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For every heart that was loved only when useful, blamed only when innocent, and forgotten only until it became strong.

May you find the place where you are chosen without proof, protected without begging, and loved without bleeding for it.
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This fantasy romance begins with betrayal inside a frozen royal court and follows Princess Diana Solis as she learns that survival is not the same as living. The Solis Empire believes only a marriage between pure royal blood and the Abyss Dragon can return the sun. But a stolen dragon scale, a false sister, and three deceived brothers turn an ancient oath into a weapon.

At its heart, this story is about a woman who stops begging to be remembered and becomes the warmth no kingdom deserved but desperately needed.
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PROLOGUE
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The Day the Dragon Came

On the seventh day of the dead winter, the Abyss Dragon came for the wrong princess.

The sky above Solis City split like black glass. Snow fell upward from the palace roofs, then froze in the air as if the whole world had forgotten how to breathe. Bells rang from every tower, not with celebration but with warning, and the royal guards drew their swords though every man among them knew iron could not frighten a dragon born before the first empire learned fire.

Princess Diana Solis stood at the edge of the marble bridge with frost cutting through her thin slippers. Behind her, the city knelt in terror. Before her, the great dragon circled the palace, a storm of obsidian wings and ancient gold eyes. His shadow covered the three princes who had once lifted Diana onto their shoulders and called her their little sun.

Now those same brothers stood around Lorelie as if Diana were the danger and Lorelie the treasure. Crown Prince Cassian held his sword before Lorelie's trembling form. Commander Theron shouted orders to archers whose hands shook too hard to aim. Chancellor Maelor held up the royal oath-seal and cried, 'Do not fear, Lorelie. I will never let that beast snatch you away.'

Diana wanted to laugh. She wanted to cry. Most of all, she wanted someone to remember that she was standing there too.

The dragon landed on the winter bridge with enough force to crack the marble beneath his claws. Guards screamed and scattered. The snow around his black scales melted for one impossible breath, revealing the first dark water Diana had seen since childhood. Then the cold returned, hissing against the heat of him.

A voice rolled from the dragon's throat, deep enough to shake the palace windows. 'Defy the oath, and I will raze this city. Your three foolish brothers will watch their towers fall before the snow buries them.'

Lorelie clutched Cassian's sleeve and whispered loudly enough for everyone to hear, 'Please, save me.' The stolen scale at her collarbone flashed silver-blue under the storm light, the holy proof the priests had declared belonged only to the fated bride.

Diana felt the mark beneath her own skin burn in answer. No one had ever seen it because no one had ever looked at her closely enough. They had looked at Lorelie's shine, Lorelie's tears, Lorelie's practiced weakness. They had not looked at the girl who scrubbed temple floors until her hands split, who carried medicine to a sister who smiled only when others watched.

The dragon's gaze moved past Lorelie. It found Diana. The whole world seemed to stop there.

'Come with me instead,' Diana said before courage could abandon her.

The bridge fell silent. Even Lorelie forgot to weep. The three brothers turned as one, not with relief, but with disgust, as if Diana had stepped into a ceremony where she no longer had permission to speak.

Cassian's face hardened. 'Enough. Do not make this about your jealousy.'

'Jealousy?' Diana lifted her chin, though her body trembled from cold and hunger. 'You made the oath with the dragon. You believed Lorelie was the bride because of a scale. If a bride must go to save Solis, then let me go.'

Theron swore under his breath. Maelor's pale eyes narrowed. Lorelie's fingers crept to the scale hidden beneath her collar. Diana saw the flash of fear there and understood something terrible. Lorelie was not afraid of the dragon. She was afraid the dragon would know the truth.

Aldric, Lord of the Abyss, folded his wings. He lowered his enormous head until one burning eye filled Diana's vision. 'They forced you into backbreaking labor and gave their love to another girl,' he said, no longer roaring for the city but speaking to her alone. 'Yet here you are, sacrificing yourself for them.'

The words broke through places Diana had carefully sealed. She saw herself at twelve, waiting with honey cakes outside the council room while her brothers laughed within. She saw Cassian once saying royal business could wait because his favorite little sister had brought sweets. She saw the same mouth years later ordering guards to drag her to the bleeding chamber because Lorelie's weak heart hurt again.

A bowl. Another bowl as backup. Bear it a little longer, Diana. Lorelie needs your blood.

Diana's hand curled against her wrist, where scars hid under lace cuffs. She had learned not to beg because begging made Theron angry. She had learned not to explain because Maelor knew spells that could pull memories from a mind and twist them into proof. She had learned not to cry because Lorelie cried better.

'No,' Diana whispered. 'This happiness was never mine to begin with. Now it is time to give it back.'

Aldric's gaze darkened. Something almost human moved behind the dragon's ancient eyes. 'In seven days, either the true bride comes willingly, or this city shall be buried with those who betrayed her.'

He looked at Diana when he said true. No one else seemed to notice.

The dragon rose on a thunder of wings. Wind tore banners from the palace walls and sent them spiraling into the frozen canal. The crowd screamed, then cheered when Aldric vanished into the storm, because people believed whatever kept them from fear. A dragon leaving looked like victory if no one asked why he had smiled at the sacrificed girl.

'The dragon has fled!' someone cried from the plaza. 'Praise the Chancellor and the Commander! Glory to the Solis Empire!'

Lorelie collapsed beautifully into Cassian's arms. 'Brothers, you were incredible. Your divine might must have scared the dragon away. You saved me and the whole city.'

Theron kissed her brow. Maelor placed his cloak around her shoulders. Cassian promised, 'My sister, we would lay down our lives for you.'

Diana stood three steps away, covered in snow, with no cloak and no hands reaching for her. She heard the people shouting Lorelie's name. She heard the priests thanking the ancestors. She heard her own heart ask a small, shameful question. If the dragon had taken me, would they even miss me?

Lorelie opened her eyes over Cassian's shoulder and smiled at Diana. The smile was sharp enough to cut.

That night, Diana returned to the old nursery because no one had told her where else she belonged. The room had been stripped after Lorelie arrived. The music box was gone. The sun-yellow quilts were gone. Only Mink, a white ferret with a torn ear and clever black eyes, waited beneath the cold hearth.

'Mama has no cakes today,' Diana whispered, gathering the little creature against her chest. 'Are you hungry?' Mink nipped her sleeve as if scolding her for apologizing, then curled against her scars.

In the mirror, the stolen scale on Lorelie's throat flashed from the corridor beyond, though Lorelie herself remained hidden. Diana felt the burn beneath her own skin answer again. The pain was not in her flesh alone. It was in the old oath waking up.

Seven days.

A dragon who knew too much. A false sister who feared too little. Three brothers who had forgotten the girl they once swore to protect.

Diana pressed her forehead to Mink's soft fur and made herself a promise. If no one in Solis remembered her as a princess, she would remember herself. And if the Abyss Dragon came again, she would not meet him as a sacrifice. She would meet him standing.
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CHAPTER 1
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The Daughter They Forgot

Snow pressed against the windows of the frost-dim nursery while Diana stood in the center of a room that had already judged her. Diana stepped over broken frost, breathing through the taste of black pine resin, and kept her eyes on the truth no one wanted named: Lorelie's first accusation after the bridge.

The hour that would become The Daughter They Forgot began without kindness. The Solis Empire still slept under eternal winter, and the court still repeated the same prophecy until it sounded less like hope and more like a sentence: pure royal blood must join the Abyss Dragon, or the sun would remain buried. Diana had heard those words since childhood. Only now did she understand how easily holy language could be sharpened into a blade.

Lorelie's stolen scale had taught the palace to look at the wrong girl. It flashed whenever someone praised her, and it dimmed whenever Diana came too near. In the frost-dim nursery, Diana noticed what her brothers refused to see. Diana sees that every servant now watches her like a criminal, and the knowledge settled under her ribs like a live coal.

She did not become fearless in The Daughter They Forgot. Fear was there, quiet and cold. But beneath it, something older answered the dragon's name. Diana touched the hidden burn under her heart and promised herself that this chapter would not end with her disappearing to make another woman's lie easier to love.

Outside the frost-dim nursery, the empire kept pretending the cold was normal. Servants carried hot stones under their sleeves, nobles hid frostbite under rings, and priests blessed empty braziers as if ceremony could replace the missing sun. Diana noticed each detail because The Daughter They Forgot was teaching her that kingdoms could lie as easily as sisters did. The winter was not weather. It was testimony.

The pressure in the frost-dim nursery arrived politely first. A servant avoided Diana's eyes. A guard shifted his spear across her path. Someone whispered that Lorelie's first accusation after the bridge, and the whisper traveled faster than truth ever had in the Solis palace.

'Lorelie, name the truth, not the story they rewarded,' Diana said in The Daughter They Forgot. She kept her voice low because pleading before an audience had never saved her. 'One honest sentence would end this.'

Lorelie smiled with wet eyes, the kind of smile that became a sob when witnesses approached. 'Truth is whatever they love enough to defend. In The Daughter They Forgot, they still love me more.'

Those words should have folded Diana back into silence. Instead, they placed something cold and clean inside her. The ache of being erased in her own home had made her small for too long. She straightened, and Mink slid from beneath a bench as if even the smallest loyal creature in the palace had come to witness the end of her shrinking.

Every witness found a safer place to look. That absence became part of the scene: the scrape of a chair, the lowered eyes, the careful distance everyone kept from the girl Lorelie had marked as dangerous. Diana let herself feel the wound without obeying it. In The Daughter They Forgot, being alone no longer meant being wrong.

The first proof of The Daughter They Forgot waited where important people rarely looked: beneath a prayer ribbon, in a corner of the frost-dim nursery that servants knew better than princes. Diana found marks in the old record hand, each line tied to her name and each date matching one of Lorelie's sudden recoveries.

The account book did not tremble, though Diana did. In The Daughter They Forgot, her life had been measured in crimson portions while Cassian called it duty and Lorelie called it weakness. Diana pressed her palm to the hidden mark beneath her breastbone; gold light threaded between her fingers, not the stolen blue of Lorelie's scale, but warm, stubborn, and alive.

Diana sees that every servant now watches her like a criminal. The revelation did not arrive gently. It came like a door breaking under storm wind, leaving Diana with no safe lie to hide behind and no reason to keep protecting the people who had made ignorance comfortable.

For one breath during The Daughter They Forgot, smoke and mountain rain stirred in the air. Aldric's voice moved through the oath mark, quiet enough that it belonged only to her. 'Do not let their cruelty teach you that you are only useful when you suffer.'

She copied the evidence for The Daughter They Forgot in a steady hand, though her fingers shook. Names mattered. Dates mattered. Bowls mattered. The Solis Empire had survived for years by making Diana's pain seem vague, emotional, and inconvenient. Written proof changed the shape of it. What had been dismissed as jealousy now had ink, numbers, and a trail of blood leading back to Lorelie.

By afternoon, the frost-dim nursery had become a stage for accusation. Cassian stood beneath the winter banners, wearing authority like armor. Diana could remember him younger, laughing, lifting her away from a frozen puddle so her slippers would stay dry. Memory made The Daughter They Forgot hurt more, not less.

'Cassian, look at me,' she said. 'Not at the scale. Not at Lorelie's tears. At me.'

Cassian looked during The Daughter They Forgot, but not long enough. His eyes slipped toward the easier story, the one where Diana was jealous, Lorelie was frail, and every cruel order in the palace could be excused as protection.

The memory of Aldric calling her the true bride. Diana hated that her heart noticed. Hope frightened her because hope had once made every rejection feel like surprise. Still, the warmth she sensed from Aldric did not demand that she forgive, obey, or bleed. It simply waited, steady as a hand offered across a frozen river.

For a moment, Diana allowed herself to mourn the version of Cassian she had loved. The memory was not false just because the man before her had failed her. That was the cruelest part of The Daughter They Forgot: learning that love could have been real once and still become unsafe. She did not have to deny the past in order to walk away from it.

Danger broke The Daughter They Forgot open before Diana could prepare. A prayer seal blackened at the edges. Someone shouted for guards, and someone else shouted her name as if naming her could turn her into the villain they needed.

Lorelie's first accusation after the bridge moved from accusation into action. Diana felt the old habit rise inside her: apologize, explain, soften, survive. Then Mink hissed from her sleeve, tiny teeth bared at a world twice crueler than any beast, and the ridiculous courage of him steadied her in the frost-dim nursery.

'No,' Diana said. The word did not shake the palace during The Daughter They Forgot. It did not make her brothers love her, and it did not undo eighteen years of stolen tenderness. But it belonged to her, and that made it powerful.

The hidden sun inside her blood responded during The Daughter They Forgot in a way only the Solis court could feel. Gold fire ran through the floor in a narrow line, not burning the stone but waking something beneath it. For the first time, the Solis Empire trembled because truth had found a voice inside the person they tried to erase.

During The Daughter They Forgot, the room smelled of frosted silk, fear, and old magic. Diana felt every watching face waiting for her to become the angry girl Lorelie described. She gave them something else. She gave them stillness, a lifted chin, and the dangerous dignity of someone who had finally stopped helping her own enemies explain her away.

After the shouting in The Daughter They Forgot, silence returned with sharper edges. Diana stood among the pieces of what had broken and understood that pain was not proof of love. Theron's regret, when it came, would not erase the orders already given. Lorelie's fear would not make her innocent. The empire's need would not make Diana owned.

The ache of being erased in her own home still lived inside her after The Daughter They Forgot. It was not a weakness to be healed away. It was a witness. Every scar remembered the girl who had endured when no one stood beside her.

Somewhere beyond the palace storm, Aldric's presence warmed the oath mark without claiming it. During The Daughter They Forgot, Diana recognized attention that did not feel like a demand, and the discovery frightened her almost as much as it comforted her.

By dusk in The Daughter They Forgot, Diana had changed in a way no mirror could show. She no longer asked why Cassian had not chosen her. She asked why she had been taught to keep choosing people who handed her pain and called it family.

That realization did not heal her instantly. Healing was not a door that opened because a dragon lord stood nearby or because the truth had begun to shine. Healing was work, breath by breath. In The Daughter They Forgot, Diana simply chose the first honest breath, then the next, until the cage built from obedience lost one more bar.

By nightfall, the frost-dim nursery no longer felt like a room. It felt like a threshold.

A summons to the Hall of Mirrors. The thought moved through Diana like a prophecy sharpening into a command. At the close of The Daughter They Forgot, she did not know yet whether it would save the Solis Empire, condemn it, or force it to kneel before the truth it had despised.

Lorelie had underestimated her. Theron had underestimated her. Even the Solis court had mistaken endurance for surrender. Diana was tired, frightened, and still wounded in places no healer could touch, but she was no longer confused about the enemy The Daughter They Forgot had revealed.

The choice ahead of her had no easy shape. If she moved toward Aldric, Solis would call her traitor. If she returned to Solis, the Abyss would call her lost. Diana understood at last that every path built by others ended at someone else's altar. The Daughter They Forgot would not end that way.

Far away from the frost-dim nursery, thunder answered from the Abyss. It sounded almost like approval. It sounded almost like Aldric saying Diana's name at the exact moment a summons to the Hall of Mirrors.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2
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The Stolen Scale

The door to the Hall of Mirrors closed with a sound too soft to be mercy and too final to be accident. Diana refused to look away, breathing through the taste of old roses under glass, and kept her eyes on the truth no one wanted named: Maelor prepares a memory extraction spell.

The hour that would become The Stolen Scale began without kindness. The Solis Empire still slept under eternal winter, and the court still repeated the same prophecy until it sounded less like hope and more like a sentence: pure royal blood must join the Abyss Dragon, or the sun would remain buried. Diana had heard those words since childhood. Only now did she understand how easily holy language could be sharpened into a blade.

Lorelie's stolen scale had taught the palace to look at the wrong girl. It flashed whenever someone praised her, and it dimmed whenever Diana came too near. In the Hall of Mirrors, Diana noticed what her brothers refused to see. The dragon scale on Lorelie pulses when Diana bleeds, and the knowledge settled under her ribs like a live coal.

She did not become fearless in The Stolen Scale. Fear was there, quiet and cold. But beneath it, something older answered the dragon's name. Diana touched the hidden burn under her heart and promised herself that this chapter would not end with her disappearing to make another woman's lie easier to love.

Outside the Hall of Mirrors, the empire kept pretending the cold was normal. Servants carried hot stones under their sleeves, nobles hid frostbite under rings, and priests blessed empty braziers as if ceremony could replace the missing sun. Diana noticed each detail because The Stolen Scale was teaching her that kingdoms could lie as easily as sisters did. The winter was not weather. It was testimony.

The pressure in the Hall of Mirrors arrived politely first. A servant avoided Diana's eyes. A guard shifted his spear across her path. Someone whispered that Maelor prepares a memory extraction spell, and the whisper traveled faster than truth ever had in the Solis palace.

'Lorelie, look at me and speak without witnesses to perform for,' Diana said in The Stolen Scale. She kept her voice low because pleading before an audience had never saved her. 'One honest sentence would end this.'

Lorelie smiled with wet eyes, the kind of smile that became a sob when witnesses approached. 'Truth is whatever they love enough to defend. In The Stolen Scale, they still love me more.'

Those words should have folded Diana back into silence. Instead, they placed something cold and clean inside her. Fear turning into suspicion had made her small for too long. She straightened, and Mink slid from beneath a bench as if even the smallest loyal creature in the palace had come to witness the end of her shrinking.

The silence around Diana had weight and teeth. That absence became part of the scene: the scrape of a chair, the lowered eyes, the careful distance everyone kept from the girl Lorelie had marked as dangerous. Diana let herself feel the wound without obeying it. In The Stolen Scale, being alone no longer meant being wrong.

The first proof of The Stolen Scale waited where important people rarely looked: in the ash tray of a forbidden brazier, in a corner of the Hall of Mirrors that servants knew better than princes. Diana found marks in the old record hand, each line tied to her name and each date matching one of Lorelie's sudden recoveries.

Ink had preserved what her brothers preferred to forget. In The Stolen Scale, her life had been measured in crimson portions while Cassian called it duty and Lorelie called it weakness. Diana pressed her palm to the hidden mark beneath her breastbone; gold light threaded between her fingers, not the stolen blue of Lorelie's scale, but warm, stubborn, and alive.

The dragon scale on Lorelie pulses when Diana bleeds. The revelation did not arrive gently. It came like a door breaking under storm wind, leaving Diana with no safe lie to hide behind and no reason to keep protecting the people who had made ignorance comfortable.

For one breath during The Stolen Scale, smoke and mountain rain stirred in the air. Aldric's voice moved through the oath mark, quiet enough that it belonged only to her. 'Do not let their cruelty teach you that you are only useful when you suffer.'

She copied the evidence for The Stolen Scale in a steady hand, though her fingers shook. Names mattered. Dates mattered. Bowls mattered. The Solis Empire had survived for years by making Diana's pain seem vague, emotional, and inconvenient. Written proof changed the shape of it. What had been dismissed as jealousy now had ink, numbers, and a trail of blood leading back to Lorelie.

By afternoon, the Hall of Mirrors had become a stage for accusation. Cassian stood beneath the winter banners, wearing authority like armor. Diana could remember him younger, laughing, lifting her away from a frozen puddle so her slippers would stay dry. Memory made The Stolen Scale hurt more, not less.

'Cassian, look at me,' she said. 'Not at the scale. Not at Lorelie's tears. At me.'

Cassian looked during The Stolen Scale, but not long enough. His eyes slipped toward the easier story, the one where Diana was jealous, Lorelie was frail, and every cruel order in the palace could be excused as protection.

The dragon's voice echoes inside the oath mark. Diana hated that her heart noticed. Hope frightened her because hope had once made every rejection feel like surprise. Still, the warmth she sensed from Aldric did not demand that she forgive, obey, or bleed. It simply waited, steady as a hand offered across a frozen river.

For a moment, Diana allowed herself to mourn the version of Cassian she had loved. The memory was not false just because the man before her had failed her. That was the cruelest part of The Stolen Scale: learning that love could have been real once and still become unsafe. She did not have to deny the past in order to walk away from it.

Danger broke The Stolen Scale open before Diana could prepare. The windows flashed with dragon-shadow. Someone shouted for guards, and someone else shouted her name as if naming her could turn her into the villain they needed.

Maelor prepares a memory extraction spell moved from accusation into action. Diana felt the old habit rise inside her: apologize, explain, soften, survive. Then Mink hissed from her sleeve, tiny teeth bared at a world twice crueler than any beast, and the ridiculous courage of him steadied her in the Hall of Mirrors.

'No,' Diana said. The word did not shake the palace during The Stolen Scale. It did not make her brothers love her, and it did not undo eighteen years of stolen tenderness. But it belonged to her, and that made it powerful.

A pulse of old flame passed from Diana into the walls during The Stolen Scale in a way only the Solis court could feel. Gold fire ran through the floor in a narrow line, not burning the stone but waking something beneath it. For the first time, the Solis Empire trembled because Diana had stopped begging the room to recognize her pain.

During The Stolen Scale, the room smelled of warm rain remembered by stone, fear, and old magic. Diana felt every watching face waiting for her to become the angry girl Lorelie described. She gave them something else. She gave them stillness, a lifted chin, and the dangerous dignity of someone who had finally stopped helping her own enemies explain her away.

After the shouting in The Stolen Scale, silence returned with sharper edges. Diana stood among the pieces of what had broken and understood that pain was not proof of love. Theron's regret, when it came, would not erase the orders already given. Lorelie's fear would not make her innocent. The empire's need would not make Diana owned.

Fear turning into suspicion still lived inside her after The Stolen Scale. It was not a weakness to be healed away. It was a witness. Every scar remembered the girl who had endured when no one stood beside her.

Somewhere beyond the palace storm, Aldric's presence warmed the oath mark without claiming it. During The Stolen Scale, Diana recognized attention that did not feel like a demand, and the discovery frightened her almost as much as it comforted her.

By dusk in The Stolen Scale, Diana had changed in a way no mirror could show. She no longer asked why Cassian had not chosen her. She asked why she had been taught to keep choosing people who handed her pain and called it family.

That realization did not heal her instantly. Healing was not a door that opened because a dragon lord stood nearby or because the truth had begun to shine. Healing was work, breath by breath. In The Stolen Scale, Diana simply chose the first honest breath, then the next, until the cage built from obedience lost one more bar.

When the last bell rang, the air around the Hall of Mirrors tightened around a secret about to break.

Lorelie touches the scale and Diana collapses. The thought moved through Diana like a prophecy sharpening into a command. At the close of The Stolen Scale, she did not know yet whether it would save the Solis Empire, condemn it, or force it to kneel before the truth it had despised.

Lorelie had underestimated her. Theron had underestimated her. Even the Solis court had mistaken endurance for surrender. Diana was tired, frightened, and still wounded in places no healer could touch, but she was no longer confused about the enemy The Stolen Scale had revealed.

The choice ahead of her had no easy shape. If she moved toward Aldric, Solis would call her traitor. If she returned to Solis, the Abyss would call her lost. Diana understood at last that every path built by others ended at someone else's altar. The Stolen Scale would not end that way.

Far away from the Hall of Mirrors, thunder answered from the Abyss. It sounded almost like approval. It sounded almost like Aldric saying Diana's name at the exact moment Lorelie touches the scale and Diana collapses.
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CHAPTER 3
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Three Brothers and One Lie

In the royal infirmary, even the candle flames leaned away from Diana, as if the palace had taught them whom to favor. Diana lifted her chin, breathing through the taste of ember dust, and kept her eyes on the truth no one wanted named: Lorelie claims Diana ruined her ceremonial gown.

The hour that would become Three Brothers and One Lie began without kindness. The Solis Empire still slept under eternal winter, and the court still repeated the same prophecy until it sounded less like hope and more like a sentence: pure royal blood must join the Abyss Dragon, or the sun would remain buried. Diana had heard those words since childhood. Only now did she understand how easily holy language could be sharpened into a blade.

Lorelie's stolen scale had taught the palace to look at the wrong girl. It flashed whenever someone praised her, and it dimmed whenever Diana came too near. In the royal infirmary, Diana noticed what her brothers refused to see. Cassian refuses to hear Diana's witness, and the knowledge settled under her ribs like a live coal.

She did not become fearless in Three Brothers and One Lie. Fear was there, quiet and cold. But beneath it, something older answered the dragon's name. Diana touched the hidden burn under her heart and promised herself that this chapter would not end with her disappearing to make another woman's lie easier to love.

Outside the royal infirmary, the empire kept pretending the cold was normal. Servants carried hot stones under their sleeves, nobles hid frostbite under rings, and priests blessed empty braziers as if ceremony could replace the missing sun. Diana noticed each detail because Three Brothers and One Lie was teaching her that kingdoms could lie as easily as sisters did. The winter was not weather. It was testimony.

The pressure in the royal infirmary arrived politely first. A servant avoided Diana's eyes. A guard shifted his spear across her path. Someone whispered that Lorelie claims Diana ruined her ceremonial gown, and the whisper traveled faster than truth ever had in the Solis palace.

'Lorelie, tell the court what the scale really is,' Diana said in Three Brothers and One Lie. She kept her voice low because pleading before an audience had never saved her. 'One honest sentence would end this.'

Lorelie smiled with wet eyes, the kind of smile that became a sob when witnesses approached. 'Truth is whatever they love enough to defend. In Three Brothers and One Lie, they still love me more.'

Those words should have folded Diana back into silence. Instead, they placed something cold and clean inside her. Betrayal by the brother who once carried her through snow had made her small for too long. She straightened, and Mink slid from beneath a bench as if even the smallest loyal creature in the palace had come to witness the end of her shrinking.

Servants who once accepted her kindness now studied the floor. That absence became part of the scene: the scrape of a chair, the lowered eyes, the careful distance everyone kept from the girl Lorelie had marked as dangerous. Diana let herself feel the wound without obeying it. In Three Brothers and One Lie, being alone no longer meant being wrong.

The first proof of Three Brothers and One Lie waited where important people rarely looked: under the velvet lining of an old jewel box, in a corner of the royal infirmary that servants knew better than princes. Diana found marks in the old record hand, each line tied to her name and each date matching one of Lorelie's sudden recoveries.

The columns of blood and dates made cruelty impossible to perfume. In Three Brothers and One Lie, her life had been measured in crimson portions while Cassian called it duty and Lorelie called it weakness. Diana pressed her palm to the hidden mark beneath her breastbone; gold light threaded between her fingers, not the stolen blue of Lorelie's scale, but warm, stubborn, and alive.

Cassian refuses to hear Diana's witness. The revelation did not arrive gently. It came like a door breaking under storm wind, leaving Diana with no safe lie to hide behind and no reason to keep protecting the people who had made ignorance comfortable.

For one breath during Three Brothers and One Lie, smoke and mountain rain stirred in the air. Aldric's voice moved through the oath mark, quiet enough that it belonged only to her. 'Do not let their cruelty teach you that you are only useful when you suffer.'

She copied the evidence for Three Brothers and One Lie in a steady hand, though her fingers shook. Names mattered. Dates mattered. Bowls mattered. The Solis Empire had survived for years by making Diana's pain seem vague, emotional, and inconvenient. Written proof changed the shape of it. What had been dismissed as jealousy now had ink, numbers, and a trail of blood leading back to Lorelie.

By afternoon, the royal infirmary had become a stage for accusation. Cassian stood beneath the winter banners, wearing authority like armor. Diana could remember him younger, laughing, lifting her away from a frozen puddle so her slippers would stay dry. Memory made Three Brothers and One Lie hurt more, not less.

'Cassian, look at me,' she said. 'Not at the scale. Not at Lorelie's tears. At me.'

Cassian looked during Three Brothers and One Lie, but not long enough. His eyes slipped toward the easier story, the one where Diana was jealous, Lorelie was frail, and every cruel order in the palace could be excused as protection.

A black-feathered messenger from Aldric watches the window. Diana hated that her heart noticed. Hope frightened her because hope had once made every rejection feel like surprise. Still, the warmth she sensed from Aldric did not demand that she forgive, obey, or bleed. It simply waited, steady as a hand offered across a frozen river.

For a moment
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