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  For everyone who would definitely be the first to die in a magical tournament. This one is for us, the ones who would trip over a thorn before the first drop of crimson was even spilled.
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The cold had teeth.

Lysara felt them sinking through her wool cloak, through the threadbare dress beneath, through skin and muscle until they scraped against bone. Vethren’s square had never been warm, not in living memory, not in the stories her grandmother used to tell before the coughing sickness took her, but Selection Day carried its own particular frost. The kind that settled in your marrow and whispered that you’d never be warm again.

Fitting, she supposed. Half the people standing in this square wouldn’t see another sunrise.

“Sara.” Callen’s small fingers tightened around hers, squeezing with the desperate strength of an eight-year-old who understood too much and too little at once. “When do we get to go home?”

She looked down at him. Frost clung to his dark hair, the same deep brown as their father’s had been. His lips were already tinged blue. She’d given him her second cloak, the one she usually traded for extra bread rations, but he was small and thin and the wind cut through everything.

“Soon.” The lie tasted like copper on her tongue. Like blood. “Watch for the bells.”

He nodded solemnly, trusting her the way he always did, the way all her siblings did, as if she were something solid and certain rather than a seventeen-year-old girl held together by spite and stubbornship.

Around them, the square churned with bodies. Every citizen of Vethren between the ages of fourteen and twenty-five was required to attend, their names written on bone-white slips and placed in the iron drum that squatted at the square’s center like something diseased. The older residents lined the edges of the space, pressed against soot-stained buildings, watching with the hollow expressions of people who had survived this lottery before. Who had watched children walk away and never return.

Lysara counted heads without meaning to. Three hundred twelve eligible names this year. Thirteen of them Veths, her own family’s contribution to the drum. Nessa, sixteen now and terrified behind the defiant set of her jaw. Corwin, fourteen and gangly and still young enough to think surviving meant something. And Lysara herself, who had watched three Selection Days pass without her name being called and knew, statistically, that her luck was rotting with each cycle.

Then there was Callen, too young for the drum but required to witness. To learn. To understand the debt their territory owed to the creatures that ruled from shadows and silence.

“The drum’s full,” Nessa said from Lysara’s other side. Her voice didn’t shake, which meant she was working hard to control it. “Looks like they’ve gathered everyone.”

“They always do.” Lysara scanned the raised platform at the far end of the square, where Vethren’s magistrate stood in his ceremonial blacks, face gray as old ash. He’d lost two sons to the Trials. Everyone knew. No one mentioned it. “Missing Selection is a death sentence. Faster than the drum, anyway.”

Nessa flinched. Lysara regretted the words immediately, her sister was scared enough without the reminder, but gentleness had never come naturally to her. Their father’s death in the mines had carved it out. Their mother’s slow disappearance into grief had buried whatever remained.

Some people softened under pressure. Lysara just got sharper.

“I heard Mira Thessen’s been practicing.” Nessa’s attempt at normal conversation landed somewhere between pathetic and brave. “Says if she’s chosen, she’s going to win. Come back immortal.”

“Mira Thessen is an idiot.”

“Sara,”

“Winners don’t come back, Ness.” Lysara kept her voice flat. Matter-of-fact. The way she’d learned to deliver news that would break you if you let it. “Nobody knows what happens to them. They walk into that realm and they disappear. For all we know, winning is just a different kind of dying.”

Callen made a small sound. She’d forgotten he was listening.

Damn.

She crouched down, bringing herself to his eye level, and cupped his face in her hands. His skin was ice. His eyes were their mother’s, pale gray, too large, perpetually startled by a world that had given him too many reasons to flinch.

“I’m going to be fine,” she said. Firm. Certain. The way she’d promised him their father would come home from the mines, hours before the collapse. “The drum has hundreds of names. The odds are good.”

“You always say that.”

“Because it’s always true.”

“You also said Papa,”

“Callen.” Just his name. But he heard everything underneath it, the warning, the weariness, the please-not-now that she couldn’t afford to speak aloud, and swallowed whatever he’d been about to say.

She pressed a kiss to his forehead. Cold lips against colder skin. Then she straightened, and the square snapped back into focus around her: the restless crowd, the iron drum, the gray sky pressing down like a hand trying to smother them all.

The bells began.

Deep, sonorous, they rolled across the square like thunder trapped underground. Lysara felt them in her chest, that low vibration that meant the ceremony was beginning, that meant thirteen names would be called before the sun finished its crawl toward the horizon, that meant some families would leave this square shattered and others would walk home with nothing but the terrible relief of another seven years of safety.

Magistrate Aldren stepped forward. His voice carried the way voices learned to carry in Vethren, where the wind stole everything that wasn’t shouted.

“People of Vethren. We gather today to fulfill the Covenant. For three thousand years, our territories have honored the bargain struck by our ancestors, blood for protection, tribute for peace. The Court of Eternal Night has sheltered our lands from horrors we cannot imagine. In return, we offer our children to the Crimson Trials.”

The words were ritual. Everyone knew them. Lysara mouthed along without meaning to, the phrases carved so deep they’d become reflex: The Trials honor our sacrifice. The Trials test our worth. The Trials offer the Sanguine Gift to those strong enough to claim it.

Nobody mentioned what happened to those who weren’t strong enough. The bodies never came home. The court never sent word. Families simply… waited. And eventually, stopped waiting.

“Thirteen names will be drawn. Thirteen tributes will journey to the Court. May the old ones have mercy on their souls.”

They won’t, Lysara thought. Mercy requires caring. We’re entertainment to them. Nothing more.

Aldren reached into the drum.

The crowd held its breath. Lysara felt Callen press closer against her leg, felt Nessa’s shoulder brush hers, felt the terrible weight of possibility crushing down on all of them. One name. Just one name to begin. And then another. And another. Until thirteen families were broken and the rest were released to their ordinary miseries.

“Bram Ochter.”

A cry went up from somewhere near the back of the square. A woman’s voice, raw and rising. Lysara didn’t turn to look. Looking made it real. Looking made you remember faces, and she couldn’t afford to remember the faces of people who were already dead.

Bram was eighteen. She’d seen him at the coal exchange last week, haggling over prices with more optimism than sense. Brown hair. Crooked smile. Gone now.

“Elya Merrik.”

More sounds of grief. Lysara kept her eyes forward, on the magistrate’s hand as it dipped again into the drum. Calculation was easier than feeling. Twelve names left. Three hundred eleven remaining in the pool. Her odds were improving with each draw, and she hated herself for the relief that curled in her stomach every time a stranger’s name was called instead of one she loved.

“Tommin Vars. Keela Short. Arlo Benn.”

Three more. The drum was working efficiently today, Aldren’s hand moving in and out with mechanical rhythm, his voice flattening each name into something abstract. A list. A quota. Not people at all, really, just… inventory.

Eight names remained. The crowd was fracturing, some families already helping their selected children toward the platform while others stood frozen in the particular paralysis of those still waiting to learn if the blade would fall on their necks.

Lysara did the math again. Compulsive. Unavoidable. Three hundred six names left. Three Veths still in the pool. Eight spots remaining. The probability was,

“Corwin Veth.”

The world stopped.

No. Not Corwin. Not her gangly, awkward, painfully hopeful baby brother who still believed in happy endings, who still asked their mother for bedtime stories even though she hadn’t told one in years, who still looked at Lysara like she could fix anything,

Nessa’s hand clamped around her wrist. Callen made a sound that wasn’t quite human. And Lysara heard herself say, very calmly, “No.”

She was already stepping forward when the magistrate’s voice cut through again.

“Nessa Veth.”

Everything inside her went white.

Two. Two of her siblings. The drum had taken two, and that wasn’t possible, that wasn’t how probability worked, that wasn’t,

But probability didn’t care about fairness. Probability didn’t care that Nessa was sixteen and still slept with their mother’s old shawl pressed against her cheek, or that Corwin had just started growing into his shoulders, or that Lysara had sworn on their father’s unmarked grave that she would keep them safe.

Nessa wasn’t moving. Her face had gone the color of old bone, her gray eyes fixed on something far away, and Lysara recognized that look. Had seen it in the mirror after they’d pulled their father’s body from the rubble. The mind retreating from reality because reality had become unsurvivable.

The magistrate was speaking again. Another name. Two more. The selection continued as if the Veth family hadn’t just been gutted on the altar of ancient bargains.

Lysara’s body made the decision before her mind caught up.

“I volunteer.”

Her voice rang across the square, clear, carrying, impossible to ignore. The ritual words, the ones nobody ever spoke because volunteering was suicide, because the Trials killed almost everyone and choosing death was madness.

But Corwin was fourteen. Corwin couldn’t even hold a pickaxe properly yet.

And Nessa… Nessa was soft in ways Lysara had never been able to afford. Kind in ways that would get her killed in the first trial. She’d freeze. She’d hesitate. She’d try to help someone and it would destroy her.

“I volunteer as tribute in place of Nessa Veth.” Lysara stepped forward, past her frozen sister, past her trembling brother, into the empty space between crowd and platform that suddenly felt like a chasm. “The Covenant permits substitution between blood relations. I invoke that right.”

Magistrate Aldren stared at her. His gray face had gone grayer.

“You understand what you’re claiming?”

“Yes.”

“There is no reversal. No withdrawal. The court will,”

“I understand.” The words came out steady. Almost bored. As if she weren’t signing her own death warrant in front of everyone she’d ever known. “Does the Covenant accept my substitution or not?”

A long moment. The crowd had gone utterly silent, even the grieving families had stopped their keening to watch this girl who had apparently lost her mind. Lysara felt their stares like physical weight, felt the judgment and the pity and the terrible unwanted respect pressing against her from all directions.

Then Aldren nodded.

“The Covenant accepts. Lysara Veth will take the place of Nessa Veth among this year’s tributes.”

Just like that.

Her name written in the ledger of the dead.

She turned back toward her family,toward Callen’s tear-streaked face and Corwin’s shell-shocked stare and Nessa, who had finally snapped back into her body and was pushing through the crowd with desperate, stumbling steps.

“No.” Nessa grabbed Lysara’s arms, fingers digging in hard enough to bruise. “No, Sara, you can’t, I won’t let you,”

“It’s done.”

“Take it back!”

“I can’t. You heard him. No reversal.” Lysara gripped her sister’s shoulders, forced her to meet her eyes. “Listen to me. You’re going to take Corwin and Callen home. You’re going to tell Mother. And then you’re going to keep this family alive until,”

“Until you come back?” Nessa’s voice cracked. “You just told me winners don’t come back. You just said,”

“I know what I said.”

“Then why,”

“Because you would have died in the first trial.” The words came out harsher than she intended. But there wasn’t time for gentleness, wasn’t space for the careful kindness that Nessa deserved. The magistrate was calling more names. The selection was ending. Guards were already moving toward the platform to collect this year’s tributes. “You would have hesitated. Tried to help someone. And they would have killed you for it.”

Nessa flinched like she’d been struck.

“I’m not…” Lysara’s throat tightened. She forced the words through anyway. “I’m not saying that as an insult. Your kindness isn’t a weakness. It’s just… not survivable. Not there. Not in the trials.”

“And you are? Survivable?”

“I’m meaner than you.” Something that wasn’t quite a smile twisted her lips. “That has to count for something.”

Corwin had reached them now, his long limbs awkward as he pushed between bodies, his face still wearing that shattered expression. Callen clung to his hand, too overwhelmed for tears, his small body shaking with the kind of shock that wouldn’t process until later.

“Sara.” Corwin’s voice cracked on her name. “You can’t go. You can’t, who’s going to,”

Who’s going to take care of us?

He didn’t finish the question. He didn’t have to.

Lysara pulled him close, her arms wrapping around his bony shoulders, and for one moment let herself feel it, the weight of leaving, the grief of goodbye, the unbearable knowledge that she was choosing to walk into death rather than watch it claim someone she loved.

“You’re going to take care of each other,” she said against his hair. “That’s how it works now. Nessa manages the money. You handle the heavy work. Callen stays in school. And you don’t let Mother disappear completely. Make her eat. Make her sleep. Make her remember she has reasons to stay alive.”

“Those are your jobs,” Callen whispered.

“They’re everyone’s jobs. I was just the one doing them.”

The guards were getting closer. She could see their dark uniforms at the edge of her vision, could hear the magistrate concluding the ceremony with the ritual words that had sent thousands of children to die over three thousand years.

May the old ones have mercy on their souls.

They wouldn’t.

“I have to go.” Lysara pulled back, holding each of her siblings’ gazes for a moment that felt like forever and also like nothing at all. “I love you. All of you. Whatever happens, remember that.”

She turned toward the platform.

The crowd parted for her like water around a stone. She felt their eyes on her back, heard the whispers beginning, volunteer, she volunteered, who does that, she must be mad, she must be in love, she must be, but none of them mattered. Nothing mattered except the next step. And the one after. And the cold certainty settling into her bones that this was always how it was going to end.

The platform steps were slick with frost. She climbed them without stumbling.

Twelve other tributes stood in a ragged line, their faces a study in varied despair. Some were crying. Some had gone blank. A boy about her age, dark hair, dangerous eyes, a scar curving across his jaw, watched her approach with an expression that might have been curiosity or contempt.

Lysara took her place at the end of the line.

The magistrate spoke the final words. The bells rang again, deeper now, more final. And somewhere beyond the gray clouds, beyond the frozen mountains, beyond everything she had ever known, the Court of Eternal Night waited for its fresh offerings.

* * *




They gave them an hour.

One hour to say goodbye to everything they loved. One hour to pack a single bag of belongings they almost certainly wouldn’t need. One hour to transform from person into tribute, from child into sacrifice, from someone with a future into someone who was already being mourned.

Lysara used thirty minutes of hers getting home.

The Veth residence crouched at the edge of the mining district, a narrow building of gray stone and grayer ambition. Her grandfather had built it with his own hands, back when the mines still produced enough coal to make a family’s fortune. Now it just produced enough to keep them from starving, when the quotas were met, when the prices didn’t drop, when nobody got sick or injured or unlucky.

Her mother stood in the doorway.

For one terrible moment, Lysara thought she might say something, might reach out, might cry, might offer even the smallest gesture of maternal grief. Helena Veth had been beautiful once, before the mines took her husband and grief took everything else. Her dark hair was streaked with silver now. Her face had sharpened into edges that never softened, even when her children needed her to be soft.

She looked at Lysara.

Then she stepped aside without a word and disappeared into the darkness of the house.

Something in Lysara’s chest cracked. A small fissure in the wall she’d been building since the drum called Nessa’s name. She pressed her hand against her sternum, holding the break together through sheer force of will, and stepped inside.

Nessa was already crying.

She sat at the kitchen table with her face in her hands, sobs wracking her body in waves that seemed to have no end. Corwin stood behind her, his hand on her shoulder, his own eyes red-rimmed and lost. Callen had curled into the corner of the bench, knees drawn up to his chest, rocking slightly in the way he did when the world became too much.

Lysara looked at them, at her family, fractured and freezing and so painfully dear, and felt the wall crack a little further.

Don’t, she told herself. Don’t feel it. You can’t afford to feel it.

She crossed to the small chest where she kept her belongings. There wasn’t much. A change of clothes. A pair of boots with fewer holes than the ones she was wearing. A knife, small but sharp, that her father had given her the year before he died. For emergencies, he’d said. For moments when nobody else is coming to save you.

She packed these things into a cloth bag with mechanical efficiency.

“Sara.” Nessa’s voice came out raw, scraped thin by tears. “Please. There has to be another way. We can, I don’t know, we can run. Leave Vethren. Find somewhere the court can’t reach,”

“There’s nowhere they can’t reach.” Lysara didn’t turn around. Couldn’t. If she looked at her sister’s face, she’d break completely. “The Covenant covers every territory. Every kingdom. Every corner of the mortal realm. Running just makes it worse for whoever you leave behind.”

“Then let me go instead. I’ll tell them you’re sick. That I made a mistake. That,”

“It’s done, Ness.” Finally, she turned. Finally, she let herself look. And God, her sister’s face, swollen with grief, twisted with guilt, so young and so terrified, was almost enough to unmake her. “The Covenant accepted my substitution. There’s no changing it now.”

“Because of me.” Nessa’s voice broke on the words. “You’re dying because of me.”

“I’m not dead yet.”

“You said,”

“I know what I said.” Lysara crossed the room, crouched in front of her sister, took her hands. They were cold. Shaking. “I said winners don’t come back. I said the Trials kill almost everyone. I said mercy is a fantasy and kindness gets you killed.” She squeezed Nessa’s fingers. “But I didn’t say I was planning to die.”

Nessa searched her face. “You’re lying.”

“I’m hoping. There’s a difference.” The wall cracked again. Lysara felt pieces of herself starting to crumble, and she shoved them back into place with brutal efficiency. “The odds are terrible. The court is monstrous. And I don’t know what happens to the people who win. But I’m going to try anyway. Because that’s what I do. It’s all I know how to do.”

“Fight?”

“Survive.” Lysara brushed a tear from her sister’s cheek. “You and Corwin and Callen, you’re going to survive here. You’re going to take care of each other. And when, if, I come back, I expect this family to still be standing. Understood?”

Nessa nodded. A jerky, desperate motion that wasn’t quite agreement and wasn’t quite surrender.

Lysara rose.

The hour was almost gone. She could feel time pressing against her like a physical weight, crushing out the seconds she had left. There were things she should say, important things, meaningful things, the kind of final words that people remembered forever, but her mind had gone blank and her tongue had gone numb and all she could think about was the cold and the fear and the terrible certainty that she was never going to see this room again.

She went to Corwin first.

“You’re the oldest now,” she said quietly. “I know that’s not fair. I know you’re not ready. But Nessa needs someone to lean on, and Callen needs someone to look up to, and Mother…” She hesitated. “Mother needs someone to make sure she doesn’t give up completely. Can you do that?”

Corwin’s throat worked. His eyes were too bright.

“I’ll try.”

“Trying is enough.” She pulled him into a hug, brief, tight, fierce. “I love you. Don’t let yourself forget that.”

Then Callen.

He hadn’t moved from his corner. His gray eyes tracked her approach with the watchful stillness of a wounded animal, and when she knelt beside him, he flinched like he expected to be hurt.

“I don’t want you to go.” His voice was barely a whisper.

“I know, little one.”

“You promised. You said you’d always come home. You said,”

“I know.” Lysara gathered him into her arms, feeling his small body shake against her chest. “I’m going to try. I’m going to try so hard to come back to you. But even if I can’t… even if something happens… I need you to remember that you’re loved. That you have people who would do anything to protect you. That being scared doesn’t mean you’re weak.”

“You’re not scared.” The words came out muffled against her shoulder. “You’re never scared.”

Lysara pressed her lips to his hair.

“I’m terrified,” she whispered. “I’m so scared I can barely breathe. But I do it anyway. That’s what brave is. Not the absence of fear. Just… moving forward despite it.”

Callen’s arms tightened around her neck.

She held him until she couldn’t anymore. Until the time ran out and the guards would be coming and every second she spent here was a second she couldn’t afford.

Then she stood.

Her mother hadn’t emerged from wherever she’d retreated to. Lysara thought about going to find her, about demanding the goodbye she deserved, about forcing Helena to look at her daughter before she walked away forever, but something in her recoiled from the idea.

If her mother couldn’t face this, Lysara wouldn’t make her.

Some goodbyes were better left unsaid.

She picked up her bag. Adjusted the strap across her shoulder. Looked at her siblings one last time, Nessa with her tear-stained face, Corwin with his desperate eyes, Callen with his small hand raised in a wave he didn’t seem to know he was making.

“I love you,” she said.

And then she walked out the door.

* * *




The cold hit her like a slap.

She welcomed it. Let it numb the places that hurt too much to feel. Let it freeze the cracks in her walls until they were solid again, stable again, survivable again.

The square was emptying. Families were leaving, some in grief, some in relief, all of them changed by what they’d witnessed. The iron drum sat abandoned on its platform, already being covered with a black cloth until the next selection, seven years from now.

Seven years. An entire lifetime for some. A blink for the creatures who waited on the other side of the doorway.

The other tributes were gathering near the eastern gate. Lysara counted them as she approached, twelve figures in various states of despair, clutching bags and belongings and each other. Some she recognized. Bram Ochter with his crooked smile, already gone flat with shock. Keela Short, who had won the bread-baking competition three years running and now stood frozen like she’d forgotten how to move.

And the boy with the scar. The one who’d watched her climb the platform with something too sharp to be simple interest.

He was watching her again now.

Lysara met his gaze. Held it. Didn’t flinch.

Something in his expression shifted. Not quite respect. Not quite acknowledgment. But a recognition, maybe, of a creature similar to himself. Someone who understood that the Trials had already begun, that they were all competitors now, that kindness was currency no one could afford to spend.

The guards gestured them forward.

Beyond the gate, beyond the frozen road, beyond the mountain pass she’d crossed a hundred times on trading runs, somewhere out there, a doorway waited. A threshold between worlds. A portal to a realm where the sky never fully darkened and the rulers never fully died and humans were entertainment at best, sustenance at worst.

Lysara stepped through the gate.

She didn’t look back.

Behind her, Vethren continued its slow, frozen dying. Her family huddled in their narrow house. Her mother stared at walls instead of windows. Her siblings tried to piece together a future that had just been shattered beyond recognition.

And ahead of her, the road stretched into white, snow and fog and the great unknown, hungry and patient and waiting.

I’m going to survive this, she told herself.

The words tasted like ash.

But she kept walking anyway.
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They walked for three days.

The road out of Vethren wound through mountain passes choked with snow, through valleys where the wind screamed like something dying, through forests of black pine so dense that noon looked like dusk. The guards, four of them, human but cold-eyed in the particular way of people who had chosen service to the court over solidarity with their own kind, set a brutal pace. No stops except to sleep. No conversation except commands.

Lysara counted steps when her mind threatened to wander. Counted breaths when the cold tried to steal them. Counted the tributes around her when the silence became too heavy to bear.

Thirteen of them total. Thirteen lives measured against whatever waited at the end of this road.

She’d memorized their faces by the first nightfall.

Bram Ochter walked near the front of the group, his crooked smile long since flattened into something blank. He moved well, strong legs, steady gait, but his eyes kept drifting sideways like he expected rescue to come charging over the nearest ridge. It wouldn’t. Lysara had watched him stumble twice over roots he should have seen. Distracted. Hoping. Hope was a liability.

Unlikely to survive the first trial.

Keela Short trudged three paces behind the guards, her round face wind-chapped and her breathing labored. She was soft. Not just physically, though she clearly wasn’t built for mountain travel, but soft in the way she kept trying to catch other tributes’ eyes, kept offering small smiles that no one returned, kept reaching out as if connection might save her.

Dead within the week.

The Merrik girl, Elya, the one whose name had been called second, walked alone at the edge of the group. Tall. Angular. A scar on her left hand that looked like a burn. She hadn’t spoken to anyone, hadn’t reacted to any of the guards’ commands with more than minimal compliance, hadn’t done anything except watch and calculate with eyes that reminded Lysara uncomfortably of her own.

Competition.

And then there was him.

The boy with the scar. Theron, one of the guards had called him during a brief exchange about rations. Theron Vaske. He moved like someone who had learned to fight before he’d learned to read, all coiled energy and economical motion. The scar on his jaw curved from ear to chin, old, healed white, the kind of wound that should have killed him and hadn’t.

He caught her watching on the second day.

Lysara didn’t look away. Neither did he.

“Sizing me up?” His voice was rougher than she’d expected. Lower.

“Everyone sizes everyone up. It’s called survival.”

“Most people are subtle about it.”

“Most people are going to die.” She let her gaze travel deliberately over him, the breadth of his shoulders, the way his hands stayed loose at his sides even while walking, the slight favoring of his left leg that suggested an old injury. “I’d rather know who’s going to kill me before they get the chance.”

Something flickered in his expression. Not quite a smile.

“You volunteered. Back in that square.”

“I did.”

“For your sister.”

“Yes.”

He was quiet for a moment. The wind howled through a gap in the mountains, carrying ice and the faint smell of pine.

“That was stupid,” he said finally.

“Probably.”

“You’ll die for someone who won’t even know you’re gone. Someone who’ll move on. Forget. Find a new sister to rely on.”

Lysara felt her jaw tighten. “You don’t know anything about my family.”

“I know what families are.” His voice didn’t change, still flat, still rough, but something underneath it shifted. Darkened. “I know what they’re worth. Which is nothing, in the end. Everyone leaves. Everyone forgets. The only person who’s going to save you is you.”

“Is that your philosophy? The gospel according to Theron Vaske?”

“It’s the truth.” He glanced at her sideways. “You’ll figure that out. Assuming you live long enough.”

He picked up his pace, moving ahead until he was walking alone near the front of the group. Lysara watched him go and felt something cold settle in her stomach that had nothing to do with the weather.

He wasn’t wrong.

That was the worst part. His cynicism, his brutality, his absolute certainty that sentiment was weakness, none of it was unreasonable. The Trials would reward exactly the kind of ruthlessness he embodied. The court would favor exactly the kind of detachment he preached.

And some part of her, the part that had learned to steal and scheme and survive in the shadows of Vethren’s mining district, recognized the logic.

But another part, smaller, quieter, stubbornly persistent, remembered Callen’s hand in hers. Nessa’s tears. The weight of Corwin’s arms around her shoulders.

She hadn’t volunteered because it was smart. She’d volunteered because some things mattered more than survival.

Whether that made her noble or just a different kind of stupid, she supposed she’d find out soon enough.

* * *


The doorway appeared on the third evening.

They’d been climbing for hours, the road narrowing until it was barely more than a goat track carved into the side of a sheer cliff. The wind had died. The snow had stopped. And the light, what little remained, had taken on a strange quality, like sunset filtered through smoke.

Then they crested a ridge, and Lysara saw it.

The doorway stood alone in the center of a flat stone plateau, impossibly ancient and impossibly intact. Two pillars of black rock rose thirty feet into the air, their surfaces carved with symbols that hurt to look at directly. Between them, the air itself seemed… wrong. Rippled. Like heat haze, except there was no heat here, just the bone-deep cold of altitude and the creeping wrongness of something that shouldn’t exist.

Beyond the rippling, she could see nothing but darkness.

“The Gate of the Covenant.” One of the guards spoke for the first time in hours, his voice carrying that rehearsed quality of someone reciting a lesson learned long ago. “Through here lies the realm of the Court of Eternal Night. Once you pass through, you cannot return until the Trials are concluded.”

“Or until we’re dead,” someone muttered. Lysara didn’t catch who.

“Step forward when your name is called.” The guard ignored the comment. “Do not hesitate. The Gate does not tolerate hesitation.”

They called Bram first.

He approached the rippling darkness with the jerky movements of a marionette whose strings were being cut one by one. Stopped at the threshold. Stood there for a long moment, his breath fogging in the cold air, his shoulders rigid with terror.

Then he stepped through.

The darkness swallowed him without sound, without resistance, without any indication that a living person had just been consumed by something beyond human comprehension. One moment he was there. The next he wasn’t.

Lysara’s stomach dropped.

They went through one by one. Elya Merrik walked into the darkness with her chin high and her eyes fixed straight ahead. Keela Short had to be pushed, gentle, but firm, when she froze at the threshold. A boy named Tommin whose last name Lysara had already forgotten went through muttering prayers to gods that had never answered anyone’s prayers, as far as she knew.

Theron didn’t hesitate. Didn’t even slow down. He walked through the Gate like he was stepping through a doorway in his own home, casual and unconcerned, and the darkness took him the way it had taken all the others.

Then her name was called.

“Lysara Veth.”

She approached the Gate.

Up close, the wrongness was worse. The rippling wasn’t just visual, she could feel it against her skin, a pressure that wasn’t quite physical, a vibration that seemed to originate somewhere behind her eyes. The carved symbols on the pillars pulsed with a faint light that might have been beautiful if it hadn’t felt so fundamentally alien.

Don’t hesitate.

She stepped through.

* * *


The world inverted.

For one endless moment, there was nothing, no up, no down, no light, no dark, just an absolute absence of everything that made reality comprehensible. Lysara felt herself being pulled apart and reassembled, felt her atoms scatter and reform, felt something look at her with attention that was neither kind nor cruel, just… vast.

Then she was through.

And the sky,

God, the sky.

It stretched above her in impossible colors: deep violet fading to rose gold fading to the blue-black of a bruise just before healing. Stars scattered across it in patterns she didn’t recognize, brighter than any stars she’d ever seen, close enough that she felt like she could reach up and touch them. And the light, not sunlight, not moonlight, something else entirely, fell across the landscape in shades of silver and amber that made everything look like a fever dream.

Lysara’s knees buckled.

She caught herself. Barely. The urge to collapse was overwhelming, not from exhaustion but from the sheer sensory assault of this place, the way every color was too vivid, every shadow too deep, every breath of air carrying scents she couldn’t name and didn’t want to.

Get up. Stand up. Don’t give them anything.

She forced her spine straight. Locked her knees. Made herself look around with something approaching calm, even though her heart was hammering so hard she could feel it in her throat.

They stood on a hillside covered in grass that was almost black, so dark a green it had crossed over into something else entirely. Below them, a valley spread in sweeping curves, gardens and pathways and structures that gleamed like wet obsidian in the strange half-light. Trees she didn’t recognize twisted toward the sky, their leaves silver-edged, their branches heavy with flowers that bloomed in colors she’d never seen.

It was beautiful.

It was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen in her life.

And it was wrong.

Every part of her recognized it, that prey-animal instinct that lived in the base of her skull, the one that knew when she was being watched, when she was being hunted, when the thing in front of her was a threat dressed up as something safe. This realm looked like paradise, but it felt like a trap. Like walking into a predator’s den decorated with silk and flowers to disguise the bones underneath.

“Stunning, isn’t it?”

Lysara turned.

The voice had come from one of the vampires, because that’s what they were, she realized with a jolt of fear she couldn’t quite suppress. A dozen of them had materialized on the hillside as if from nowhere, all inhumanly beautiful, all watching the tributes with expressions that ranged from bored to hungry to something in between.

The one who had spoken was female. Tall. Pale in a way that made Lysara’s Vethren-bred pallor look sun-kissed by comparison. Her hair was the color of arterial blood, coiled elaborately atop her head, and her smile revealed teeth that were just slightly too sharp.

“Welcome to the Court of Eternal Night.” Her voice was music, literally, impossibly, each word carrying harmonics that shouldn’t exist. “We’ve been so eager to meet this year’s tributes.”

No one responded. The thirteen of them stood clustered together like sheep sensing wolves, and Lysara supposed that was exactly what they were.

“You’ll be escorted to the palace shortly.” The vampire gestured vaguely toward the valley below. “Cleaned, clothed, fed. We take care of our guests.”

Until we eat them, Lysara thought. The words were bitter enough to taste.

The guards, different guards now, not human anymore, began herding them down the hillside. Lysara moved with the others, her legs working mechanically while her mind tried to process what she was seeing.

The gardens were worse up close.

The flowers turned to follow them as they passed, not like sunflowers tracking light, but like eyes tracking prey. The trees whispered to each other in sounds that weren’t quite wind, weren’t quite words. The pathways were paved with stones that seemed to shift color when you looked away, deep crimson one moment and obsidian black the next.

And the palace.

The Obsidian Palace rose from the center of the valley like something grown rather than built. Spires reaching toward the impossible sky. Walls that gleamed wet despite no rain. Windows that reflected nothing at all, as if light itself was afraid to enter.

It was beautiful.

It was a nightmare made solid.

Lysara climbed the steps to the main entrance with her shoulders back and her head high, refusing to show the terror that was clawing at the inside of her ribs. Around her, the other tributes had gone quiet in the particular way of people who had run out of capacity for fear, not calm, exactly, just… empty. Depleted.

The doors opened without anyone touching them.

Inside was worse.

The entrance hall stretched upward into shadows, so vast that the ceiling was invisible. Columns of black stone lined the walls, carved with more of those symbols that hurt to look at. Torches burned in sconces, real fire, apparently, though the flames were white instead of orange, casting light that seemed to swallow rather than illuminate.

And everywhere, everywhere, there were vampires.

They lounged on furniture that looked like frozen smoke. They stood in clusters, watching the tributes with the lazy interest of cats observing mice. They leaned against columns and draped themselves over balconies and filled the space with a beauty so absolute it was almost painful to witness.

Lysara had never felt more mortal in her life.

More fragile. More temporary. More edible.

“Eyes forward,” one of the guards murmured. “Don’t stare.”

Too late. She was staring. They all were. It was impossible not to, the vampires seemed to demand attention, to pull focus simply by existing, as if their presence created a gravity that human perception couldn’t resist.

The group was led through the entrance hall, through corridors that branched and twisted in ways that suggested the palace wasn’t entirely stable, through antechambers and parlors and spaces that didn’t seem to have any purpose except intimidation.

And then they emerged onto a balcony.

Below them, a courtyard spread in geometric perfection, black stone and silver fountains and gardens of night-blooming flowers arranged in patterns that probably meant something to the creatures who lived here. Above them, more balconies rose in tiers, and on each one,

Vampires.

Dozens of them. Hundreds. Watching the new arrivals with expressions Lysara couldn’t read and didn’t want to.

“The tributes for this year’s Crimson Trials.” The red-haired vampire who had greeted them at the Gate had somehow appeared beside them, her voice carrying across the courtyard despite being barely above a speaking tone. “Thirteen souls seeking the Sanguine Gift. May the trials find them worthy.”

A murmur ran through the watching crowd. Some of it sounded like amusement. Some of it sounded like hunger.

Lysara kept her spine straight, her eyes forward, her face as blank as she could make it. She would not cower. She would not beg. She would not give these monsters the satisfaction of seeing her afraid.

Her gaze drifted upward, scanning the balconies, cataloging exits and threats and anything else that might be useful for,

She stopped.

One balcony, higher than the others, positioned at the center of the courtyard’s curve. One figure standing alone, separate from the watching crowd, removed and observant and utterly still.

Even from this distance, she could tell he was different.

Not in the way the other vampires were different from humans, he had that same impossible beauty, that same predatory grace, but in something else. Something harder to name. He stood like someone who had learned to be patient over centuries, who had outlived the need for fidgeting or restlessness, who existed in a stillness so complete it was almost gravitational.

He was watching her.

Not the group. Not the other tributes. Her.

Lysara felt it like a physical touch, a brush of attention across her skin that made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. Her prey instincts screamed at her to look away, to duck, to hide, to do anything except meet the gaze of something that could destroy her without effort.

She didn’t look away.

His face was pale. Sharp-featured. Beautiful in the way a blade was beautiful, all clean lines and dangerous edges. His hair was dark, darker than the shadows that pooled in the corners of this nightmare palace, and his eyes,

She was too far away to see their color. But she felt them anyway. Felt them cataloging her, assessing her, taking her apart and putting her back together in some configuration only he understood.

Her skin prickled.

Her breath caught.

Something stirred in her chest that wasn’t fear, exactly, though it wore fear’s clothing. Something that recognized him on a level she didn’t have words for, not as predator, not as threat, but as something else entirely.

Dangerous.

The word surfaced from somewhere deep in her mind.

He’s dangerous.

But so was she. In smaller ways, in human ways, in the desperate scrapping survival of someone who had clawed her way through seventeen years in a world that wanted her dead.

She held his gaze for one heartbeat. Two. Three.

Then he moved.

Just slightly. A tilt of his head, so small it might have been imagined. An acknowledgment, maybe. Or a dismissal. Or a promise of something she couldn’t interpret.

Then he turned and disappeared through a doorway behind his balcony, and the moment shattered like thin ice.

Lysara exhaled.

Her hands were shaking. She pressed










































