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  CHAPTER 1 — The Warrior Beneath the Sunblade


***** The Judgment Hall ***** 
Seris Vale had stood beneath Dawn banners a hundred times as a warrior, but never with her wrists chained and her own court calling for her blood.
The chains were ceremonial, which made them worse.
They had been forged from pale sunsteel, thin enough to look elegant from the raised seats of the Council, strong enough to bite into the bones of her wrists whenever she moved. Dawn law did not drag its accused before judgment in iron. Iron belonged to prisons, mines, border cages, and the old punishments no one admitted still existed beyond the eastern cliffs. Dawn preferred beauty for public ruin. It dressed condemnation in polished metal and white stone until cruelty looked like order.
Seris stood in the center of the judgment hall with her shoulders straight, her chin level, and dried blood stiff beneath the collar of her torn uniform.
Above her, the Sunblade hung from the domed ceiling in a cradle of golden chains. It was not a weapon any living hand could lift. It was a relic, a long blade of white fire trapped inside crystal, bright enough to make every polished surface gleam. Its light washed over the Council tiers, over the rows of noble witnesses, over the white banners embroidered with the Dawn Court’s sigil: a rising sun behind an unsheathed sword.
How many times had she looked up at that sigil and felt steadier for it?
Not today.
Today the light found every stain on her.
The judgment hall smelled of beeswax, cold incense, oiled armor, and rain drying from the cloaks of those who had crowded in to witness her disgrace. At the far end of the chamber, seven Council seats rose behind a curved dais of pale marble. High Justiciar Ilvane Sol sat at the center, narrow hands folded over a stack of sealed documents. Her white hair was braided tight against her skull, and a circlet of sun-gold rested against her brow without seeming to warm her face.
To Ilvane’s right stood Marshal Aurelian Thorne.
Seris did not let herself look at him for long.
Thorne wore command white, his cloak pinned at one shoulder with the gold hawk of the eastern armies. He had trained her when she was sixteen and too proud to admit fear. He had promoted her after Veyr Pass. He had stood beside her at the funeral pyres after the winter raids and told her that discipline was the last mercy a warrior could offer the dead.
Now he watched her with controlled regret, as though she were already a wound he had bandaged and failed to save.
A murmur moved through the lower gallery.
Seris heard pieces of it without turning her head.
“Captain Vale.”
“Border commander.”
“Shadow corruption.”
“She stood beside the marshal last winter.”
“My brother served under her.”
“She sold maps.”
The words struck harder because they did not come from enemies. Dawn nobles, officers, clerks, healers, temple witnesses, palace guards. Faces she knew. People who had nodded to her in corridors, trusted her with patrol routes, sent their sons and daughters to train under her command.
No one met her eyes for long.
High Justiciar Ilvane lifted one parchment from the stack before her.
“Seris Elowen Vale,” she said, her voice carrying cleanly through the hall, “decorated captain of the eastern border, sworn blade of the Dawn Court, commander of the third watch at Veyr Pass, you stand accused of treason against crown, court, and protected territories.”
Seris’s jaw tightened.
The use of her full name was deliberate. Dawn law believed names should be whole when honor was stripped from them.
Ilvane continued. “You are accused of passing restricted war maps to agents of the Shadow Court, aiding enemy movement through the eastern passes, conspiring in the murder of Envoy Lorian Aster, and receiving unlawful shadow residue upon a sworn Dawn weapon.”
A cold pressure settled between Seris’s shoulder blades.
Envoy Lorian had been alive two nights ago. He had argued with Thorne in the west corridor about reinforcement delays, then nodded to Seris as if nothing in the world had shifted. At dawn, they had found his body near the old stair below the falcon mews, throat opened cleanly, his diplomatic seal cracked beside him.
Ilvane placed the first parchment on the marble rail.
“The maps were recovered from your private quarters.”
A guard stepped forward and unfolded them.
Seris did not move, but her attention sharpened at once.
The maps were real. She recognized the ink pattern, the coded patrol marks, the sealed edges used for command documents. She also saw the first mistake immediately.
The left fold was wrong.
Seris always folded active maps inward twice, then once across, so the most sensitive lines remained protected from weather. Whoever had planted these had folded the packet like archive copies. Careful, neat, and wrong.
Her fingers twitched against the chain.
Ilvane lifted a second document. “Envoy Lorian Aster was found dead along a passage assigned to your patrol rotation.”
“That passage was reassigned yesterday morning,” Seris said.
Her own voice sounded steadier than her pulse. It echoed beneath the Sunblade, low and controlled.
Ilvane’s gaze moved to her. “You will speak when invited.”
“I am speaking because the record is already false.”
A sharper murmur rose.
One of the Councilors leaned toward Ilvane. The High Justiciar did not look away from Seris.
“You will have opportunity to answer after the evidence is presented.”
“Evidence does not become clean because it is presented in order.”
Someone in the gallery inhaled. Seris heard the chain at her wrists click when she shifted her weight.
Thorne’s mouth tightened almost imperceptibly.
Ilvane lifted a small crystal vial between two fingers. Inside, a smear of darkness clung to the glass like smoke pressed into tar.
“Shadow residue was recovered from your blade.”
The guard beside the evidence table drew Seris’s sword halfway from its scabbard. Dawnsteel should have gleamed clear as morning. Instead, near the lower edge of the blade, a black stain marred the metal.
Seris stared at it.
The sight hit her somewhere beneath anger.
That sword had been given to her after Veyr Pass by Thorne himself. She had cleaned it after every drill, every patrol, every battle. She knew every nick along the guard, every faint scratch under the grip, every place where old blood had once dried and been scoured away.
The stain was not shadow residue.
Not true shadow.
True shadow residue smelled cold, like stone after rain, like extinguished lamps in underground rooms. This carried a burned scent beneath the glass, faint but present, like ash ground with bitter oil.
“Let me examine it,” Seris said.
Ilvane lowered the vial. “Denied.”
“Then let an independent temple witness examine it.”
“The evidence has already been witnessed.”
“By whom?”
Ilvane’s eyes cooled. “By those authorized.”
The answer told Seris more than a name would have.
A third piece of evidence was brought forward: Envoy Lorian’s broken seal in a shallow silver bowl.
Seris’s stomach tightened.
The seal was cracked backward.
No one else seemed to notice. The mark of Lorian’s house, a sunbird over three reeds, should have split from wing to reed if pressure had been applied after death. This fracture ran from reed to wing. It had been broken before it was placed beside the body, then turned to look like a struggle mark.
Her thoughts began arranging themselves with the speed that had kept her alive in border fights.
Wrong map fold. Burned residue. Reversed seal fracture. Reassigned passage omitted from record.
This was not panic. This was construction.
Someone had built a treason case around her with enough precision to fool those who wanted to be fooled and enough haste to leave seams.
Ilvane lifted the final document.
“A witness has sworn that you met with agents of the Shadow Court three nights before Envoy Aster’s death.”
Seris turned her head then, scanning the chamber.
“Bring the witness.”
Ilvane did not blink. “The witness’s identity is protected under emergency security law.”
“No.”
The single word left Seris before she could polish it into courtroom obedience.
Ilvane’s brows lifted.
Seris stepped forward until the chains snapped taut. Pain bit into her wrists, but she welcomed it. Pain was clean. Pain did not pretend.
“I demand a full trial,” she said. “I demand the right to examine the evidence, question the witness, and call my patrol records. I demand my command log from yesterday morning. It will show the passage where Envoy Lorian was found had been removed from my rotation before his death.”
Councilor Varesh, a heavy man with rings stacked across four fingers, shifted in his seat. “This is not a border hearing, Captain Vale.”
“No,” Seris said. “It is an execution wearing legal robes.”
The gallery broke into whispers.
Ilvane struck the marble once with the base of her sunstaff. The sound cracked through the chamber.
“You forget yourself.”
Seris looked at the Council, then at Thorne. “I remember myself perfectly. That appears to be the problem.”
For the first time, Thorne moved.
He stepped forward from beside the dais, slow enough that the hall quieted around him. The man had always known how to take command without raising his voice. Seris had admired that once. She had copied it before she understood how stillness could become a blade.
“Seris,” he said.
Her name sounded almost gentle in his mouth.
She hated him for that before she understood why.
“You know what my service has been,” she said.
“I do.”
“I have held Veyr Pass through three winter assaults. I led the recovery at Lethen Ridge. I brought twenty-six soldiers home from the black ravine when command wrote them off as dead.”
“I know what you have done.”
“Then say this is wrong.”
Silence widened between them.
Thorne’s gaze did not falter, but something in his face closed. Not grief. Not doubt. A door shutting.
“I believe,” he said carefully, “that corruption often enters through the wound we refuse to show.”
The words moved through the hall like a verdict given in soft cloth.
Seris felt the blow of them. She had braced for accusation. She had not braced for sorrow shaped into a weapon.
“You believe I betrayed Dawn?”
“I believe the evidence requires judgment.”
“No.” Her voice dropped. “That is not an answer. You taught me the difference.”
A faint muscle worked in Thorne’s jaw.
Ilvane leaned forward. “Marshal Thorne has already given sworn testimony regarding your recent conduct.”
Seris’s gaze cut back to her. “My conduct?”
“Private patrol deviations. Unauthorized review of sealed border reports. Contact with archive clerks outside your assigned authority.”
Seris understood then.
The room seemed to sharpen. The white stone, the gold trim, the faces turned toward her, the Sunblade’s pitiless glow.
She had asked too many questions.
Three weeks ago, she had noticed that casualty numbers from two border villages did not match supply records. Twelve dead in the public report. Thirty-eight mourning tokens issued from the temple stores. She had asked a clerk to pull sealed dispatches. The request had vanished. The clerk had stopped meeting her eyes. Then Lorian had argued with Thorne.
Then Lorian had died.
She looked at Thorne again, and this time he looked away.
Only for a breath.
Only long enough.
Seris felt the last fragile plank beneath her loyalty crack.
“My oath-mark will answer,” she said.
Ilvane’s expression changed by a fraction. “That is unnecessary.”
“It is Dawn law.”
“In cases involving Shadow corruption, oath responses can be compromised.”
“How convenient.”
Ilvane’s mouth tightened. “Captain Vale.”
Seris lifted her bound wrists. The inside of her right forearm bore the Dawn oath-mark, a narrow brand of gold light beneath the skin, shaped like a blade crossed by a rising sun. It had been placed there when she took formal service. It warmed under lawful command, steadied under sworn truth, and burned when a warrior betrayed oath.
It had never failed her.
Not once.
Seris turned so the gallery could see.
“I swear by my oath, my blade, and the lives of those I commanded,” she said, each word clear, “I did not betray the Dawn Court. I did not give maps to Shadow agents. I did not kill Envoy Lorian Aster. I do not know the witness who claims otherwise, and I demand the right to face them.”
For one suspended moment, nothing happened.
Then her oath-mark burned.
The pain struck so hard her knees almost buckled. Fire tore beneath her skin from wrist to elbow. The mark flared gold, then white, then a violent red threaded with darkness so thin she thought at first it was a trick of sight.
The gallery gasped.
Seris clenched her teeth until she tasted blood.
The mark had not burned like guilt. It had burned like something forced through a lock.
Ilvane rose slowly.
“The oath has answered.”
“No,” Seris said, breath rough. “Something is wrong with it.”
Councilor Varesh recoiled as though corruption might leap across the floor.
Ilvane’s voice rang with solemn certainty. “The oath has answered before witnesses. The accused bears corruption beneath sworn denial.”
“That is not what happened.”
But she saw their faces.
Fear had done what evidence could not. The court no longer needed the maps to be folded correctly. It no longer needed the seal to crack the right way. It had seen light burn wrong beneath her skin, and that was enough for those who wanted a clean story.
Thorne closed his eyes briefly.
Seris stared at him until he opened them.
“Look at me,” she said.
He did.
“Was this decided before I entered?”
No one moved.
Thorne did not answer.
He did not need to.
A sound came from the side of the hall.
“Seris!”
Maerin.
Seris turned before the guards could block her view. Her cousin had pushed through two rows of clerks near the eastern arch. Maerin was twenty, slight, ink-stained, and pale with terror. Her copper-brown hair had come loose from its scribe’s knot, and she clutched a leather folio against her chest like a shield.
“Let me speak,” Maerin cried. “I copied the patrol changes. I can show—”
A guard seized her arm.
Maerin twisted, trying to break free. “She was reassigned. She was not on that passage.”
“Remove her,” Ilvane ordered.
Seris lunged forward on instinct. The chains snapped her back so brutally pain flashed white across her wrists.
“Do not touch her.”
Two guards dragged Maerin toward the side doors. She fought them, shoes scraping over marble.
“Seris, the west archive,” Maerin shouted. “They changed the—”
A hand clamped over her mouth.
The doors closed behind her.
The silence afterward was worse than the shouting.
Ilvane looked down at Seris. “The court has heard evidence, oath response, and sworn military testimony. Under emergency statutes governing Shadow contamination and treason against protected territories, sentence may be passed without delay.”
Seris did not look away.
If they wanted fear, she would not feed them with it.
Ilvane lifted the sunstaff.
“Seris Elowen Vale, former captain of the eastern border, you are stripped of command, title, and military protection. At sunrise, beneath the Sunblade and before witnesses, you will be executed for treason against the Dawn Court.”
Former.
The word did what the chains had not. It cut through years in a breath.
Seris had thought loyalty would feel like armor until the end. Instead it felt like standing naked in a hall full of people who had already decided not to know her.
Guards moved in on either side.
She kept her spine straight as they took her away.
As she passed beneath Thorne’s place beside the dais, he said softly enough that only she could hear, “I am sorry.”
Seris stopped.
The guards tried to pull her, but she turned her head.
“No,” she said, her voice low and steady. “You are not.”
For the first time, grief broke through his controlled mask.
Then the guards dragged her from the light.
***** Beneath the Execution Terrace *****
The holding cell beneath the execution terrace had been scrubbed clean so many times that the stone smelled of lime, old water, and fear that could not be washed out.
Seris sat on a narrow bench with her chained wrists resting on her knees. There was no window. Dawn preferred its condemned to meet sunrise all at once. Until then, the cell offered only a single lamp behind glass, a stone door reinforced with sunsteel bands, and a drain in the corner where older stains had sunk too deep for any servant to reach.
Her oath-mark still hurt.
The skin around it had reddened, and dark threads remained inside the gold brand like soot trapped beneath ice. Seris pressed two fingers against it and forced herself to breathe through the pain.
Not guilt.
Not betrayal.
Interference.
She had watched oath-marks burn before. Soldiers who abandoned posts under lawful command bore a dull gold ache. Officers who lied in casualty reports developed fevered light beneath the skin. One quartermaster who sold winter rations had screamed for an hour as his mark blistered.
This had been different.
Her mark had reacted not to a lie, but to pressure. It had felt as if something outside the oath had shoved its way into the answer and twisted the flame.
Seris closed her eyes and rebuilt the hearing piece by piece.
The maps were real but folded wrong.
Her quarters had been searched while she was on second watch. Only senior command and two palace stewards knew she kept active route copies beneath the lower drawer, wrapped in oilcloth. Thorne knew. The quartermaster knew. Maerin knew because she had once spilled tea on the drawer and nearly wept from embarrassment.
Maerin would not betray her.
The envoy’s seal had been broken before being placed near the body.
The passage where Lorian was found had been removed from her patrol rotation yesterday morning.
The residue smelled burned.
The witness was hidden.
Thorne had looked away.
Seris opened her eyes.
The cell had not changed. Her breathing had.
She rose and paced the length allowed by the chain fixed to the wall. Four steps forward, turn. Four steps back, turn. The movement steadied her enough to think.
Who benefited?
Not Shadow alone. A Shadow frame would aim to weaken Dawn military structure, perhaps provoke retaliation. But this had been rushed through with Dawn legal cooperation. Ilvane had denied every challenge. Thorne had supplied testimony. The witness had been protected under emergency law before Seris could even hear a voice.
Someone inside Dawn wanted her dead quickly.
Why?
Because she had asked for sealed border reports. Because Maerin had copied patrol changes. Because Lorian had argued with Thorne before his death.
The wall lamp flickered.
Seris stopped pacing.
She listened.
Above her, faint through layers of stone, the judgment hall had emptied into the larger citadel. Footsteps moved in distant corridors. Water ran somewhere behind the wall. A bell tolled once, marking the hour before dawn.
Too soon.
Her head lifted.
The execution had been set for sunrise, but the bells were wrong. Dawn ceremonial bells began three hours before a public execution: first preparation, then witness summons, then final purification. This bell was the second, not the first.
They had moved it forward.
A slow, cold understanding settled in her ribs.
Maerin had shouted about the west archive. If anyone believed her, even a little, delay became dangerous. Dawn was not waiting for sunrise as law required. Dawn was hurrying.
Seris crossed to the door and examined the lock.
Sunsteel. Triple ward. External release. No hinge access from inside. The chain on her wrists was thin, but the wall ring was not. Her hairpins had been taken. Her boots had been searched. The guard outside breathed through his mouth and shifted every few minutes, nervous but alert.
She could break his knee if he opened the door. She could use the chain to choke him. She could take his keys.
If he opened the door.
He would not.
Dawn executed efficiently.
She returned to the bench and sat.
For the first time since the hall, she let herself think of Maerin’s face. Pale, frightened, furious. Ink on her fingers. Folio crushed to her chest. If Maerin had copied the patrol changes, she was in danger now.
Seris swallowed against a dry throat.
She had spent years protecting Dawn from enemies beyond the border. She had not protected her own cousin from the people inside its walls.
The lamp flickered again.
This time, the shadow beneath the bench moved against the light.
Seris went still.
The lamp flame remained steady behind glass. The darkness near the floor lengthened anyway, thin as spilled ink. It slid along the stone, reached the drain, and gathered there with unnatural patience.
Seris stood silently.
The chain at her wrists gave the smallest click.
The shadow stopped.
Her pulse slowed, not from calm but from focus. Fear had no place in the first movement of a fight. Fear came later, if there was enough blood left for it.
“Guard,” she called.
No answer.
The darkness rose.
It did not climb like smoke. It unfolded, widening from the drain into the shape of a man before it had fully decided to become one. A black coat formed first, then gloved hands, then a face cut by scarred lines and hard angles. Silver-dark eyes opened in the dim cell.
Lord Caedren of the Shadow Court stood between her and the door.
Seris attacked him.
She did not ask his name. She did not gasp. She moved.
The chain limited her reach, so she used it. She stepped in, twisted both wrists, and snapped the length of sunsteel toward his throat. He turned before the chain landed, caught it in one gloved hand, and let the metal wrap around his forearm instead of his neck.
Seris drove her knee toward his ribs.
He shifted. Her knee struck his thigh. Solid. Controlled.
She tried to hook his ankle.
He moved with her rather than away, closing the space until her bound hands were trapped between them. With one quick motion, he turned the chain, reversed its pressure, and forced her wrists downward without wrenching them hard enough to break.
Seris slammed her forehead toward his face.
He leaned back just enough that she missed.
A faint line appeared between his brows. “You are determined.”
She shoved against him. “You are in my cell.”
“Yes.”
“Then bleed quietly.”
She drove her shoulder into his chest. He gave half a step, absorbing the force, then turned her momentum aside and released her so abruptly she nearly stumbled.
He did not strike her.
That infuriated her more than a blow.
Seris gathered the chain again, breathing hard. “Come closer.”
“I would rather not repeat the last ten seconds.”
“Afraid?”
“Practical.”
His voice was low, controlled, and dry enough to scrape. He looked younger than the stories made him and older than his face allowed. Scars marked the left side of his jaw and disappeared beneath the collar of his black coat. Not crude scars. Not battlefield slashes left to heal by luck. These were silvered, precise, and wrong, as if light itself had cut him and refused to leave.
Dawn children were told Lord Caedren drank secrets and wore stolen faces. Dawn soldiers were told his shadow magic could turn loyal warriors against their own blood.
No one had mentioned that he looked tired.
Seris tightened her grip on the chain. “If this is an assassination, you chose a poor cell.”
“If I wanted you dead, Captain Vale, I would have let Dawn continue.”
“I am no longer captain.”
“Dawn said that. You have not.”
The words struck too close.
Seris moved again, faster this time. She feinted low, then drove the chain toward his scarred side. Caedren caught the motion, stepped inside the arc, and trapped the chain under his boot. Before she could pull free, his hand closed around the wall ring.
Shadow gathered over his fingers.
The sunsteel hissed.
Seris smelled cold rain, stone, and something older, like sealed rooms opened after years without air. The wall ring cracked soundlessly. Her chain dropped loose from the stone.
She stared despite herself.
Caedren stepped back and let the broken end fall between them.
“There,” he said. “Now you can attack me from more angles.”
Seris did not lower the chain. “Why are you here?”
“To offer a bargain.”
“No.”
“You have not heard it.”
“I know enough. Shadow bargains are traps with better manners.”
His mouth almost curved, though there was no warmth in it. “Dawn executions appear similar.”
She pulled the chain tighter between her fists. “You framed me.”
“No.”
The answer came without pause.
“Do not insult me with speed.”
“I did not frame you,” he said, slower this time. “But your case resembles others I have tracked. Forged evidence. Mixed court residue. Witnesses protected by emergency law. Victims killed before they could speak. Someone is building fires along both borders and naming the smoke after whichever court is useful.”
Seris watched his eyes, his shoulders, the angle of his hands. “Convenient that you arrive with an explanation.”
“Convenient would have been arriving before the trial.”
“You expect gratitude?”
“No. I expect intelligence.”
She almost laughed. It came out as a breath through her nose.
“You enter my cell under the execution terrace and ask me to believe the Shadow Court has developed concern for Dawn justice.”
“I have concern for patterns that end in war.”
“Your court thrives in war.”
“So does yours.”
The words landed hard.
Seris stepped closer until the slack chain brushed the floor between them. “Say that again.”
Caedren did not retreat. “Your court profits from fear of mine. Mine profits from fear of yours. Someone understands that very well.”
“If you think I will stand here and listen while you dress treason as philosophy—”
“I think you will listen because your execution bells just moved forward.”
Seris went silent.
Caedren’s gaze flicked toward the ceiling. “They are not waiting for lawful sunrise. The second bell has already rung.”
“You heard that from wherever shadows keep you?”
“I heard it from the corridor outside while your guard was being removed.”
Her attention sharpened. “Removed how?”
“Alive. Asleep. He will have a headache and a stain on his record.”
“You expect praise for restraint?”
“I expect you to notice it.”
She did. That was the problem.
Seris glanced toward the door. “Why hurry the execution?”
“Because your cousin reached the archive before they took her.”
Every muscle in Seris’s body tightened.
Caedren saw it. His voice remained even. “Maerin Vale is alive for now. She was dragged to the west record wing after the hearing. Someone is deciding whether she copied enough to become dangerous.”
Seris moved before she thought. She seized the front of his coat with both chained hands and drove him back against the wall.
His shadows stirred, but they did not strike.
“If you touched her—”
“I did not.”
“I will cut out your tongue before I believe anything you say about her.”
“Then believe this instead. Dawn has moved your death forward because questions are spreading faster than they planned. If you remain in this cell, you will be on the terrace before the next bell finishes.”
Seris stared at him, close enough to see faint silver in the scars along his jaw.
“Why help me?” she asked.
“Because you are useful.”
There it was. Honest enough to sound ugly.
Her fingers dug into his coat. “Try again.”
“Because you are useful,” he repeated, “and because useful people are still people. You were condemned too quickly. The evidence was constructed. Your blade carried burned shadow residue, not true trace. Your map packet was planted by someone who knew enough to be dangerous and not enough to be you.”
Seris released his coat slowly.
“You saw the evidence?”
“I saw enough from the gallery shadows.”
Of course he had been there.
Anger flared hot and immediate. “You watched.”
“Yes.”
“You watched them condemn me.”
“Yes.”
“And waited until I was alone in a cell to make your bargain.”
“I could not remove you from a hall full of Dawn oath-wards without killing half the witnesses. You would not have thanked me for the method.”
“You know nothing about what I would do.”
“I know you noticed the map folds.”
Seris stilled.
Caedren looked at her bound wrists, then back to her face. “I know you noticed the seal fracture. I know you smelled the residue. I know Marshal Thorne looked away when you asked whether the verdict had been decided before you entered. I know you are angry enough to refuse survival if it arrives from the wrong hand, so I will make this very clear.”
A deep bell began to toll above them.
The sound rolled through the stone, heavier than before.
Final purification.
Seris’s heart struck once, hard.
Caedren held her gaze. “Dawn is coming to kill you. I can get you out. In return, you help me find the rebel using forged court signatures to destabilize both territories.”
“The rebel,” she said.
“Yes.”
“And when I help you?”
“I help you find who framed you.”
“I already know where to start.”
“Thorne.”
Seris did not answer.
Caedren’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You are loyal enough not to say it yet.”
“I am disciplined enough not to say what I cannot prove.”
“Good. You will need that.”
The bell continued overhead. On the other side of the door, footsteps struck the corridor at a run.
Seris looked toward the sound.
“How many?” she asked.
“Six near the outer stair. More above. The terrace guards are assembling.”
“You have a route?”
“Yes.”
“Through shadow.”
“Yes.”
“I have been trained to resist shadow passage.”
“I assumed.”
“It will slow me.”
“It will hurt.”
“Will it kill me?”
“Not unless you fight the road harder than the people chasing us.”
She looked back at him. “There is no us.”
“Not yet.”
The honesty should not have steadied her. It did.
The footsteps drew closer. Voices followed, muffled by stone.
“Open the lower cell.”
“By order of the High Justiciar.”
“Execution moved to immediate procession.”
Seris felt the last door of her old life closing behind her.
If she stayed, she died beneath Dawn banners while those who framed her sealed every record Maerin had tried to protect.
If she went, she became the traitor they had named her.
No clean road remained. Only the one that kept her breathing long enough to make the truth bleed.
She lifted her chained wrists.
“Cut them.”
Caedren’s gaze dropped to the sunsteel links. “If I do, you may try to kill me again.”
“I may try whether you cut them or not.”
This time, the faint curve of his mouth became real, brief and humorless. “That seems fair.”
Shadow gathered around his hand. The chains hissed where his fingers touched them. Sunsteel resisted, flaring with pale heat. Seris smelled burning metal and cold rain. Pain snapped through her oath-mark as if the broken links were tied to the same law that had condemned her.
She did not look away from the door.
The first lock turned.
Caedren’s shadows pressed harder. One cuff cracked. Then the other.
The chains fell from Seris’s wrists and struck the stone floor with a bright, final sound.
The door began to open.
Caedren extended one hand toward the darkness gathering at the corner of the cell.
Seris did not take it.
Instead, she bent, picked up a length of broken sunsteel chain, and wrapped it once around her fist.
Caedren looked at the improvised weapon.
“Of course,” he said.
Seris stepped beside him as the door opened and Dawn light spilled into the cell.
“For now,” she said.
Above them, the execution bells called her to die.
Beside her, the Shadow lord opened a road into darkness.
Seris Vale stepped into it with her enemy at her side and betrayal waiting in her heart.






  
  CHAPTER 2 — The Lord Her Court Taught Her to Hate


***** Beneath the Sunstone Walls ***** 
Caedren’s shadows did not feel like the evil Seris had been taught to expect; they felt cold, old, and far too quiet to trust.
They closed over her like deep water.
For one blind second, the cell, the open door, and the startled faces of the Dawn guards vanished. The lamp behind the glass became a smear of gold, then nothing. Seris’s boots struck stone she could not see. Her stomach lurched as if the floor had dropped from beneath her and rebuilt itself several feet to the left.
She tightened her grip on the broken length of sunsteel chain wrapped around her fist and reached for the wall with her free hand.
Her palm met damp stone.
Not the holding cell.
The air had changed. It smelled of mineral water, cold ash, and old mortar. Somewhere nearby, water dripped steadily into a hidden channel. The air pressed close against her ears, thick enough to make every breath feel stolen.
Caedren stood half a pace ahead of her, one hand braced against the wall, the other lifted with two fingers slightly spread. Shadows clung to his coat like smoke that had learned discipline. They did not lash toward her. They did not coil around her throat or wrists. They stayed near him, controlled and silent.
Seris hated that she noticed.
Behind them, muffled through stone and distance, men shouted.
The cell door had opened onto emptiness.
A guard cursed loudly enough that the word scraped through the passage.
“Where is she?”
“Search the lower cells.”
“She cannot have passed us.”
“Sound the alarm.”
Caedren turned his head slightly. “Move.”
Seris did not move.
She studied the passage first.
Narrow. Service-cut. Not part of any public Citadel route she had ever used. The ceiling pressed low enough that Caedren had to angle his head in places. The walls were old sunstone underneath later plaster, the kind used in the first Citadel foundation before the Dawn Court expanded upward and dressed everything in white marble. A drainage groove ran along the left side, carrying a shallow ribbon of black water. Three possible turns ahead. One behind. No visible guards. No torches. The light came from thin seams in the stone, pale and intermittent, as though sunrise had been trapped in cracks and forgotten there.
Her wrists throbbed where the ceremonial chains had bitten. Her oath-mark burned beneath the skin, hot and wrong.
“Which way?” she asked.
“Left at the first split. Right at the second. Down the old stair if it has not collapsed.”
“If?”
Caedren looked back. “The Dawn Court has sealed most routes that remember inconvenient architecture.”
“You know the passages under our execution terrace better than I do.”
“I know old things your court pretends it built.”
A shout echoed behind them. Closer now.
Seris stepped forward, but not because he had told her to. She moved because standing still under pursuit was a fool’s death, and she had survived too many border nights to choose one now.
Caedren went first. He did not reach for her. He did not crowd her. He moved quickly through the passage, but each time they reached a turn, he gave her enough space to see it before committing. That could have been courtesy. It could also have been calculation. A soldier who felt respected was easier to guide than one dragged like a captive.
Seris counted steps.
Fourteen to the first split. Left corridor sloped down. Air colder. One rusted grate on the right large enough for a child, not for an armed adult. Forty-two steps to the second turn. Right corridor narrower. The stone underfoot slick with condensation. The walls bore shallow cuts where old tool marks had never been polished away.
She ran the route in her mind, fixing it by smell, slope, and sound. If she had to return alone, she would.
Behind them, a horn sounded.
Not the public execution horn. A lower call, used inside the Citadel for breach response.
Caedren paused at the next bend and raised his hand.
Seris stopped because she had already heard it too.
Boots.
Not behind. Ahead.
A patrol moved through the cross-passage, armor plates whispering against leather. Two guards, maybe three. Dawn soldiers in enclosed passages carried short blades and sunlamps. If Seris could get one alone, she could take the blade and lamp. If she called out, they might pause long enough for her to speak.
Her muscles tightened.
Caedren looked at her. Not warning. Measuring.
The approaching soldiers came into view beyond the bend, their sunlamp glow spilling across wet stone.
Caedren did not seize Seris. He did not throw shadow over her without warning.
He leaned close enough that his voice reached her and no farther.
“Stand still.”
The words were quiet.
Not command-backed. Not magic-weighted. Not like Dawn drill orders that struck oath-marks and moved bodies before thought.
A request in the middle of danger.
Seris stared at him for the fraction of a second she could afford.
Then she stood still.
Shadow unfolded from Caedren’s shoulders and spread across both of them. It did not feel like cloth. It felt like stepping behind a memory no one wanted to examine. The corridor remained visible through it, but dulled, as though she now watched the world through smoked glass.
The patrol rounded the bend.
Seris held her breath.
The first guard was Soren Pell, third interior watch. She had trained him through shield rotation two summers ago after he nearly lost two fingers to poor grip discipline. He was twenty-two, superstitious about cracked mirrors, and had once sent half his ration of honey cakes to the eastern infirmary after a fever outbreak.
If she spoke, he might know her voice.
He might listen.
Then she saw his face.
Not doubt. Not confusion. Fear sharpened his eyes until they looked too bright in the sunlamp glow.
“Lower passage clear,” he said, voice tight.
The second guard gripped his blade. “How does a condemned prisoner vanish from a sealed cell?”
“Shadow took her,” said the third, a woman Seris did not know. “High Justiciar was right. Vale was corrupted.”
Seris felt the broken chain dig into her palm.
Soren’s jaw flexed. “Orders say if sighted, do not recover. Kill and burn the body.”
Her breath stopped for reasons that had nothing to do with hiding.
The woman crossed herself with two fingers over her oath-mark. “Even Captain Vale?”
“Former captain,” Soren said, but his voice cracked on former.
The patrol passed within arm’s reach.
Seris could have reached out and caught Soren by the throat. She could have whispered his name and watched his face change. She could have demanded that he remember the woman who had dragged him behind a stone wall when Shadow arrows rained through Veyr Pass.
Caedren’s shadow held.
The soldiers passed.
Only when their light faded did Caedren let the darkness thin.
Seris drew air through her nose slowly. It tasted of wet stone and anger.
“They are frightened,” Caedren said.
She turned on him. “Do not interpret my soldiers to me.”
“They are not your soldiers anymore.”
The words should have been cruel. He said them without satisfaction, which made them harder to strike.
Seris stepped close. “Say that again when I have a blade.”
“If you want one, we should keep moving.”
She hated the practicality of that answer. She hated more that he was right.
They continued down the passage.
The old stair had not collapsed, though several steps had cracked across the middle and water ran over them in a thin sheet. Seris took them fast but carefully, planting each boot where the stone held. Caedren moved with the confidence of someone who had traveled worse roads in darkness. He did not look back to see whether she followed. Good. She did not need him looking back.
At the bottom of the stair, the passage widened into a low tunnel reinforced with blackened beams. The air changed again. Less incense. More rot. Drainage channels from the upper Citadel converged here, carrying rainwater, melted lamp wax, kitchen runoff, and whatever else the palace preferred to send beneath itself.
Seris knew this place by function, not by sight. Every fortress had underworks. Soldiers joked that a kingdom’s truth could be found in its drains, where perfume and blood ended up smelling the same.
A scrape sounded behind them.
Then a shout.
“Movement below!”
Caedren swore under his breath.
Seris glanced back. “They found the stair.”
“They found the shadow residue I left on the wall ring.”
“You left a trail?”
“I broke sunsteel in a Dawn cell. Did you expect it to smell like roses?”
She bared her teeth. “I expected the infamous Shadow lord to be better at escaping.”
“I expected the condemned Dawn captain to say thank you at least once, but we are both managing disappointment.”
The irritation steadied her more than comfort would have.
They ran.
The tunnel sloped down toward a roar of water. Far ahead, dawn-gray light shivered around the edges of a drainage arch. The opening was barred by rusted iron and old sunsteel lattice, but the lower half had corroded where waste water had gnawed through for centuries. A narrow crawlspace remained beneath it, just large enough for a person willing to lose dignity and skin.
Caedren crouched beside it. “Out.”
Seris dropped to one knee and studied the opening. “Where does it lead?”
“Outer ravine.”
“How far down?”
“Enough to be unpleasant if you miss the ledge.”
“Specific.”
“Eight feet to stone, another twenty to water if you roll badly.”
The first guard appeared at the far end of the tunnel, sunlamp raised.
“There!”
Light speared toward them.
Seris shoved Caedren aside and snapped the broken chain up. A bolt of oath-light struck the chain and flared. Heat seared through the metal into her palm. She gritted her teeth and angled the chain, deflecting the worst of the blast into the wall.
Stone burst beside her.
Caedren’s shadows surged, not at her but past her. The tunnel lamps went black.
Men shouted.
Seris dropped flat and slid under the broken lattice. Rust tore at her coat. Stone scraped her shoulder. For one tight second, the opening caught on the chain around her fist. She yanked hard, felt skin split across her knuckles, and came through into cold air.
The world opened around her.
The drainage arch spilled onto a narrow stone lip beneath the outer Citadel wall. Dawn had not yet fully broken, but the eastern sky had paled behind towers and spear points. Far below, the ravine river churned white between black rocks. Wind slammed into Seris hard enough to steal heat from her sweat-damp skin.
Caedren came through behind her, silent and controlled despite the cramped passage.
A sunbolt blasted through the lattice from inside.
He caught Seris by the upper arm and pulled her aside before it struck the ledge. Not gently, but not harder than necessary. Stone exploded where she had crouched.
She did not thank him.
He did not wait for it.
“This way.”
They moved along the ledge, backs nearly scraping the outer wall. Seris refused to look down. Not from fear. From efficiency. Looking down would not widen the ledge.
A horn split the morning air above them.
Then another.
The Citadel had woken fully.
***** Beneath the Eastern Ravine *****
The drainage ledge ended at a broken maintenance stair carved into the ravine wall. Moss slicked the steps. The handrail had rusted away in pieces, leaving jagged anchors that caught at Seris’s sleeve as she descended. Above, Dawn guards shouted orders across the battlements. Sunlamps swept the outer walls, their beams cutting through mist.
Seris counted them by sound.
Two squads above. One moving toward the lower bridge. Mounted response likely assembling at the eastern gate. If they reached open ground without cover, archers would have clean lines from the walls.
Caedren







