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Prologue: The Day the Gods Were Silent
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Before the empire learned to call a lie sacred, there was a child in a room without windows.

The room lay beneath the first temple of Elyndor, though no bell had yet rung from its tower and no priest had yet learned to speak with the heavy, honeyed voice that made poor people bow. The stones were new. The mortar still smelled of lime. Dawn pressed against the earth above, but none of it entered the chamber.

Only seven oil lamps burned there.

One for the God of Light.
One for the Goddess of Mercy.
One for the God of War.
One for the Goddess of Harvest.
One for the God of Memory.
One for the Goddess of Oaths.
And one for the Nameless God, who received prayers only from people who had lost everything else.
The child beneath the lamps had not yet learned to pray.

He was six days old.

His name, according to the woman who held him, was Oryn Aster. According to the old law, he was the son of Queen Marivel and King Edric of the River Throne. According to the pact of the temples, he was the first child born beneath the rare white eclipse, which meant the crown of Elyndor belonged to him before he had enough strength to hold his own head upright.

According to the man standing before him with blood on his sleeve, none of that would matter after sunrise.

Lord Cadran Caelorian wore no crown yet. His hair was tied with a strip of black leather. His boots were wet from crossing the river. He was thirty-two years old, broad in the shoulders, beautiful in the way knives were beautiful when held beneath candlelight, and he had the calm face of a man who had already committed the worst act of his life and discovered that his heart had not stopped beating afterward.

The woman holding the child was called Iva Nareen. She had served Queen Marivel since both of them were girls, and she had never imagined that loyalty could become heavier than grief.

“You cannot do this,” Iva whispered.

Lord Cadran looked at the child.

“No,” he said softly. “I cannot be seen doing this.”

That was the first shape of the empire: not the deed, but the hiding of it.

Above them, men were dying in the courtyard. They cried out for mothers, saints, gods, wives, commanders, water. Horses screamed. Somewhere a bell rang twice and stopped because the boy pulling its rope had been cut down. The River Palace had fallen before the sun. The priests had fled or surrendered. The old king’s banner lay in mud.

Cadran extended his hand.

“The child.”

Iva clutched Oryn against her chest.

“He is chosen.”

Cadran’s jaw tightened, but he did not raise his voice. Men like him did not need to shout while the world was still frightened of them.

“The gods chose silence,” he said.

“They chose the eclipse.”

“The eclipse chose everyone who happened to be born beneath it.”

“There was a prophecy.”

“There is always a prophecy when someone wants power to sound holy.”

Iva stared at him, and for one dangerous heartbeat she saw something like truth behind his eyes. Not goodness. Never goodness. But truth.

Cadran believed what he was saying.

That made him worse.

Behind him stood a priest in white robes, though his sleeves were dark with blood where he had stepped over the fallen to reach this room. Father Luthien Orval was young enough to still have softness in his face and old enough to have murdered it in himself. In his hands he held a scroll already sealed with wax.

Iva saw the seal.

The seven-pointed sun.

The first imperial lie had already been written.

“You will tell them the gods chose him,” Iva said, looking not at Cadran but at the priest. “You will stand before the people and tell them heaven placed a crown on the head of the man who killed a child.”

Father Luthien flinched.

Cadran did not.

“No,” Cadran said. “He will tell them the gods chose the only man strong enough to end bloodshed. They will believe it because they are tired, hungry, afraid, and desperate for any story that lets them sleep.”

Iva stepped back until the cold wall touched her shoulders.

“You mistake exhaustion for faith.”

“I mistake nothing.” Cadran’s voice lowered. “I know exactly how kingdoms are built. First with fear. Then with bread. Then with songs. By the third generation, no one remembers which came first.”

The child woke.

His eyes opened, not blue like his mother’s, not brown like his father’s, but silver-gray, pale as rain on ash. He did not cry. He looked at Cadran Caelorian with the solemn confusion of a soul that had arrived in the world too early and found men already ruining it.

For a moment, the lord who would be emperor looked away.

That was all Iva needed.

She shifted the child to one arm and struck the nearest lamp with her elbow.

Oil burst across the floor. Flame leapt like a living animal. Father Luthien shouted. Cadran lunged. Iva ran, not toward the stairs, where soldiers waited, but toward the narrow service grate behind the altar stone, a passage used by temple masons and forgotten as soon as the walls rose.

A hand caught her sleeve.

The cloth tore.

A blade flashed.

Pain opened across her side, hot and sudden. She kept moving.

The child began to cry then, not loudly, not like a prince or a prophecy, but like any newborn ripped from warmth into terror.

Iva crawled through smoke and stone with the heir of Elyndor pressed beneath her body.

Behind her, Lord Cadran Caelorian shouted one command.

“Seal the passage.”

Stones fell.

Dust choked the air.

The last thing Iva saw before darkness took the tunnel was Father Luthien standing beneath the seven lamps, clutching the scroll that would become the First Truth.

His lips moved.

Perhaps he prayed.

Perhaps he apologized.

Perhaps, like so many men after him, he simply practiced the lie until it sounded like history.



Seven hundred and twelve years later, every child in Elyndor learned the First Truth before learning how to write their own name.

The Crown was chosen by the Seven Gods.

Seven hundred and twelve years later, a girl named Arielle Thorn heard those words spoken aloud.

And the lie screamed.

​

Part One: The Girl Who Heard Wrong

​
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Chapter One: The Sound Beneath the Bell
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Arielle Thorn first understood that holy things could lie when she was nine years old and her teacher told the class that poor children were closer to the gods.

The words were written in chalk on the slate wall of the temple school:

Humility is the cradle of grace.

Teacher Bressa tapped the chalk beneath the sentence and smiled at the twenty-three children seated on reed mats. Rain drummed on the roof. The room smelled of damp wool, ink, and barley soup from the kitchen below. Outside, the town of Brackenmere bent beneath winter clouds, its lanes turned to mud, its chimney smoke pressed low by weather.

“Repeat,” Teacher Bressa said.

Twenty-two children repeated the line.

Arielle did not.

Not because she was defiant. At nine, defiance still frightened her. Not because she was clever. Cleverness came later, sharpened by necessity. She did not speak because the moment Teacher Bressa read the sentence aloud, something happened inside Arielle’s skull.

A thin silver sound split the air.

Not a bell exactly.

Not a scream.

A crack.

Like ice breaking beneath a foot.

Arielle pressed both hands over her ears, but the sound was not entering through her ears. It was inside the words themselves. It shivered through her bones.

Teacher Bressa frowned. “Arielle?”

The other children turned.

Arielle lowered her hands slowly.

“Is something wrong?” the teacher asked.

Arielle looked at the chalk sentence.

The words sat harmlessly on the wall, white and dusty and obedient.

But she had heard them break.

“No, Teacher.”

The crack sounded again.

This time Arielle gasped.

Teacher Bressa’s face softened. “Are you unwell?”

“Yes,” Arielle lied.

Nothing happened.

No crack. No silver break. No pain.

The lie belonged to Arielle, and her own lies never made a sound.

That was the first rule she learned.

Other people’s lies hurt.

Hers merely survived.



By seventeen, Arielle had learned many rules.

She learned that lies spoken by children sounded like snapped twigs. Lies spoken by merchants sounded like coins striking stone. Lies spoken by lovers were soft and wet, like cloth being wrung out in a basin. Lies spoken by priests sounded worst of all. Their words broke like glass inside a cathedral.

She learned that some lies were not lies because the speaker believed them. A drunk could swear he would never drink again and the words would pass through the world harmlessly if, in that trembling moment, he truly meant them. A mother could tell a dying child that the pain would end soon and Arielle would hear no crack if the mother’s hope was stronger than her knowledge.

She learned that silence was safer than honesty.

She learned that people did not thank you for truth.

Once, when she was twelve, she told Old Merin the baker that his apprentice was stealing flour. Merin beat the apprentice until the boy limped for a week, then dismissed Arielle’s mother from washing his linens because “no decent household keeps a spy
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