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Chapter 1: The Regent’s Price

Liora woke to the sound of water.

Not river-water. Not rain. Something softer—endless and controlled—silver-fed and patient, like the Night Court had taught water to behave.

For a few seconds she didn’t remember where she was, and that blankness tasted like panic. Her body lay too warm beneath heavy blankets. The air smelled of stone and mint and the faint ash-sweetness of a fire that didn’t burn like wood.

Then her wrist pulsed.

The crescent-and-ray beneath her skin warmed like a fingertip tapping.

Memory snapped back hard enough to sting.

Mara. The seam-house. The wheel’s hungry hum. Captain Aderyn’s scream swallowed by debt. Sable’s empty smile. Keiran’s hand in hers under a star-cold sky.

Liora’s eyes opened.

Mara slept curled against her shoulder, cloak still wrapped around her like armor. Her lashes lay dark against her cheeks, and the thin line on her throat looked cleaner now, less angry. One of her hands was fisted in Liora’s sleeve as if she’d feared waking alone.

Across the room, Keiran sat in a chair angled toward the door.

He hadn’t slept.

She could see it in the tension of his shoulders, the stillness that had turned into a kind of vigil. His hair was loose, not perfectly court-tamed, and he’d rolled his sleeves to his elbows like a man who didn’t plan to be surprised. The mark on his wrist caught the blue-white firelight—crescent and ray, darker in him, as if night had found easy purchase.

Keiran’s gaze lifted the moment Liora shifted.

“You’re awake,” he murmured, voice rough.

Liora’s throat was dry. “You weren’t.”

He didn’t deny it. “They’ll come.”

“Who,” she whispered.

Keiran’s mouth tightened. “Night. Sun. The Veil. The Toll.” A pause, his eyes flicking to her wrist. “Everyone.”


Liora’s pulse skittered. Mara needed rest. Mara needed silence. But silence was a currency the courts only spent when it benefited them.


The mark on Liora’s wrist warmed again—stronger this time.

Not warning.

Summons.

A soft knock sounded at the door, polite as a blade offered hilt-first.

Keiran stood instantly, one hand going to the dagger at his hip. He hadn’t had a dagger last night. Someone had given it to him—or he’d taken it. Either way, it sat against his body like a new habit.

“Stay with her,” he murmured to Liora without looking away from the door.

Liora tightened her arm around Mara. “I am.”

The door opened without creak, and the Regent stepped in as if the room belonged to them by law of gravity.

Their pale eyes swept the bed, pausing on Mara, then on Liora’s wrist, then on Keiran standing guard like a story refusing to end. Behind the Regent stood two Night Court guards—silent, watchful—and, leaning lazily in the doorway, Vespera, looking entirely too rested for someone who had watched a man get eaten by a wheel.

Vespera’s smile brightened when she saw Liora awake.

“Oh, good,” she purred. “Our heroine’s conscious. I hate negotiating with corpses. They’re so unresponsive.”

Keiran’s eyes went cold. “Leave.”

Vespera blinked, delighted. “Still barking,” she said. “How precious.”

The Regent lifted a hand—small, final.

Vespera’s smile held, but she fell silent, like a cat deciding it would rather keep its claws sheathed for later.

The Regent stepped closer, stopping at the foot of the bed.

“You brought your sister back,” they said to Liora. Their voice was calm, almost neutral.

Liora didn’t answer with gratitude. Gratitude was too easily used as rope.

“She stays,” Liora said.

The Regent’s gaze flicked to Mara’s fist in Liora’s sleeve. “She stays,” they agreed. “Under our roof.”

Keiran’s jaw clenched. “Your roof isn’t free.”

The Regent looked at him with mild curiosity. “No,” they said. “It isn’t.”

The air in the room tightened—not by magic, but by meaning. Like each sentence was another line in an invisible contract.

Mara stirred.

Her eyes fluttered open, unfocused at first. Then they fixed on the Regent, and her entire body tensed like prey scenting a hunter. Her hand tightened in Liora’s sleeve until cloth bit skin.

Liora leaned down, voice barely sound. “It’s okay. I’m here.”

Mara’s breath shuddered. She didn’t look away from the Regent. “Who are they,” she whispered, hoarse.

“Night,” Liora murmured back.

Mara’s eyes widened, flicking to the black stone walls, the veils, the blue-white fire. “Night,” she repeated, as if the word carried teeth.

The Regent’s gaze remained on Liora.

“We held up our side,” they said.

Liora’s stomach knotted. “And now you’re here for yours.”

The Regent’s mouth curved faintly—approval, amusement, or simple interest. “Yes,” they said.

Keiran took a step forward. “Whatever you think you’re owed—”

The Regent’s gaze didn’t shift from Liora. “Not you,” they said calmly. “You are already marked. You are already noticed. Your father will smell the change on you the moment you step back into sunlight.”

Keiran went rigid at the mention of his father like the name itself was a blade.

Mara’s eyes flicked to Keiran, then back to Liora, confusion tightening her brow.

The Regent continued, voice even.

“The Sun King cannot admit what happened at the Hollow Watch,” they said. “He cannot admit his captain was taken by debt in a Veil seam-house. He cannot admit his heir crossed a threshold and came back… altered.”

Keiran’s laugh was sharp and humorless. “Then he’ll pretend it didn’t happen.”

The Regent’s pale eyes glinted. “No,” they corrected softly. “He will control the story.”

Liora’s wrist pulsed—slow, steady—as if it agreed.

“And the Veil,” the Regent went on, “will not forgive the loss of Aderyn. Not because they loved him, but because you showed them a truth they fear.”

Liora’s throat tightened. “That I can name debts.”

The Regent nodded once. “That you can move the ledger.”

Vespera’s silence broke with a soft hum, pleased. “A little author,” she murmured. “Isn’t she lovely?”

Liora’s skin crawled.

Keiran’s voice went low and fierce. “She’s not a weapon.”

The Regent’s gaze held him for a beat, then returned to Liora. “She already is,” they replied.

Silence tightened. Even the water outside the room seemed to hush.

Liora felt Mara’s body trembling against hers.

Liora’s anger rose, clean and steady. Not the frantic fury of a trapped girl—something colder, more deliberate.

“I want terms,” Liora said.

Vespera’s smile widened, delighted by the word.

The Regent’s eyes sharpened. “Speak.”

Liora sat up, keeping Mara close, and met the Regent’s gaze without flinching.

“You don’t separate us,” Liora said. “Not now. Not later. Mara stays with me.”

The Regent’s expression didn’t change. “Agreed.”

Keiran’s eyes narrowed, surprised by how quickly that came.

Liora continued. “You don’t command me. You ask. If you want something from me, you tell me why. You tell me the cost.”

The Regent’s pale eyes glinted. “Bold.”

“I’m alive,” Liora said. “That’s all the boldness I have.”

Mara’s fingers tightened in her sleeve.

The Regent considered for a long moment, then nodded once.

“Agreed,” they said softly. “Within reason.”

“Define reason,” Keiran snapped.

The Regent’s gaze slid to him, cool. “Reason is what keeps your sister alive,” they said.

Keiran’s face hardened. “She isn’t my—”

Mara’s head lifted, eyes narrowing. “He’s not my anything,” she rasped.

The room stilled.

Vespera’s smile turned razor-bright.

“Oh,” she purred. “This is going to be delightful.”

Liora squeezed Mara gently. “Ignore her.”

Mara swallowed hard, eyes burning. “I can’t,” she whispered. “I can hear… something.”

Liora’s spine stiffened.

The Regent’s gaze sharpened instantly. “What do you hear.”

Mara flinched, as if even being asked hurt. “Like… a bell,” she whispered. “Far away. Under everything.”

Liora’s wrist mark warmed.

Keiran’s jaw clenched.

The Regent’s voice dropped, careful. “Since the seam-house?”

Mara nodded once, trembling. “It hasn’t stopped.”

Vespera’s smile finally faded, replaced by something keen. “Oh,” she murmured, almost reverent. “Thread-touched.”

Liora’s blood iced.

“What does that mean,” Keiran demanded.

The Regent answered, calm but sharp.

“It means your sister has been too close to too many doors,” they said. “It means the Veil used her as bait so long the seams learned her shape.”

Mara’s breath hitched. “I don’t want that.”

Liora’s arm tightened around her. “You’re not a tool,” Liora whispered fiercely.

The Regent’s pale eyes held Liora’s. “Then we must keep her away from thin places,” they said. “And we must move quickly.”

Keiran’s eyes narrowed. “Move where.”

The Regent’s gaze flicked to Liora’s wrist. “To the Seeker,” they said. “To teach you control.”

Liora’s stomach clenched. “Control what.”

The Regent’s voice was soft, dangerous.

“Your voice,” they said. “Before the Toll decides it wants it back.”

The words landed like a weight in Liora’s lungs.

Outside the room, the water kept flowing—silver-fed, patient.

And somewhere far away in the world’s thin places, something hummed like a mouth remembering the taste of a name.


Chapter 2: The Seeker’s Lesson

The Regent didn’t leave after delivering the threat.

They stayed in the room like a law that didn’t care whether you agreed with it. Their pale eyes moved between Liora’s wrist and Mara’s face, measuring them both the way courts measured coin—by weight, by shine, by usefulness.


Keiran stood near the door, shoulders squared, every line of him saying try it and die. He didn’t move closer to the bed, but his body angled toward it like a shield he refused to admit he was being.


Mara’s fingers tightened in Liora’s sleeve again. Her gaze flicked to the veils hanging in the corners, then to the blue-white fire basin, then back to the Regent with the wary precision of someone who’d learned that beauty could still be a cage.

“Control your voice,” Mara whispered, barely audible. “What does that mean?”

Liora’s throat tightened. She didn’t have an answer that wouldn’t scare her sister more.

“It means,” Vespera said from the doorway, voice honeyed and amused, “that your sister is a bell now. And bells don’t get to pretend they’re quiet.”

Keiran’s eyes snapped to Vespera. “You were told to be quiet.”

Vespera smiled brightly. “I was told. I wasn’t convinced.”

The Regent’s gaze slid to Vespera like a blade sliding from a sheath. “Enough.”

Vespera’s smile stayed, but she leaned back against the doorframe and folded her arms, as if she’d decided to watch rather than participate.

The Regent addressed Liora again.

“The Seeker will see you now,” they said.

Liora’s stomach dropped. “Now?”

“Yes,” the Regent replied. “Before fear teaches your voice to shatter instead of shape.”

Keiran’s jaw clenched. “She’s exhausted. Mara’s injured.”

The Regent’s eyes held Keiran’s, cool and immovable. “If the Toll tugs on her name tonight, exhaustion won’t matter,” they said. “It will pull. And she will answer without meaning to.”

Mara’s breath hitched.


Liora felt her wrist warm faintly, as if the mark had heard the word pull and recognized it.


Liora tightened her arm around Mara. “She stays here.”

The Regent nodded once. “She stays,” they agreed, then glanced to the guards. “With protection.”

Mara stiffened. “I don’t want guards.”

“You already have them,” the Regent said calmly. “You’ve had them since the Veil took you. The difference now is whether they’re here to keep you alive or keep you useful.”

Mara swallowed hard, eyes wet with rage she didn’t know where to put.

Liora slid off the bed slowly, careful not to jar her sister. Her cut palm had closed, but it still felt tender—like the skin remembered being opened for a bargain.

Keiran moved at once, stepping closer. “I’m going with you.”

The Regent’s gaze sharpened. “No.”

Keiran went still. “Excuse me?”

“The Seeker requires focus,” the Regent said. “And you are… loud.”

Keiran’s laugh was short and vicious. “I’m loud because people keep trying to take her.”

The Regent’s expression didn’t shift. “Exactly.”

Liora’s throat tightened. She didn’t want to go alone. She hated that she didn’t want to go alone.

But Mara’s trembling hand was still clutching her sleeve like a child’s.

Liora leaned down and pressed her forehead briefly to Mara’s. “I’ll be back,” she whispered.

Mara’s eyes shone. “Don’t let them—”

“I won’t,” Liora promised, and tasted how hard that promise was to keep.

Keiran’s gaze held Liora’s, fierce. “If you feel anything—anything—”

Liora cut him off softly. “I’ll tell you everything,” she murmured.

His breath hitched at the words, as if he’d forgotten she’d said them last night.

Then Liora turned and followed the Regent.

The corridors of the cliff-palace were quieter this early, but quiet in the Night Court was never empty. It was full of eyes behind fabric, full of listening in the silver inlay, full of veils that moved when no wind touched them.

Liora walked beside the Regent, two guards trailing behind. She could feel Keiran’s presence fading behind her like heat leaving a room. She hated how quickly she noticed.

The Regent spoke without looking at her.

“You named Aderyn,” they said.

Liora’s jaw tightened. “He put a blade to Mara’s throat.”

“And you offered him as debt-holder to save her,” the Regent continued, voice neutral.

Liora’s wrist warmed faintly.

“Yes,” she said.

The Regent’s gaze slid to her. “You didn’t ask permission.”

Liora’s laugh was bitter. “Did he?”

The Regent’s mouth curved faintly. “Fair.”

They turned down a narrow stairwell that led deeper into the palace. The air grew cooler. The lanternlight paled. The sound of water faded, replaced by a hush that felt like a library’s stern attention.

At the stairwell’s bottom stood a door of black stone polished to a mirror sheen.

No handle.

Just a crescent carved into it.

The Regent pressed their palm to the symbol.

The door softened into a seam.

“Inside,” they said.

Liora stepped through.

Cold greeted her like a hand around the wrist.

The Seeker’s chamber was exactly as she remembered—mirrors framed in silver thorn-vines, reflections that shifted too slowly, angles that lied. In the center sat the ink basin, still as a held breath.

The Seeker stood beside it, sleeves rolled, hands stained dark. Her pale eyes lifted to Liora with that same exactness that felt like being measured and found dangerous.

“You’re early,” the Seeker said softly.

“The Toll is listening,” the Regent replied.

The Seeker’s gaze slid to Liora’s wrist. “I know,” she murmured.

Liora’s stomach knotted. “How.”

The Seeker lifted her stained fingers slightly. “Your mark hums,” she said. “Not loudly. But enough.”

The Regent didn’t step inside. They stayed at the threshold like a boundary. “Teach her control,” they said.

The Seeker’s gaze didn’t move from Liora. “Control isn’t taught,” she murmured. “It’s taken.”

Liora’s hands curled into fists. “Then let’s take it.”

The Seeker’s mouth curved slightly—approval, maybe, or simple interest.

“Sit,” the Seeker said.

Liora sat on the low stool beside the basin, spine stiff. The mirrors caught her from every angle—some showing her face as it was, some showing her eyes too dark, some showing a shadow standing behind her that wasn’t really there.

Liora swallowed hard and focused on the basin.

The Seeker dipped two fingers into the ink and pressed them to Liora’s Night mark.

Cold surged up Liora’s arm.

Not pain.

Not exactly.

More like the feeling of stepping into a river that recognized you.

Liora gasped, grip tightening on the stool.

“Breathe,” the Seeker said, voice calm. “Your breath is a door too.”

Liora forced air into her lungs.

The Seeker closed her eyes.

“Tell me what you hear,” she murmured.

Liora’s voice came thin. “A hum.”

“Where,” the Seeker asked.

Liora swallowed. “Everywhere. Under everything.”

The Seeker nodded once. “That’s the Toll’s attention,” she said. “It doesn’t have ears. It has hunger. It listens where it thinks payment might be offered.”

Liora’s stomach turned. “It wants me.”

The Seeker’s eyes opened, flat and exact. “It wants what you can do,” she corrected. “You are an instrument. And instruments are not safe when someone else holds the hand that plays them.”

Liora’s throat burned. “Then teach me to hold my own hand.”

The Seeker’s gaze sharpened.

She lifted her ink-stained fingers from Liora’s wrist and tapped the basin’s surface.

Ripples spread.

The ink clouded, then cleared—not showing Mara now, not showing a place, but showing a single word written in pale light:

NAME

The Seeker’s voice dropped.

“When you spoke in the seam-house,” she said softly, “what did you do.”

Liora swallowed. “I… named him. I named Aderyn.”

“And what happened,” the Seeker pressed.

“The cords moved,” Liora whispered. “The mouth answered.”

The Seeker nodded. “Because names are hooks,” she said. “And the Toll is a mouth that eats hooks.”

Liora’s chest tightened.

The ink word changed.

TRUTH

The Seeker’s fingers pressed lightly to Liora’s wrist again.

“What did you offer,” she asked.

“A debt-holder,” Liora said, voice rough. “A better payment.”

The Seeker nodded. “Truth is currency,” she murmured. “You told the mouth something it believed.”

The ink shifted again.

CONSENT

Liora’s breath caught.

The Seeker’s eyes held hers. “Now,” she said softly, “tell me the part you didn’t say out loud.”

Liora’s throat tightened. “What part.”


The Seeker’s voice was quiet as a knife sliding into a sheath. “What you wanted,” she murmured. “Not what you offered. Not what you named. What you wanted.”


Liora’s chest clenched so hard she thought she might break.

Mara.

Alive.

Safe.

Her.


And somewhere beneath that, something else, warm and terrifying—Keiran’s hand in hers, his voice saying beside.


Liora’s breath shook.

“I wanted… my sister,” she whispered.

The ink shimmered.


The word CONSENT brightened.


The Seeker’s fingers tightened on Liora’s wrist—gentle, not cruel.

“And did the Toll consent,” she asked quietly.

Liora’s stomach dropped.

“No,” she whispered.

The Seeker’s gaze stayed steady. “Exactly,” she said. “You bargained with a mouth. You did not bargain with a person.”

Liora’s jaw clenched. “It would have killed her.”

The Seeker didn’t argue.


Instead she said softly, “And you did what you had to. But now you must learn the difference between using the Toll… and being used by it.”


Liora’s blood ran cold.

“How,” she rasped.

The Seeker’s gaze slid to the mirrors.

Every reflection of Liora showed her sitting on the stool. But in one mirror—only one—her reflection’s mouth moved half a second too late.

As if something else was learning to speak through her.

Liora’s breath hitched.

The Seeker’s voice turned soft and deadly.

“You must learn to speak your name,” she said, “in a way the Toll cannot carry away.”

Liora swallowed hard. “That doesn’t make sense.”

The Seeker leaned closer, pale eyes bright as frost.

“It will,” she murmured. “When you understand that your voice is a door—and doors can be locked from the inside.”

Then she lifted her ink-stained fingers and drew a thin line across the back of Liora’s hand.

Not a cut.

A mark.

A small symbol, barely visible—like a closed eye.

Liora’s skin prickled.

“What is that,” she whispered.

The Seeker’s voice was calm.

“A latch,” she said. “For your voice.”

Liora’s wrist pulsed—Night’s mark warming, responding, accepting.

The Seeker sat back and finally looked almost human.

“Now,” she said, “we begin.”

And somewhere beneath the palace—beneath stone, beneath veils, beneath silver water—Liora felt the distant hum pause, as if the Toll had noticed a new lock being built.

Not closed yet.

But forming.

A promise of resistance.

A first lesson in refusal.


Chapter 3: The Latch and the Leash

Liora didn’t feel the latch at first.

Not like a shackle. Not like the red cords that had once bitten into her skin with intention.


It sat on the back of her hand like a shadow drawn in ink—so faint it could’ve been a trick of the Seeker’s mirrors. But when Liora swallowed, when she tried to speak, she felt something catch inside her throat. Not choking her. Not silencing her.


Just… pausing her voice at the threshold.

A door deciding whether to open.

The Seeker watched that pause with pale, patient eyes.

“Say your name,” she instructed.

Liora’s mouth went dry. “Liora.”

The word left her lips and immediately felt too exposed—too simple, like stepping into a bright room with no place to hide.

The Seeker’s fingers—ink-stained, steady—tapped the latch mark once.

Again Liora felt the catch in her throat, as if the word had passed through an inner gate.

“Again,” the Seeker said.

Liora inhaled. “Liora.”

This time the name didn’t echo outward in her bones the way it usually did. It stayed closer. Held tighter, as if the sound belonged to her mouth and nowhere else.

The Seeker nodded once. “Good.”

Liora frowned. “That’s it?”

The Seeker’s mouth curved faintly. “You thought locks were dramatic,” she murmured. “They’re usually boring. That’s why they work.”

Liora’s wrist mark warmed, a small pulse like a heartbeat under skin. She could still feel the Toll’s hum under the palace—distant, patient—but it seemed… muffled. Like sound through thick cloth. Like someone had closed a window and left it latched.

“Again,” the Seeker said.

Liora’s jaw clenched. “Liora.”

The Seeker’s eyes narrowed. “Louder.”

Liora’s pulse kicked. She didn’t want to be loud in this room. The mirrors already lied, already watched. The basin already listened.

But she did it anyway.

“Liora.”


The latch mark tingled, and for a heartbeat, panic flared—old training, old fear—because she felt her voice try to leave. Try to travel. Try to become an offering.


The latch caught it.

Held it.

And Liora realized—shaking, startled—that she hadn’t known her voice could be held by her own will.

The Seeker leaned closer. “Feel that?”

Liora swallowed. “It tried to—”

“Yes,” the Seeker said softly. “Your voice has been used as a corridor. The Toll likes corridors. The Veil likes corridors. You must become a room with doors you can close.”

Liora’s hands curled into fists on her knees. “If I close them too much, I can’t bargain.”

The Seeker’s gaze sharpened, approving of the thought. “Exactly,” she murmured. “Control is not silence. Control is choice.”

Choice.

The word still felt foreign in Liora’s mouth.

The Seeker sat back and dragged a finger lightly along the basin’s rim. The ink rippled, dark and glossy, reflecting a ceiling that wasn’t there.

“Now,” the Seeker said, “tell me what you fear.”

Liora’s breath caught. “That the Toll will take me.”

The Seeker shook her head once. “Not the deepest fear.”

Liora’s throat tightened. “That Mara will be taken again.”

The Seeker’s gaze didn’t change. “Closer.”

Liora’s stomach churned. She didn’t want to say the deepest one aloud, not in a room full of mirrors.

Because if she named it, it might become true.

The Seeker waited anyway, patient as stone.

Liora stared at the basin, at the ink reflecting nothing honestly, and forced her voice to move.

“That I’ll…” Her breath shook. “That I’ll save her and still lose her.”

The Seeker’s eyes narrowed slightly, as if she’d heard the exact truth she wanted.

“How,” she asked quietly.

Liora’s mouth went dry. “That she’ll look at me and see what I became,” she whispered. “And she’ll hate me for it.”

Silence settled.

Then the Seeker’s voice came soft, almost gentle.

“Love does not always survive rescue,” she said. “Sometimes rescue changes the shape of the one who was saved. Sometimes it changes the one who saved.”

Liora’s jaw clenched, tears threatening and unwanted. “Then what’s the point.”

The Seeker’s gaze held hers, exact and unkind in the way truth was unkind.

“The point,” she murmured, “is that you did it anyway.”

The latch mark tingled again—as if it approved of the truth spoken without bargaining.

Outside the Seeker’s chamber, the palace remained quiet. But Liora could feel something shifting beyond the door—like the Night Court itself was taking a breath and deciding what it would say next.

The Seeker’s head tilted slightly, listening.

Then her gaze snapped to the doorway as the black stone seam softened.

The Regent stepped in without ceremony, pale eyes sharper than before.

“Enough,” they said.

The Seeker’s posture didn’t change. “It has begun,” she replied.

The Regent’s gaze slid to the back of Liora’s hand. The latch mark was faint, but their eyes caught it immediately.

“A lock,” they murmured.

Liora pushed to her feet, spine stiff. “A latch.”

The Regent’s mouth curved faintly. “Good,” they said, as if she’d handed them a weapon.

Liora’s skin prickled. “Don’t.”

The Regent’s gaze met hers, calm and unbothered. “Everything in this city becomes a tool,” they said. “You will learn to decide whether you hold it… or it holds you.”

“Is Mara safe,” Liora demanded.

The Regent’s attention flicked, brief. “For the moment.”

For the moment.


Liora hated those words more than threats. Threats were honest. For the moment was a promise with a knife behind it.


“What happened,” Liora said.

The Regent didn’t answer immediately. They looked at the Seeker instead. “How long until she can keep the Toll from tugging?”

The Seeker’s voice was flat. “Hours,” she said. “Days. Depends on how hungry it is.”

The Regent’s gaze returned to Liora. “Then we will not waste hours.”

Liora’s wrist mark warmed.

She didn’t like the way her body responded to being spoken about like she was a door someone needed open.

“What do you want,” Liora said.

The Regent’s eyes glinted like ice catching lanternlight. “A meeting,” they said.

Liora’s stomach sank. “With who.”

The Regent’s gaze slid toward the mirrors, as if they could see through stone. “With everyone who matters in Night,” they replied. “And with the girl who just returned from a Veil seam-house.”

Liora stiffened. “No.”

The Regent’s voice stayed calm. “Yes,” they said. “Your sister is thread-touched. If we do not acknowledge it, others will smell it and move in worse ways.”

The Seeker’s eyes narrowed. “She is not a spectacle.”

The Regent’s gaze flicked to her. “She is a fact,” they replied. “And Night’s politics are built on facts.”

Liora’s hands curled into fists. “I won’t let them stare at her.”

The Regent’s expression didn’t shift. “Then stand between her and their eyes,” they said. “As you have been doing.”

Liora’s chest tightened at the bluntness.

The Regent turned back toward the seam-door. “Come.”

Liora hesitated only a heartbeat, then followed.

The council chamber was not a throne room.

That was the first lie Night refused to tell.

But it felt like a throne room anyway—because power didn’t need a chair to sit in. It just needed space and silence and the kind of attention that made your skin remember every wrong thing you’d ever done.

They led Liora through tiered terraces, silver-inlaid steps, veiled archways. When the doors opened, the air shifted colder, heavier.

The chamber was circular, stepped like an amphitheater. In the center stood the low stone table—dark, smooth, scarred with old marks. Lanterns burned pale around the perimeter, their flames steady as watchful eyes.

And the seats were not empty.

Figures sat in the terraces—lords and ladies of Night, commanders and counsel-keepers, cloaked in black and violet, masks in their laps or on their faces. Jewelry glimmered faintly. Rings caught light in sharp flashes. Every gaze found Liora at once.

Her wrist mark warmed.

Her throat tightened.

The latch on her hand tingled, as if reminding her she could keep her voice inside if she needed to.

Keiran stood near the table already, posture rigid, eyes burning. He looked worse than before—more awake, more exhausted, like he’d been forced into too many conversations that wanted to turn him into an object.

Beside him stood Mara.

Liora’s heart lurched.

Mara wore a dark cloak that swallowed her small frame. Her wrists were bandaged. Her throat was cleanly wrapped. She stood upright anyway, chin lifted in defiance that looked like it hurt.

Keiran’s presence beside her was unmistakable—close without touching, like he’d placed himself there as a barrier.

When Mara saw Liora, her shoulders loosened a fraction.

Liora crossed the chamber quickly, stopping just in front of her sister.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Liora whispered.

Mara’s voice was thin. “They said I had to.”

Liora’s jaw tightened. “Did they say why.”

Mara’s gaze flicked to the terraces—dozens of eyes waiting. “Because I can hear doors,” she whispered. “And Night likes to know what’s opening.”

Liora’s stomach churned.

Keiran’s gaze met Liora’s, fierce. “They didn’t touch her,” he murmured quickly, as if he’d been waiting for her to worry.

Liora’s chest tightened at the reassurance—at the fact he’d thought to give it.

The Regent stepped into the center of the chamber and lifted one hand.

The room quieted as if silence had been commanded by law.

“Night Court,” the Regent said, voice calm and cold, “we have returned with two things the Veil and Sun believed they could hold: a thread they used as bait… and the one who refused to bite quietly.”

Whispers rippled—soft, restrained, interested.

The Regent’s gaze swept the terraces, then settled on Keiran. “And we have a hinge,” they added, “marked by Night and no longer fully obedient to Sun.”

The air sharpened.

Someone in the terraces laughed softly—pleasant, hungry.

Liora’s skin crawled.

The Regent continued, voice even. “We have learned that Sun and Veil collaborate,” they said. “Not in rumor. In action.”

Murmurs deepened, heavier now.

A figure to the Regent’s left leaned forward—mask of black lacquer covering half their face, voice smooth as oil. “Evidence,” they said.

The Regent’s pale eyes glinted. “Captain Aderyn,” they replied.

A hush fell.

Even Liora felt it—a collective recognition of a name that meant something dangerous.

“He is gone,” the Regent said. “Taken by debt.”

A sharp inhale echoed from the terraces. Not grief. Interest.

“Taken?” another voice asked, a woman with a silver veil across her mouth. “By what mouth.”

The Regent’s gaze shifted briefly to Liora.

Liora’s wrist warmed like a brand.

The Regent said calmly, “The Toll.”

The chamber went still in a different way.

Not quiet.

Wary.

Because everyone feared old mouths.

Even those who pretended they didn’t.

Keiran’s jaw clenched. Mara’s fingers tightened in her cloak.

Liora felt the Toll’s distant hum under the palace… and for the first time, she felt something else too.

A subtle answering ripple in the room—as if the word had brushed hidden seams that wanted to react.

Then someone spoke again, voice low. “And the one who named him?”

All eyes turned.

Not to the Regent.

To Liora.

The latch on the back of her hand tingled hard, a warning bell under skin.

Liora’s throat tightened.

She could feel what they wanted: spectacle, proof, demonstration. The way a court watched a trained animal.

Keiran shifted slightly beside her, an almost-imperceptible step closer.

Beside.

Mara’s gaze flicked to Liora—fear and pride tangled.

The Regent didn’t save her.

They didn’t soften the room.

They simply waited.

Liora inhaled slowly.

Then she stepped forward, one pace into the center, where every eye could claim they saw her clearly.

“I named him,” Liora said.

Her voice sounded steadier than she felt.

The latch mark warmed and held her voice close—kept it from spilling into the air as an offering.

The woman with the silver veil tilted her head. “Do it again,” she murmured.

Keiran’s body went rigid.

Liora’s eyes narrowed. “No.”

A soft laugh moved through the terraces.

The Regent’s gaze stayed on Liora, cool and assessing.

Liora lifted her marked wrist where the crescent-and-ray sat like a quiet threat.

“I’m not your trick,” she said, voice sharp. “I’m not your entertainment. I’m not proof you can point at like a weapon.”

Silence snapped tight.

And then—because Night respected audacity almost as much as it respected leverage—the Regent’s mouth curved faintly, as if Liora had said the one thing that kept her from being swallowed whole by the room.

“Good,” the Regent said softly.

Then their gaze swept the terraces again. “You will not demand demonstrations,” they said, voice turning colder. “You will not treat her like a tool you bought.”

A murmur of dissent rose—quickly smothered by the Regent’s presence.

The black-lacquer-masked figure leaned back, amused. “Then what will she be,” they asked, “if not a tool.”

Liora’s jaw clenched.

The Regent’s voice didn’t waver. “A witness,” they said.

Liora’s chest tightened—recognition of the word, the bargain she’d forced last night beneath real stars.

The Regent continued, “She will tell us what she learns. She will not be commanded to speak to the Toll for your curiosity.”

A pause.

“And in return,” the Regent said, “Night will shelter her sister.”

Mara’s breath hitched.

Liora’s stomach dropped. Shelter. Always conditional.

Keiran’s gaze snapped to the Regent. “No,” he said, voice low. “You’re using her.”

The Regent’s eyes slid to him, calm. “We are using all of you,” they replied. “So that you survive long enough to change the game.”

Keiran’s jaw clenched. “That’s not mercy.”

The Regent’s gaze sharpened. “Mercy is a Sun word,” they said. “Night offers strategy.”

A ripple of approval moved through the terraces.

Liora felt her skin crawl again.

Mara’s voice—thin, raw—cut into the chamber. “I don’t want to be sheltered,” she whispered. Then louder, surprising herself: “I want to be free.”

The room stilled.

Dozens of eyes turned toward Mara like knives turning toward fresh meat.

Liora stepped closer, instinctive, blocking.

Keiran moved too, a fraction, creating a wall of bodies without thinking.

The Regent watched Mara with pale, unreadable eyes.

Then they said softly, “Freedom is expensive.”

Mara swallowed hard. “Then tell me the price.”

A soft laugh ran through the terraces—delighted, impressed.

The Regent’s gaze sharpened—not cruel, not kind. Interested.

“The price,” they said, “is that you stop pretending you are not already part of this.”

Mara’s breath hitched.


Liora felt it then—under Mara’s words, under her defiance—something thin vibrating, like a bell-string beneath skin.


Thread-touched.

Doors recognizing her.

The Regent’s gaze flicked to Liora. “You will take her to the Seeker,” they said. “Today.”

Liora’s stomach dropped. “No.”

The Regent’s voice stayed calm. “Yes,” they repeated. “If she hears doors, she will attract doors. If she attracts doors, the Veil will smell her through seams.”

Mara’s face went pale.

Keiran’s jaw tightened. “You said she’d be safe.”

The Regent’s gaze held his. “Under our roof,” they said. “And under our roof, the Seeker is part of safety.”

Liora’s hands curled into fists.

Because the Regent was right.

And because being right didn’t make them good.

The black-lacquer-masked figure leaned forward again, voice smooth. “And the prince?” they asked. “What is his price.”

Keiran went still.

The Regent turned their gaze to Keiran, pale eyes sharp.

“Your father will call,” the Regent said. “Soon. He will demand you return. He will offer amnesty. He will offer comfort. He will offer love.”

Keiran’s mouth twisted. “He doesn’t know how.”


The Regent’s gaze didn’t soften. “He knows how to perform it,” they corrected. “And performance is enough to lure a son home.”


Keiran’s shoulders went rigid.

The Regent’s voice dropped, calm and inevitable. “You will go back,” they said.

Keiran’s eyes burned. “No.”

A quiet laugh echoed from somewhere in the terraces.

The Regent’s gaze stayed steady. “Yes,” they said. “Because if you don’t, Sun and Veil will come here. Not with armies. With knives. With stories. With debts that bleed through walls.”

Keiran’s jaw clenched, breath harsh.

The Regent stepped closer, stopping just short of the table.

“You will return to Sun,” they said, “and you will carry Night under your skin.”

Keiran’s gaze flicked to his wrist mark.

The crescent-and-ray glimmered faintly.

A brand that wasn’t a brand.

A leash that insisted it was a cloak.

Liora felt cold flood her chest.

Keiran leaving meant Sun taking him back.

It meant separation.

It meant a story she couldn’t control.

Keiran’s gaze found Liora’s.

A flash of something raw moved between them—fear and fury and the hard knowledge that the world would always try to pry them apart because together they were inconvenient.

Beside.

Liora’s latch mark tingled.

She inhaled slowly and stepped forward again, voice steady.

“If he goes,” Liora said, “I go too.”

The chamber went still.

Keiran’s head snapped toward her. “No.”

The Regent’s gaze sharpened, interested. “Explain.”

Liora’s heart hammered. “Sun and Veil want me,” she said. “If I stay here, they’ll come through seams anyway. If I go with him, I can learn what they’re hiding faster.”

Keiran’s voice went low, urgent. “You’re not walking into my father’s court.”

Liora met his gaze without flinching. “You’re not walking into it alone,” she said.

A beat of silence.

Then Mara whispered, voice shaking, “Don’t leave me.”

The words hit Liora like a blade turned inward.

Liora turned to her sister, throat tight. “I won’t,” she promised—and hated how many promises she made that the world could break.

The Regent spoke calmly, cutting through.

“Then we have our shape,” they said. “The Seeker will tend the thread-touched. The hinge will return to Sun. And the witness—”

Their gaze slid to Liora.

“—will decide how much of herself she is willing to risk,” the Regent finished softly.

Vespera smiled from the doorway, bright and pleased, like everything was going according to a script she’d written in invisible ink.

“Oh,” she murmured. “This is going to burn beautifully.”

Liora’s wrist mark pulsed.

Her latch tingled.


And beneath the palace, far below the silver water and black stone, the Toll’s hum shifted—subtle, attentive—like it had heard the word return and found it interesting.


Because doors loved returns.

And mouths loved debts that came back unpaid.


Chapter 4: A Door That Knows Your Blood

They ended the council with no applause and no comfort.

Night didn’t clap for survival. Night simply watched it, recorded it, decided what it would cost later.

The Regent dismissed the terraces with a flick of their fingers, and the lords and ladies of Night rose like a tide pulling back from shore—silks whispering, rings catching lanternlight, eyes lingering a beat too long on Mara’s bandaged throat and Liora’s marked wrist.

Mara held herself upright until the last of them filed out.

Then the air changed—less crowded, less sharp—and her shoulders sagged like someone had finally loosened a strap she’d been forced to wear too tight.

Liora caught her immediately, arm around her waist.

“Easy,” Liora murmured.

Mara’s laugh came out broken. “Don’t say it like I’m fragile.”

“I’m saying it like you’re alive,” Liora whispered back.

Keiran moved to the other side of Mara without thinking, hands hovering near her elbows, not touching—waiting for permission his body didn’t know how to ask for yet.

Mara noticed.

Her gaze flicked up, wary. “I don’t need—”

“I know,” Keiran said quickly, voice rough. “I’m not— I’m just—”

He stopped, jaw flexing, as if the sentence had trapped him.

Liora watched him for half a breath, then looked away before the feeling in her chest got ideas.

The Regent descended from the center of the chamber, cloak moving like a slice of night itself. Their pale eyes didn’t soften, but they did focus—one beam of attention landing on Mara, then on Liora, then on Keiran.

“You will come,” they said to Liora, voice flat. “Now.”

Liora’s stomach tightened. “Mara comes with me.”

The Regent’s gaze flicked to Mara’s bandaged wrists. “No,” they said simply.

Mara flinched.

Liora’s hand tightened at her sister’s waist. “You said—”

“I said she will go to the Seeker today,” the Regent replied. “Not now. Not while she’s shaking. The Seeker will not pry a door open with a trembling hinge.”

Keiran’s eyes narrowed. “That almost sounded like concern.”

The Regent looked at him. “It’s strategy,” they said. “Do not confuse the two.”

Vespera lingered at the edge of the chamber, smiling like she’d tasted blood and decided it paired well with tea.

“Bring the prince too,” Vespera drawled. “He’s so charming when he’s furious.”

Keiran’s stare could’ve cut stone.

The Regent ignored her and turned their gaze back to Liora. “You,” they said. “To the Seeker. Again.”

Liora’s wrist warmed faintly. The latch on the back of her hand tingled, as if it anticipated being tested.

Keiran stepped closer to Liora—close enough that his shoulder nearly brushed hers. “I’m going,” he said, before anyone else could forbid it.

The Regent’s eyes narrowed. “No.”

Keiran’s jaw tightened. “I’m not asking.”

The Regent’s tone didn’t change. “You will wait with her,” they said, nodding to Mara. “You will keep her steady.”

Mara’s mouth tightened. “I’m not a child.”

“You’re a bell that doesn’t know it’s ringing,” the Regent replied calmly.

Mara went pale, fury and fear mixing like poison.

Liora wanted to tear the words out of the Regent’s mouth. Wanted to throw them back and leave. Wanted to shove Night Court politics into the silver water and drown it.

But the Night Court had doors, and doors had rules, and Mara’s safety lived in those rules right now.

Liora leaned close to Mara’s ear. “I’ll be back,” she whispered.

Mara’s eyes were bright with unshed tears she refused to show. “You always say that.”

Liora’s throat burned. “And I always come back.”

Mara swallowed hard, then nodded once—small, reluctant.

Keiran’s gaze found Liora’s, fierce and worried. “If you feel anything,” he murmured.

“I know,” Liora whispered.

She turned away before the softness in his voice became a problem.

The Seeker’s chamber welcomed her with mirrors that didn’t agree with each other.


The Regent stopped at the threshold again, refusing to cross fully inside. Their presence still pressed against the room like a boundary marker: Night ends here. Something older begins there.


The Seeker waited by the ink basin.

Her pale eyes traveled immediately to the latch mark on the back of Liora’s hand.

“Good,” she said softly. “It stayed.”

Liora swallowed. “It feels… strange.”

“It should,” the Seeker replied. “Locks are not natural. They are made. You are making yourself.”

The Seeker dipped her fingers into the ink and drew them out, dark liquid clinging like shadow-silk. She pressed two inked fingers to Liora’s throat.

Cold spread under Liora’s skin.

Liora’s breath hitched.

“Speak,” the Seeker said, voice gentle in a way that made Liora uneasy. “Say the word that would call it.”

Liora’s mouth went dry.

The Toll didn’t have a true name. Not a person-name. Not a word that sat safely in a mouth.

But it answered to certain phrases—certain shapes of intent.

Liora swallowed.

“To the Toll,” she began, voice low.

The latch mark on the back of her hand tingled hard. Her throat tightened, the inner door catching.

Liora pushed gently, not forcing.

“To the Toll,” she said again.

The words left her mouth—but this time they felt contained, like smoke caught in a jar. The air didn’t sharpen. The mirrors didn’t tilt. The basin didn’t ripple.

The Seeker’s eyes narrowed with approval.

“Again,” she murmured. “But this time, say it like a bargain.”

Liora’s pulse quickened.

She remembered the seam-house: Mara’s blood on her throat, Aderyn’s blade, the wheel’s hum. The pressure in the room when she spoke. The way the air tightened as if a mouth leaned closer.

Liora inhaled and spoke.

“To the Toll,” she said, “I offer—”

The latch flared hot, and her voice caught mid-syllable.

Not strangled. Stopped.

Her lungs seized in startled reflex.

The Seeker’s ink-stained fingers stayed lightly on Liora’s throat.

“Feel it,” the Seeker said softly. “Your body knows when you are about to open the wrong door.”

Liora’s eyes stung with frustration. “How do I—”


“You decide,” the Seeker interrupted. “Do you want to open it.”


Liora clenched her jaw, breath shaking. “No.”

“Then don’t,” the Seeker said, and her voice carried no comfort, only truth.

Liora forced her muscles to unclench. Forced her throat to relax. The latch cooled slightly.

The Seeker lifted her fingers from Liora’s throat and stepped back.

“Now,” she said, “try again. Without offering. Without bargaining.”

Liora swallowed hard and spoke, careful and deliberate.

“To the Toll,” she said, “I will not speak with you.”

The words left her mouth cleanly.

And the air changed.

Not violently. Not like the seam-house.

But the mirrors all shifted at once, as if something behind them had leaned in and then leaned back, disappointed.

The ink basin rippled—one slow, reluctant ring.

Liora’s skin prickled.

The Seeker’s gaze sharpened. “Good,” she murmured. “It heard refusal.”

Liora’s voice came out hoarse. “It can hear refusal?”


“It can hear anything,” the Seeker said. “What it cannot always accept is another matter.”


The Regent’s voice cut from the threshold. “Time.”

The Seeker didn’t turn. “Patience,” she replied.

The Regent’s silence was a thin blade of displeasure.

The Seeker looked back at Liora.

“You will be asked to open the door again,” she said softly. “By Night. By Sun. By the Veil. By the one wearing the Toll like a second skin.”

Sable.

Liora’s stomach turned.

The Seeker continued, eyes exact. “When that happens, you will need three things: a latch, a boundary, and a witness.”

Liora frowned. “A witness?”

“Someone who can tell when your voice is not yours,” the Seeker said, gaze flicking to one of the mirrors where Liora’s reflection moved half a beat wrong. “Someone who knows you well enough to hear the difference.”

Liora’s throat tightened.


Keiran’s face flashed in her mind—his hand in hers, his voice saying beside.


“Who,” Liora asked, too quietly.

The Seeker’s mouth curved faintly, almost cruel in its knowing. “You already have one,” she murmured. “If you stop pushing him away like he’s another leash.”

Heat rose in Liora’s face. Anger, embarrassment, fear. “You don’t know him.”

The Seeker’s gaze held hers. “I know doors,” she said. “And I know what opens when you say his name.”

Liora’s latch tingled, as if offended.

The Regent stepped fully into the doorway, voice cold. “Enough.”

The Seeker finally turned her head toward the Regent. “You want her functional,” she said. “Not safe.”

The Regent’s pale eyes glinted. “Safety is an illusion.”

The Seeker’s voice sharpened. “And yet you wear it like a crown.”

Silence snapped tight.

For a heartbeat, Liora thought the Regent might strike the Seeker—might punish her for insolence.

Instead, the Regent said, very calmly, “We have a problem.”

Liora’s pulse kicked. “What.”

The Regent’s gaze slid to Liora’s wrist. “The Sun King has sent a message,” they said. “To you.”

Liora went cold. “To me?”

“To the hinge,” the Regent corrected, gaze flicking to Keiran in absentia. “But the message was… addressed in a way the Veil would recognize.”

Liora’s mouth went dry. “Meaning?”

The Regent’s voice was level. “Meaning your name was used.”

The latch mark on the back of Liora’s hand flared—a sharp sting, like a lock reacting to a key that didn’t belong.

The Seeker’s eyes narrowed. “A call,” she murmured.

Liora’s stomach turned. “He can’t— he doesn’t know—”

The Regent’s gaze held her. “The Sun King has more knowledge than you think,” they said. “And he has Veil hands in his pocket.”

Liora swallowed hard. “What did the message say.”

The Regent’s mouth curved faintly, not quite a smile.

“He invites his son home,” they said softly. “And he invites you with him.”

Liora’s blood iced.

“Why,” she whispered.

The Regent’s eyes glinted with something like satisfaction. “Because he believes,” they said, “that if he can bring you into sunlight, he can make Night release its hold.”

The Seeker’s voice went flat. “He is wrong.”

The Regent’s gaze stayed on Liora. “Or he thinks he can force you to open a door for him,” they added.

Liora’s throat tightened until breathing hurt.

A door in sunlight.

A mouth behind gold.

A bargain disguised as welcome.

The latch on her hand pulsed—warning, warning—like a lock sensing the shape of its would-be thief.

The Seeker stepped closer, ink-stained fingers hovering over Liora’s throat again.

“Say it,” she whispered.

Liora swallowed hard. “Say what.”

The Seeker’s gaze was fierce. “Refuse,” she said.

Liora’s breath shook.

Then she spoke, voice steadying into steel.

“To the Sun King,” she said, “you do not have my name.”

The words felt like slamming a door from the inside.

The ink basin rippled once—clean, sharp.

The mirrors all aligned for a heartbeat.

And deep beneath the palace, the Toll’s hum shifted—subtle, curious—like it had noticed someone learning to lock what used to be easy to steal.

The Regent watched Liora with pale, unreadable eyes.

“Good,” they said softly.

Then they turned away, cloak moving like night itself.

“Now,” the Regent added, voice calm and inevitable, “we decide how to answer a king without giving him what he wants.”

And Liora—wrist marked, voice latched, heart bruised by the shape of Keiran’s presence even when he wasn’t there—stood in the Seeker’s mirror-chamber and understood, finally, what the next war would be fought with.

Not armies.

Not blades.

Names.

Doors.

And the power to keep both closed.


Chapter 5: The King’s Invitation

The Regent didn’t take Liora back the way they’d come.

They led her through a different set of corridors—narrower, older—where the stone looked less like architecture and more like the inside of a mountain that had been persuaded to become a palace. Veils hung in heavy folds. Lanterns burned pale. The air tasted faintly metallic, as if something beneath the walls held old lightning in its teeth.

Liora kept flexing her right hand.


The latch mark on the back of it tingled, subtle as a pulse. Every time she thought the words Sun King, her throat tightened as if the latch remembered the shape of that threat already.


The Regent walked ahead without hurry.

They didn’t need to hurry. The Night Court didn’t chase time. It made time come to it and kneel.

At last, they reached a doorway of carved black stone inlaid with thin silver lines—a room that smelled faintly of ink and cold cedar.

A council room, but smaller than the amphitheater. This one felt like a knife drawer: quiet, controlled, designed for sharp decisions.

Inside waited three figures.

Vespera lounged on the edge of the central table, legs crossed, sunstone ring glinting. She looked bored and radiant, like someone who’d never been afraid in her life.

Two others sat opposite: a man in dark velvet with a mask resting in his lap—black lacquer, half-face—and a woman with a veil of silver mesh drawn across her mouth. The same two who’d spoken in the amphitheater. Their eyes tracked Liora with practiced, hungry calm.

Keiran stood near the far wall, arms folded, posture rigid.

He looked up the moment Liora entered.

Relief crossed his face so fast he couldn’t hide it.

Then it hardened into anger—at the fact she’d been taken, at the fact he’d been made to wait, at the fact he’d felt relief at all.

Liora’s chest tightened.

Beside.

The word flickered between them like a thread.

The Regent closed the door behind Liora with no sound.

Everyone in the room turned their attention toward the Regent, not because they respected them—because they respected gravity. And the Regent was gravity in Night.

“The Sun King has extended an invitation,” the Regent said without preamble.

Vespera hummed. “How polite.”

The lacquer-masked man leaned forward slightly. “To whom.”

The Regent’s pale eyes slid to Keiran. “To his son,” they said. “And to the witness.”

The silver-voiled woman’s eyes sharpened. “He named her,” she murmured.

Liora’s latch tingled hard, like a lock recognizing the scrape of a key.


Keiran’s jaw clenched. “He didn’t name her.”


The Regent’s gaze flicked to Keiran, cool. “He used her name,” they corrected. “That is not the same thing, but it is close enough to be dangerous.”

Liora swallowed, throat tight. “What did the message say.”

The Regent’s hand lifted slightly, and one of the guards stepped forward from the shadow and placed a small object on the table.

A strip of parchment.

Not sealed in wax.

Not tied with ribbon.

Just folded once, edges crisp.

It looked innocent in the way poisoned tea looked innocent.

Keiran stared at it as if it might bite.

The Regent nodded toward it. “Read.”

Keiran didn’t move. “I don’t want to touch it.”

Vespera’s smile widened. “Oh, prince,” she purred. “Afraid of paper? The Sun Court has gotten soft.”

Keiran’s glare could’ve killed her.

Liora stepped forward instead.

“No,” the Regent said immediately.

Liora froze. “Why.”

The Regent’s eyes remained on the parchment. “Because it is addressed to you,” they said. “And if you touch it, you accept the first clause.”

Liora’s blood iced. “Just by touching it?”

“Just by acknowledging it,” the Regent said calmly. “Sun contracts are often written in manners and assumptions. A hand on ink is consent to be spoken about as if you belong.”

Liora’s throat burned.

Keiran’s voice went low and sharp. “That’s Veil work.”

The silver-voiled woman nodded. “It is,” she murmured. “Sun has learned to wear Veil gloves.”

The lacquer-masked man’s gaze slid to Liora, amused. “Convenient,” he said softly. “The king extends hospitality and calls it law.”

The Regent didn’t argue. They merely said, “We will not let him.”

They turned to Keiran. “You will read it,” they said, “because it is to you as well. Your touch is already claimed in Sun.”

Keiran’s jaw clenched, but he stepped forward.

He didn’t pick up the parchment with bare fingers.

He used the edge of his dagger to lift it, unfolding it without his skin touching the ink.

Vespera laughed softly, delighted. “Clever.”

Keiran ignored her.

His eyes tracked the words.

His face went blank, then tight, then flat with something like old, familiar disgust.

He read aloud.


“My son,” Keiran said, voice controlled. “Return home. Return to light. We have been… misled. I am prepared to forgive what has been done in confusion and fear.”


A soft laugh ran through the room.

Keiran’s jaw tightened harder.


“Bring the girl named Liora,” he continued, and Liora felt her latch flare like a burned nerve, “so that misunderstandings may be corrected and debts settled honorably. The Sun Court offers her sanctuary under my roof.”



Keiran’s voice sharpened with contempt. “Sanctuary.”



“In return,” Keiran read, voice going colder, “I will guarantee the safety of her sister, Mara, by public declaration.”


Liora’s stomach dropped.

Mara.

Public declaration.

A promise made in sunlight that could be broken in shadow.


Keiran continued, voice flat. “Refusal will be taken as an admission of guilt and alliance with Night. I will be forced to act accordingly to protect my court and my heir.”
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