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They crowned him beneath a sky that refused to brighten.

The morning of Elion Valehart’s ascension was meant to signal peace—the war finally buried, the blood between man and winged kind washed from the stones. Yet dawn stalled above Valehart like a hesitant breath. The palace bells rang, but even their chime sounded careful, as though the air itself doubted the coronation’s promise.

The young king wore composure like armor. His smile was carved from duty; his voice was gentler than the crown’s weight deserved. Behind the ceremony’s pageant, courtiers whispered—some in silk, some in feathers—each wondering how long before the fragile peace splintered again.

They did not know that the throne had been waiting for him.
Nor that something else had been waiting longer.
In the mirrors of the palace—the tall, cold sentinels that had seen centuries of betrayal—a shadow stirred. Once, he had been a general. Once, he had loved his king enough to destroy him. Now he was a ghost remembered only by the glass that held his reflection captive.

Serath.

He awoke to the scent of new blood and the sound of an unsteady heartbeat. Through the veil of silver, he saw the new monarch standing where he himself had died. Elion’s features echoed the old line—the same eyes, the same grace, the same quiet defiance that had condemned his ancestors.

For the first time in generations, the mirror spoke.

Elion should have called the priests. Instead, he listened.

Whisper by whisper, the court’s new sovereign began to sense the presence following him through reflections: a low voice behind the glass, a breath against the candlelight, a name that should have been buried with the dead. What began as fear became fascination. What was meant to be a haunting became something far more perilous—recognition.

Now, Valehart trembles between peace and prophecy.
Old loyalties decay in candlelight; new ones are forged in whispers and stolen glances. The human lords conspire against the silver-winged envoys. The Church preaches purity but dreams of thrones. And in the hush between day and night, the young king’s heart begins to mirror the shadow that watches him.
They say the crown binds the living.
But in Valehart, even the dead remember their vows.
When the light reaches for the dark and the dark dares to answer, an eclipse begins—not in the sky, but in the heart of a king and the ghost sworn to his ruin.

And somewhere deep in the palace, a mirror breathes.
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Chapter 1: A Crown Wakes
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The crown was colder than the metal should have been.

Elion stood before the mirror of the antechamber while two pages adjusted the fall of his cloak. Candlelight wavered along the surface of the glass—a tall sheet veined with hairline cracks from some distant age—and the light seemed to sink into it instead of reflecting cleanly. He held still because kings were stillness, because the world needed to believe their hands did not shake.

Behind him the old chamberlain cleared his throat. “They are ready, Your Majesty.”

The title slid across the floor like a blade. Majesties had died for less, men whispered. He wasn’t a boy prince anymore. He had inherited a throne and a kingdom that would eat him if he gave it reason.

He thought he heard humming.

It was so faint he nearly blamed the rattling breath of the chamberlain, or the cloth whispering over his shoulders. But there it was again: a fragile line of melody, neither cheerful nor mournful, repeating itself as if the singer could not bear to stop. It had the quality of light seen with closed eyes, a brightness that pressed against the inside of his skull.

Elion reached for the mirror, then stopped himself, fingers hovering an inch from the glass. The cold off it bit at his skin. He let his hand fall and turned.

“Send the standard-bearers in first,” he said, moving past the old man. “I want the silver and the gold raised together.”

The chamberlain’s mouth thinned. “There is...disagreement about that, Your Majesty.”

“There’s disagreement about my breathing,” Elion said. “They can learn to disagree silently.”

He walked.

The corridor to the coronation hall had been swept until the stone shone, its slabs shot through with veins of pale quartz that gleamed like threads in dark cloth. Banners lined the walls, each heavy with beads of glass and featherwork. The gold banners of the human houses faced the silver standards of the winged tribes, and they didn’t so much hang as bristle at one another.

Guards paced ahead and behind, armor quiet as water. He could feel their eyes measuring his stride. Past a slit of window, dawn gathered in a gray bruise above the city. Somewhere lower in the palace, bells tolled—iron for the humans, bone-chime for the tribes. The notes clashed in the air and did not settle.

“Your Majesty.”

A woman waited at the last turn before the hall. Aven Lysandre, his betrothed since childhood and a stranger since. She wore gold from throat to wrist, her dark hair braided with small pieces of mirror. Aven was beautiful the way weapons were beautiful. She bowed just enough to be seen doing it.

“Lady Aven,” he said.

“I wanted to be first to congratulate you,” Aven said, falling in beside him. “And to remind you to keep your hands visible when you take the oath. The winged envoy will claim witchcraft if you don’t.”

“An oath requires hands now?”

“Everything requires hands now,” she said. “And witnesses. Preferably theirs.”

He didn’t look at her. The humming had followed him into the corridor. It brushed the ridges of his ear, a phrase repeating at the edge of hearing, something like the beginning of a hymn taught to infants. He tried to push it aside, to listen only to the beat of his own heart. He couldn’t. The tone found him and held a note steady as breath held under water.

“Elion,” Aven said softly. “Do you hear me?”

“Yes,” he said. “I’m listening.”

“You look pale.”

“Do I.” He looked down at his hands. They seemed very far away and graceless. “It will pass.”

“The envoy arrived with triple guard,” she said. “They flew over the city walls at dawn. All very dramatic. Your council will call it a provocation.”

“Everything is a provocation,” he said. “Today we test if it is also a negotiation.”

“Just remember who bleeds if you misstep,” Aven said, and his eyes lifted to hers because she rarely let the mask slip and today there was a flash of something like fear behind her calm. “If the tribes feel slighted, they will not hesitate to—”

“To leave,” he said. “Yes. Or to stay.”

He stepped away from her.

The doors to the hall opened at his approach. Sound fell on him at once: the friction of silk, the soft coughs of old men, the rustle of feathers against stone. The ceiling had been vaulted so high it faded to shadow. Carved mirrors rose like windows along the walls; they did not show reflections all the way to their edges. The center of each pane seemed to breathe.

He walked between the two factions.

On his right, human lords in cloth-of-gold, their house crests stitched in blood-bright thread; on his left, the silver-winged tribes, their feathers braided with metal rings, the hollows under their eyes tinted the color of the moon. Rhael, the envoy, stood ahead of them. He had folded his wings close, but their tips brushed the floor with each shift of his weight. Gray hair to his shoulders, eyes like a storm.

Rhael did not bow. That would have been too much to expect. He inclined his head a fraction.

“Elion Valehart,” he said. His voice carried cleanly in the space without any magic Elion could sense. “We witness.”

The humming grew louder. It slipped under the words like a current under a boat. He should have been more unnerved by it than he was. It felt—ridiculous thought—like being found.

“Witnessed,” Elion said. He mounted the three steps to the dais.

The crown lay on a cushion of black velvet: gold and bone; roses and thorns wrought into a circle; the central point a shard of old mirror set into the frontal. His father had told him once that the crown chose a different weight for each ruler. Elion wondered how heavy it had been for a man who had started one war and almost lost two.

The High Seer of the court approached with a scroll and a look that skimmed Elion’s shoulder instead of his face.

“By ancient rite,” she said in formal cadence, “by the consent of the houses and the silence of the gods, we set the crown on the head of Elion, son of Valehart, keeper of the light of—”

“Stop,” said a voice among the human lords. “Before the crown is set, we must address an insult.”

Heads turned. Lord Hadrian, leader of the western marches, sleek as a cat, smiled with almost gentle regret. “It seems the envoy’s guard refused to ground their spears before our memorial.” He gestured toward the shadowed alcove where twelve swords stood racked, the names of the fallen etched into their blades. “An offense to our dead.”

Rhael’s feathers lifted along the edge of his wing, a breath of silver. “We do not ground our spears in houses that still count our bones as trophies,” he said. “An offense to our dead.”

The room tightened. The humming cinched down to a single wire.

Elion let the silence hold until it hurt enough to be noticed. “Then we are all offended,” he said. “Which is an excellent start for a nation recently at war. We can either list grievances until the candles drown in their own wax, or we can crown a ruler and sit down like people who intend to share a sky.”

Hadrian’s smile didn’t move. “Spoken like a man who has not had to bury sons.”

Rhael’s eyes cut to Elion, then to Hadrian. “Spoken like men,” he said, “who have never counted daughters taken in chains.”

A murmur went like a blade through silk. Someone hissed. Someone laughed. The High Seer glanced sideways at Aven, and Aven made the smallest of gestures: do it.

Elion reached for the crown.

The metal bit his palm. He didn’t lift it. Instead he took the cushion and set it in the crook of his arm the way one might hold a sleeping animal. He stepped to the edge of the dais and looked, really looked, at the tribes; then at his lords; then at the mirrors that lined the walls. His own face looked back at him from a dozen angles, paler than he’d believed.

The humming became a voice without words. Elion swallowed against the ache it brought to his throat.

“By rite,” he said. “By consent. By the promise that we will count our dead as ours, not yours and mine. I will not ground your spears. I will not demand their wings bow to our altars. I will demand that no more names are carved without my consent.” He breathed. “If there is an insult to be settled today, let it be settled after I am crowned. I will stand between you.”

“Will you stand alone?” Hadrian said softly.

“If I must,” Elion said.

A flicker at the edge of his vision—Aven’s mouth, quick and beautiful as a wound, pressing flat. Rhael’s chin lifting a measure. The High Seer’s stiff nod.

“Proceed,” she said.

Elion lifted the crown.

The glass set at its front caught the room. For an instant he saw not his reflection but a shadow blooming like ink in water. He almost dropped the thing; the humming rose, broke, reformed into a chord that made his teeth ache.

He set the crown on his head.

The weight was not heavy. It was exact. It settled over his scalp with the authority of winter. He felt, dimly, the press of the world waiting to be named.

The court knelt. Or most of it did. Rhael did not; he folded one wing half-out, a gesture Elion recognized from treaties as the winged tribes’ equivalent to a bow. Hadrian knelt with such grace it looked like a dance.

“Rise,” Elion said. His voice didn’t break. He said the words he had been taught to say: the oaths to protect the living, to bury the dead, to hold the boundaries of the realm firm and porous, to be fire and water, day and night. It felt very much like lying and very much like prayer.

At the end of the rite, Aven approached with the girding sash. Her fingers were neater than the pages’. She fastened the knot at his hip; her knuckle brushed the crown shard set at his brow. “Majesty,” she said, the word softer now.

He turned his head fractionally. “Your counsel will be heard tonight.”

“And yours,” she said. “You can’t hold them both by the throat forever.”

“I don’t intend to,” he said.

“Good.” She stepped back, turning to the court. “Behold your king.”

They feasted until the shadows of the banners crawled over the floor. Elion drank nothing stronger than watered wine. He heard the murmur of policy shaped like compliments and compliments sharpened into threats. He answered where he must and let silence do the rest. The humming came and went like a tide. Once, over the rim of a goblet, he caught Rhael watching him. The envoy’s eyes were not hostile. They were measuring a distance one might fly without breaking.

When his presence was no longer required—when the court had turned inward to knives disguised as dances—Elion excused himself. He dismissed the guards outside his chamber with a glance. He wanted, for a moment, to be a person no one could see.

Inside, the room held the kind of quiet that sounds like memory. A fire banked low; the bed unslept in; the great window latched against a night wind. He loosened the clasp of his cloak. His shoulders ached as the weight fell away. He reached up and removed the crown and stood there with it in his hands, not wanting to set it down, not wanting to wear it longer.

A breath of sound came through the window.

He turned. The latch lay secure. The curtains shivered. He crossed the floor and unlatched the casement. Cool air spilled around him, smelling of wet stone and the faint metallic sweetness that meant rain later. The city stretched out below, windows pricked with fire, river reflecting the smear of moon.

Then the singing began.

Not from the hall below or the city streets. From the room itself. A single line of melody moved between the shadows and caught at him with terrifying gentleness. It was unlike any court song he knew. The cadence was old, vowels drawn out as if they were warm things in the mouth. He couldn’t understand the words—if there were words—but he understood the shape: the way the phrase reached, not quite daring, and then, at the edge of itself, fell back before trying again.

“Who are you,” Elion said into the room. His voice came out softer than he’d meant, as if he were speaking to a sleeping child.

The melody quickened. He felt foolish, then felt something else: a steadiness, as if a hand had been set palm-to-palm with his own through a barrier of glass. The sensation was so clear it stole his breath. He went to the mirror on the far wall—another old thing, dark as water at midnight. Candlelight did not quite touch its heart.

Elion raised his hand. The mirror cooled the air around his fingers. He did not touch it.

“Who,” he asked again, barely louder than the music.

He thought—no more than a trick of light—that the dark within the mirror stirred. A ripple ran across it like wind through wheat. He took a step nearer.

“Say something,” he whispered.

His whisper came back to him, broken, elastic, as if the glass were a mouth forming shapes for the first time. The melody pressed close to his ear, a breath. The hairs rose along his arm.

There was a tapping at the window.

Elion turned half-away from the mirror and frowned. The casement he had unlatched now sat half-ajar, opened by the pressure of the night wind. Something pale caught and fluttered against the sill. He crossed the room and lifted the curtain.

A butterfly drifted in on the breath of the wind, and for a heartbeat he thought it had been born from the moon. Its wings were silver, edges fringed with the delicate black of ash as if someone had dipped them in shadow and let it crystallize. It circled once between his hands, light as a sigh, and came to rest on the back of the chair by his desk. The room seemed to listen.

Elion stood very still. He had seen silver-wings at a distance, a whole cloud of them above the tribes’ procession once, but never this close. It shouldn’t be here. The palace wards should have kept anything with that much old magic outside its skin.

The butterfly flexed its wings.

The singing swelled—a phrase opening like a door—and the world in the room narrowed to the small, bright creature and the shape its shadow made on the wood.

It leaned forward, impossibly, as if something of weight lived in its body and precision in its purpose. It beat its wings once, twice, and a sound came from it, too soft to be named anything but a voice.

“Elion,” it whispered.
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Chapter 2: Whisper in the Mirror
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I learned his name before I learned my own.

The glass carried it. Elion. A syllable that cut like clean steel and warmed like sunlight on a winter floor. When the crown was set and the hall exhaled its new allegiance, his name folded into the mirrors and pooled where I waited, deep in the black water behind the silver. That was where I was—am—sometimes a man, sometimes only the pressure a hand leaves on a pane after it moves away.

Old curses have a taste. This one is copper and frost. I have pressed my palms against a hundred surfaces and felt them resist, adapting to me like a living thing avoiding pain. I do not remember who wove it. I remember a shape of a room, bright with candles. A knife that looked like a piece of night cut free. A promise made in the tone that says it’s not a promise.

Elion. The mirrors whispered again and drew me toward the small chamber high in the palace tower, where the new king stood alone among a crown, a chair, an open window, and an animal so delicate it could have been made from breath. The silver-winged butterfly climbed the back of the chair as if the wood were a mountain. The king leaned toward it, and the room went very still.

I slipped into the glass opposite him and looked.

He had taken the crown off. Good. Crowns interfere. His hair caught scant firelight, a low glow like flame at the bottom of a hearth the morning after. He had the long, quiet hands of someone who learned early to hold still and hold fast simultaneously. The reflection pulled his face long and pale; I saw, past that, the wet of his eyes. Not tears. Someone who will not give that much to a room. Only a wetness that held the candle twice.

He said, Who are you, and the sound came to me with the unsteady magnetism of a bruise.

Words can’t cross. Music can. The curse allows song the way a locked door allows wind if you open a crack. I hummed a thread I found at the base of the glass, the oldest line I know, the one that shivers the seams between my place and his. It is the beginning of a lullaby, perhaps, but it does not soothe. It calls. It goes where it is not wanted. I laid it along the rim of the mirror and waited to see if he would flinch.

He did not. He came closer. He didn’t touch.

Who, he said again, and there was nothing imperial in it except the refusal to beg.

This was the place to test him. Not with questions—questions can be lied to—but with the ways the throne pulls. I reached for the golden thread that runs through every crown in this palace, the thread tied to the first oath, the one that still stains the base stones with a brown nobody calls blood anymore. The crown listened to me because I was born of a promise made at its foot. I said, softly as you can say anything through a solid sheet of centuries, Show me how he holds power.

The room answered. Not with visions but with angles. The light shifted and found him from the side the way you examine a blade. He did not preen for it. He did not shrink from it. He lifted his chin the smallest amount—enough that if you knew terror you could read it there, enough that if you didn’t you would say he was proud—and he took a step away from the crown he had set down, as if refusing the urge to use it as a shield.

I moved closer because something in my chest—do I have a chest?—had gone unstitched. The humming wanted to become words. Words were knives; words cut the wrong way. I let the tone broaden, covered it with a little iron, then a little honey, until it tasted like the air the day before snow. If he ran then, I would know him.

He did not run. “Say something,” he whispered. He kept his hands at his sides as if not to spook me.

Brave. Or foolish. The line between them is where we build altars.

I didn’t speak. Instead I did what I always do: I tried to push out. I am a shore breaking itself against a cliff. The cliff is smooth, patient, almost kind. The first time I remember trying, I bled. The second time I cracked cursing-thin lines in the glass. The third time I learned to stop before the splitting inside me grew teeth. Tonight I pushed until the pane cooled to mist where my breath would have been if I had lungs. The fog pearl-laced across the silver and began to bead.

The butterfly tilted its head. It saw me. Or felt me. It’s hard to tell which creatures can read the pedaled pressure of the curse. The winged tribes carry old things in their bones still. The insect lifted once, twice, then settled again and the air moved as if a hand had turned a page.

“Elion,” it whispered in that small voice that sets a room on fire. I felt the syllables slide through the glass and nick me. That was when I knew what the mist was asking to hold.

The king didn’t smile. He did step close enough that I could have laid my forehead to his if the world had been meant for it. He said, very quietly, “You are not one of them.”

Not human, he meant; not winged either. Not alive, some would add. He did not.

“No,” I said, or tried to. A breath of cold scrawled across the fog, and my refusal came out a soft, unpitched sound. He recognized it. I saw the tilt of his mouth change. He had tuned himself to listen.

“I’m not afraid of voices,” he said. “I am afraid of silence. Silence means men are making decisions in rooms I’m not in.”

I reached for the crown again, for its root-line. The throne will test anyone who touches it. Would he hold when I pressed? I slipped tension along the gold, a tremor. It answered quickly; it is greedy to be asked for anything. The lamps in the room dipped as if a draft had run its palm along them. The thin cracks in the mirror drifted and came back. The throne, down the tower’s spine and under the floor, turned its blind face toward its king.

I leaned into its ear. Yield, I told it, to the soft thing. It laughed at me. Thrones only yield to stronger spines. Then test him, I said, the way you tested me. Show me if he lifts his hand. Make him want.

Power wishes to be touched. It likes to be praised. I pulled while the crown tugged and waited for the mortal body to bend—to move toward the glitter, toward the easy way to command a room that will not naturally obey. If he stepped, I would know the rest of his steps before he took them. If he did not, I would know something else.

Elion exhaled. He did not reach. He did not move toward the crown at all. Instead he took one pace nearer to the mirror—nearer to the place where the world thinned—and lifted his chin to listen better.

“Are you the one who sang,” he asked, “in the hall this morning?”

There had been a note, yes, when the high roof drank the oaths. I had pressed my mouth against the glass and let a sliver through. It was that or die inside whatever I am.

I answered with two notes: agreement and warning.

He nodded like a man accepting a cup of something that will burn. “Then sing again,” he said. “I want to know if I imagined it.”

I don’t give what I’m commanded to give. But he hadn’t commanded. He had asked like a man asking a stranger to stay until the storm calms because both of them know it won’t. I let the line spool out of me—just the old melody, nothing of the names that come after.

He listened the way a child listens at a door.

Half-way through, his mouth opened. He answered.

Not words. A hum, unsure at first, then closer, then true. He found the third that sits under the root and steadied it. He held longer than I expected; he carried the phrase to the place I always drop it because I cannot remember what follows. He did not remember either. He stopped, and in the stop I heard a question shaped like my absence.

“I can’t recall the end,” he said. “I must have known it once.”

I tried not to shatter. The curse loves weakness. If I broke, it would grind the shards into powder and blow me across a hundred cheap mirrors to spend a century learning to be edges again. I held, barely. I drew the first two bars over his and waited. This time he came in exactly where I hoped. A king who can follow is rarer than a king who can lead.

The melody opened the seams in the room. I tasted the hall again—the high vaults, the weighed breath of a hundred inimical prayers, the long silent line of names in the stone. I tasted a day centuries ago: a bench; a hand; a low voice teaching me the same line. I followed memory until it ran out and found myself standing in a doorway where light fell like water, and beyond it a field of glass broken and laid back together, and in it my face, a stranger’s face, Elion’s face—

I pulled back hard. The glass rang like a struck tongue. The butterfly shivered both wings at once and the dust on them rose and fell in a small sparkling lift.

“Enough,” I said, and this time the glass carried the word, a bare shape without tone.

Elion’s head tilted. “Not enough.” He caught himself, softer: “Please. I won’t ask for a face. Only a name.”

Names have teeth. If I gave him the one that was mine when I wore skin, the curse would drink it and use it to anchor me here forever. If I made a new one, it would tangle us both in a net I do not yet mean to throw. I have not decided he is worthy. Testing is not kindness. Testing is mercy compared to what comes after if you choose wrong.

“Very well,” he said to my silence. He seemed to be answering himself. “No names.”

He leaned one hand on the chair-back and the butterfly trembled and did not move. “What do you want?”

This I could answer. Want is older than language. I let the air grow cold enough to make his breath plume when he exhaled. It startled him. He did not retreat. I let the mist surge until the glass bloomed with white.

“Peace?” he guessed.

I drew a line through the fog, the first stroke easy, the second an effort like lifting a stone that remembers being a mountain. The line curved at the bottom. The film tried to re-form over it, but I held it open.

He stared. “A circle?”

A crown, I thought, and nearly laughed. The curse ate laughter first.

“Tell me what offends you,” he tried next, dry as bone. “Everything, that’s fair. Start slow.”

I let the chill thicken. Words won’t cross, but temperature will, and tone, and rhythm. I gave him all three: a steady quiet, the kind you find at the center of storms; a cool that carries thought instead of fever; the beginning of the old line, slipping under the window’s frame and the sash like an animal afraid of hands.

He closed his eyes. His mouth shaped the notes. “If you want me to kneel,” he said, not opening them, “you should know I am very bad at it.”

“Good,” I said, but that word barely made it. He felt it enough to half-smile, which is a greater price than I intended to pay.

“Tell me at least this,” he said. He opened his eyes and they were not a king’s for a heartbeat, only a man’s. “Will I make things worse if I hold to the path I chose today?”

Yes. No. Both. You always make things worse when you drag peace through the thorns of men’s pride. You always make things better when you refuse to leave anyone behind, even those who would happily leave you bleeding. I reached for the crown-thread, the way a hand reaches for a familiar scar, and found nothing but the hush that follows lightning.

I stalled. I made the mist bloom again.

He watched the fog gather, his pulse steady in his throat. He was about to say something when the door on the far side of the chamber struck the jamb—once, twice—softly. He stiffened; he did not startle. He crossed to check the latch and found it secured with the simple bar he had set himself. He came back with a small, rueful shake of his head, a man used to houses that speak.

The humming wanted to go sweet. I would not let it. Sweetness is the cup in which poison lives best. I braided an iron thread down the center of the line and wrapped the end around his name once. Elion. He flinched not at the sound but at the way the room held it, as if the walls had said it after me.

“Am I forgiven, then,” he asked, “for being crowned without your consent?”

No. Maybe. Forgiveness is not in my gift. Judgment is, perhaps. I lay both down and touched neither. I shifted the cold up the scale until his skin pebbled. He looked at his arms and laughed once under his breath.

“You’re very persuasive,” he said. “Has it worked before?”

Something inside me moved the way an old tree moves in high wind. Faces without names. Names without faces. A hand cupping the back of my neck. A knife. A bed. A promise.

“I don’t know,” I tried to say. The glass took it and returned only the ghost of a vowel.

He stepped closer again until the heat of him turned the fog to clear tracks. He raised his hand and he did touch this time, palm flat to the pane, so careful you would think he feared to bruise it.

That—no. That I could not bear. I shoved, not thinking, hard toward him, toward that warm, mortal pressure. The curse caught me and folded me back. Breaking felt like a field of needles rising under skin. I paused, gritted my not-teeth, and returned to the place where a gentler thing might pass.

He didn’t take his hand away.

“Thank you,” he said to the silence. “For the warning. For the song. For not leaving when you could.”

I am bound. Leaving is a verb that does not belong to me.

He lowered his hand, regret an almost visible chord around him. The butterfly lifted, looped once, and landed on the mirror frame as if to show me its impossible little body was really there, that at least one creature could touch what I could not.

“Elion,” I said again, because his name held me in one piece when other forms failed.

His head bowed, small. “I know.”

He straightened. He looked as if he wanted to ask a hundred more questions. He did not. He simply stood there breathing—a practice I dimly remember—and the breath plumed once more and kissed the glass with fog.

I reached into it like a finger through veil and wrote.

Mine.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: Envoy of Silver Wings
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We flew at dawn to be seen.

Three of us only—myself, Eshren and Lyr—with our spears bound in white and the treaty-scroll sealed in glass that held back the sting of air. We took the wind over the river, skimming the current so the morning would lift us and not throw us into the teeth of the city’s walls. Bells began below—iron and bone chiming half a breath apart—and I tasted rust and salt and the old ash that sleeps inside stones of palaces like a second inheritance.

“Hold high,” I called to the two behind me. “Let them see the white.”

Eshren grunted assent. Lyr laughed, because he is young and still believes that being seen is the same as being understood.

The palace opened out of the city like a glacier’s face, tier on tier, windows dark to spare the lamps inside. We rose along the spine of the old tower and folded down over the courtyard where the guards had been arranged the way you show teeth to wolves. Their spears lifted. Shields tilted. On the highest stair a woman in gold stood flanked by chamberlains; she had the look of a blade that would bend and then cut deeper.

Ground, a guard barked in the common tongue as our feet struck stone.

Eshren set his spear’s butt to the flagstones. I kept mine upright and dipped the tip just enough to satisfy the letter of their demand without giving them the pleasure of seeing our spears lie at the feet of men who still kept our bones in reliquaries. Lyr watched me and mirrored the angle.

I felt eyes like rain on my back as we climbed. The hall beyond the doors was long enough to ruin the soft echo of our footfalls, tall enough that its ceiling took the daylight and ate it no matter how the windows burned. Mirrors alternated with banners along both walls, and the glass swallowed our reflections as easily as a mouth swallows breath; in some, a faint mist hung where faces should have been. The feathers along my wing-edges lifted. I told them to lie down.

At the far end the dais rose in three steps. Upon it stood the chair they call a throne and a man with the crown in his hands, not on his head. I had watched him at his coronation from a distance like a man watches a weather shift over a border. His face was thinner than the old tales make their kings, his mouth made for listening and preparing not to agree. He looked older today in a way I respect: he had learned in a single night that crowns do not sleep.

“Envoy Rhael of the Silver Wings,” the woman in gold announced. “Bearing the proposal from the Council of the Sky.”

I knelt, because it is the first lie of diplomacy that you do not kneel and the second that you have never knelt. My wing brushed the step as I bowed my head. I gripped the sealed scroll hard enough to crack the glass and did not crack it. Eshren and Lyr mirrored me to my left and right, wings furled tight. The human lords sat to either side like low cliffs. The circle of their gaze tightened.

“Rise,” said the king. His voice filled the hall without shouting. “Welcome under this roof.”

There is a turn of phrase we use when we mean to warn someone we could kill them if we wished, and another when we mean to admit we are at their mercy. His welcome was neither. It was a roof, nothing more, but it was unbroken.

I rose and held the scroll out. A page took it and carried it up to the dais as if it might bite. The king did not sit. He broke the seal, slid the parchment free, and unrolled it with both hands so that the light struck it. His eyes moved. They moved without hurry. When he reached the end he nodded to the herald perched like a crow at his left hand.

“Read,” the king said.

The herald stood and did what he was told. The clauses went out into the air, flat as boards. No conquest; no flight of armed wings over the city without bell; no hunting of our people in their rookeries; the abolition of the tax on feathers worn within human districts; burial rights; witness exchange; shared patrols along the northern ravines where bandits grow like fungus after rain. We had bled those words into shape for a year. I had flown to six cities and back to pin them in place, each time losing some, each time salvaging most. We had left reparations off because men choke on their own guilt and call it principle. We had left the matter of holy bones for the last, because breaking a spine is simple and raising one back out of the ground is not.

When the herald finished, a thin murmur vented from the benches of the lords. The woman in gold inclined her head a fraction. Approval? Approval designed to be read as calculation. The king rolled the scroll back with care, slid it into its glass.

“This,” he said, “is a good beginning.”

An old man with a red-stitched crest stood without waiting to be called. “Your Majesty,” he said, “it is an insult to our dead to even pretend to negotiate before the winged return the blades from the Chapel of Day.”

“Lord Hadrian,” the woman said mildly, but she didn’t quite look at him, which tells you how often his interruptions are fed and forgiven.

Hadrian smiled as if he had spoken a blessing. “Why speak of shared patrols when they have stolen consecrated weapons? Why speak of abolishing a feather tax when our daughters cannot wear their hair uncovered for fear of being plucked in the street? Why—”

“Lord Hadrian,” the king said, and had the good sense to be bored rather than angry. “You are not a weather vane. You don’t have to swing whichever way the wind blows if you have nothing to point to.”

Laughter rustled along the right like dry grass. The left—the wingless nobles—stiffened. Hadrian’s smile sharpened.

“Ask them, Majesty,” he said. “Ask the envoy why his guard would not ground their spears before the memorial of our fallen at the gate.”

“That memorial is built from the ribs of our grandmothers,” Eshren said before I could stop him.

The phrase hit the stone like blood thrown at a wall. A rippling hiss took the benches. I put my hand out to Eshren without looking and he took the step back it asked of him. The king’s gaze cut to me, to the edge of my wing, to the color along Eshren’s cheekbones and back.

“You will address me,” Hadrian said to Eshren, soft with the kind of contempt men mistake for gentility. “Not your—”

“Address me,” the king said, and the two words brought Hadrian’s eyes around like a dog on a leash. “And do not call my guest ‘your.’ He is not yours.”

The silence that followed was a rich one. I let it feed me. I am not immune to being defended in the way that makes an old wound heat and soften. Foolish, maybe. Useful, always, to know where the lines lie.

The woman in gold moved her fingers on the arm of her chair, the smallest percussion. She looked at me for the first time, direct. “Envoy Rhael,” she said. “Can you speak to the matter of the Chapel blades?”

I could. I chose to take a longer step before I began.

“My people,” I said, “do not enter your chapels. When we do, we enter unarmed. Your records will show three generations of the same exception: a delegation invited to witness the naming of a child born with silver hair who did not belong to us. On that day no blades were removed. On no day were any carried out by my order. If blades are missing from the Chapel of Day, they are not in our rookeries. We do not adorn our houses with the religious griefs of other nations.” I let my eyes find Hadrian finally. “We have our own.”

He smiled. “A poetic way to say you will not return what you stole.”

The king lowered the scroll to the table and rested his palm flat on it. “Lord Hadrian, if you are accusing the envoy, present proof. If you are stating you would prefer blood over parchment, say so, so we may all be spared the pretense.”

Hadrian’s mouth turned in that almost gentle way. “I am stating that these people have flown over our rooftops without leave, taken our sons to fight in their border squabbles—”

“We took no one,” I said. “Your sons followed our daughters to the ravine and did not return.”

“—and now they would like to write words to make it all seem tidy.”

That one landed. Tidy is the insult men give to peace when it doesn’t flatter them.

“Peace is never tidy,” I said, and lifted my left wing without thinking, the primaries whispering against one another. “But it is less messy than what we make when we decide to be heroic.”

A stir ran through our bench. Lyr shifted. Eshren’s knuckles whitened and then let go.

The king said, “We will not speak of children taken on either side as currency.” He looked at me again. “The clause concerning the northern ravines refers to those bands. You propose a joint patrol with signal bells every half hour.”

“Yes,” I said. “We also propose to move the boundary stone at Blackknife three spans to the west. The river has shifted. The old line cuts through a rookery.”

“Convenient,” Hadrian murmured.

The woman in gold did not turn. “Lord Hadrian, if you keep speaking without being called, I will take it for a confession that you have buried reason in your own garden and are afraid anyone will see the disturbed earth.”

There was a ripple of startle-laughter. The king’s mouth remembered a smile briefly. Then he said, to me, “The feather tax. If I lift it, the guilds argue the metal trade will collapse.”

“Your guilds are not so fragile,” I said. “They survived three winters when no one could forge for want of coal. They will survive women wearing their hair and old men wearing their pride without a levy.”

He looked down, not to avoid my eyes but to examine some hinge inside himself. “The tax was a way to keep young men from picking fights in the street,” he said finally. “It allowed our officers to stop any winged who wore medals or showed wealth.”

“Then make a law against the fighting,” I said, and heard how tired I sounded. “Not against the wings.”

I felt then, with the old animal certainty that tells a flyer when a gust is coming over a ridge, that I had said the thing the room could not permit. A men’s murmur climbed like heat off stone. Three lords stood. One called me thief to my face. Another said something about the plague that fell on his vineyards the year our people moved into the quarter by the river, as if we had taught mildew to love his grapes. Hadrian let the noise fatten and then said, very clear, “And what of the consecrated spears that disappeared from our memorial the morning we welcomed you through the gate?”

“Enough,” the king said.

He stepped down from the dais without asking for permission from the furniture and came toward us. I let my shoulders ease. It is a particular relief when a ruler remembers he owns legs.

“Envoy,” he said, when he reached the foot of the steps. He was
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