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Chapter 1: Morning at Greyshield
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The mountain bled coal.

Black dust seeped from the jagged wound carved into the base of Greyshield Peak, staining the snow that had fallen overnight. It mixed with the mud, creating a dark slurry that clung to the boots of the miners as they trudged uphill in the pale, unforgiving light of dawn. Their breath rose in thin, ragged clouds, mingling with the ever-present smog that drifted from the mine's mouth like the exhalation of some buried, dying beast.

Pip Ashworth was the smallest among them, and the fastest. At seventeen, he was a bundle of sharp elbows and knobby knees wrapped in a coat two sizes too large, the sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms already blackened to the elbow. He carried a pickaxe over his shoulder that weighed nearly half as much as he did, but he moved with the easy, loping stride of someone who had been making this climb every morning since he was twelve. Behind him, the line of miners stretched back like a dark, muttering caterpillar, their lanterns swinging, casting long, wavering shadows across the scree.

"You're slowing down, Bjorn!" Pip shouted over his shoulder without turning around. "If Old Grief catches us late again, he'll dock us a full day's wage. I need that wage. I'm saving up for—"

"A new coat?" Bjorn's voice rumbled up from somewhere behind him, deep as an avalanche. "You've been saying that for two years, boy."

"A new coat," Pip confirmed firmly. "One without holes. Is that so much to ask of the universe?"

Bjorn Ironside was a monument of a man. Nearly seven feet tall and half as wide, the coal foreman was a walking barricade of muscle and scar tissue. His hands were the size of dinner plates, calloused and cracked from decades of gripping a hammer, and his face was a landscape of deep lines and a single, magnificent beard the color of rusted iron. He moved slowly not because he was lazy, but because every step he took seemed to compress the earth beneath him. Pip had once seen him punch a support beam back into place when a tunnel collapsed. The beam had splintered. Bjorn's knuckles had not.

"The universe," Bjorn rumbled, "owes you nothing. Get moving."

The mine entrance loomed ahead, a jagged arch of black rock propped up by ancient timber beams that groaned softly in the wind. Above it, someone had once painted the words "OAKHAVEN DEEP PIT" in white letters, but years of rain and coal dust had reduced it to a ghostly, illegible smear. A single lantern hung from a rusted hook beside the entrance, its flame guttering in the mountain wind, casting a sickly orange glow over the threshold.

Old Grief was waiting for them, as Old Grief always did.

His real name was Harold Marsh, but no one had called him that in twenty years. He was the pit boss, a thin, wiry man with a face like a dried apple and eyes that were permanently narrowed, as if the world were too bright for his liking. He wore a heavy leather coat and a flat cap that he never removed, indoors or out, and he carried a brass-tipped walking stick that he used with the precision and enthusiasm of a man who genuinely enjoyed his work.

"Six minutes late," Old Grief said, tapping his stick against the ground. His voice was dry, like gravel skittering across stone. "The shift bell rang at five. It is now five-oh-six. Do your pockets weigh less because you walked slower? Does the coal become lighter because you took your time?"

Nobody answered. Nobody ever answered. Old Grief didn't want answers; he wanted the satisfaction of the silence.

"Line up," he snapped. "Tools out. Any man caught with a dull pick owes me a dozen eggs. Any boy caught with a dull pick owes me two dozen. I don't care if your fingers are frozen. You sharpen your tools on your own time, not mine."

The miners shuffled into a rough line, shoulders hunched, picks and shovels and hand-cranked drills held out for inspection. Old Grief walked the line slowly, his brass-tipped stick clicking against the frozen ground. He paused in front of each man, examining their tools with the fastidious care of a jeweler appraising diamonds. Occasionally, he would reach out with a gloved hand and run a thumb along the edge of a pickaxe blade. If it was sharp, he moved on without a word. If it wasn't, the stick came down.

Crack.

"That's three eggs, Henshaw."

Crack.

"And that's another three. You'd think after fifteen years in the pit, you'd learn to hold a whetstone, you useless—"

"Harold."

The voice came from above, from the narrow ridge that overlooked the mine entrance. Everyone looked up. Old Grief's mouth thinned to a barely visible line, but he lowered his stick.

Pip felt a small, instinctive smile tug at the corner of his mouth. He stamped it out immediately, because smiling in the Deep Pit before sunrise was a good way to get your teeth knocked out by someone who hadn't had their coffee, but the warmth was there, buried deep beneath the grime and the cold.

King Lucivan descended the ridge with the careful, deliberate steps of a man who was very much aware that the rocks beneath his boots were slick with ice and that one wrong move would send him tumbling into the slag heap below. He was young—twenty-three, maybe twenty-four—and he wore the same heavy wool coat and scuffed leather boots as every other man in the line, the only difference being the thin circlet of dull silver on his brow. It wasn't a crown. Lucivan had refused a crown on the day of his coronation, three years ago, calling it "a target for assassins and a waste of good silver." The circlet was a compromise, hammered from an old dinner plate by the palace blacksmith. It was slightly crooked.

Behind him, two steps back and slightly to the left, walked General Evarre Iron-Blood Vane. He did not descend the ridge so much as occupy it, moving with the coiled, predatory stillness of a man who was always exactly where he wanted to be. His one good eye—the left one was a mass of scar tissue, hidden beneath a leather patch—swept the line of miners with the cold, mechanical assessment of a surgeon examining instruments. His hand rested on the pommel of the sword at his hip, not out of aggression, but because the sword was an extension of his arm and putting it down felt, to him, like amputation.

"That will be all, Harold," Lucivan said, reaching the bottom of the ridge and brushing a smear of coal dust from his sleeve. His voice was calm, unhurried, carrying the particular weight of a man who had learned, very young, that raising it was a waste of energy. "I'll take the inspection from here."

Old Grief's jaw worked silently for a moment. Then, with a stiff, mechanical bow that contained absolutely no deference, he stepped aside. "Your Majesty," he said, the title dripping from his tongue like something poisonous. He turned and marched back toward the mine office, his brass stick clicking a sharp, angry rhythm against the stones.

Lucivan watched him go. There was no anger on his face, no frustration. Just a quiet, steady observation, the way one might watch a rat disappear into a hole.

"He hates you," Pip said. He hadn't meant to say it out loud. It had just slipped out, the way things always slipped out of Pip's mouth at the worst possible moments. Beside him, Bjorn made a sound like a sinkhole swallowing a wagon.

Lucivan turned. His eyes, grey-green and steady, settled on Pip. There was a long pause. Bjorn's massive hand closed around the back of Pip's coat, ready to hoist him bodily into the mine shaft if necessary.

"What's your name?" Lucivan asked.

"Pip, Your Majesty," Pip said, his voice significantly smaller than it had been six seconds ago. "Pip Ashworth. Coal scaler. Third shift. I've been here for—"

"I know who you are, Pip. You're the one who found the true-gold vein in the northern tunnel last month. The one Old Grief tried to register under his own name."

The silence that followed was profound. Thirty-odd miners stopped breathing at the same time. True-gold was the most valuable resource on the continent of Aethermor. A single ingot could buy a warship. A vein could buy a kingdom. The idea that Old Grief had tried to steal it was not surprising to anyone in the line. The idea that the King knew about it was terrifying.

"I, uh," Pip stammered. "I didn't actually find it, Your Majesty. I just sort of... tripped over it. Fell face-first into a pile of it, actually. Broke my nose."

"An unconventional mining technique," Lucivan said. The faintest flicker of something crossed his face—not quite a smile, but the ghost of one, there and gone like a fish darting beneath the surface of a pond. "But effective. The vein is being registered under Oakhaven's crown, not Harold's name. You'll receive a finder's bonus in next week's wages."

Pip opened his mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. No sound came out. Bjorn's hand, still gripping the back of his coat, relaxed slightly.

Lucivan moved on, walking the line. He didn't examine picks and shovels the way Old Grief did. Instead, he looked at the men. He looked at their hands, their faces, the way they stood. He asked questions that no pit boss had ever asked.

"Torvald, how's the rot in the eastern support? I heard it creaking last week."

"Bad, Your Majesty. Needs replacing, but Harold says the timber budget's been cut."

"It hasn't been cut. It's been reallocated. Evarre, note that. I want fresh timber from the Greywood sent down by Thursday."

Evarre Iron-Blood Vane produced a small, leather-bound notebook from inside his coat and wrote in it with a stub of charcoal. He did not look up. He did not acknowledge the miners. He simply wrote, and the act of writing seemed, somehow, to make the thing more real and more final than any royal decree.

Lucivan reached the end of the line. He turned and faced them all. The wind had picked up, carrying with it the sharp, acrid smell of coal dust and the faint, distant rumble of the Umbral forges in the valleys below—the Iron Dominion's endless industry, churning and belching smoke twenty miles to the north, a constant, grim reminder of the power that lay just beyond Oakhaven's borders.

"I won't lie to you," Lucivan said. "Things are going to get harder before they get easier. The Aurelian Empire has imposed a new tariff on all coal exports crossing the Dividing Veil. That's a forty percent increase on everything we sell south. Harold has already been instructed to reduce operational costs, which is why he's been docking your wages and sharpening his stick instead of his temper."

A low, angry murmur rippled through the line.

"I don't like it either," Lucivan continued, his voice cutting through the murmur like a blade. "But I will not solve Oakhaven's problems by starving its people. The tariff is an act of economic warfare, meant to squeeze us until we collapse or surrender our mining rights to Aurelian merchants. I will not surrender them. Which means we need to find new markets, new allies, and new resources. The true-gold vein Pip found is a start. It's not enough. But it's a start."

He paused. The grey-green eyes swept the line one final time.

"Go to work. Stay warm. And if anyone sees Harold near the northern tunnel, send word to the palace immediately."

The miners dispersed into the dark mouth of the mine, their lanterns bobbing like drowned stars as they disappeared into the earth. Pip lingered for a moment, watching the King stand alone at the entrance, the wind tugging at his crooked circlet. General Vane stood beside him, immobile as a statue carved from granite.

"He's young," Bjorn rumbled quietly, pulling Pip toward the shaft. "Too young for what's coming."

"He's the right age," Pip said, surprising himself. "Old enough to be stupid. Young enough not to know he should be scared."

Bjorn grunted. It was not a sound of agreement or disagreement, merely the sound of a very large man processing information that he did not entirely approve of. He pushed Pip into the darkness, and the mountain swallowed them both.

The palace of Oakhaven was not a palace.

It was a fortress, built three hundred years ago by some forgotten warlord who had decided that the best place to watch for invaders was the top of the steepest hill in the territory. It was a squat, ugly thing of grey stone and iron reinforcement, all sharp angles and narrow windows, with a single watchtower that leaned slightly to the east, as if it had grown tired of standing upright and was leaning against the wind for support. The walls were lined with rusted spear heads and the courtyards were paved with cracked flagstones that collected rainwater in stagnant, freezing puddles. It smelled of damp wool, old iron, and the ever-present, inescapable odor of coal smoke that clung to everything and everyone in Oakhaven like a second skin.

It was, in the considered opinion of Seraphina Vos, the most depressing building on the continent of Aethermor.

She stood at the head of the long, wooden table in the fortress's main hall—officially called the "Great Hall" in royal decrees, though everyone who worked in it simply called it "The Shed"—and surveyed the breakfast spread before her with the critical eye of a woman who could identify the specific origin of a peppercorn from across a crowded room. Two loaves of dark bread, dense enough to stop a crossbow bolt. A wooden bowl of salted porridge, grey and congealing. A plate of smoked fish that had been smoked perhaps too enthusiastically, giving it the texture and appearance of leather. And a single pot of weak, bitter tea that smelled like it had been brewed in a boot.

"Unacceptable," she said to the empty room.

She was not talking to herself. She never talked to herself. She was talking to the kitchen staff, who were lurking behind the kitchen door with the practiced invisibility of servants who had learned, through painful experience, that when the Head Chef spoke, it was best to listen from a safe distance.

"I can hear you breathing, Moll," Seraphina said, not looking up from the smoked fish. "And I can smell the bacon you're hiding under the counter. Bring it here. And fetch fresh tea. This tastes like ditch water."

A small, round woman appeared from behind the door, clutching a covered plate to her chest like a shield. Her face was red and her eyes were wide with the particular terror of someone who had been caught in the act of culinary treason.

"Your Majesty, the bacon was for the General's—"

"The General does not need bacon. The General needs a personality, but we work with what we have. Bring it."

Moll brought it. Seraphina uncovered the plate with the precise, surgical movements of a field surgeon exposing a wound. The bacon was good—crisp, thick-cut, still faintly steaming. She selected a single rasher and placed it on a clean plate. She then rearranged the rest of the breakfast spread with quick, efficient hands, transforming the sad, grey collection into something that looked, if not appetizing, then at least intentional.

"This is what the King will eat," she said, stepping back. "Not the leather fish. Not the boot tea. This. And when the Aurelian envoy arrives this afternoon, you will serve him the same thing, but arrange it so the bacon is slightly hidden under the bread. It implies we have more than we're showing. Scarcity breeds respect, Moll. Remember that."

Moll nodded frantically and retreated.

Seraphina Vos—known to exactly four people in Oakhaven as "The Weaver," and to the rest of the palace staff as "that terrifying woman who runs the kitchen"—was not, by any conventional measure, beautiful. She was sharp-featured, with a narrow face, dark eyes that missed nothing, and black hair pulled back so tightly it seemed to stretch the skin of her temples. She was thirty-two years old, unmarried by choice, and possessed of a stillness that was far more intimidating than any amount of shouting. She moved through the palace like a shadow, appearing in doorways, materializing behind corners, always listening, always watching.

She was not a spy. She was a chef. The fact that these two roles required precisely the same set of skills was something that most people failed to appreciate.

She heard footsteps in the corridor—heavy, deliberate, accompanied by the faint clink of metal against metal. She did not turn around.

"Good morning, Evarre," she said, pouring herself a cup of the boot tea and drinking it without flinching. "The King is in the eastern courtyard, reviewing the lumber shipments. The Aurelian envoy is expected by the third bell. I assume you've prepared the security perimeter."

Evarre Iron-Blood Vane entered the hall. He filled it. Not because he was particularly tall—he was perhaps six feet—but because everything about him was dense, compressed, as if his body had been subjected to enormous pressure and had refused to break. His armor was old, scarred, and practical, and he wore it the way other men wore their skin. His sword, a heavy, straight-bladed thing with a plain iron crossguard, hung at his hip.

"The perimeter is prepared," he said. His voice was a low, grinding baritone, like stone grinding against stone. "Twelve men on the outer wall. Four at the gate. Vespera has two rangers in the treeline past the northern ridge."

"Only two?"

"Vespera says two is sufficient. I say Vespera is overconfident."

"You say everyone is overconfident, Evarre. It's your defining characteristic."

The General's scarred face twitched. It was, from Seraphina, the equivalent of a roaring laugh.

"The envoy," Evarre said, changing the subject with the subtlety of a battering ram. "Who is he?"

"Lord Cassian Vance. Third son of the Aurelian Empire. He's young, handsome, well-dressed, and fundamentally useless. He's been sent here to deliver the tariff decree in person, which is the Empire's way of making sure we understand exactly how little they think of us. They couldn't even be bothered to send a senior official. They sent a boy."

"Cassian Vance," Evarre repeated, as if tasting the name. "I know his reputation. He leads a cavalry regiment. The Sun-Lances. They've never seen combat."

"Then he'll fit right in with the rest of Oakhaven's military," Seraphina said dryly. She set down her cup. "But we don't treat him as a soldier, Evarre. We treat him as an opportunity. He's a third son. That means he has no inheritance, no real power, and a great deal of frustration. Frustrated people talk. At the dinner table tonight, I want you to be... civil."

"Civil."

"Polite. Restrained. Do not sharpen your knife at the table. Do not tell him that his cavalry would last approximately eleven seconds against a Vyndari resonance strike. Do not, under any circumstances, call his father a coward."

A long pause.

"I have never called King Aurelius a coward to his face," Evarre said carefully.

"Only to mine. And to the King's. And to the entire war council last Tuesday. And to the blacksmith, who I believe repeated it to half the garrison by nightfall."

"The blacksmith should learn to keep his mouth shut."

"The blacksmith makes your swords, Evarre. Be nice to him." Seraphina straightened the collar of Evarre's armor, a gesture that was simultaneously maternal and deeply condescending. "Tonight, we smile. We pour wine. We make Lord Cassian feel like the most important man in Aethermor. And somewhere between the second and third course, I will find out why the Aurelian Empire is really here. Because this tariff is not about money."

"It isn't?"

"Money is the weapon, not the motive. Nobody imposes a forty percent tariff on their weakest neighbor unless they want something. Either they want our mines, or they want us weak enough that someone else can take them. Either way, Lord Cassian is going to tell me which one. The trick is making him want to."

Evarre looked at her for a long moment. His single eye was unreadable, but there was something in it that might have been respect, or might have been indigestion.

"You are the most dangerous person in this fortress," he said.

"I'm the most dangerous person in this territory," Seraphina corrected, turning back to the breakfast spread. "Now go and tell Vespera to stop glaring at the lumber carts. She's frightening the horses."

The eastern courtyard was a square of packed earth bordered by the fortress wall on one side and a row of draft stables on the other. It smelled of horse manure, wet timber, and the metallic tang of fresh-cut iron. A convoy of six heavy wagons had arrived from the Greywood, laden with rough-hewn beams and planks, and a small army of laborers was unloading them under the watchful eye of a man who stood on an overturned crate and shouted instructions with the fervor of a revivalist preacher.

"Careful with those! You drag that beam through the mud one more time and I'll use it to break your skull! Those are load-bearing timbers, not toothpicks! You think iron grows on trees? You think Vane forges swords out of good intentions?"

This was Arturus, Oakhaven's siege master and chief engineer. He was a small, wiry man in his sixties, missing the last two fingers of his left hand and most of his teeth, with a shock of wild white hair that escaped from beneath a grease-stained cap. He had served in the Iron Dominion's military for thirty years before defecting to Oakhaven, a decision he had made, he claimed, because "the Dominion's engineers couldn't build a privy without it collapsing, and at least Oakhaven's incompetence is honest." He wore a perpetual scowl, a leather apron pockets stuffed with nails, bolts, and small tools, and he possessed an encyclopedic knowledge of fortification that Lucivan suspected was worth more than the entire Aurelian treasury.

Lucivan watched from the courtyard's edge, arms folded, as Arturus terrorized the laborers with surgical precision. The old man's energy was inexhaustible, a furnace of profanity and mechanical genius that burned from dawn to dusk and presumably through the night as well. He was exactly where he needed to be: turning Oakhaven's pathetic wooden walls into something that might, in a generous light, be described as defensible.

"Arturus," Lucivan called.

Arturus's head snapped around. One eye was swollen shut from a recent disagreement with a falling beam, giving him the appearance of a rabid badger. "What?" he barked.

"The northern wall. The section above the old drainage grate. Is it ready?"

"It'll hold against a determined goat," Arturus said. "Ask me again in two weeks and it might hold against a man with a ladder. Ask me in a month and I'll consider not throwing myself off the watchtower."

"That's not an answer, Arturus."

"It's the only honest answer you're going to get, Your Majesty. You want miracles, hire a priest. You want walls, give me more timber, more iron, and fewer interruptions from princes in shiny cloaks who wouldn't know a load-bearing truss if it fell on their heads."

"He's not here yet."

"He's coming. I can smell the perfume from here." Arturus spat on the ground. "Aurelian. I'd rather have the Umbral back. At least the Umbral don't pretend to smile while they're robbing you."

Lucivan allowed himself a small, private smile. Arturus hated everyone equally, which was, in its own way, a form of fairness. He pushed off from the wall and walked toward the wagons, picking his way through the mud and scattered wood shavings.

"The Greywood foreman says this is the last shipment until spring thaw," Lucivan said, lowering his voice. "The roads are already closing in the upper passes."

Arturus stopped swearing at the laborers. That was always a sign that something serious was being discussed. He climbed down from his crate and approached Lucivan, his good eye narrowing.

"Spring," he repeated flatly. "You're telling me I have enough timber to last until spring."

"You have enough timber to reinforce the gatehouse, complete the northern wall, and shore up the watchtower foundations. That's the priority list we agreed on."

"The priority list is a joke. The watchtower leans. It has leaned since before you were born, and it will lean long after you're dead. Shoring up the foundations won't fix a lean. It needs to be torn down and rebuilt from the ground up."

"We don't have the stone for a rebuild. We don't have the time. We don't have the manpower."

"What we have," Arturus said, tapping a grease-stained finger against his own temple, "is an engineer who knows what he's doing, and a king who won't listen to him. The northern wall is the longest section. It's the most exposed. Reinforcing it is fine. But the gatehouse is already the strongest point. You're reinforcing strength when you should be shoring up weakness. The watchtower isn't just a tower, Lucivan. It's a line of sight. Without it, we're blind on the eastern approach. A blind fortress is a dead fortress."

Lucivan met the old man's gaze. Arturus did not use his title. He never used his title. In the three years since Lucivan had brought him to Oakhaven, Arturus had addressed him by name exactly twice: once when he was drunk, and once when he was genuinely frightened. The rest of the time, it was "Your Majesty" delivered with a sneer that could strip paint.

"You're sure about the watchtower?"

"I'm sure that the foundation is rotting, the mortar is turning to sand, and the next strong wind from the east is going to bring it down on whoever's standing underneath it. Which, if your general has his way, will be half the garrison."

Lucivan was quiet for a long moment, staring at the leaning tower as it jutted against the grey sky like a broken finger.

"Reallocate the timber from the gatehouse to the watchtower," he said. "Use the salvaged iron from the old drainage grates to reinforce the gate instead."

Arturus stared at him. His good eye widened very slightly.

"That's... actually the right call," he said, as if this surprised him.

"Don't sound so shocked, Arturus."

"I'm not shocked. I'm cautiously pessimistic. It means I expect you to change your mind by noon." The old man turned and bellowed at the laborers. "You heard the King! New orders! Gatehouse iron salvage, watchtower priority! Move, move, move! If any of you drop a beam on my timber, I'll have your hides for boot leather!"

Lucivan watched him go, and for a moment, despite the cold and the mud and the looming shadow of the Aurelian Empire and the distant, ever-present threat of Rathmos Draven in the blackened wastes to the south, he felt something that might have been hope. It was small and fragile and probably misplaced, but it was there, buried deep beneath the weight of the crooked silver circlet on his brow.

It did not last.

A rider appeared on the eastern road, coming fast. Not the measured, dignified approach of a diplomatic envoy, but the flat-out, desperate gallop of a man who was running out of time. He was covered in mud and his horse was lathered and blowing, and when he reached the gate, he didn't wait for it to open. He vaulted the low wall and hit the courtyard at a full sprint, skidding to a halt in front of Lucivan with the wild-eyed urgency of someone delivering news that would burn the world.

"Your Majesty," the rider gasped, dropping to one knee. His hands were shaking. There was blood on his sleeve, though it wasn't his own. "The Vyndaran border. The Shrouded Isle. There's been an attack. The Crystal Weavers are burning."

Lucivan felt the cold seep through his coat, through his skin, and settle in his bones like ice water.

"Who attacked them?" he asked, though the answer was already forming in his mind, heavy and dark and inevitable.

The rider looked up. His face was grey.

"The Flesh-Woven," he said. "Rathmos has moved."
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Chapter 2: The Butcher’s Mark
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The messenger's name was Cort, and he was dying and did not know it yet.

Seraphina recognized the signs with the same quiet, clinical precision she applied to identifying spoiled meat or contaminated grain. The pallor beneath the mud was not exhaustion. The shaking in his hands was not fear. The blood on his sleeve, when she examined it closely while Evarre questioned him in the courtyard, was too dark, too thin, and it smelled of copper and something else, something acrid and wrong, like meat left too close to a forge.

She said nothing. She poured him a cup of water, added a pinch of salt from the small pouch she kept sewn into her sleeve, and pressed it into his hands. He drank it in three gulps, not tasting it, his eyes fixed on some middle distance that had nothing to do with the muddy courtyard of Oakhaven's fortress.

Evarre stood over him like a cliff face, arms crossed, his scarred face angled down. Vespera Blackwood had materialized from the treeline at some point during Cort's frantic arrival, silent as a falling leaf, and now leaned against the stable wall with her arms folded, watching the proceedings with the detached interest of a hawk observing mice. She had not spoken. She rarely spoke in front of people she did not trust, which meant she rarely spoke at all.

"Start from the beginning," Evarre said. "Slowly."

Cort swallowed. His throat clicked.

"I was stationed at the coastal watchtower. East ridge, past the Ashen-Moor village. Routine patrol, nothing unusual. The Shrouded Isle was quiet. It's always quiet. The fog doesn't move, the water doesn't change, nothing comes in or out. We watch it, we report, we go home."

"Get to the attack," Evarre said.

"I'm getting there." Cort's voice cracked. He took another sip of water. "Around midnight, the fog changed. It didn't lift. It... thickened. Turned a color I've never seen. Not grey, not white. Sort of a sickly violet, like a bruise. And it started moving toward the shore. Not drifting. Moving. With purpose."

Vespera shifted slightly against the wall. It was the first movement she had made in ten minutes, and Seraphina noted it with the part of her brain that was always, always watching.

"Then we heard the sound," Cort continued. His hands were shaking harder now, the water sloshing over the rim of the cup. "A sort of... humming. Not from the water. From inside the fog. High-pitched. Vibrating. It went right through your skull, right into your teeth. Private Henshaw—he's young, good lad—Henshaw started bleeding from his ears. Couldn't stop. Just grabbed his head and screamed and then the fog hit the shore and they came out."

He stopped.

"Who came out?" Lucivan asked. He had arrived silently, as he always did, stepping out of the corridor behind Seraphina with the silent grace of a man who had learned to walk without announcing himself. His circlet was slightly more crooked than usual, and there was a smudge of ink on his jaw where he had been writing letters before the alarm was raised. He stood beside Seraphina, not in front of her, and his presence did not diminish hers. They stood together the way a blade and a sheath stand together: complementary, each incomplete without the other.

"The Weavers," Cort said. "The Vyndari. But wrong. They were running. I've never seen a Vyndari run. They don't run. They absorb sunlight and turn into light and they just... go. But these were running. Fragments of them were breaking off as they moved, like pieces of a shattered mirror fleeing a hammer. And behind them, in the fog—"

He stopped again. This time the silence lasted longer. Seraphina could see his pulse beating in his throat, rapid and irregular.

"Behind them," Cort whispered, "were the Flesh-Woven."

Nobody in the courtyard breathed.

"I've heard stories," Cort said. "Everyone's heard stories. Rathmos's monsters. Men and animals sewn together by Morvayna's blood-magic. I thought they were stories. Exaggerations. Propaganda to keep the border villages scared." He laughed, and it was a terrible sound, wet and fractured. "They're not stories. They're real. They came out of the fog in a wave. Dozens of them. Maybe hundreds. Some were... I don't know what they were. Things with too many legs. Things with human faces on animal bodies. Things that screamed and things that were silent and things that just... crawled, pulling themselves along the rocks with arms that bent the wrong way."

Evarre's hand had moved to his sword. Not gripping it. Resting on it. The way a man rests his hand on the shoulder of a dying friend.

"The Vyndari fought," Cort continued. "Gods, they fought. Their resonance attacks shattered the first wave. I saw a Flesh-Woven literally shake apart, just turn to pieces, when one of the Weavers hit it with a sound wave. But there were too many. And behind the Flesh-Woven, further back in the fog, I saw... shapes. Larger shapes. Moving slow. I couldn't make them out clearly, but they were big. Very big."

"Giants," Vespera said.

It was the first word she had spoken since arriving. Everyone turned to look at her. She did not elaborate. She did not need to. Her voice carried the flat, absolute certainty of someone who had seen things in the dark that she could not unsee.

"Maybe," Cort said. "I don't know. I ran. I'm not proud of it, but I ran. I grabbed Henshaw and I ran. We made it to the horse lines. Henshaw didn't. He was slower. The fog caught him. I heard him screaming for about... thirty seconds. Then it stopped."

The courtyard was very still. Somewhere above them, a crow called once, and the sound was obscenely loud.

"I rode through the night," Cort said. "Didn't stop. Didn't rest. My horse died two miles east of here. I ran the rest. I had to tell you. You had to know. Rathmos isn't just sitting in the Blackened Wastes anymore. He's moving. He's attacking the Vyndari. If the Crystal Weavers fall, there's nothing between him and us. Nothing."

He looked at Lucivan. His eyes were glassy, and his skin had taken on a greyish tinge that Seraphina did not like at all.

"I need to speak with Cort privately," she said, her voice calm and measured. "Evarre, convene the war council. Full assembly. Vespera, I want you and your rangers in the eastern treeline within the hour. If anything comes through that fog, I want to know about it before it knows about us."

Evarre nodded once and turned, striding toward the main hall with the mechanical efficiency of a man who had been waiting for this moment his entire life. Vespera pushed off the wall and vanished. She did not walk away. She simply stopped being there, as if the shadows had opened up and swallowed her whole.

Lucivan did not move.

"Seraphina," he said quietly.

"He's been exposed to Morvayna's blood-magic," Seraphina said, just as quietly, her eyes never leaving Cort's face. "The acrid smell on his blood. The tremors. The disorientation. It's in the fog, Lucivan. It's not just a visual concealment. It's a weapon. A delivery system. Everyone who breathed that fog is contaminated."

Cort looked at her, confused. "I feel fine. Tired, but—"

"You won't feel fine by tonight," Seraphina said. Her voice was not unkind, but it was absolutely without sentiment. "The blood-magic needs time to bind to the host. By sundown, you'll have a fever. By midnight, you'll be hallucinating. By dawn, you'll be dead or you'll be one of them."

The color drained from Cort's face. The cup slipped from his fingers and shattered on the frozen ground.

"I can slow it," Seraphina continued. "I have herbs. Silverleaf extract, crushed wyrm-bone, a few other things. It won't cure it, but it might buy you enough time for us to find an actual cure, if one exists. I need you to come with me. Now."

She took his arm and helped him to his feet. He swayed, unsteady, and she took more of his weight than her slight frame should have been able to support. She was stronger than she looked. She was stronger than most men, a fact that she attributed to years of kneading bread dough and hauling sacks of grain, and which Evarre attributed to something far more sinister, though he had never said so aloud.

Lucivan watched them go. His face was unreadable, but his hands, hanging at his sides, were clenched into fists so tight that the knuckles had gone white.

"Rathmos," he said to the empty courtyard. The name hung in the cold air like smoke. "You've finally stopped waiting."

The war council assembled in what passed for Oakhaven's strategy room: a small, windowless chamber off the main hall, barely large enough for a rectangular table and eight chairs. The walls were covered in maps—hand-drawn, inaccurate, and constantly updated—that depicted Oakhaven and its surrounding territories in varying degrees of detail. The map of the Blackened Wastes, in the southern corner, was almost entirely blank, annotated only with phrases like "UNCONFIRMED," "HERE BE MONSTERS" (written by Arturus, presumably in a moment of whimsy), and a single, ominous arrow pointing south with the words "RATHMOS ???" beside it.

Evarre sat at the head of the table. He did not want to sit at the head of the table. The head of the table was Lucivan's seat, always. But Lucivan had not yet arrived, and Evarre refused to sit anywhere else on principle, because sitting somewhere else would imply that he was a subordinate attending a meeting rather than a general holding a position until his king returned. The distinction was important to him. Nobody else understood why. Nobody else needed to.

Arturus sat to Evarre's left, his good eye darting around the room like a trapped animal. He had cleaned most of the grease from his hands, but his fingernails were still black, and he was using a small knife to whittle a piece of timber into a point, the shavings falling onto the floor in neat, deliberate curls. The knife moved with extraordinary speed and precision, a mechanical tic that Arturus engaged in when he was thinking, which was most of the time.

Bjorn sat at the far end of the table, taking up nearly two chairs' worth of space. His massive hands rested on his knees, and his rust-colored beard nearly touched the table's surface. He looked profoundly uncomfortable, the way a mountain would look if you tried to fit it inside a cupboard. He was not a member of the war council. He was here because Pip had told him about Cort's arrival, and Bjorn had decided, in his own slow, immovable way, that the miners had a right to know what was coming for them. Nobody had argued with him. Nobody had the energy.

The door opened. Lucivan entered, followed by Seraphina, who was drying her hands on a cloth. There was a faint, herbal smell clinging to her, sharp and antiseptic.

"Cort?" Evarre asked.

"Alive. For now," Seraphina said, taking her seat. "I've administered the silverleaf protocol. It's aggressive. He'll be in significant pain for the next twelve hours, but it should halt the progression of the binding. I've quarantined him in the eastern tower, sealed room, charcoal filters on the vents. Nobody goes in without my permission."

"Can he be cured?" Lucivan asked, sitting down.

"I don't know. I've never treated blood-magic contamination before. Nobody in Oakhaven has. The Vyndari might know, but asking them for medical advice requires getting past the fog, the Flesh-Woven, and their own considerable hostility toward humans. I'll keep him stable. Beyond that, we're in uncharted territory."

Lucivan nodded. He placed his hands flat on the table, palms down, and looked at the map. His grey-green eyes traced the coastline eastward, past the Ashen-Moor, past the coastal watchtowers, to the blank space where the Shrouded Isle should have been.

"Tell me what we know," he said.

Evarre stood. He moved to the map and placed a finger on the eastern coastline.

"Approximately fourteen hours ago, a force of Flesh-Woven—estimated strength, two to three hundred—emerged from the Shrouded Isle's anomalous fog bank and engaged Vyndari defenders on the island's western shore. The attack was supported by at least one, possibly more, unidentified large-scale entities, consistent with Giant-class combatants. The Vyndari mounted a resonance defense but were overwhelmed and forced to retreat inland. Cort observed significant fragmentation among the Weavers, suggesting heavy casualties. The Fog of War—literal fog, in this case—prevented further visual confirmation."

He moved his finger south, tracing the coastline.

"The critical question is whether this is a raid or an invasion. A raid implies Rathmos is testing Vyndari defenses, probing for weaknesses, gathering intelligence. An invasion implies he intends to conquer the Shrouded Isle and establish a forward operating base within striking distance of Oakhaven."

"Which is it?" Lucivan asked.

"I don't know. The presence of Giants suggests a sustained operation. You don't commit heavy assets to a raid. But Rathmos is unpredictable. He may be using the Giants as a psychological weapon, knowing that reports of their presence will spread panic."

"He's right," Arturus said, not looking up from his whittling. "Rathmos is a butcher, not an idiot. He doesn't need to take the Shrouded Isle. He just needs us to think he's taking it. While we're looking east, wondering what's in the fog, his real force could be coming from the south, through the Blackened Wastes, right up our—"

"He's not coming from the south," Seraphina said.

Arturus stopped whittling. Everyone looked at her.

"The Blackened Wastes are impassable for a conventional army," she continued, her dark eyes fixed on a point somewhere beyond the map. "The ash storms alone would choke a horse at fifty paces. The ground is unstable—pools of caustic sludge, sinkholes, tunnels carved by Morvayna's rituals that collapse without warning. Rathmos could move a small strike team through the Wastes. He's done it before. But an army? With supply lines? With Giants? No. The logistics are impossible."

"So he's coming from the east," Evarre said.

"He's coming from the east," Seraphina confirmed. "Through or past the Shrouded Isle. The question isn't where. It's when."

Silence settled over the table like falling snow. Bjorn shifted in his chair, the wood creaking in protest.

"The miners need to know," he rumbled.

Evarre turned to look at him. "The miners need to mine."

"The miners need to know," Bjorn repeated, with the patient, immovable certainty of bedrock. "They're not soldiers, General. They dig holes in the ground and they come home and they eat their dinner and they go to bed. If something is coming that might kill them, they deserve to hear it from their king, not from rumors in the tavern."

"The rumors will start the moment Cort's horse is found on the eastern road," Seraphina said. "Which will be approximately twenty minutes from now, when the morning patrol rides out. You have until then."

Lucivan looked at Bjorn. The big man met his gaze without flinching. There was no defiance in his eyes, no challenge. Just a simple, grounded request from a man who represented the three hundred and twelve people who descended into the mountain every morning to dig the coal that kept Oakhaven alive.

"You're right, Bjorn," Lucivan said.

Bjorn blinked. He had not, apparently, expected agreement. "I am?"

"You're right. They deserve to hear it from me. I'll address the pit crew at the midday break. Evarre, I want a full reconnaissance sweep of the eastern road, from the gate to the coast. Vespera leads. Two rangers, no more—keep it quiet. I don't want to spook the Aurelian envoy."

"The envoy," Evarre said flatly. "We're still doing the envoy."

"We are still doing the envoy," Lucivan confirmed. "Rathmos wants us scared. He wants us isolated, paranoid, looking over our shoulder. The moment we cancel a diplomatic meeting because we're afraid, we've already lost. Lord Cassian arrives this afternoon. We will receive him with full honors, serve him dinner, and extract every piece of intelligence Seraphina can pry out of him. Understood?"

Evarre's jaw tightened. His hand moved to his sword, gripped the pommel, released it.

"Understood," he said.

"Arturus, I want the watchtower reinforcement accelerated. I don't care how many men it takes. I want it shored up by the end of the week."

"The end of the week," Arturus repeated slowly, as if Lucivan had suggested building a new fortress out of spit and good intentions. "With the timber I have? The best I can do is—"

"Do your best. That's an order, not a negotiation."

Arturus stared at him for a long moment. Then he nodded, once, and went back to his whittling. The knife moved faster now, the shavings falling like rain.

"Seraphina."

"Yes?"

"Cort's containment. Is it secure?"

"Secure enough. I've posted a guard on the tower. The room is sealed. The herbs will hold the contamination at bay for at least forty-eight hours, possibly longer if his constitution is strong."

"If the contamination spreads?"

"Then we burn the tower and everything in it." She said this without emotion, without hesitation, as if she were discussing the disposal of spoiled fish rather than the immolation of a human being. "I've prepared the accelerants. It won't be pleasant, but it will be thorough."

Lucivan held her gaze for a moment. She did not look away. She never looked away.

"Let's hope it doesn't come to that," he said.

"Hope," Seraphina said, rising from the table and tucking the damp cloth into her apron, "is not a strategy, Your Majesty. Excuse me. I have a dinner to plan, and Lord Cassian has a weak stomach according to my intelligence reports. I need to find something that impresses without intimidating. Truffle soup, I think. Pretentious, fragrant, and impossible to eat without making a mess."

She left. The door closed behind her with a soft, decisive click.

Arturus stopped whittling. "I want it noted," he said to the table, "that the fate of Oakhaven may rest on whether or not an Aurelian prince can eat soup without dribbling on himself."

"Noted," Lucivan said. He stood. "Bjorn, walk with me."

They walked the walls. The fortress's perimeter was not large—a rough rectangle of grey stone, perhaps three hundred yards on each side—but it encircled the most strategically defensible ground for fifty miles. From the western wall, you could see the coal mines, black mouths in the mountainside, and beyond them, the distant, smog-choked valleys of the Iron Dominion. From the northern wall, you could see the Greywood, a vast, dark forest of ancient pines that stretched to the horizon. From the eastern wall, you could see the road, a thin, muddy ribbon winding through the hills toward the coast and, somewhere beyond it, the Shrouded Isle.

From the southern wall, you could see the Blackened Wastes.

It was a horizon that defied nature. Where the southern hills should have rolled gently into grassland and farmland, there was instead a flat, black expanse that stretched to the edge of sight. No trees. No grass. No water. Just a cracked, obsidian plain of fused earth and ash, occasionally punctuated by jagged spires of black glass that caught the pale sunlight and reflected it with a dull, sickly gleam. A thin column of dark smoke rose from somewhere deep within the Wastes, a permanent, unmoving landmark that the people of Oakhaven had learned to ignore, the way you learn to ignore a toothache.

Bjorn stood beside Lucivan on the southern battlements, his massive frame blocking the wind. He did not look at the Wastes. He had looked at the Wastes every day for twenty years and he had long since exhausted whatever feelings the sight inspired in him.

"The men in the pit," Bjorn said after a long silence. "They're good men. Hard men. They don't complain, they don't ask for much, and they don't run when the tunnels cave in. But they're not soldiers, Lucivan. They swing picks, not swords. If the Flesh-Woven come here—"

"They won't come here. Not yet."

"But if they do."

Lucivan did not answer immediately. He leaned on the battlement, looking out over the black expanse. The wind from the south carried a faint, sulfurous smell, like rotten eggs and burnt hair.

"If they do," Lucivan said, "then every man, woman, and child in Oakhaven will fight. Miners, bakers, carpenters, cooks. I'll hand Pip a sword myself. But that is the last resort, Bjorn. The first resort is making sure they never get close enough to need one."

"And how do you do that?"

"By being smarter than Rathmos. By knowing what he's going to do before he does it. By building walls that hold and alliances that matter. By using every resource this kingdom has, including the ones that don't carry weapons."

Bjorn was quiet for a while.

"The chef," he said.

"Seraphina is the most valuable person in this fortress. She knows more about what's happening in Aethermor than Evarre's scouts, Arturus's engineers, and Vespera's rangers combined. Information is a weapon, Bjorn. The sharpest one we have."

"And the Aurelian prince? He's a weapon too?"

"He's a key. If I can turn him, or even just plant a seed of doubt in his mind, we gain a window into the Empire's plans. Aurelius is scared of Rathmos. Everyone is scared of Rathmos. Fear makes people do stupid things, and stupid things create opportunities."

Bjorn nodded slowly. He was not a political man. His world was defined by simple, tangible things: the weight of a hammer, the depth of a shaft, the quality of the air in a tunnel. But he understood strategy in the way that a man who moves mountains one stone at a time understands architecture—instinctively, without the words for it.

"The midday break," Bjorn said. "What will you tell them?"

"The truth. That an attack has occurred on the eastern coast. That we are increasing patrols and reinforcing defenses. That they should continue their work and report anything unusual. I will not mention the Flesh-Woven by name, and I will not mention Cort's condition. Panic in the mines kills faster than any monster."

"And if they ask questions?"

"Then I'll answer them. Honestly, as much as I can. They deserve that much."

Bjorn looked at him. The big man's face was unreadable, carved from the same granite as the mountains he worked in, but something shifted in his eyes. Not respect, exactly. Something deeper. Something older.

"You're not your father," Bjorn said.

"No," Lucivan agreed. "I'm not."

"Your father was a good man. But he was a king first and a man second. You're the other way around."

Lucivan smiled. It was a small, tired thing, barely visible in the cold light.

"I'm not sure that's a compliment, Bjorn."

"It wasn't meant to be. It's a warning. Kings who care too much make mistakes. They hesitate. They second-guess. They let their hearts make decisions that should come from their heads."

"Is that what happened to my father?"

Bjorn was silent for a long time. The wind blew. The black smoke rose in the distance.

"Your father trusted the wrong people," Bjorn said finally. "Not because he was foolish, but because he wanted to believe they were good. He saw the best in everyone, even the ones who didn't deserve it. It killed him."

"And you think I'm making the same mistake?"

"I think you're close to it. The chef. The engineer. The archer in the woods. The spy from the Empire you're about to invite to dinner. You surround yourself with broken people, Lucivan, and you trust them with everything. One of them will break you."

"Maybe," Lucivan said. "But I'd rather be broken by people I trust than saved by people I don't."

Bjorn grunted. It was the same non-committal sound he always made, but this time, there was something in it that might have been approval, buried so deep beneath the granite that only a miner could have excavated it.

The midday bell rang, deep and sonorous, echoing across the fortress and down the hillside toward the mine. The shift was changing. The miners would be emerging from the dark, blinking in the pale daylight, their faces blackened, their lungs full of dust, ready to eat their lunch and hear whatever lies or truths their king had prepared for them.

Lucivan pushed off the battlement and straightened his crooked circlet.

"Come on, Bjorn," he said. "Let's go tell them the world is ending."
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Chapter 3: The Sun-Lance
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Lord Cassian Vance arrived at Oakhaven's gate precisely at the third bell, which was either a display of impeccable punctuality or a carefully calculated insult, depending on how generously one chose to interpret it. Seraphina, watching from the kitchen window as his convoy appeared on the eastern road, chose to interpret it as both.

The convoy was small by Aurelian standards—twelve mounted soldiers in polished bronze armor, four supply wagons, and a single enclosed carriage draped in white silk—but it was still the most ostentatious thing that had rolled through Oakhaven's mud-choked streets in living memory. The soldiers' breastplates were etched with the sunburst emblem of the Aurelian Empire, and their horse fittings were gilded, which meant that every time the animals moved, they jingled like a troupe of traveling musicians. The carriage alone probably cost more than Oakhaven's entire annual revenue.

"Showmanship," Seraphina murmured, wiping her hands on her apron. Moll hovered behind her, clutching a ladle like a weapon. "He wants us to feel small before he even steps out of that box."

"Is that the prince?" Moll asked, peering over Seraphina's shoulder. "He's got nice hair."

"His hair is irrelevant, Moll. His information is what matters. Now go and check the soup. If it has so much as a single lump, I will hold you personally responsible for the collapse of Oakhaven's diplomatic future."

Moll fled.

Seraphina turned from the window and surveyed the Great Hall with the critical eye of a woman preparing a battlefield. The long wooden table had been covered in a clean white linen cloth—the good one, kept locked in the chest beneath Seraphina's bed for exactly these occasions. The cracked stonework of the walls had been partially concealed by hanging tapestries, borrowed from the commander's quarters and none of which actually matched, but in the dim, firelight glow of the hall, the mismatched colors created a deceptive impression of warmth and wealth. Candles had been placed at intervals along the table, their flames steady in the still air, casting soft, flickering light that was, Seraphina knew, infinitely more flattering than the harsh daylight that would reveal the damp patches on the ceiling and the mouse holes in the baseboards.

The truffle soup sat in a heavy iron pot over the hearth, sending up tendrils of fragrant steam that filled the hall with an aroma of earth, butter, and something subtly decadent that most of Oakhaven's residents had never encountered in their lives. Seraphina had been forced to improvise the truffles—they were not true southern truffles but a local underground fungus that, when soaked in brandy and crushed with roasted garlic, produced a passable imitation. The brandy was real, sourced from a single bottle she had been hoarding for two years. The garlic was free. Resourcefulness was the mother of cuisine.

She heard boots in the corridor. Evarre's tread was unmistakable—heavy, measured, each step landing with the finality of a coffin lid closing. He appeared in the doorway, and for a moment, the two of them simply regarded each other.

He had changed his armor. Not into dress armor—Evarre did not own dress armor—but he had cleaned it, polished the rivets, and oiled the leather straps until they creaked. His sword had been sharpened to a degree that seemed almost aggressive, and his single eye had the particular hard, gleaming quality of a blade that had just been drawn from the whetstone.

"You look terrifying," Seraphina observed.

"Good."

"The objective is to make him comfortable, Evarre. Not to make him wet himself."

"If he wets himself, he'll be easier to interrogate."

"It's a dinner party, not a prisoner processing. Stand behind the King's chair and say nothing. If someone asks you a question, look at me. I will answer it for you."

"I am perfectly capable of—"

"You once told the Vyndari trade envoy that his people sounded like 'a wind chime in a hailstorm' and then asked if they were edible."

"He was being condescending."

"He was being diplomatic. There is a difference. Stand behind the chair. Say nothing. Smile if you can manage it without rupturing something."

Evarre's jaw worked. He opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again. Then, with the immense, grinding effort of a tectonic plate changing direction, he unclenched his fists and allowed the corners of his mouth to move approximately two millimeters upward. The result was not a smile. It was the facial expression of a man who was experiencing a moderate amount of internal bleeding but was too proud to mention it.

"That will do," Seraphina said. "Barely."

Lucivan received Lord Cassian in the courtyard.

The Aurelian prince emerged from his silk-draped carriage with the practiced ease of a man who had been trained since birth to make entrances. He was tall—taller than Lucivan by three inches, which Seraphina had noted and catalogued with surgical precision—broad-shouldered, and possessed of a jaw so angular it could have been used to carve stone. His hair was the color of polished amber, falling in artfully arranged waves that somehow defied the wind, and his eyes were a striking, almost unnatural shade of pale blue. His cloak was white wool bordered in gold thread, and his boots were soft leather, entirely unsuited to Oakhaven's mud, which was already claiming the toes.

"King Lucivan," Cassian said, extending a hand. His voice was warm, cultured, and carried the faint, melodic lilt of the Aurelian upper class. "I bring greetings from my father, King Aurelius, and the sunlit halls of the Golden Expanse. It is an honor."

"Lord Cassian." Lucivan took the hand. The grip was firm, just firm enough to communicate confidence without crossing into aggression. A textbook handshake. Cassian had been taught by the same tutors who taught all Aurelian nobles: how to stand, how to speak, how to grip, how to smile, how to convey precisely the right amount of warmth without ever meaning any of it. "You've traveled far. I hope the road was kind."

"The road was adequate. The weather less so. I had forgotten how much it rains in this part of the world. In the Expanse, we have a saying: rain is the gods weeping because they don't live in Aurelius."

A joke. A small, polished, clearly rehearsed joke, delivered with the easy confidence of a man who had been told his entire life that he was charming. Lucivan smiled. It was the same small, careful smile he wore during Old Grief's inspections—polite, impenetrable, revealing nothing.

"We have a saying in Oakhaven too," Lucivan said. "Rain makes the coal dust stick. Welcome to my kingdom, Lord Cassian."

He led the prince inside, through the main gate, past the guard post where two of Evarre's soldiers stood at rigid attention, and into the fortress proper. Cassian's eyes moved constantly, taking in everything—the rough stone walls, the iron reinforcements, the scuffed flagstones, the absence of decoration—with the quick, assessing glances of a man cataloguing weaknesses. He was not being subtle about it. He didn't need to be. Subtlety was for people who had something to hide. The Aurelian Empire had nothing to hide because the Aurelian Empire did not consider anyone capable of discovering what they had hidden.

"My father speaks highly of your territory's coal production," Cassian said as they walked. "The quality of Oakhaven's anthracite is unmatched on the continent. It burns hotter, cleaner, and longer than anything the Iron Dominion produces. A remarkable natural resource."

"It is," Lucivan agreed. "Our miners are proud of their work."

"As they should be. My father has often said that the men who pull black stone from the earth are the true foundation of Aethermor's prosperity. Without coal, there is no steel. Without steel, no armies, no cities, no civilization. The miners are the unsung heroes of our age."

Lucivan noted the phrasing. Our age. Not Oakhaven's age. Not the borderlands' age. The Aurelian Empire's habit of claiming ownership of everything it touched was so ingrained that its princes probably didn't even realize they were doing it.

"The tariff decree," Lucivan said, steering the conversation toward the iceberg beneath the pleasant surface. "I've read it. Forty percent on all coal exports crossing the Dividing Veil. An unusual measure, given that Oakhaven has been a reliable trade partner for over a decade."

Cassian's expression shifted—a subtle tightening around the eyes, quickly smoothed away. "A necessary measure, I'm afraid. The Empire's border security has been... strained of late. The conflicts in the eastern provinces have required significant military expenditure, and the tariff is intended to offset those costs. It is not targeted at Oakhaven specifically. All border territories are affected."

"All border territories," Lucivan repeated. "Of which Oakhaven is the only one currently exporting coal in meaningful quantities. So the tariff is, in practice, targeted specifically at us, regardless of its theoretical scope."

Cassian's smile didn't waver, but something behind his eyes flickered. Not anger. Not defensiveness. Something closer to respect, grudging and reluctant, like a chess player recognizing an unexpected move.
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