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Prologue

The Soul Beneath the Palace
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The first soul screamed beneath the palace without making a sound.

Above it, the royal court of Aurelienne danced.

Crystal chandeliers trembled with candlelight. Silk gowns swept over marble floors. Lords bowed, ladies smiled, and musicians played a song so sweet it made the room feel innocent. No one looked down. No one ever looked down. Beneath the palace, under the white stone, under the old chapel, under the sealed crypt where the first kings had buried their shame, something fed.

A man in a crimson court coat stood alone before an iron door.

He had removed his gloves.

That was important. Blood rituals required skin.

“Open,” he whispered.

The door did not move at first. Its surface was black with age, carved with symbols no living priest would dare translate. The man touched two fingers to the small silver knife hidden in his sleeve and drew the blade across his palm.

The iron drank the blood.

A seam appeared in the dark.

From behind the door came a breath older than any kingdom.

The man smiled, though sweat ran cold down his spine. “I brought what you asked for.”

The hinges groaned.

The chamber beyond the door was not large. It did not need to be. Evil was rarely as grand as frightened people imagined. Sometimes it waited in small rooms, patient and hungry, while empires built themselves above it.

In the center of the chamber stood a stone basin filled with black water. A crown lay at the bottom, half-submerged, its points broken, its metal neither gold nor iron. The water moved without being touched.

On the floor beside the basin knelt a boy no older than twelve.

His hands were bound. His mouth was covered with a strip of linen. His eyes were wide with the animal terror of someone who had finally understood that begging would not save him.

The man in crimson crouched before him. “Do not look at me like that.”

The boy shook so hard the chains at his wrists rang.

“You were already dead,” the man said gently. “A gutter child. No family. No name worth writing down. Now you will serve Aurelienne.”

The boy made a broken sound through the cloth.

A whisper rose from the basin.

Not words. Not exactly.

Hunger learned the shape of language.

The man’s expression tightened. “Yes. I know. The last offering was too weak.”

The black water stirred faster.

Far above them, the court erupted in applause. Perhaps someone had finished a dance. Perhaps a prince had entered. Perhaps another lie had been toasted in wine.

The man looked toward the ceiling with irritation.

They celebrated peace tonight.

A century had passed since the Treaty of Blackwater had ended the last open war between Aurelienne and Morhallow. A century since humans had blamed the immortal kingdom beyond the black mountains for famine, plague, and every child who vanished from a road at dusk. A century since Aurelienne’s kings discovered that fear was easier to govern than truth.

The people believed Morhallow was the monster.

The people were useful fools.

The man pulled the linen from the boy’s mouth.

“Please,” the child gasped. “Please, sir, I didn’t steal anything. I didn’t—”

“Hush.” The man brushed a strand of dirty hair from the boy’s forehead with almost fatherly tenderness. “This is not punishment.”

The boy’s tears spilled over.

“This is maintenance.”

The basin exhaled.

The torches bent toward it, flames leaning as if the dark had gravity.

The man placed his bleeding palm against the boy’s chest. Under his breath, he recited the vow that had been passed down through chancellors, regents, and kings who smiled in daylight and fed the thing below their feet at night.

“By crown hidden and crown broken. By hunger buried and hunger bound. Take what is nameless. Spare what is mine.”

The boy convulsed.

Light burst beneath his skin—not golden, not warm, but pale and frightened, the thin glow every living soul carried before the world bruised it. The basin pulled. The boy arched against the chains. His scream rose, silent and terrible, caught inside the room as if the walls themselves had swallowed it.

The black water turned silver for one heartbeat.

Then it went dark again.

The boy collapsed.

Empty.

The man stood slowly, breathing hard. Blood dripped from his palm onto the stones.

In the basin, the broken crown shifted.

One of its snapped points lengthened by the width of a fingernail.

The man’s fear became triumph.

“Good,” he whispered.

The water rippled.

A voice entered his mind like a cold hand through silk.

More.

His jaw clenched. “You have had three this month.”

More.

“The villages are asking questions.”

The basin stilled.

Then the torches went out.

Darkness filled the chamber with the weight of a living thing. The man did not move. He had negotiated with kings, threatened bishops, watched prisoners hang without blinking. Yet in that dark, he became a child again, small and sweating under blankets, certain something stood at the foot of his bed.

The voice whispered through the chamber.

Light has returned to the Solenne blood.

The man’s breath stopped.

“No,” he said.

The basin showed him a vision.

A poor village cottage beneath rain. A young woman kneeling over a fevered child. Brown hair escaping its braid. A healer’s hands glowing faintly beneath blood and water.

The man stepped closer despite himself.

The girl in the vision turned her face as if she had heard him across the distance.

Her eyes were not afraid.

The black water shuddered.

Bring her.

The man stared into the basin until the image vanished.

Above him, the court music swelled again. A waltz, bright and graceful. Beautiful enough to cover any crime.

He flexed his wounded hand.

“Mira Solenne,” he murmured, tasting the name.

The broken crown at the bottom of the basin gleamed.

Far away, in a village that still believed monsters lived only beyond the mountains, the girl with forbidden light had no idea the darkness had learned her name.
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Chapter 1

The Healer of Greyfen
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Mira Solenne knew the girl was dying because the room had gone quiet.

Sickness had sounds. Fever moaned. Pain thrashed. Infection rattled in the lungs like dried seeds in a jar. Even grief made noise—a mother’s whisper, a father’s prayer, a chair scraping as someone stood because sitting still hurt too much.

But death made people listen.

In the cramped back room of the miller’s cottage, everyone had stopped breathing loudly enough to hear the rain tap on the roof.

Mira knelt beside the bed with her sleeves rolled past her elbows and blood drying beneath her fingernails. The child on the mattress was six years old, maybe seven. Her name was Lysa. She had chased geese in the square three days ago and bitten Mira once when Mira tried to set a broken finger last winter.

Now Lysa lay still, her lips blue, her small chest barely lifting beneath the quilt.

“Do something,” the miller whispered.

Mira did not look at him. “I am.”

“You gave her the willow tea. You cut the swelling. You said the fever would break.”

“I said it might.”

His wife made a small sound. Not anger. Not blame. Worse.

Hope breaking.

Mira pressed two fingers to the child’s throat. The pulse fluttered under her touch, weak as a moth trapped against glass.

No.

Not this one.

She reached for the pouch at her waist. Empty bottles clinked against one another. She had used the last of the feverbane. The last clean bandage. The last ordinary remedy a poor healer could use without inviting a priest to tie her to a stake.

Lysa’s mother sank to her knees. “Mira.”

That one word held everything. Save her. Please. You saved the baker’s son. You saved old Tavin’s leg. You saved the lamb born wrong in winter. You always find a way.

Mira’s hand closed into a fist.

There was a way.

There was always the forbidden way.

A log snapped in the hearth. The miller turned toward the sound. His wife covered her face. For one tiny moment, no one looked at Mira.

She slid her hand under the quilt and pressed her palm over the child’s heart.

Warmth answered.

It lived deep inside Mira, hidden under bone and fear. Not fire. Fire devoured. This was gentler and far more dangerous. It rose through her veins like sunrise trapped beneath her skin.

Her mother’s warning came back as it always did.

Never let them see your light.

Mira bent low over the child, letting her hair fall forward to shield her face.

“Lysa,” she whispered. “You stubborn little goose-chaser. Come back.”

The light slipped from her palm.

Gold spread beneath the child’s gray skin in thin, branching lines. The room tilted. Pain lanced up Mira’s arm, sharp enough to steal the air from her lungs. She bit the inside of her cheek and tasted blood.

The fever inside Lysa was not natural.

Mira felt it then—a black thread coiled around the child’s heart. Cold. Hungry. Not plague, not rot, not any illness she had seen in Greyfen. It resisted her, tightening when her magic touched it.

Mira’s eyes flew open.

What are you?

The darkness curled toward her light like a leech scenting blood.

Mira almost pulled away.

Then Lysa’s small fingers twitched against the quilt.

Mira clenched her jaw and pushed harder.

Light flared.

The black thread snapped.

Lysa gasped.

Her mother screamed, but this time it was not grief. The child coughed once, twice, and dragged in a rough, beautiful breath. Color rushed back into her cheeks.

Mira jerked her hand away before anyone could see the glow fade from her fingers.

The room erupted.

The miller stumbled to the bedside, sobbing openly. His wife gathered the child against her breast, rocking and crying and laughing at the same time. Someone kept saying the saints were merciful. Someone else called Mira blessed.

Blessed.

Mira nearly laughed.

Blessed women did not hide burned palms inside their skirts.

She stood too quickly. The room swayed. The light had taken more from her than it should have. Her knees weakened, and she caught the bedpost before she could fall.

“Mira?” Lysa’s mother looked up, wet-faced and trembling. “Are you all right?”

“Yes.” Mira forced her hand closed. “She needs broth when she wakes. No milk yet. Keep the fire low. If the fever returns, send for me before nightfall.”

The miller grabbed a small cloth purse from the table. “Take this.”

“No.”

“You saved my girl.”

“And you still have four children to feed.”

His face crumpled. “Please.”

Mira softened despite the ache splitting her bones. She took one copper coin from the purse, because pride was easier for people to bear when it was given somewhere to stand. “For the willow bark.”

He nodded as if she had accepted a king’s ransom.

Mira stepped outside into the rain.

Greyfen crouched in the valley beneath a sky the color of wet ash. Its cottages leaned into one another like tired old women sharing secrets. Smoke dragged low over thatched roofs. Beyond the fields, the northern mountains rose black against the storm, their jagged peaks hidden in cloud.

Morhallow lay beyond them.

Even thinking the name made Mira glance toward the road.

No one in Greyfen crossed themselves when speaking of the dead, but they crossed themselves at Morhallow. Mothers used it to frighten children indoors. Priests blamed it from pulpits whenever crops failed. The royal tax men cursed it when they took too much grain and needed someone else to blame for hunger.

Mira had never seen Morhallow.

Still, all her life, she had been taught to fear the kingdom where immortal monsters served a horn-crowned king carved from night.

She flexed her wounded hand.

The skin across her palm had split in a thin line of gold.

Mira wrapped it quickly.

“Mira!”

She turned.

Her younger brother sprinted through the rain with his coat flapping open and mud up to his knees. Jorin Solenne had never learned how to enter any place calmly. At seventeen, he was all elbows, restless energy, and reckless brown eyes that made him look younger than he wanted to be.

He skidded in front of her, panting. “You’re at the miller’s. Good. I checked home first.”

Mira frowned. “Why are you running like something’s chasing you?”

“Because something is always chasing me. Usually your temper.”

“Jorin.”

His smile vanished.

Only then did she see the blood on his sleeve.

The rain seemed to grow colder.

Mira seized his arm. “Whose blood is that?”

“Not mine.”

That did not comfort her.

“Jorin.”

“I found him on the east road,” he said, words tumbling over one another. “A royal tax officer. The one who came yesterday. He was already down when I got there.”

Mira’s heart tightened. “Down?”

“Dead.”

The village noise faded behind the rain.

Mira looked past him toward the road that cut between the fields and disappeared into the birchwood. “Did anyone see you?”

“I tried to help him.”

“That is not what I asked.”

His throat moved. “Mara Pell saw me kneeling beside him.”

Mira closed her eyes for one breath.

Mara Pell sold eggs, gossip, and fear in equal measure.

“What happened?” Mira asked.

“I don’t know. There was black stuff under his skin. Like veins, but wrong. He grabbed my wrist before he died and said—” Jorin stopped.

“What did he say?”

Jorin looked over his shoulder, though no one stood close enough to hear. Rain ran down his face, making him look suddenly young.

“He said, ‘Tell the healer the court knows.’”

Mira went still.

The bandage around her palm grew warm.

Jorin noticed. His eyes dropped to her hand. “Mira, did you use it again?”

A bell rang in the village square.

Not the chapel bell.

The iron alarm.

One strike. Two. Three.

Doors opened. Voices rose. A dog began barking wildly near the stables.

Mira grabbed Jorin’s sleeve. “Home. Now.”

They ran.

Greyfen changed around them. The sleepy wet road filled with villagers pushing into doorways, peering through shutters, calling questions no one answered. Mira kept her head down, but she felt their eyes following Jorin’s bloody sleeve.

By the time their cottage came into view, royal horses already stood outside it.

Six riders. Black cloaks. Silver badges shaped like the sunburst of Aurelienne. Wardens.

Mira stopped so hard Jorin stumbled beside her.

“No,” he whispered.

The cottage door hung open.

A seventh man stepped out carrying their mother’s old wooden box —the only thing Mira had left of her besides a bone comb and warnings. The warden tossed the box into the mud. Its lid cracked. Dried herbs spilled across the road.

Something small and silver rolled out with them.

Mira’s breath caught.

Her mother’s pendant.

She had hidden it under the cottage floor years ago.

The pendant was shaped like a sun with a black stone at its center.

The lead warden looked up.

His gaze found Mira first.

Then Jorin.

“Jorin Solenne,” he called. “By order of the Crown of Aurelienne, you are charged with murder of a royal officer, practice of forbidden rites, and conspiracy with Morhallow.”

Jorin backed up. “No. I didn’t kill anyone.”

Two wardens moved behind them.

Mira stepped in front of her brother. “He is a boy.”

The lead warden smiled without warmth. “Old enough to hang.”

Anger struck through her fear. “You have no proof.”

“We have a dead tax officer, a witness who saw your brother over the body, and contraband found beneath your floor.”

“That pendant belonged to my mother.”

“Then your mother had dangerous taste.”

Jorin whispered, “Mira.”

She could feel him shaking behind her. Her foolish, reckless brother, who left bread for beggars and stole apples only to give them to hungrier children. He was not careful. He was not always wise. But he was not a murderer.

The warden drew a folded paper from his coat. Rain dotted the royal seal but did not soften it.

“Jorin Solenne is to be taken to the capital for judgment.”

“Judgment?” Mira said. “You mean execution.”

The warden’s smile deepened.

Mira’s injured palm burned under its bandage. Light rose instinctively, furious and bright. She forced it down with every bit of strength she had.

Not here.

Not in front of them.

Not unless you want to die beside him.

One of the wardens grabbed Jorin.

Mira moved.

The lead warden’s sword cleared its sheath halfway. “Careful, healer.”

The word struck harder than the blade would have.

He knew her.

Or knew of her.

Jorin struggled as iron cuffs snapped around his wrists. “I didn’t do it! Mira, I swear I didn’t—”

“I know.” She pushed toward him, but two wardens caught her arms.

Jorin’s eyes locked on hers as they dragged him toward the horses.

For the first time since he was a child, he looked truly afraid.

“Mira!”

She tore one arm free. “Jorin!”

The lead warden shoved her back. She fell hard in the mud. Pain burst through her hip. Rain filled her mouth with the taste of earth.

The horses turned.

The village watched.

No one moved.

Mira lifted herself on shaking arms as the wardens rode out with her brother between them, his dark head bent beneath the rain.

The last rider paused beside her.

He was older than the others, with a narrow face and pale eyes. Not a soldier, Mira realized. A court man. Clean gloves. Soft hands. A raven pin fixed at his throat.

He leaned down from the saddle.

“The Crown knows what hides in your blood, Mira Solenne,” he said quietly. “Come to the capital if you want the boy to breathe another week.”

Mira stared up at him.

“Who are you?”

His smile was slight. “A messenger.”

“From whom?”

He glanced toward the north, where the mountains stood like black teeth against the sky.

“From the only court desperate enough to need a healer like you.”

Then he rode after the others.

Mira remained in the mud long after the horses vanished.

The villagers slowly retreated into their houses. Doors closed. Shutters latched. Fear had taught Greyfen to be practical.

Only the rain stayed with her.

After a while, Mira crawled to the broken box. Herbs lay ruined in the mud. Her mother’s pendant glimmered beneath them, silver and black, impossible to ignore.

She picked it up.

The stone at its center was warm.

From somewhere far north, thunder rolled over Morhallow’s mountains.

Mira closed her fist around the pendant until its sharp edges bit her skin.

By sunset, her brother was a condemned man.

By dawn, she would follow the road to the capital.

And if the court wanted the light in her blood, Mira would make certain they choked on it.
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Chapter 2

A Brother Sentenced to Die
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The capital of Aurelienne was built to look holy.

That was the first thing Mira hated about it.

Its white towers rose from the river cliffs like polished bones. Gold banners snapped in the wind. Sunburst windows caught the morning light and scattered it over the streets, dazzling enough to make beggars disappear in the glare. Priests in cream robes walked beneath archways carved with blessings. Noblewomen passed in lacquered carriages with curtains drawn against the smell of the poor.

Everything shone.

Everything lied.

Mira entered through the eastern gate with mud on her hem, a cracked healer’s bag over her shoulder, and her mother’s pendant hidden beneath her dress. She had not slept. The road from Greyfen had taken all night and most of her strength. Twice, patrolmen stopped her. Twice, they let her pass after seeing the black-edged summons the pale-eyed messenger had left nailed to her cottage door.

One sentence had been written beneath the royal seal.

Come alone, if you want the boy spared.

Mira had come alone.

That did not mean she had come helpless.

A small knife rested in her boot. Three vials of bitter sleeping draught nestled in her bag. Her mother’s pendant warmed against her skin like an ember that refused to die.

And beneath her ribs, the forbidden light waited.

The palace gates opened only after two guards inspected her summons, her bag, her boots, and the inside of her sleeves.

One of them found the knife.

He held it up with a bored expression. “Planning to murder the regent?”

“If I were, I would bring a sharper knife.”

The younger guard choked on a laugh.

The older one did not. He tossed the knife into a wooden box already full of confiscated blades. “Healers enter through the service arch.”

“Prisoners’ families too?”

His eyes flicked over her. “Depends how long the prisoner has left.”

Mira stepped closer. “My brother. Jorin Solenne. Where is he?”

“Dungeons.”

“Take me to him.”

“I take orders from captains, priests, and people wearing cleaner shoes.”

The service arch groaned open.

Mira held the guard’s stare for one heartbeat longer than wisdom allowed. Then she walked inside.

The palace swallowed her.

Servants moved through narrow corridors hidden behind the grand halls, carrying trays, linens, coal scuttles, messages. No one stopped for her. No one asked why a village healer had been summoned to the heart of royal power. In Aurelienne, Mira realized, people survived by not seeing anything that might later require courage.

A thin woman in a gray steward’s dress appeared at the end of the corridor. “Solenne?”

Mira turned.

The woman looked as if she had been carved from rules. “Follow me.”

“Where is my brother?”

“Alive.”

“For how long?”

“That depends on how obediently you follow me.”

Mira hated the woman then. Hated her neat collar, her calm voice, her ability to say alive as if it were a favor.

Still, she followed.

They passed kitchens hot enough to make the air shimmer, then climbed a narrow stair and emerged into a hall where the walls changed from plain stone to veined marble. Paintings watched from gilded frames: kings with sun crowns, queens with white hands, battles where human knights stood victorious over shadowed figures with horns and claws.

Morhallow, Mira thought.

In every painting, the immortals were monsters.

In every painting, the humans looked clean.

At the end of the hall stood two black doors.

The steward knocked once.

“Enter,” said a man’s voice.

The chamber beyond smelled of ink, roses, and old smoke. Shelves climbed the walls. A fire burned low beneath a carved mantel. Behind a wide desk sat the pale-eyed court man who had spoken to Mira in the rain.

He wore black today instead of riding gray. A raven pin gleamed at his throat.

Beside him stood a woman dressed in ivory silk.

Mira knew her from coins.

Queen Regent Yselle Aramont had ruled Aurelienne for thirteen years, since the old king died and left his only son too young to inherit. Painted on currency, she looked serene and merciful.

In person, she looked tired.

Tired, proud, and afraid of anyone noticing either.

“Mira Solenne,” the regent said.

Mira did not curtsy.

The steward inhaled sharply.

The pale-eyed man smiled.

“I was told my brother would live if I came,” Mira said. “I am here.”

The regent studied her. “You have your mother’s face.”

Mira went cold.

“You knew my mother?”

“Everyone at court knew of Elian Solenne by the end.”

Mira had prepared herself for threats, accusations, even chains. She had not prepared for her mother’s name spoken by a queen.

“My mother was a village midwife.”

“Your mother was many things.” The regent’s gaze dropped briefly to Mira’s chest, as if she could see the pendant hidden there. “Some of them were treason.”

Mira’s fingers curled around the strap of her bag. “Where is Jorin?”

The man behind the desk answered. “Your brother has been sentenced.”

The room narrowed.

“No trial?”

“There was a witness.”

“One witness who saw him trying to help a dying man.”

“There was also forbidden property found in your home.”

“My mother’s pendant is not a crime.”

“It bears the mark of an extinct bloodline.”

“Extinct things do not usually bother queens.”

Regent Yselle’s mouth tightened, but something like bitter amusement flickered in her eyes.

The man in black leaned back. “Your tongue will get your brother killed faster.”

Mira looked at him. “And your name?”

“High Chancellor Oren Malvek.”

So this was the man who wrote the laws other people bled under.

Mira memorized his face.

“When is the execution?” she asked.

“Three days,” Malvek said.

Her body wanted to shake. She refused to allow it. “You said he could be spared.”

“I said he could breathe another week.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“No,” he agreed. “It is a bargain.”

The regent moved toward the window. Beyond the glass, the city glittered in morning light. “King Rhaedan Veyr of Morhallow has requested a healer.”

Mira almost laughed. “And you thought of me?”

“We thought of your blood.”

There it was.

The hidden blade.

Mira’s skin prickled.

“I am an herb healer,” she said.

Malvek opened a drawer and removed a folded cloth. He laid it on the desk.

Inside was a strip of linen darkened with blood.

Jorin’s blood.

Mira took one step before she stopped herself.

“We tested your brother,” Malvek said. “There is old magic in him, but weak. In you, we believe it is stronger.”

“You cut him?”

“A needle prick.”

“If you touched him again—”

“You are not in a position to threaten anyone.”

The fire cracked.

Mira felt the light stir inside her, responding to the rage she could not spend.

Regent Yselle turned from the window. “The Obsidian King’s court sent a formal request under treaty law. They need a healer with knowledge of rare afflictions. If we refuse, Morhallow may claim Aurelienne has broken the peace.”

“And if you send an ordinary healer?”

“They die,” Malvek said mildly. “Or fail.”

Mira understood then.

They did not want her to heal the Obsidian King.

They wanted her gone.

Dead by monster, curse, court intrigue, or mountain road—it did not matter. If she vanished in Morhallow, the human court could keep its hands clean. If she survived, they would have placed their hidden light- blood inside enemy walls like a candle in a powder room.

“You want me to spy,” Mira said.

The regent’s expression did not change. “We want you to observe.”

“That is what powerful people call spying when they want to sleep at night.”

Malvek’s pale eyes sharpened. “You will travel to Morhallow as a royal healer of Aurelienne. You will assess King Rhaedan’s condition. You will send reports through approved channels. You will return when recalled.”

“And Jorin?”

“His execution will be delayed while you serve.”

“Delayed is not spared.”

“It is more than he has now.”

The words struck exactly where he aimed them.

Mira imagined Jorin in a cell, trying to act brave for guards who did not care. Jorin, who once cried for three hours after finding a dead fox in a trap. Jorin, who had run through the rain with blood on his sleeve and terror in his eyes.

Her brother would die in three days unless she walked willingly into a cursed kingdom.

Mira looked at the regent. “Why does Morhallow need a healer from us?”

Yselle hesitated.

Malvek answered first. “King Rhaedan is ill.”

“Immortals do not fall ill, according to every priest in Greyfen.”

“No. They corrupt.”

Mira heard the rehearsed hatred in his voice and distrusted it at once.

“What kind of illness?”

“Stone blight,” the regent said quietly.

Malvek’s jaw tightened, as if she had revealed too much.

Mira turned to her. “What is that?”

The regent’s face seemed older suddenly. “A curse that turns living flesh to black stone.”

A memory flashed through Mira: Lysa’s fevered body, the black thread around her heart, the cold hunger that had tightened when Mira touched it.

Stone. Black veins. A dead tax officer on the road.

This was connected.

She felt it with the same certainty she felt fever under skin.

“Let me see my brother,” Mira said.

Malvek’s smile returned. “After you agree.”

“Before.”

“You mistake negotiation for power.”

“No,” Mira said. “I know exactly what power is. You have guards, laws, prisons, seals, and a boy in chains. I have the one thing you dragged me here for. If you want me to cross the mountains and put my hands on the Obsidian King, I see Jorin first.”

Silence held.

The steward looked ready to faint.

Regent Yselle stared at Mira for a long moment. Then she nodded once. “Let her see him.”

Malvek’s fingers tapped the desk. “Your mercy remains an expensive habit, Majesty.”

“Then pray I never charge you for it.”

For the first time, Mira almost liked the queen.

Almost.

The steward escorted Mira down.

They descended so far the air changed. The palace’s perfume vanished, replaced by damp stone, rust, old straw, and despair. Torches burned low in iron brackets. Somewhere in the dark, a man coughed as if his lungs were full of glass.

The dungeon guard unlocked a door.

Jorin stood when he saw her.

“Mira.”

She crossed the cell before the guard could warn her and caught his face in both hands. There was a bruise along his cheekbone, dried blood at his temple, and fear he had tried poorly to hide.

“What did they do?” she whispered.

“I’m all right.”

“Liar.”

His mouth trembled. “I didn’t kill him.”

“I know.”

“I found him near the milestone. He had black veins up his neck. He grabbed me and said that thing about the court knowing. Then he shoved something into my hand.”

Mira went still. “What?”

Jorin looked toward the guard.

Mira turned. “Leave us.”

The guard laughed.

Mira reached into her bag, removed one copper coin, and held it up. “For ale.”

“Insulting.”

She added another. “For better ale.”

He took both and stepped outside the door. “One minute.”

When he was gone, Jorin dug into the straw beneath the cot with cuffed hands. “I hid it before they searched me.”

He pulled out a small object wrapped in dirty cloth.

Mira unfolded it.

Inside lay a shard of black stone.

No larger than a thumbnail. Smooth on one side, broken on the other. At its center, trapped like a vein in ice, glowed a thread of pale gold.

The light inside Mira answered so suddenly she nearly dropped it.

The cell wall whispered.

Jorin grabbed her wrist. “You heard that too?”

Mira stared at the stone.

“What did it say?” she asked.

His face went white. “Your name.”

The torch outside the cell flickered.

Footsteps approached.

Mira closed her fist around the shard and shoved it into the hidden pocket inside her skirt.

The guard opened the door. “Time.”

Jorin seized her sleeve. “Mira, don’t let them send you there.”

She looked at him.

“I heard the guards talking,” he said. “Morhallow isn’t a court. It’s a graveyard with a throne. The king has horns. They say he drinks light. They say he—”

“People say many things when they are afraid.”

“You’re afraid too.”

“Yes.”

That stopped him.

Mira squeezed his cuffed hands. “But I am more afraid of leaving you here.”

His eyes filled. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“For being stupid. For touching the dead man. For getting caught. For everything.”

“You are not dying because you tried to help someone.”

The guard cleared his throat.

Mira leaned close to her brother. “Listen to me. Trust no priest. Eat only sealed bread if you can. If anyone asks about Mother, you know nothing. If anyone asks about the stone, there was no stone.”

Jorin nodded quickly.

“And if they hurt you again,” she said, voice lowering, “remember every face.”

“Why?”

“So I know who to find when I come back.”

The guard pulled her away.

Jorin tried to smile and failed. “You always were terrifying.”

“Only to idiots.”

“That explains why I’m scared.”

The door shut between them.

Mira stayed until she heard the lock turn.

When she climbed back toward the palace light, her legs felt like they belonged to someone else. At the top of the dungeon stairs, Chancellor Malvek waited alone.

“Touching reunion?”

Mira looked at him. “I agree.”

“Wise.”

“If Jorin dies while I am gone, I will come back from Morhallow for you.”

His smile was faint. “Many have promised me death.”

“Maybe they lacked imagination.”

For one heartbeat, Malvek’s mask slipped. Something cold and ugly looked through.

Then he stepped aside.

A treaty carriage waited in the inner courtyard by noon.

It was black, windowless, and marked with two symbols: the golden sunburst of Aurelienne on one door, the obsidian crown of Morhallow on the other. Four guards rode with it. None looked pleased.

The regent herself stood beside the carriage.

Mira expected another warning. Another threat.

Instead, Queen Regent Yselle held out a sealed packet.

“Your appointment papers,” she said. “And a letter of passage.”

Mira took them.

The regent’s fingers tightened briefly around the packet before letting go. “Do not trust our court.”

Mira searched her face. “That is the first honest thing anyone has told me here.”

“Do not trust Morhallow either.”

“That sounds like advice from someone who once did.”

Pain moved behind Yselle’s eyes and disappeared. “Survive, Mira Solenne.”

“Is that a royal order?”

“No,” the regent said. “A woman’s prayer.”

Before Mira could answer, the carriage door opened.

Cold air breathed from within.

She climbed inside.

As the carriage rolled through the palace gates and toward the northern road, Mira touched the hidden shard in her pocket.

The thread of gold inside it pulsed once.

North of the city, beyond the farms and watchtowers, the black mountains waited under a crown of storm.

For one hundred years, Aurelienne had told its children that monsters lived beyond those peaks.

Mira leaned back against the hard carriage seat and closed her burning eyes.

By nightfall, she would find out whether the humans had lied about monsters too.
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Chapter 3

Beyond the Black Gate
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The border did not announce itself with a wall.

It arrived as silence.

One moment, the carriage wheels clattered over the northern road while Aurelienne’s last pine forests hissed under rain. The next, every bird stopped singing. The horses slowed without command. Even the guards riding beside the carriage lowered their voices until their armor seemed too loud.

Mira opened the narrow window slit.

Mist crawled over the road in pale ribbons. Ahead, two cliffs rose on either side of the pass, black as burned bone. Between them stood an archway carved directly from the mountain.

No gate blocked it.

No soldiers stood watch.

No banner flew.

Only words had been cut into the stone above the passage, their letters filled with old silver.

ENTER WITH TRUTH OR LEAVE WITHOUT A SOUL.

One of the Aurelienne guards crossed himself.

The captain saw Mira watching and scowled. “Close that.”

“Afraid the arch will hear you breathing?”

“I said close it.”

Mira closed the window slit because she wanted to see what fear did when it thought itself unobserved.

The carriage rolled forward.

As they passed beneath the arch, the air pressed against Mira’s skin. Not wind. Judgment. Her mother’s pendant burned beneath her dress. The black shard in her pocket turned cold.

A voice whispered—not in the carriage, not outside it, but somewhere between the bones of her ear and the blood in her heart.

What do you carry, daughter of dawn?

Mira stopped breathing.

The carriage jolted.

A guard cursed outside.

The voice did not repeat itself.

Mira gripped the edge of the seat.

Truth, she thought, though she did not know why.

For a heartbeat, the world went white.

Then the carriage burst out the other side of the pass and into Morhallow.

Mira had expected darkness.

That was the first lie to die.

Morhallow was not dark.

It was dimmed.

The sky stretched vast and silver, veiled by clouds that glowed faintly from within. Forests covered the hills, their trees black-barked and heavy with blue leaves that shimmered like wet glass. Rivers cut through the valleys in shining threads. Strange flowers grew along the roadside, their petals closed against the cold.

Beautiful, Mira thought.

Then she saw the dead fields.

Beyond the forest, entire stretches of farmland lay gray and brittle. Crops had withered into ash-colored stalks. Orchards stood leafless though spring had touched Aurelienne weeks ago. In one field, a farmer knelt beside a dead ox, his forehead pressed to the animal’s flank.

Not a monster.

A farmer.

Mira watched him as the carriage passed. He did not look up.

The road descended toward a village tucked between two hills. Its cottages were built of dark stone and silver wood, their roofs curved against snow. Figures stepped outside as the treaty carriage approached.

Mira braced herself for horns, claws, fangs.

She saw a woman holding a baby.

An old man leaning on a cane.

Three children with hollow cheeks.

Some had faint
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