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Prologue: The Shattering of the Hollow Crown
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In the age before ages, when the silver sap of the world-tree still sang in the roots of creation, there was unity among the realms. Gods walked openly with Fae, and mortals dwelled in their shadow without fear. It was said that the Hollow Crown bound them all together: a circlet of living light, forged from threads of song, starlight, and the breath of the first dawn.

The Crown was no mere ornament. It was a vessel, a bridge — its hollowness not emptiness, but the space where balance was held. With it, kings ruled not as tyrants but as stewards, and queens as voices of the unseen. The Seelie and Unseelie Courts bent to its harmony, for even their eternal rivalries could not break the resonance of the Throne it commanded.

So long as the Crown endured, the realms endured.

But even light casts a shadow.

It began as whispers in the deep places of the world. The hollow space within the Crown, that perfect emptiness, stirred envy. Some saw not balance, but absence. Some coveted what could be filled. And among the immortals, envy festers like rot in the heartwood of a tree.

The bards of old disagree on who first betrayed the harmony. Some name Morrígan, Lady of Crows, who delighted in endings. Others claim it was Balor of the One Eye, whose gaze could scorch the marrow of stone. Yet others whisper it was not a god nor a Fae, but a mortal who, through cunning and hunger, reached where none dared.

But all songs agree on this: the shattering came through pride.

It was on a night when the stars themselves bowed low, summoned to witness a great binding. The Hollow Crown, radiant upon its Throne of roots and flame, pulsed with power. The Fae Courts gathered, resplendent in their beauty and terror. The gods descended, draped in thunder, storm, and shadow. Even mortals were allowed to watch from the veil, their eyes veiled so they would not burn.

And before all, the voice of the Crown rose.

Keep the balance. Guard the hollow. So long as emptiness remains, all shall endure.

But pride deafens.

From the Unseelie ranks came a cry: “Why should emptiness rule us, when it could be filled with power? Why should we bow to nothing, when something might reign?”

A hand — black with shadow, gleaming with bloodied starlight — reached for the Crown. Others rose to stop it, yet too late. Fingers closed around the hollow circlet. Where harmony had dwelled, discord burst.

The Crown screamed.

Not in mortal tones, but in the tearing of sky from earth, of sea from shore. Lightning split into colors never seen again, searing the night with impossible hues. The world-tree shuddered; its roots bled light. And the Hollow Crown, forged of dawn and song, splintered.

Shards rained like falling stars, each burning through the fabric of the world. Where one landed, mountains split. Where another fell, rivers boiled. Some vanished into shadow, hidden beyond reach. Others struck deep into mortal lands, cursing and blessing those who dared touch them.

The Throne cracked. What had been the seat of balance became a wound that no time could heal.

In that moment, a prophecy was born.

Through the ruin, a voice rose — some say it was the Crown itself, others an oracle torn open by vision. None can agree, for those who heard it were forever changed.

But the words have never been forgotten:

When the Hollow Crown lies broken, and the Throne lies bare,

A child of no name shall rise from silence.

Bard-born, soul-torn, chosen and cursed,

She shall bind the fragments or scatter them to dust.

The song she sings will unmake or remake the world.

Those who heard wept, for they knew the prophecy would not come in their time. But its shadow fell long, stretching across centuries. Kings rose and fell, queens turned to stone, gods withdrew, and the Fae tore their courts apart in endless rivalry. Yet always, whispers lingered of the bard to come.

The world changed. The harmony was lost. The Hollow Crown lay in pieces, each fragment carrying a sliver of its voice. And those who touched them found themselves marked — with power, with madness, with destiny.

But the tale does not end in silence.

The prologue of history is never still.

Even now, in the ruins of forgotten forests and beneath the silvered seas, the fragments stir. They call to one another, aching to be whole. The Throne, cracked and hollow, dreams of its Crown. And in those dreams, a name takes shape.

Liadan.

Though she is yet unborn, her shadow stretches backward through time, braided into the prophecy. Her song waits to be sung, her choices poised to tip the world. And all who linger in the fading light of balance know this:

The Hollow Throne will not remain empty forever.

The night after the Shattering did not end.

Dawn arrived late and colorless, as if the world’s palette had been rinsed in cold water. Mountains wore hairline fractures that sang in the wind. Forests stood with their leaves turned underside out, pale and listening. Rivers forgot which way was sea.

In the broken light, those who survived gathered in circles — gods diminished, Fae veiled, mortals ash-faced — each forcing their voices into steadiness, each naming blame somewhere else. They spoke of recompense and repair, of punishment and pact, though every mouth held the salt of grief.

Across those circles, one word tolled like iron dropped on stone: fragments.

They had fallen everywhere.

Some fused themselves into bedrock, whispers stitched through granite. Some burrowed into the tangle of tree-roots and pulsed there like a second heart. One shard, crescent-thin and bright as a sliver of frost, sailed clear over the horizon and was never seen again except in a shepherd’s dream. Another sank into the farthest trench of the winter sea and made a city of glass grow around it, where fish swam like bells.

Everyone wanted the shards. No one agreed what to do with them.

The Seelie queen — not the one whose name is sung now, but the queen before her, antler-crowned and star-quiet — declared that reclamation must be gentle. “The Crown was made of song,” she said, “and so it must be gathered with listening.” She laid down a silver law: that no fragment be forced, that none be blood-bound to any sovereign. She sent forth her lissome emissaries with vials of dew and oaths of soft hands.

Across the veiled courts, the Unseelie lord laughed. Shadow trailed his laughter like smoke. “If balance is a wound,” he answered, “then let us cauterize.” He armed hunters with blades of moon-iron and taught them names that unstitched stone. “The Crown ruled us because none dared grasp it whole. We will not make that error twice.”

Between those poles rose a third counsel, soft-voiced and tremulous, from mortals whose fields had cracked and whose children dreamed in voices not their own. They were the midwives and millers, the hedge-witches and smiths, eyes threaded by sleeplessness. “Let the fragments lie,” they begged. “Let the wound scar over and be forgotten.” They argued for burial, for blunting, for the slow mercy of time.

Time, which had already begun to misbehave.

A week after the Shattering (or a day, or a season — it depends where you stood), an abbey on a cliff found its mornings arriving in reverse. Bells tolled the hours into the wrong jars. In a valley that had never known frost, the wheat stood rimed with lace and sang when it swayed. In a city of canals, bridges braided themselves differently each evening so that lovers spent entire summers lost one street from home. A boy swallowed a splinter of dawn and coughed music a village could not stop dancing to, until their feet bled and their joy turned to terror.

None of this was ordinary magic. It was the world trying to remember how to be itself.

So orders formed and named themselves with care, as if names were rope. The Seelie favored the Covenant of Light Hands. The Unseelie bred the Hounds of the Hollow. Mortals made an order without uniforms or banners, just a promise braided into their hair: the Keepers of the Untold, those who would hide what should not be found and forget what should not be used. In secret cellars and root-houses, they gathered the smallest glitterings of crown and wrapped them in linen scorched with salt. They taught their children lullabies about silence.

Hush now, hush now,

let the hollow sleep,

for when the hollow hungers,

the hills will weep.

But hunger is patient. And patience, when taught to a weapon, is a strategy.

It is said a fragment fell into the Court of Mirrors — that winterless country under the hill where every truth is accompanied by its reflection. There, an artisan named Aoife bent seashell and silver into wonders. She could embroider light into thread and catch a sigh with a hook. When the fragment slipped beneath the skin of her palm, she did not cry out. She simply watched her hands steady, the tremor of mortality soothed. At last, she thought. At last I can make something that will not decay.

Her first work under the shard’s whisper was a veil. She wove it from spider silk and words spoken backward, and when she wore it, no one could see her except by her choosing. Her second work was a key that could open doors that ought not exist. Her third work was a question. It left her mouth and did not stop flying. It circled the world like a hawk and returned to her throat carrying answers she did not wish to know.

By spring (if spring truly followed winter that year), Aoife had become a rumor with feet. Seelie courtiers, mild with envy, sought patronage; Unseelie stalkers, hot with desire, sought purchase; mortals pressed their faces to gates and asked in tears for a blessing that would make a field less grief-struck. Aoife turned none of them away because the shard’s voice in her blood said, Make. Repair. Bind. What she made held too strongly. What she bound smothered. And what she repaired refused, with stubborn cruelty, to break again even when breaking would have been a mercy.

Eventually, a hunter found her. He bore the moon-iron brand. He also bore a star of saffron on his sleeve — the mark of a Keeper, for not all allegiances slept separately. He looked at Aoife and said, “I have come to free you.” Aoife laughed behind her veil, the laughter of someone who had already died twice. “I am the freest woman in the world.” He showed her the key she had made; he showed her a door she had not. “Then open this,” he asked. The door had no handle and no seam. It was an absence, carved like a wound into the air.

Aoife reached through it and found the fragment in her palm reaching back. For a heartbeat, she felt the original song. Not dominion. Not absence. Balance: a hollow made to hold, not to be filled. She wept, stripped off her veil, and offered up her hand. The hunter took the shard with tongs of ash and whispered the names that put a fragment to sleep. Aoife watched the light dwindle and found her tremor returned. In that moment, with defect restored, she felt something like grace.

The hunter delivered the shard to a place that had no map. There, Keepers and Fae together sealed it inside a word. They wrote that word on nothing. Even now, if you happen to say it in your sleep, you will wake with the taste of frost and forget what frightened you.

One fragment, contained.

A thousand, not.

In the forests that bruise the sky, a stag with a crown of branches took a shard into his brow and became a gate. To pass beneath his antlers was to walk from one world into the next, though you might return with your age braided differently. In the red desert, a woman digging for water felt her shovel strike glass. She uncovered a plate of light and used it as a mirror to cut her hair. Every strand that fell became a serpent. She moved to the coast and opened a school for girls and taught them to sing with their eyes closed.

At sea, the city of glass grew. Fishermen stopped casting nets and began casting questions. Answers rose in schools, gleaming and cold. The city learned to write on waves. They set their history afloat and let the salt edit what it disliked.

Above all of this, the gods withdrew, the way a hand withdraws from flame without thinking. A few lingered — those who loved what they had made enough to be burned by its ruin. The Lady of Crows perched on battlements and watched queens turn to stone. Balor shut his eye and slept, which is the beginning of a storm. The smaller gods — the hearth spirits and the patron saints of nettles — went on cooking, went on blessing rash cures, went on burrowing into bread. They never had much to do with crowns and saw no reason to begin.

The Throne itself did not die. It continued to exist the way a scar exists: not as the original skin, not as the wound, but as something that remembers both. It sat cracked in its chamber of root and flame and learned a discipline it had not needed before — waiting. The hollowness within it did not hunger. It listened.

The more it listened, the stronger the prophecy grew.

It is easy to think a prophecy is a single utterance, a stone dropped in a pond. It is not. It is a migration of birds. It redraws the sky wherever it passes. It taught itself to hide in music. It braided itself into lullabies and field hymns, into the slap of laundry on river stones, into the hammer-rhythm in a forge. Children learned to clap it between their palms without knowing what their hands were doing. Bards took it up because bards always take up what has a melody.

So it went from throat to throat, century to century — the shape of a girl, nameless and necessary, becoming clearer as the world practiced saying her.

There were catastrophes as well as wonders.

A prince in a country of rain found two fragments in a single afternoon. He took them both into his bones and was crowned by noon. That night, he commanded the stars to change places so his wedding might be auspicious. The sky complied. Every navigational map in the world soured. Ships turned shy as deer. A generation of sailors stayed home and grew strange and suspicious of the horizon. The prince’s wife died birthing a daughter whose eyes were blank coins. The prince commanded the stars to return. They refused. He ruled wrenchingly well and died of weather.

A temple pledged to silence broke its vow to sing the Crown’s first recipe — the measures for how dawn was kneaded into it, and what kind of breath was needed from living things. The song worked; a new fragment woke from a stone lozenge by the altar. The abbot smiled and fell apart into moths. The moths arranged themselves into a human shape for one year, then flew away.

The Hounds of the Hollow completed their first run: seven shards delivered, three courtyards ruined, one child orphaned. The Covenant of Light Hands completed theirs: one shard coaxed from a thornbush that had grown around a village until the only road was the sky. The Keepers completed a task so quiet even they forgot it, which is how they knew it had been done correctly.

And nestled among these entries on the ledgers of power — among the victories and elegies — are moments no one wrote down, because those moments belonged not to history but to the world itself practicing balance: a widow who stopped hearing her husband’s echo in the stairwell, a mill that learned a song in the wet wood of its wheel and spun flour flawlessly, a fox who carried off a fragment in her mouth and buried it amongst her kits. They were good moments. They did not last, but then, nothing does. Balance is motion.

In a village that had not yet chosen a name for itself, because names carry taxes, a baby woke in the night to a sound under the sound. It was not the wind. It was not the rain shouldering the roof. It was not her mother’s breath, slow with sleep. It was a tone so low it did not enter through ear or skin but through the part of a person that makes promises. She reached for it with untested hands.

On the shelf above her cradle was a charm plaited from barley straw. Her mother had hung it there on the night of the Shattering, though she was not yet pregnant and did not know why she was knotting barley. The charm shivered, not with wind but with recognition.

The baby did not speak. She made a sound that was not a cry, not yet a note, something rounder. It hummed the rafters. It straightened the broom bristles. It moved through the barley charm and into the dark like a lantern lowered into water.

The village did not give that baby a great name. They called her by something small and useful, as villages do. She grew on stories like bread and asked more questions than anyone could answer. She learned to listen to silence as if it were a complicated instrument.

We will call her by the name time braided for her later.

Liadan.

Her shadow, already reaching backward, found the Throne where it sat cracked and patient. Not because she craved it. Because she was tuned to emptiness differently than others — not as a fear, not as a hunger, but as a place a song can rest.

When the Throne felt that kind of listening in the world again, it did not rejoice. Rejoicing is a spike. Balance prefers curves. Instead, the chamber of root and flame tilted almost imperceptibly toward the future.

Outside, the moon went on working. The rivers remembered the sea. The covenants kept their ledgers. The hounds shook their wet fur and slept. The stags stood awake in the dark and thought about gates.

In the Court of Mirrors, Aoife took up her tremor and stitched with it like a new needle. Her hands were less sure, and so they were kinder. In the desert, a headmistress sang with her students and taught them to leave their eyes open sometimes. On the coast, a fisherman invented a net that caught only what wanted to be caught. He starved until he learned to ask better questions.

Somewhere under the winter sea, the city of glass listened to the current read it a book and turned a page.

Somewhere under the hill, a queen and a lord rehearsed the same old argument about softness and flame and called it policy.

Somewhere on the wind, the Lady of Crows counted the breaths until a girl would step into a story that had been waiting for her since before there were years to count.

And in a village without a name, a child slept. A charm of barley leaned toward her, like grass toward rain.

The hollow did not hunger.

It held.
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Chapter One: Echoes of the Crown
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The fountain in the Unseelie Court forgot how to behave.

For centuries its water had fallen the way water understands to fall—obedient arcs into a white basin veined faintly with blue. Now the stream rose, a silver rope unspooling toward the painted ceiling. Droplets trembled in place like beads on invisible wire. The sound that should have soothed a hall full of quarrels sharpened into a thin hiss that unsettled the ears and set nerves to counting.

Courtiers gathered at a distance and performed the delicate art of pretending not to stare. Silk rustled. Fans whispered. Masks nodded sympathetically to other masks across little lakes of polished floor. No one stepped within the ring of light the fountain made.

From the west gallery, Sorcha watched the water do its impossible work and waited for the moment when the room itself would decide what to believe. Her lantern hung at her hip beneath a half-closed hood: not a bright flame tonight, but steady and intent. Even shielded, it bent toward the fountain, the flame drawing as if something in that reversed fall said north to it. The mute-string looped twice around her wrist—black, tight, the knot resting on her pulse like a seal—and it hummed faintly against the skin.

Thresholds were lying again. Not loudly. Not with spectacle. With the quiet confidence of a book that has placed itself on the wrong shelf and expects the library to rearrange around it.

Sorcha took the stairwell down from the gallery. Footsteps in borrowed halls should be measured; hers were. At the base of the stairs she passed a servant boy with his eyes fixed anywhere but the fountain. He made the sign the kitchen mothers taught their children against rooms that forgot themselves, then remembered who he was and lowered his hand quickly. She nodded as if she hadn’t seen; the trick to keeping order in a place like this was knowing when to look away and let someone keep their dignity.

The Seneschal had arranged himself beside the marble lip with the same poise the fountain had lost. Rings nested on his fingers in tidy stacks, each gemstone the exact size to catch torchlight without appearing vulgar. He had stationed two of the dais scribes with their tablets and ink beside him. At his instruction, they recorded every inversion in a neat, hurried hand: how many drops held at what height for what length of time. His smile was fresh lacquer over hard wood.

“Lady of Thresholds,” he called as she approached, the title smooth and faintly amused. “Our little rebellion continues. Perhaps a firm word in the right language?”

“Perhaps,” Sorcha said. She did not look at him. She knelt and placed her palm against the stone rim. Her lantern’s flame leaned toward the contact and steadied. The water’s cool breath touched her cheek as if seeking permission. She closed her eyes.

There it was: a pull, not upward so much as out of measure. The pressure felt the way a scribe’s eye widens when he spots an error two lines back: a tightening that travels along the gut and says stop; count again. The fountain wasn’t misbehaving the way a child misbehaves when sweetened or dared. It was attempting to keep an account it had not been asked to keep.

“Ledger,” Sorcha murmured.

The Seneschal’s smile did not falter, but it took on interest. “Meaning?”

Sorcha opened her eyes and stood. “The Crown’s wake is in the lines.” She kept her voice for him and for the floor—the only two listeners she needed here. “Everything that opens or leads or falls has begun to tally. Doors, roads, fountains. They are keeping their own books, not ours.”

“And what does the Queen require we do when the plumbing develops a conscience?” he asked lightly.

“Anchor it,” Sorcha said. She touched the hood of her lantern with two fingers; the flame lifted. “Bind every threshold to consent. If a gate opens, it is because it was asked and it agreed. If a road leads, it does so by permission. If a fountain falls, it falls because the room wants water, not because a wound somewhere else wants obedience.”

A scatter of polite laughter drifted across the hall from the colonnade as if on cue. The court loved metaphors until the bill for the metaphor arrived. A black-feathered fan half-hid a smile that wanted to be cruel and settled for bored.

“Consent.” The Seneschal tasted the word, let it sit on his tongue, then set it down like cutlery he wouldn’t use. “How charming.”

“Necessary.” Sorcha turned back to the stone lip and lowered her head. The words she addressed to the fountain were not for the court; they were for the hinge itself. “You are not revolt. You are record. Count only what you are given. Refuse the rest.”

The column of water trembled. For a heartbeat, beads suspended in the air loosened as though they might drift free. Then gravity remembered its job and accepted it. The stream reversed course, falling with a sound like breath released after a long argument. The scribes glanced at one another: awe and relief and the awareness of being present when something sensible happened.

The Seneschal took the credit that had not been offered. “There,” he said, spreading his hands just enough to be graceful. “Put that in the minutes. The Lady has scolded our disobedient fountain back into the fold.”

Sorcha’s lantern flame, even hooded, still leaned to the left like a finger pointing at a door no one else saw.

A ripple traveled the perimeter of the court. Masks turned to one another to confirm that the feeling under their ribs was what everyone else was feeling: the slight wrongness, the sense of something counted twice or not at all. Sorcha let them have their gossip. A palace behaves like a ledger; it wants its columns neat; it will resist a new kind of math until the old one collapses.

“If the Queen asks for my counsel,” she said to the Seneschal without looking at him, “tell her I’ll put what I have in writing. Spoken advice evaporates in rooms like this.”

The Seneschal’s smile became indulgent. “As you wish. Meanwhile, please pardon the court for seeking results while your metaphors mature.”

“Results,” Sorcha said pleasantly, “require definitions.” She did not wait for his answer. She took the lantern’s handle, felt the flame shift toward a corridor no one had opened, and followed.

The palace of the Unseelie preferred to be a little maze even on its best days. Tonight it flirted with being a trap. A corridor Sorcha had used every week for years decided it was a balcony over an interior court and forgot it had ever led to the archives. She acknowledged the change with a polite nod and did not argue with it; doors sulk if contradicted. Instead she doubled back through a steward’s storeroom that smelled of beeswax and orange peel and found the little service passage the maids used to sneak between worlds when the night’s work became long.

A young girl in a gray smock stood at the mouth of that passage with both hands flat to the wood and tears in her eyes. She startled when Sorcha’s shadow fell across her.

“Lady,” the girl said, dropping a curtsy so deep it threatened to fold her. “It—” She made an inarticulate sound, somewhere between panic and embarrassment. “This door won’t go to the linen room.”

Sorcha took in the smock, the stack of mended towels at the girl’s feet, the smear of polish on her wrist. “What does it think it is?”

“A b-bedroom,” the girl whispered, blushing under dirt. “The kind where I should not be.”

Sorcha nodded. In the old days this would have been nothing more than a castle joke. Tonight the joke had teeth. She set the lantern down on the flagstones; the flame bowed, not to the door but to the girl. Good. Some rules still respected rank that didn’t wear jewels.

“What’s your name?” Sorcha asked.

“Eimear.”

“Eimear, you’re going to help me remind this door what it is. I can press it into obedience. That will work for a night and teach it nothing. Better to fix the hinge than scold the wood.” Sorcha pointed at the latch. “Ask it for what you need. Use the word please. Not with fear. With clarity.”

Eimear blinked. “Doors do not—”

“They do now,” Sorcha said. “Try.”

The girl set her palms, breathed once to steady herself, and spoke with the fierce formality of a child reciting in front of a class. “Door. Please be the passage to the linen room. I ask. I will not go where I am not meant.”

Sorcha traced the hinge in the air with two fingers: a curve, a line, a cross-mark—function, not flourish. The mark hung for a heartbeat, then disappeared as if eaten by the wood. The latch clicked. Eimear pulled. Linen smell rolled out: sun-dried, soap-sharp. The girl’s shoulders sagged with a gratitude that was too honest for a court.

“Thank you, Lady,” she whispered.

“Don’t thank me. Thank yourself. You asked properly.” Sorcha picked up the lantern. “Tell the other maids and the scullions to do the same. If anyone laughs, send them to me.” She tipped the hood toward the door. “And if a door refuses you, it’s not your shame. Bring a witness.”

Eimear nodded and fled into clean sheets with a look over her shoulder as if she feared doors could carry grudges.

The passage to the archives had decided to be dutiful tonight. Sorcha followed it down a bare stair, through a cold antechamber where drafts went to consider their lives, and into the long room where the palace kept the words it didn’t like to see in public.

The chief archivist—Nerys, old and sweet-eyed the way a knife is sweet when it’s clean—did not look surprised to see Sorcha at this hour. She had laid out the wrong register already, which meant the right one lay beneath it, which meant Nerys had chosen a side.

“Lady,” Nerys said, keeping her voice low for the sake of the books. “The Seneschal sent a runner to ask if you came. I sent the runner to the lower stacks to count dust.”

“Good woman,” Sorcha said.

Nerys lifted the decoy volume to reveal a cracked, green-black ledger thick enough to break a toe. No title on the spine. No scribe’s hand on the first page. Just an old groove worn where fingers had not quite dared trace a letter. “You’ll want this one,” Nerys said, and slid it forward like an oath.

Sorcha did not open it immediately. She wound the mute-string tighter around her wrist and set the lantern down to one side, hood half open so the flame could look and not burn. When she lifted the cover, a dry smell rose that wasn’t dust and wasn’t rot. It was the odor of a thing that had survived a fire and learned humility.

The first folios were overwritings. A careful hand had laid new lines on top of older ones, the script too neat for its content. Hollow Binding: An index of preservations attempted and their costs. That word—costs—appeared in three different inks as if it had been added, then forgotten, then added again.

She read: spells designed to keep memory from decaying by binding it into a physical anchor; invocations to sap, to amber, to stone; diagrams of roots twined into a crown not for beauty but for purchase. She read the names of cities pinned to thresholds like beetles to cork. She read marginalia from a scribe with hands that shook. It holds and holds and then it holds wrong. She read a sentence excised with a knife, then recopied faintly in the margin by a different hand. She sings in there. The knife had tried to cut that line out again. The ghost of it remained.

Nerys set a little bowl of water on the table’s corner. It shook, two ripples traveling across the surface as if something heavy had walked past far below their feet. “It’s in the stone,” she said, apologetic at the news. “It’s always in the stone first.”

Sorcha turned a leaf. A perfect drawing of a tree: trunk split with an old seam, the fissure filled with resin the color of honey gone hard. Upon the trunk, a circlet. Not worn. Grown. From the roots themselves rose filaments that wound into that ring. In a scribe’s hopeful script, the word throne had been written small and later made larger by a different hand. The larger hand had added hollow.

“It’s a preservation that learned to be a mouth,” Sorcha said quietly.

Nerys nodded. “And now it’s hungry enough to hire a court.”

Sorcha closed the book carefully and set both palms on the cover as if feeling a promise through fabric. “I’ll need to copy some of this.”

“You’ll need to eat while you do.” Nerys pushed a plate across with bread and hard cheese. “If you starve without getting the words, the words are wasted.”

Sorcha smiled despite the chill. “You were a terror when you were young.”

“I still am,” Nerys said, and went to bully a reluctant candle into behaving so the Lady could see to work.

South of the palace and east of the river, the city practiced being a city with its usual crooked charm. A street that had always doglegged left doglegged right and then blushed, catching itself and blundering back. A butcher opened his shutters onto a view of his brother-in-law’s roof instead of his own cobbles and swore until he laughed, then swore again for form. Children discovered that if they held hands and said please properly, a mean alley would sometimes pretend to be kind.

Sorcha would write the principles in the morning. For tonight, the best she could do was show them in small rooms until the idea took root.

She found a bakery still warm and bought two loaves, thrusting coins into a tired palm before the bread had a chance to refuse to be sold. The baker gave her an extra heel with the broken gratitude of a woman who had counted enough nights to know how many were left in her hands. The lantern flame bowed to the oven and then righted, remembering itself.

On the way back toward the Hall she crossed a little courtyard where a trio of ravens practiced the more entertaining parts of their trade. They hopped in neat, deliberate steps along the low wall, tapped the same stone three times, waited, then tapped once more. Tally marks without chalk. Sorcha stopped and watched. The birds cocked their heads, unimpressed by witnesses.

“Tell her to ask in the morning,” Sorcha said to the nearest black eye. “If she asks at night, the answer will want to be theatrical.”

The raven tapped a third time, then a fourth, as if to say we already wrote it down. It took the bread heel like a receipt and leapt into the air.

Sorcha smiled and did not try to teach birds the difference between calendar and clock. The hood of her lantern slid closed another click; the flame burned on inside like a choice.

North of all that, the standing stones of the druidic circle did what stones do best: told the truth too slowly to be fashionable.

Caelán stood within them like a wrong number in a sum that would not come right. Elder Moira led the chant in a voice that could have split wood, and the other druids followed, drawing old lines with breath as they had been taught by people who were dead and by people who were not sure how to live in a world where those teachings sometimes failed. The ground underfoot shivered, insignificant to eyes but not to the soles.

Caelán knew how to listen with his feet. He had learned the habit as a boy when belief lives in bones for a while before it takes up residence in language. Tonight the bones told him the thing he already knew: the ley-lines were not broken; they were bound. Someone had wrapped accountkeepers around them and said obey, and the lines were doing it because rules are hard to shake off, and then they were doing it because they no longer remembered there had ever been another way.

Liadan’s laugh rose in him uninvited—bread-warm, porch-light sweet—and then the memory pivoted into that last sight of her in the tree’s shadow, crown settling, eyes going amber with a light that was not light at all but a room becoming a mouth. He pressed his hand to the scar and breathed through the hunger that wasn’t his and wanted to be.

Moira finished the chant, let the last note hang until it died of natural causes, and then broke the circle with a rap of her staff on stone. “We’ll hold this ground until morning,” she said without turning. “After that, the lines will demand their own numbers and stop trusting ours.”

“Then we move,” one of the younger druids said, his voice too eager to be credibly brave. “We follow the pull and cut whatever’s doing it.”

Moira did turn then, and her look shortened him without insulting him. “We don’t cut what we don’t understand, and we don’t understand this yet.” She set her staff. “Eat.”

A pair of apprentices produced a pot that had done hard duty and a stew that had once been a better idea. Moira dipped a ladle and handed Caelán a bowl as though she had not seen the way his hand had shaken on the stone. “You will not win against hunger if you borrow it from your enemy.”

He ate, because you do when an elder hands you warmth and a command disguised as kindness. The stew tasted mostly of parsnips and the color brown. The heat steadied his mouth enough to speak.

“It’s counting us,” he said. “Not only doors and roads. People. If we let it, it will write what we owe and who to.”

Moira’s mouth turned in the direction of a smile without arriving. “The trick is to make it pay the same respect to our own ledgers. The Throne wants to write the book alone. We will not let it.”

“How?” said the young one who had wanted to cut. His name was Fiach and he wore his hair like a challenge, which is to say terribly. He glanced at Caelán and then away. Everyone did. The scar at his collarbone had learned to command attention: not by its appearance, which was simply ugly, but by the way rooms adjusted around it.

“By teaching thresholds new manners,” Moira said. “By refusing the questions that are not addressed properly. By telling the truth slow, until it becomes fashion.”

Fiach snorted softly and went to clean bowls. Caelán set his empty on the grass and stood because he could not endure the courtesy of being told to rest.

“Walk with me,” Moira said, before he could invent an errand.

They went to the north edge where the old oak leaned a little too much toward the past, as if history were a person and smelled like apples. The path beyond trended toward the hills Caelán had always believed meant home even when he was far from them. Moira waited until the quiet between them had become comfortable enough to be honest.

“It will come for you first,” she said.

“It already did,” Caelán said, and touched the scar lightly without respect.

“I mean it will ask a question the others won’t hear. It will ask you to simplify the math.” Moira’s eyes softened because she could allow herself that when it was dark. “It will offer you a ledger where the only two columns are save her and let her go. You will be tempted to pick a column and write your life there.”

“What should I do instead?” he said, and hated that his voice knew how to ask for help.

“Keep the book open,” she said. “And keep other hands on it. The wrong kind of love always wants privacy.”

He wanted to argue, which meant she was right. He looked at the line of the hills because looking at a horizon is a way to make honesty feel less like surrender. “If I don’t choose, she breaks.”

“And if you choose alone, she becomes a palace,” Moira said. “Don’t make a hallway out of a girl.”

He barked a humorless laugh. “I’ll try not to.”

“You will do more than try,” she said, and her staff kissed the ground like a signature. “You will bring her fragments into rooms that have windows. Let the sky look at you both while you count. That will anger the Throne more than any knife.”

He thought of a lantern flame bowing toward a fountain, of ravens tapping like clerks. “There’s a woman at court who will do that,” he said.

“There is.” Moira’s mouth accepted the name without saying it. “She has chosen to anger the right things.”

They stood long enough for the cold to take an interest and then went back to the circle, to the stew, to the work of being awake when the world wanted sleep to do the paperwork.

Branna knew the exact moment a hall becomes a listening thing. It is not when the song grows beautiful. It is when the bodies in the room remember they have ribs and those ribs form slats for silence to settle between.

She had meant to play something simple and generous: a reel to set feet tapping, to send men home lighter than they came. But the notes caught on the burr of her mood and came out raw. The tavern was old enough to remember sailors and fights and kisses and bargains; its rafters soaked up melody like spilled ale and gave it back a degree sharper. A child at a side table watched with those too-wide eyes children wear when their elders pretend not to be afraid.

Branna leaned into the sorrow because pretending cheer when a room refuses it is how songs break. She let the melody run a little wild, as if she’d loosed a tether. The laughter slowed first, then stilled. Tankards paused midair. The barmaid, Aíne of the quick tongue and quicker tray, took one step and stopped with a frown.

And then Branna felt it: a pressure, subtle and patient, as if the very air had decided to do accounting. Each note she cast into the room was received, weighed, and tallied against a ledger she could not see. She adjusted her breath and lengthened a rest. The pressure shifted, annoyed. She smiled to herself and put another rest exactly where she knew the audience had expected sound. The room inhaled; the ledger stumbled. The child’s eyes brightened.

She finished the song by refusing to end it cleanly. Instead of the last cadence, she placed a silence there and raised one eyebrow as if to say help me decide whether this belongs. Three men at the center table laughed and clapped anyway because endings make them comfortable. A fourth man, who had lost a wife the previous winter and had decided not to let himself learn a new shape, put his hands on the table and did not clap. He breathed out as if a heavy object had been set down somewhere inside him without breaking the floor.

A raven knocked at the casement. Three taps, then one.

Aíne rolled her eyes, went to open the shutter, and found a black-feathered clerk staring in with the officious air of a bird which believes itself in charge of more than weather. “We’ve no scraps for you,” she told it.

“It’s not for scraps,” Branna said, because the bird’s eye had found her. She lowered her flute and crossed to the window as if meeting an old apprentice. The raven cocked its head and extended one foot, delicate as a dancer. A small wrapped message clung to the scaled leg like a guilty conscience. Branna took it and fed the raven a crumb without being asked. It rapped the frame once like a stamp and flew off into a street that remembered, at least tonight, which way it should go.

The note was not a note. It was a direction. One line, tidy hand. If you ask a door properly, it will tell you where the river forgot to be a river. —S. She knew the hand. The initial could have been any sorcerer’s. It wasn’t.

Branna closed her ledger over the scrap like a mouth keeping a secret from a rude question. She finished the set with two tunes that behaved and took as payment the noise a room makes when it has been frightened and then forgiven. That noise is money. She let Aíne count it.

A boy—not the wide-eyed one; a different one with a scar under his chin from a winter fall—shuffled up with air he was trying to pull off as confidence. “Can you play the one about the man who went looking for his voice?” he asked.

Branna softened. “That’s not a song,” she said. “It’s a conversation.”

He looked disappointed as only honest children can. “Then will you have it with me?”

She knelt until they were eye to eye. “We’re going to need a bigger room,” she said. “Come back tomorrow when the sun is up and the house is not greedy.”

“Why greedy?” he asked.

“Night listens with its mouth open,” she said, and he seemed to understand well enough for now. He nodded solemnly and fled to the safety of his mother’s apron.

When the coins were counted and the last drunk escorted unceremoniously toward a door that had agreed to be an exit, Branna tucked the raven’s direction back into her ledger and felt the familiar ache where loyalty lives when it is asked too often to choose. Sorcha’s hand on a page had the effect it always did: made rooms feel like offices where work you didn’t want to do would nonetheless be done correctly. Branna did not resent that. She merely wished the work in question were not also the core of her own heart.

She slept poorly with the flute under her pillow like a charm against dreams and woke before dawn to a city that had such ambitions to be useful you almost forgave it its arrogance.

Sorcha wrote by lantern until her eyes watered and her back protested that she was, in fact, made of meat. She copied the parts of the Hollow Binding she could not trust to memory and left the parts that felt too unclean to live in the same book as her name. Nerys snored in a chair with a cat that had not been there at sunset and would not be there when the sun returned. When the ink dried, Sorcha tied the copies with twine and sealed them with the simple mark she preferred for work she expected to be stolen: not her full crest; only the hinge.

On her way out through the servants’ hall she found a small congregation of maids and scullions and a footman with ears and humility. Eimear stood among them with a seriousness that fit her as if she’d been poured into it. When she saw Sorcha, she lifted the corner of her chin the way young soldiers do to show they’ve learned they can be brave even while terrified.

“We asked them,” Eimear said without preamble. “The doors. We said please and we said what we meant. The ones that wouldn’t listen we left shut and brought witnesses.”

“Good,” Sorcha said. “Keep doing it. If the Seneschal asks for a report, tell him I asked for it.” She did not add he will not because their faces needed this small lie. She left them practicing please in a dozen accents.

The palace began to taste of morning: boiled milk, wax on wood, ink and the quiet pride of a room that has survived guests. Sorcha climbed to the upper corridor where the Queen took her private breakfast. She left a packet for the Seneschal with a page who knew how to be discreet because she had a face no one noticed unless she wanted them to. On the outside Sorcha had written Your Majesty’s repairs: principles and practice. She did not write warnings, because palaces ignore nouns they don’t choose.

Down the stairs and out the side door into air that sharpened lungs, she felt the lantern shift without wind. The flame leaned south, toward the river’s slow bend, then tugged left, toward a section of wall the architects probably wished she wouldn’t know. Doors existed there that had once been ceremonial and now were merely old.

A raven dropped from a parapet and skimmed four wingbeats above her head to get her attention. It tapped the edge of a stone planter three times, then once. A gardener looked up and blinked at the bird as if he’d been offered a promotion and didn’t want it.

“Show off,” Sorcha told the raven. “We’re already late.”

She set her course toward the lower city, bread under one arm, lantern in the other hand, the hinge at her wrist snug and a little tender. The court would ask for a solution by noon and pretend it had discovered it on its own by dusk. Between the two, she could teach a well to behave.

On the way out of the druidic circle, Caelán caught a glimpse of himself in the copper back of a kettle and flinched as if he’d seen a stranger wearing his mouth. The scar showed where the shirt fell open at the throat: crescent, ugly, both too pale and too dark. He set his fingers against it and felt an answering pressure from the space behind his breastbone where something that believed itself older than the world had made a seat.

He walked anyway. If he learned anything in the last year it was that stationary men are easier to prey upon. He passed the stone that had cracked last winter and then grown moss so richly it looked like a wound knitting without a surgeon’s hand. He took the path that still remembered to lead to the stream and knelt to drink, putting his face close to the skin of the water to listen the way Moira had taught him: for words that were not words.

The stream muttered in the slow way streams do when they’re not in the mood to be dramatic. He caught north, field, fox, and home. He smiled. Then the voice under the water—not the water’s voice; the one that had learned to live where voices don’t belong—said his name the way a ledger says balance due.

He did not jump. He looked at his reflection and addressed his own eyes as if they belonged to a hostile witness and he was tired of playing nice. “You don’t command my feet,” he told the listening emptiness. “You only keep time. I do the walking.”

The pressure eased, not because he had won, but because refusal is work and he had done his share for the hour. He drank, the water cold and honest, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. The sun had the decency to lift its head above the hedges. A jay scolded something too slow to deserve the lecture.

Fiach appeared at the margin of the trees with the look of a youth who has been handed a message he suspects is important but hopes is mere logistics. “Elder says to fetch you.” He tossed a corded token that had probably once been a bracelet and now had been knotted to mean something else. Caelán caught it without looking at it and felt the old runes in the fiber vibrate to his palm.

“What does it say?” he asked, testing Fiach’s lessons.

“That you’re not to be allowed to go stupid alone,” Fiach said, which meant he had indeed learned something.

Caelán slid the cord into the pouch where he kept the other indecencies of his life—coins, a girl’s shard, a knife that had not tasted anything it regretted—and nodded at the path. “Come on then.”

“Where?” Fiach said, as if asking was a kind of discipline.

“Toward a door someone thinks is a mouth,” Caelán said, and the boy made a face one makes at metaphors. “You’ll like the company,” Caelán added after a beat. “She swears prettily.”
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