibilities soon enough.”

He waved her toward a side door, where a servant waited to guide competitors to their assigned areas. Elowen walked without hurrying. Without showing the turmoil churning beneath her skin.

Morithen. Her mother’s house. The house whose seal had been burned into her mother’s palm.

The coincidence was too clean. Someone had arranged this. Someone wanted her exactly where they could watch her.

She thought of the vampire in the black iron mask. The one who had stopped her at the border and said her name like he already knew it.

Try not to die in the first week.

The servant led her through corridors that grew darker as they walked, the crystal chandeliers giving way to wrought-iron sconces that cast shadows with too many edges. The transition was gradual but unmistakable. She was entering Morithen territory now, and Morithen territory did not pretend to softness.

Her room was larger than the one she had been initially assigned. Still sparse, still sealed, but with better furniture and a window that looked out onto an interior courtyard where something that might have been a garden grew in defiance of the perpetual twilight. The plants were black. Their flowers were red. She didn’t want to know what they fed on.

“The Gallery opens in one hour.” The servant, a young woman with downcast eyes and the carefully blank expression of someone who had learned not to see anything, gestured toward a wardrobe against the far wall. “Appropriate attire has been provided. You will present yourself clean and properly dressed. Questions are not encouraged.”

“What happens if I have questions anyway?”

The servant’s expression flickered. Fear, quickly suppressed. “Questions are not encouraged,” she repeated, and left before Elowen could push further.

The wardrobe contained three dresses, each more elaborate than anything Elowen had ever owned. Deep green velvet. Midnight blue silk. Blood red brocade with black embroidery that seemed to move when she looked at it sideways.

She chose the green. Red felt like tempting fate, and blue would make her look like she was trying too hard to seem calm. Green was neutral. Forgettable. Exactly what she needed to be.

The dress fit perfectly. Of course it did. They had her measurements now, filed away in Thornwick’s ledgers alongside her name and origin and everything else she had been forced to reveal. The court knew her dimensions. It would learn the rest soon enough.

She braided her hair tightly, checked her hidden weapons, and studied her reflection in the sealed window. A stranger looked back. A woman dressed for court intrigue, with her mother’s face and her father’s stubborn jaw and something in her eyes that hadn’t been there three months ago.

Rage. Carefully banked, carefully hidden, but burning all the same.

She turned away from the window and went to find the Gallery.

* * *


The Crimson Gallery was more crowded now than it had been during her first glimpse. Competitors milled through the corridors, exclaiming over portraits and whispering about the scratched-out eyes of the losers. The vampires who moved among them were harder to read, their masked faces revealing nothing as they assessed the new crop of humans.

Elowen found the Morithen corridor without difficulty and positioned herself where she could observe without being obvious about it. The portraits here were older than most, their frames tarnished with age, their subjects wearing fashions that had been outdated for centuries. She scanned the faces. Looking for her mother. Dreading the moment she would find her.

There.

Halfway down the corridor, hung between a man with a warrior’s scars and a woman whose smile didn’t reach her painted eyes. The frame was red. The eyes were intact.

Elowen forced herself to approach casually, as if she were merely browsing like the other competitors. She stopped in front of the portrait and studied it with what she hoped looked like idle curiosity.

Her mother had been painted in formal court attire, dark hair piled high, grey eyes looking directly at the artist with an expression Elowen recognized. That particular blend of patience and calculation. The look of someone playing a long game.

Consort Lyra Vaire, House Morithen, the small plaque beneath the portrait read. 97th Year of the Accords.

Twenty-three years ago. Her mother would have been twenty-two. Young. Probably frightened. Definitely determined, if the set of her jaw in the portrait was any indication.

Elowen’s hand drifted toward her left wrist, where the ring pressed against her pulse.

The frame was wrong.

She had seen enough portraits now to understand the system. Gold frames for winners, the humans who had survived the Trials and earned a place in the houses. Red frames for losers, the humans who had failed or died or simply proved unworthy. And the eyes, always the eyes, scratched out in a final act of erasure.

Her mother’s frame was red. Her mother’s eyes were whole.

The contradiction gnawed at her. Her mother had won her Trial. That was established fact, documented in the records, confirmed by the very existence of her Consort title. Winners got gold frames. So why was this frame red?

And if her mother had lost, then the eyes should be destroyed. That was tradition. That was centuries of brutal custom, enforced without exception.

So why could her mother still see?

“Fascinating, isn’t it?”

Elowen’s hand dropped from her wrist. She turned to find a woman standing beside her, dressed in the white and silver of House Velantis, with hair so pale it was almost colorless and eyes the soft blue of winter sky.

The woman was beautiful. Deliberately, weaponized beautiful, the kind of beauty that took years of training and careful cultivation. She moved like someone who knew exactly how much space she occupied and had calculated its effect on everyone around her.

“The portraits, I mean.” The woman’s smile was porcelain-perfect. “Each one a story. Each one a lesson, if you know how to read them.”

“I’m still learning to read.”

“Aren’t we all.” The woman extended a hand. “Serathin Velantis. Well, Velantis-bred, technically. The house doesn’t officially claim me until I win.” Her smile sharpened slightly. “Or if I win, I suppose I should say. The Trials do have a way of adjusting expectations.”

Elowen took the offered hand. The grip was firmer than she expected, with calluses that didn’t match the soft appearance. This woman had trained for more than looking pretty.

“Elowen Vaire. Unsponsored.”

“I know. The Marchlands girl who quoted border law at a thrall and somehow impressed Aldric Thornwick enough to warrant personal notation in the arrival records.” Serathin’s eyes sparkled with something that might have been genuine amusement. “You’ve made quite the impression for someone who’s been here less than a day.”

“I wasn’t trying to impress anyone.”

“That’s probably why it worked.” Serathin turned to study the portrait Elowen had been examining. “This one interests you. Why?”

“Does there need to be a reason?”

“There’s always a reason.” Serathin’s voice dropped, losing some of its polished brightness. “In this court, nothing happens by accident. Not the portraits, not the placements, not the seemingly random encounter between a Velantis competitor and an unsponsored Marchlands girl in front of a twenty-year-old portrait with unusual preservation.”

Elowen’s pulse quickened. “What do you mean, unusual preservation?”

“The eyes.” Serathin gestured at the portrait without looking at it. “They should be gone. Everyone who knows the Morithen corridor knows that. Consort Lyra died escaping the court, which counts as failure, which means red frame and destroyed eyes. Except.” She paused. “Someone protected this portrait. Someone with enough authority to override tradition and enough reason to want those eyes watching the corridor for two decades.”

“Why would anyone do that?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Serathin finally met Elowen’s gaze. Her expression had shifted, the polished mask slipping just enough to reveal something sharper underneath. “You look like her, you know. The same bone structure. The same way of watching exits. I noticed it the moment I saw you in the processing hall.”

The words hit like ice water. Elowen’s carefully maintained composure cracked, just for a moment, just enough for Serathin to see.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Of course you don’t.” Serathin’s smile returned, but it was different now. Less performance, more conspiracy. “We all have our reasons for entering the Trials. Most of us lie about them. You’re better at lying than most, but you’re not as good as you think.” She leaned closer, dropping her voice to barely a whisper. “If you want to survive here, learn this quickly: the court is always watching. And the things you think are secrets? Someone already knows them.”

She stepped back, resuming her polished posture as if the entire conversation had been about nothing more significant than the weather.

“Good luck in the Trials, Elowen Vaire. I suspect you’re going to need it.”

Serathin glided away, her silver-blonde hair catching the candlelight as she disappeared into the crowd of competitors. Elowen watched her go and tried to slow her racing heart.

That had been a warning. Or a threat. Or possibly a test. She couldn’t tell which, and the uncertainty was almost worse than the content.

Someone knew. Or suspected, at least. Her resemblance to her mother was a vulnerability she had known about from the beginning, but she had hoped the twenty-year gap would provide enough cover. Apparently not.

She turned back to the portrait. Her mother’s grey eyes seemed to follow her, full of secrets she couldn’t decipher.

Why red? Why intact?

The questions multiplied, but the answers remained stubbornly absent.

“Miss Vaire.”

Elowen startled. A servant had appeared at her elbow, so quietly that she hadn’t noticed the approach. The same servant from earlier, with the same blank expression and downcast eyes.

Except the eyes weren’t entirely downcast. For just a moment, they flicked up to meet Elowen’s, and there was something there. Recognition. Understanding. A message she couldn’t quite read.

“Your presence is required for portrait documentation. Please follow me.”

Elowen followed. The servant led her through the crowd, past competitors who were posing for artists and vampires who were watching with hungry attention, toward a smaller chamber at the corridor’s end.

The documentation room was bare except for a chair, an easel, and a vampire artist whose mask was plain grey leather, unmarked by house affiliation. He gestured for Elowen to sit. She sat. He studied her for a long moment, head tilted, brush hovering over canvas.

“Hold still.”

She held still. The brush moved. Time passed in the strange, elastic way it did in this place, where the perpetual twilight made hours feel like minutes and minutes feel like days.

When he was finished, the artist turned the canvas toward her. The portrait was perfect. Too perfect. Every detail of her face rendered with brutal accuracy, every shadow and angle captured with the precision of someone who had been painting humans for centuries.

“You have your mother’s eyes,” the artist said.

Elowen’s blood ran cold. “I don’t know what,”

“The grey. The particular shade of grey.” He was already cleaning his brushes, his tone casual, as if he hadn’t just gutted her cover story with six words. “I painted her portrait too, twenty-three years ago. She had the same way of trying not to show what she was feeling.” He glanced at her over his shoulder. “She was better at hiding it. You should practice more.”

He left before she could respond, carrying her portrait toward wherever such things were stored before being hung in the gallery. Elowen sat in the empty chair and tried to remember how to breathe.

They knew.

Of course they knew. This was the Obsidian Court. Information was currency here, and her information was not particularly hard to find for anyone who cared to look. Same region, same surname, same face. The connection was obvious to anyone paying attention.

The question was: who was paying attention, and what did they want?

“Miss Vaire.” The servant again, appearing from nowhere. “I’ve been instructed to show you to the evening gathering. All competitors are required to attend.”

“By whom?”

“The gathering is mandatory,”

“No.” Elowen stood, forcing herself to project calm she didn’t feel. “Who instructed you specifically to guide me? You’ve been following me since the processing hall. That’s not standard assignment.”

The servant’s expression flickered. Fear, yes, but also something else. Something that looked almost like approval.

“My name is Thessaly.” She spoke quickly, quietly, glancing around to ensure they weren’t observed. “I served your mother during her time as Consort. I’ve been assigned to you for the Trial period, but that assignment was not random. I requested it.”

“Why?”

“Because your mother was kind to me when no one else was. Because she treated me like a person when the other Consorts treated me like furniture. Because,” Thessaly stopped, visibly controlling herself. “Because I’ve been waiting fifteen years for someone to come looking for answers, and you’re the first person with her face and her questions to walk through these doors.”

Elowen’s mind raced. Trap or opportunity. Ally or plant. She couldn’t tell, couldn’t read this woman well enough to judge.

“What kind of answers?”

“Not here.” Thessaly’s eyes darted toward the corridor. “The Gallery has ears. The corridors have eyes. There are places we can talk, but this isn’t one of them.” She pressed something into Elowen’s hand. A folded piece of paper, small enough to palm. “Read this when you’re alone. I’ll find you when it’s safe.”

She stepped back, resuming her servant’s posture, her expression smoothing into blank obedience.

“The gathering, Miss Vaire. This way, please.”

Elowen followed, the paper burning against her palm. She didn’t look at it. Didn’t unfold it. Just walked through the Crimson Gallery with her mother’s eyes watching from the walls and Thessaly’s words echoing in her ears.

Your mother was kind to me.

She hadn’t known that. Hadn’t known anything about what her mother’s life had been like inside these walls. The woman who had raised her for seven years and then vanished into the Wildvein had never spoken of the court, never shared stories of her time as Consort, never explained why she had won the Trials only to throw everything away in a desperate escape.

Questions. Always more questions. And now, possibly, someone who could answer them.

If Thessaly wasn’t lying. If this wasn’t a trap designed to exploit exactly the vulnerability Serathin had identified. If the court wasn’t playing her the way it had played so many humans before.

The gathering room was vast and glittering, filled with competitors and vampires and enough candlelight to make her eyes water. Elowen found a position near the wall, where she could watch without being watched, and finally allowed herself to unfold the paper in her palm.

One sentence. Written in handwriting she didn’t recognize.

The portrait eyes were protected by Lord Morithen himself. No one knows why. But he’s dead
































