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PROTECT NATURE

HELP ANIMALS IN NEED

SPREAD HAPPINESS
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The night Lyra Vale was sold, the moon disappeared.

She had been standing beside the narrow window of her fathers old stone house, watching snow settle over the crooked rooftops of Blackthorn Village, when the silver moonlight suddenly vanished. At first, Lyra thought a cloud had passed over it, but when she looked higher, there was nothing in the sky. No clouds. No stars. Nothing but an endless sheet of darkness stretching above the sleeping village. The silence that followed felt unnatural. Even the wind seemed to have stopped. Lyra pressed her fingertips against the cold glass and felt a strange chill travel through her hand. Something was wrong. She had felt it for days, ever since the moon had begun to fade night after night, becoming thinner and paler until it looked like a dying ember in the heavens. The villagers had whispered about omens, curses, and old prophecies, but Lyra had dismissed their fears as superstition. Tonight, however, she could no longer pretend that everything was normal. Beneath the window, where the pale moonlight had once touched the snow, a shadow moved.

Lyra frowned and leaned closer. It wasnt the shadow of a tree or a person. There was nothing nearby that could have cast it. Yet it stretched slowly across the snow, thin as spilled ink, moving against the direction of the wind. She watched it crawl toward the house before abruptly disappearing beneath the front door. A cold sensation settled in her stomach. Father?she called, turning away from the window. There was no answer. She waited, listening carefully, then called again. Father?This time his voice came from the dining room, low and strained. Come here, Lyra.Something in his tone made her uneasy. She hurried down the narrow hallway, expecting to find him alone, but stopped the moment she entered the dining room. Her father sat at the old oak table with his hands clasped tightly before him. Around him stood four men dressed in dark coats. Three carried swords, while the fourth wore an expensive black cloak embroidered with silver thread. Lyra recognized him immediately. Lord Varrick, the Crowns debt collector.

Her heart sank. She looked at her father, then at the parchment lying on the table. What have you done?she whispered. Her father didnt answer. His face looked gray beneath the candlelight, and the sight of him suddenly made Lyra feel more frightened than the armed men surrounding him. Father?she asked again. What happened?Lord Varrick answered for him. Your father has accumulated a considerable debt.Lyras eyes narrowed. I know about the loans.Do you?Varrick smiled. Then perhaps you also know that they have reached their final deadline.Lyra stared at her father. How much?Her fathers lips trembled. Three thousand crowns.For a moment, she thought she had heard incorrectly. Three thousand crowns was more money than their entire estate was worth. Their land, their house, the horses, the fields her family had owned for generations—none of it could cover such a sum. You knew you couldnt repay it,she said quietly. Her father lowered his eyes. I thought I could.You thought you could?Her voice cracked with disbelief. You borrowed money without knowing how you would return it?I borrowed it for your mother,he said. The anger in Lyras chest faltered. When she was sick, the physicians demanded gold. I couldnt simply watch her die.Lyra remembered those days. She remembered the smell of herbs in her mothers room, the sound of her fathers desperate prayers, and the moment the fever finally took the woman who had been the center of their world. Lyra had never blamed him for trying to save her. But she had never imagined the cost had followed them for so many years.

Lord Varrick cleared his throat. Fortunately, there is another way.Lyra looked at him. Another way?His smile was almost pleasant, which made her distrust him even more. The Shadow Court has agreed to settle your fathers debt.The words seemed to drain the warmth from the room. Lyra stared at him. Everyone in the northern kingdoms knew the stories of the Shadow Court. Mothers frightened their children with tales of the realm beyond the Black Mountains, a kingdom where sunlight never touched the ground and darkness moved like a living creature. At its center stood the Midnight Palace, home of Malakor, the Shadow King. Some claimed he had once been a man. Others said he had been born from the darkness itself. There were stories of travelers who entered his kingdom and returned years later without remembering where they had been. There were stories of soldiers found frozen in their armor, their shadows missing from the ground beneath them. But the most frightening stories were about Malakor himself. They said he could command darkness with a thought, that his touch could steal a persons memories, and that he had no heart left inside his chest.

Lyra looked from Varrick to her father. What does the Shadow Court want?No one answered immediately. Her stomach twisted. She already knew. No,she whispered. Her father rose from his chair. Lyra, listen to me.No.I had no choice.You always have a choice.Tears gathered in his eyes. Not this time.Lord Varrick placed one hand upon the parchment. Your father has offered you as payment for the debt.Lyra felt as though someone had struck her. She stared at her father in disbelief. You sold me?I didnt sell you,he whispered. I gave you a chance to live.To live?Her laugh came out broken. You gave me to the Shadow King.Her father took a step toward her, but Lyra stepped back. She couldnt bear his touch. She couldnt bear the look in his eyes. She wanted to hate him, but beneath the betrayal was the terrible knowledge that he truly believed he had done this for her.

Before she could say anything more, the candle flame suddenly bent sideways. There was no wind. The shadows beneath the table stretched across the floor, twisting like black fingers. One of the guards noticed it and reached for his sword. What is that?he demanded. The answer came from the doorway. She doesnt need to sign the contract.Every person in the room froze. Lyra slowly turned. A man stood beyond the threshold, surrounded by darkness so deep that the candlelight seemed unable to reach him. He was tall, dressed entirely in black, with a long cloak hanging from his shoulders like a living piece of night. His face was pale, almost unnaturally so, and his black hair framed features sharp enough to look carved rather than born. But it was his eyes that held Lyra captive. They were silver. Not gray, not blue, but silver like moonlight reflected upon frozen water.

She knew him instantly.

Malakor.

The Shadow King stepped into the room, and every shadow seemed to move with him. The guards drew their swords, but before any of them could attack, darkness erupted from beneath their feet. Black tendrils wrapped around their legs and dragged them to the floor. One guard cried out, another reached desperately for his weapon, but Malakor barely looked at them. Enough,he said. The shadows tightened, and silence followed. Lord Varrick immediately dropped to one knee. Your Majesty.Malakor ignored him. His attention remained fixed upon Lyra. She forced herself to stand straight despite the fear tightening every
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