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To those who burn in silence — your fire is not a curse. It is your crown.
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Chapter One
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The Girl Who Could Not Die

The execution was scheduled for dawn, and Seraphine Ashveil had been counting the hours since midnight.

She stood at the window of her cell — if you could call iron bars and a stone ledge a window — and watched the sky bleed from black to bruised violet. The executioner's block had already been set in the courtyard below. She could see the gleam of the axe from here, freshly sharpened, catching the light of the torches like a wicked smile.

She was not afraid.

That was the problem.

Fear was the natural response to death. She understood that, had read it in books, had watched it in the faces of prisoners dragged through the dungeons of Valdris Keep. But Seraphine had stopped feeling fear sometime around her third execution attempt — the one involving the river and the iron chains — and now all she felt was a bone-deep, quiet fury that had been burning inside her chest for as long as she could remember.

"You're awake early."

The voice came from the shadows at the far end of the corridor. Deep. Unhurried. As if the speaker had all the time in the world and found the concept of rushing beneath him.

Seraphine did not turn around.

"You're late," she said. "I expected you three hours ago."

A pause. Then the sound of boots on stone — slow, deliberate — and a figure emerged from the dark. He was tall, the kind of tall that made doorways an inconvenience, with dark hair that fell across his forehead and eyes the color of ash just before it went cold. He wore no armor, no insignia, nothing to mark him as anything other than a man who had learned to make shadows feel like allies.

Seraphine had seen him before. Once, at the border trial two years ago, standing behind King Malachar's throne with his hands clasped at his back and his expression carved from stone. She had not known his name then. She knew it now.

Kael Voss. The King's Shadow. The only man in the Ashen Kingdoms who had never lost a target.

"I was watching you," he said.

"Comforting."

"You haven't slept. You haven't eaten the bread they left. You've been standing at that window for six hours." He stopped just outside the cell, and she finally turned to look at him. Up close, he was both exactly what she'd expected and nothing like it. The coldness was real — she could feel it coming off him like winter air — but there was something else beneath it. Something watchful. Calculating. As if he were adding her up and finding the sum more complicated than anticipated.

"Were you taking notes?" she asked.

"I take notes on everything."

"Then you'll have noted that your king's axe is going to have a very disappointing morning."

Something moved in his expression. Not quite amusement. Not quite not-amusement.

"That," he said, "is actually why I'm here."
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An Offer Made in Ash

The offer was simple, as all terrible things are.

Kael Voss slid a key across the floor of her cell. Seraphine looked at it. She did not pick it up.

"You want me to work for the man who's been trying to kill me for two years," she said.

"He doesn't know what you are yet. Not fully. I do."

"And what am I?"

He was quiet for a moment. Outside, the sky had shifted to pale gold. Dawn was coming. The executioner would be having breakfast, she thought. A last meal of a different kind.

"You are the last Embervein," Kael said. "The only person alive who can walk into the Ashen Temple and come out again. Which means you are the only person alive who can retrieve the Crown before Lord Caithe does."

The Crown. Seraphine kept her expression still, but something cold moved through her chest — colder than the cell, colder than his eyes.

The Ember Crown had been lost for three hundred years. It was not merely a crown. It was the seal of the old kingdom, the source of the flame-pact that had bound the twelve lords to peace for centuries. Without it, the Ashen Kingdoms were fracturing. Lords were raising armies. Villages were burning.

She had grown up hearing the stories. She had stopped believing in them sometime around the same execution attempt as the fear.

"If I say no?"

"The axe is sharp," Kael said. "And this time, I'll make sure it works."

She looked at him for a long moment. He met her gaze without flinching. She had spent years learning to read men — it was a survival skill, in the dungeons of Valdris Keep — and she read him now as carefully as she had ever read anything.

He was not lying.

He was also not telling her everything.

She picked up the key.

"If you betray me," she said quietly, "I will burn you alive. And I will not feel badly about it."

"Noted," Kael said. And was that — yes, there it was, small and quickly gone — the ghost of something that might, under different circumstances, in a different life, have been a smile.

"One more thing," he said, as she unlocked the cell door.

"What?"

"My name is Kael. Not 'the Shadow.' Not 'that man.' Kael."

Seraphine stepped out of the cell and looked up at him. He was even taller up close.

"I'll call you whatever I like," she said. "Try to keep up."
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The Road Through Ashenmere

They rode out before the execution crowds arrived.

Kael had two horses waiting at the eastern gate — dark-coated, fast-looking animals with the kind of eyes that said they had outrun trouble before and expected to do it again. Seraphine chose the mare. She had always preferred mares. They had more sense.

The road to the Ashen Temple ran through Ashenmere, the dead forest that had once been the heart of the old kingdom. It was a three-day ride under good conditions. Kael had said nothing about the conditions being good.

For the first hour, they rode in silence. Seraphine was accustomed to silence. She had spent most of the last two years in a cell, and before that in places where speaking drew unwanted attention. Silence was not emptiness to her. It was a tool.

She used it now to study him.

He rode well — better than well, with the unconscious ease of someone who had grown up on horseback. His hands were loose on the reins, his posture relaxed but not careless. He watched the road with the same quality of attention he had given her in the cell: not obvious, not intrusive, but thorough.

"You're staring," he said, without looking at her.

"I'm assessing."

"And?"

"You're more dangerous than you look." A pause. "You look very dangerous."

This time, the almost-smile was less almost. It came and went in the space of a breath, but she caught it.

"The Embervein," he said, after a moment. "You know what
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