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Prologue: The Night of Borrowed Faces

The Sun Court glittered like a blade held to moonlight—beautiful, sharp, and eager to cut.

From the roofline above the Lantern Gallery, Liora lay flat against gilded slate, listening to the palace breathe. Music drifted through open arches, a waltz threaded with laughter and the clink of crystal. Below her, courtiers moved like bright fish in a glass bowl, their silk sleeves flashing as they spun beneath chandeliers fat with sunstone.

The night smelled of orange peel and hot wax. It smelled like money. It smelled like secrets.

Liora didn’t belong in places that glittered. She belonged in the seams—between guard rotations, between locks and keys, between the small human mercies that made a well-built fortress fail. She belonged to the Veil, to the order that taught its children how to disappear without leaving a shadow behind.

Tonight, she was not Liora.

She pressed two fingers to the hollow under her jaw and let the spell unfurl.

The Veilcraft was never gentle. It was a cold ribbon sliding beneath skin, a tug at bone, the sour-metal taste of someone else’s breath caught in her throat. For a heartbeat, she saw double—her hands, then hands not hers; her reflection in a skylight, then a different face staring back with a stranger’s eyes.

When it settled, her pulse steadied into a new rhythm that didn’t belong to her body.

Liora sat up. The roof no longer complained beneath her weight. It wasn’t lighter; it was simply quieter, as if the palace itself had decided she was part of the night.

A thin figure waited near the ridge vent, cloaked in gray, hood down so the moon could read him clearly. Master Sable had always been like that—unkind enough to refuse darkness even when it was offered.

“You’re late,” he murmured.

“I’m early,” Liora said softly. Her borrowed voice rang a note higher than her own. “The palace is late to realize it.”

Sable’s gaze flicked over her face, checking the seams of her disguise the way a butcher checked for bruising. “Show me.”

Liora angled her chin. The illusion held: delicate cheekbones, pale brows, a small scar at the temple—Lady Avenna of Briar Hall, known for her charitable work and her habit of collecting lovers like jeweled pins.

Sable’s mouth did not change, but satisfaction warmed his eyes the way a match warmed a wick. “Good. You’ll enter as her. You’ll leave as no one.”

“Who is the target?” Liora asked.

Sable’s hand disappeared into his cloak and returned with a strip of parchment sealed in black wax. The Veil’s mark—a crescent cut by a vertical slash. A wound pretending to be a symbol.

Liora took it. The wax was cool, but it still felt like a brand.

“Not a who,” Sable said. “A what. There is an object in the Lantern Gallery vault. A sunstone ring, older than this court, older than the current dynasty’s borrowed legitimacy. The ring bears an inscription only visible under star-light.”

Liora lifted a brow. “And you want the inscription.”

“I want the ring,” Sable corrected, and his voice went taut with something that wasn’t quite greed and wasn’t quite fear. “The inscription is… an unpleasant truth. The kind that moves crowns.”

Liora’s stomach tightened. She didn’t like the sound of moving crowns. They rolled, and they crushed.

“And the guards?” she asked.

Sable’s eyes went toward the skylight that overlooked the gallery. “They’re Sunwardens. They’ll expect thieves. They won’t expect a noblewoman with a smile and a glass of wine in her hand.”

Liora folded the parchment and slid it into her sleeve. “Who else is in play?”

Sable’s eyes gleamed. “Prince Keiran.”

The name landed like a stone dropped into still water.

Liora had heard it whispered in alleyways and in the sealed corridors of the Veil’s training halls. Keiran of the Sun Court. The prince with the wolf-smile and the cruel reputation. The prince whose mother had died in a “hunting accident” three years ago, though everyone with a pulse knew it smelled of poison and politics.

“The prince is here?” she asked, forcing her voice to stay light.

“He is always here,” Sable said. “This is his court.”

“Is he the reason you want the ring?”

Sable’s gaze sharpened. “That is not your concern.”

It was always her concern. Everything that could cut her throat was her concern.

“Then why mention him?” she asked.

“Because he has been asking questions,” Sable said, soft enough that the wind nearly stole it away. “About the vault. About his mother. About the Veil.”

Liora’s breath snagged.

Sable stepped closer, the edge of his cloak whispering over the roof. “You will not engage him. You will not allow him to see you clearly. You will not leave him alive if he recognizes what you are.”

Liora stared at him. “Recognizes me, or recognizes Veilcraft?”

Sable’s expression did not answer. The moonlight made hollows under his eyes. For the first time, he looked tired.

“Tonight,” he continued, “you will take the ring. And then you will accept a second assignment.”

There it was—the true hook beneath the bait.

Liora didn’t ask for it. She already knew it would be a noose dressed as a ribbon.

Sable’s voice dropped into the tone he used when he wanted obedience to feel like inevitability. “Tomorrow, the treaty is announced. A marriage to end the border war. The Sun Court will bind itself to the Night Court in a ceremony made for poets and vultures.”

Liora blinked. “A marriage?”

“You will be the bride.”

The world tilted slightly, like a ship turning into a storm.

“Don’t be dramatic,” Sable said, almost impatient. “You will not marry as Liora. You will wear a face that belongs in their history. You will enter their court and become the Sun Court’s eyes. You will find out who killed the queen. You will find out what the prince is hiding. You will find out what the Night Court truly wants.”

Liora’s tongue felt too large for her mouth. “And if I refuse?”

Sable’s smile arrived slowly, like a blade drawn inch by inch.

“You won’t,” he said. “Because you still have someone you love.”

The roof seemed to vanish under her, leaving only air.

Liora’s hand went to her sleeve—where the ring’s map sat like a beating heart—and she hated herself for the instinctive flinch.

Sable leaned in, his voice almost kind. “Do what you do best. Be a pretty lie. Wear silk. Smile. Steal truths. And if the prince gets too close…”

His fingers tapped the black wax seal in his palm.

“…make him bleed.”

Liora stared down at the Lantern Gallery skylight, at the golden light spilling through it, at the people dancing without knowing what waited above them.

She swallowed the fear like a pill she didn’t want to take.

“Fine,” she said.

Sable’s eyes softened in approval. “Good girl.”

The words made something old and furious stir in her chest, but she held it down. Anger had a time and place. Tonight, she needed precision.

Sable turned away, already fading into shadow as if the roof had learned to forget him. “One more thing,” he called back.

Liora waited.

“The ring,” he said. “Do not put it on.”

Then he was gone.

Liora exhaled slowly, as if she could push her dread into the wind and watch it vanish over the palace walls.

Below, the music swelled.

Liora slipped toward the skylight.

And the Sun Court, bright and smug in its golden skin, kept dancing—unaware that a thief was about to steal a truth that could burn the world.


Chapter 1: A Smile Like a Key

Liora entered the Lantern Gallery as Lady Avenna.

She did it with a laugh, the easy kind that made nearby heads turn, and with a hand resting lightly on the arm of a minor lord who was too pleased with himself to notice the way she guided him like a puppet.

The gallery was a corridor of light. Hundreds of lanterns hung in two tidy rows from the vaulted ceiling, each one a blown-glass globe holding a captive flame. The effect was like walking through a golden throat, the palace swallowing everyone in glittering warmth.

At the far end, tall doors of carved sunwood guarded the vault—engraved with spirals that resembled rays, though Liora saw what they truly were: wards, layered like overlapping nets.

Sunwardens stood posted along the walls, their armor polished so bright it reflected the lantern flames in splintered patterns. The captain—left-handed, as the notes promised—kept his gaze moving in small, steady arcs. He did watch reflections. He did not drink. His mouth was set in the resigned line of a man who had learned that vigilance was its own loneliness.

Liora’s borrowed lips curved.

She lifted her goblet in a casual salute as she passed. The captain’s eyes flicked toward her, then away, dismissing her as harmless silk.

Harmless. That word had saved her more times than skill ever had.

She moved deeper into the crowd, letting the lord’s chatter wash over her like rain. Names, gossip, petty rivalries. Everyone in the Sun Court was either climbing or pretending they weren’t afraid of falling.

Her Veilcraft tugged at her skin whenever someone looked too long, reminding her that borrowed faces were not true armor. They were masks—useful, fragile, and dangerous when they cracked.

At the midpoint of the gallery, she turned her head slightly, as if responding to a compliment.

That angle gave her a clear view down a side corridor—and the first hint that the night was already going wrong.

Because someone stood there who did not belong among the lantern warmth.

He was tall, dressed in black cut with threads of gold so fine they looked like the first lines of sunrise. His hair was dark, his face sharp in the elegant way of a sculptor who’d carved too close to perfection. He leaned against the stone as if the palace owed him the right to slouch in it.

But it was his eyes that stopped her.

Not simply dark—no. They were the color of sun-damaged wine, rich and bruised, and they watched the room the way a predator watched tall grass.

Prince Keiran.

Liora’s grip tightened on her goblet.

He wasn’t where he should have been—smiling at diplomats, standing beside the king, performing the polite lies of royalty. He was here, near the vault corridor, half-hidden from the crowd.

Hunting.

Her borrowed pulse stuttered, then steadied. Her training slipped into place like a second spine. Don’t engage, Sable had said. Don’t allow him to see you clearly.

Fine.

She turned away, laughing at something the lord said, and drifted toward the third stair.


The note had warned: Do not step on the third stair; it sings.


So she stepped beside it, placing her foot on the narrow strip of stone where the stair met the wall. The hidden pressure-ward didn’t trigger. She felt a flicker of satisfaction—small, sharp, private.

At the far end, the vault doors waited.

The lock was not a lock. It was a puzzle of light.

A circular plate sat at eye-level, sunstone inlaid with thin slits. A handprint had been carved into the center—an invitation, a demand. Around it, tiny runes crawled in a script too old for most scholars. Sunwardens could open it by spilling their warmth into the stone, feeding the ward with blood and devotion.

Liora had neither.

What she had was theft.

She slipped behind a marble pillar as a pair of servants hurried by carrying fresh lantern oil. In the shadow of the pillar, she drew a small pouch from her sleeve: a handful of star-sand, stolen months ago from a Night Court trader who hadn’t known what he carried.

Star-sand hated the sun. That was why it was useful.

She pinched a little between her fingers and breathed out. The grains rose, shimmering faintly, and then they began to fall—not down, but sideways, as if dragged by an unseen tide.

They settled into the slits in the sunstone plate, clogging them like grit in teeth.

The ward shivered.

Good.

Liora’s other hand slid into the hidden pocket at her waist and drew out a thin metal needle—etched with Veil marks, tuned to disrupt the smallest weave of a spell. She inserted it into a seam on the sunstone and twisted.

The ward trembled again, a brief stutter in the light.

Behind her, laughter swelled. A toast was being called. People were looking away, distracted by their own importance.

Liora focused. She could feel the sunstone resisting, like a stubborn animal. The palace did not want to yield.

She whispered the Veil’s opening phrase under her breath. It wasn’t a spell so much as a reminder to reality that it could be persuaded.

The sunstone plate clicked.

A whisper of cold air slipped from the seam of the vault doors.

Liora’s heart jumped—part excitement, part warning. Cold in the Sun Court meant something had been kept from the light for a long time.

She was sliding her fingers into the crack to widen it when a voice spoke behind her.

“Lady Avenna of Briar Hall,” it said, smooth as poured wine. “I didn’t expect to find you lurking near my vault.”

Liora froze so completely the lantern flames seemed to pause with her.

She turned slowly, letting the movement feel natural—curiosity, mild surprise, nothing sharp. She let the borrowed smile bloom on her lips like a harmless flower.

Prince Keiran stood close enough that she could see a faint scar at the edge of his jaw, almost hidden by shadow. The lanternlight gilded his cheekbones and made his eyes look darker. He held no goblet, no court ornament. His hands were empty, which somehow felt more dangerous than a blade.

“My prince,” Liora said, letting Avenna’s voice purr. “Is it lurking if the corridor is publicly accessible?”

He smiled, but it didn’t reach the bruised depths of his gaze. “Most people don’t come here unless they want something.”

Liora lifted her goblet in a lazy arc. “Perhaps I’m admiring the craftsmanship. Sunstone is exquisite when it’s not trying to bite.”

His eyes flicked to the vault seam—the slightest movement, the kind only someone looking for it would notice. The muscles around his mouth tightened almost imperceptibly.

He knew.

Her Veilcraft prickled, warning her that her mask was being weighed, measured, found interesting.

Keiran took a step closer. The air between them felt suddenly thinner.

“Tell me,” he murmured, voice low enough that the music couldn’t steal it, “is Lady Avenna truly fearless… or has she simply never been caught?”

Liora’s spine went ice-cold.

Sable’s final instruction surfaced in her mind like a blade rising from water.

If he recognizes what you are… make him bleed.

But Keiran’s eyes held something else beneath the suspicion—an edge of exhaustion, a controlled fury, as if he’d been surrounded by liars for so long that truth had become the only thing that could keep him sane.

Liora forced her smile to stay light. “Caught doing what, exactly?”

Keiran’s gaze slid over her face—too careful, too attentive. Not lecherous. Not casual. It was the look of a man studying a map for hidden roads.

“You tell me,” he said.

The vault behind her gave a soft, almost inaudible sigh.

The doors were opening.

And if Keiran turned his head at the wrong moment, he would see the impossible.

Liora’s mind raced, fast as a heartbeat.

She could strike. She could run. She could try to distract him with the promise of flirtation, the old weapon everyone underestimated—desire.

Or she could do the most dangerous thing in the Sun Court:

improvise.

She stepped into his space, close enough that her perfume—citrus and warm spice—wrapped around him, and she tilted her head as if sharing a secret.

“My prince,” she whispered, “if I wanted something from your vault, I wouldn’t do it dressed like this.”

His gaze dropped, just for a fraction of a second, to her mouth.

Then back to her eyes.

“Then how would you do it?” he asked.

Liora let a laugh escape—soft, intimate, a sound that belonged in corners. She reached up and touched the edge of his sleeve, feather-light, an excuse to anchor his attention.

“Quietly,” she said. “And with fewer witnesses.”

Keiran’s smile sharpened. “And yet… here you are. With me.”

For a heartbeat, she saw it: he wasn’t here by accident. He’d been waiting for someone to make a mistake.

Waiting for her.

Behind her, cold air spilled wider from the vault seam, a kiss of winter in a hallway made of sun.

Keiran’s voice softened into something almost gentle. “Avenna,” he said, as if tasting the name. “Look at me.”

The command was mild, but the authority beneath it was steel.

Her Veilcraft screamed. If he caught the wrong angle, if he saw the faint shimmer of borrowed skin, the whole mask could unravel.

Liora held his gaze anyway.

“Why?” she asked, breathy, daring.

Keiran’s expression flickered—pain, anger, then control sliding back into place like a lock turning.

“Because,” he said quietly, “someone has been trying to open that vault for weeks.”

Liora’s blood turned to fire.

“And,” he continued, eyes never leaving hers, “the only person arrogant enough to do it during a party is either a fool… or exactly the kind of liar I’ve been looking for.”

The lanterns above them shivered as if a draft had run through the corridor.

Liora’s smile stayed on her face like a pretty weapon.

Inside, she chose.

She let her goblet slip from her fingers.

It fell.

It shattered on the marble in a bright crash that made heads turn, laughter cut off, conversation stumble into silence.

“Avenna!” someone gasped.

Keiran’s attention flicked, instinctively, toward the sound.

Liora moved in that instant—pivoting her body so the vault was blocked by her shoulder, so the widening seam was hidden from his line of sight.

She lifted her hands in a flustered gesture, pure noble embarrassment. “Oh—saints,” she breathed, wide-eyed, the perfect picture of mortified grace. “I am so sorry. I didn’t—my hands—”

Servants hurried forward. Courtiers leaned in, eager for a scandal that wasn’t theirs.

Keiran’s gaze returned to her face, sharper now, as if the interruption only confirmed his suspicion.

Liora met his eyes and gave him the most dangerous smile she possessed—the kind that promised trouble and dared him to enjoy it.

“You were saying, my prince?” she asked.

And behind her, in the brief chaos of broken glass and human attention, the vault door opened another inch.

Cold breathed out.

Liora could feel the ring waiting inside, small and ancient as a threat.

Keiran watched her like a man who’d finally found a crack in the palace’s golden mask.

And Liora—thief, liar, almost-bride—realized with a sick lurch that this wasn’t just a job anymore.

It was a collision.

And the Sun Court, bright and smug, had no idea what it had just invited into its heart.


Chapter 2: The Vault That Hated Light

The moment the servants bent to sweep the shattered glass, Liora slid backward—one breath, one step—into the widening seam of the vault door.

Cold swallowed her.

It wasn’t the pleasant chill of a winter night. It was the cold of stone that had never known sun, of air trapped so long it had forgotten how to move. Her skin tightened beneath Lady Avenna’s borrowed face, Veilcraft tugging at its edges like wet paper.

Outside, the Lantern Gallery hummed with startled murmurs and polite scandal.

Inside, silence pressed against her ears.


She slipped in sideways, careful not to let the door scrape her gown. The vault’s threshold was inscribed with runes that made her teeth ache when she looked at them. Sun-magic, layered and proud—wards that didn’t merely block intruders, but judged them. She felt it in the way her borrowed body suddenly felt heavy, as if the air itself resented her presence.


Liora did not flinch.

She eased the door a fraction more with her fingertips, then stopped. No dramatic swing. No obvious movement. Just enough space for her to breathe and vanish.

Behind her, Keiran’s voice carried through the corridor—calm, conversational, meant for the court.

“Leave it,” he was saying, to someone she couldn’t see. “It’s only a goblet.”

Only.

She set her hand against the inner wall and let the darkness take her.

The vault was shaped like a long, narrow chapel without an altar. Shelves ran the length of the space, each lined with artifacts that caught the faint lantern-leak from outside: gold reliquaries, weapon hilts set with stones, scroll-cases sealed with wax so old it had turned the color of dried blood.

Everything smelled of resin and aged metal.

At the far end stood a pedestal beneath a glass dome, and on that pedestal—so small it looked almost insulting in all this grandeur—rested a ring.

Sunstone, as Sable had said. A pale gold band with a face like a tiny shield, its surface unmarked in ordinary light. The kind of object that only mattered because people believed it did.

Liora’s breath slipped out slowly.

She crossed the floor on quiet feet, but the wards sensed movement. The air tightened. A faint, high vibration began to build beneath her soles, as if the vault wanted to sing an alarm.

She reached into her sleeve and drew out her needle again—Veil-marked, thin as spite. With the other hand, she pinched star-sand.

The grains shimmered between her fingers, faintly silver. She felt their dislike for everything warm.

“Easy,” she whispered, not to the magic, but to herself.

She scattered the sand in a slow arc across the floor.

It didn’t fall like ordinary dust. It drifted, searching, then clung to invisible lines—the ward’s weave revealed in glittering threads. For a heartbeat, the vault’s protections became visible: a web of sun-gold filaments running between runes, tied off in knots that hummed with stored heat.

There.

One knot pulsed brighter than the rest, anchoring the field around the pedestal.

Liora moved her needle to it and twisted.

The web shivered.

The vibration dropped a note, like a song choking on its own throat.

She twisted again, slower this time, coaxing the magic into a stumble rather than a scream.

The web slackened—just enough.

Liora stepped forward, reached for the glass dome—

—and hesitated.

Sable’s warning wasn’t in her head anymore. It was in her bones.

Do not put it on.

She lifted the dome carefully, holding it in both hands, and placed it to the side. Cold rushed up from the pedestal, as if the ring was a tiny mouth exhaling centuries.

With two fingers, she picked the sunstone band up.

It was heavier than it looked.

A weight that didn’t belong to metal.


A weight that belonged to meaning.


Liora slid it into a small velvet pouch at her waist without letting it touch her skin. Then she reached into her pocket for the star-glass lens she’d brought for the inscription—a thin circle of dark crystal meant to mimic star-light’s angle.

She held the lens over the ring through the velvet.

Nothing.

Her stomach dipped.

She drew the ring back out—still careful, still avoiding contact—and angled it under the lens.

At first, only the lantern-leak shimmered across it.

Then, as she tilted the lens and the angle hit true, letters bled into view across the face of the ring—fine as hair, bright as frost.

Liora leaned closer.

The script was old, but she could read enough of it. The Veil made sure its agents learned languages the way other people learned prayers.

The words sharpened.


NOT OF SOLAR BLOOD.
CROWN BORROWED.
HEIR MARKED BY NIGHT.


Liora’s throat tightened so hard it hurt.

A prophecy.

Or a threat dressed as one.

If this ring spoke truth, then the Sun Court’s dynasty—Keiran’s father’s throne—was a costume. A lie worn long enough that people forgot it could be removed.

And if the heir was “marked by night”—

Her gaze snapped toward the vault door.

Keiran.

The thought had barely formed when the wards flared.

Not loud. Not bright.

Worse.


They shifted.



The star-sand on the floor lifted as if caught in a sudden breath, spinning in tiny eddies toward the entry seam. The web of sun-gold threads tightened, not around the pedestal now, but around the room.


Locking it.

Liora went still.

Someone was working the vault from the outside.

Someone who had the blood to command it.

Her pulse hammered, but her mind stayed sharp. She snatched the velvet pouch, tucked the ring inside, and moved—fast and silent—toward the shelves, slipping between stacked relics and shadowed niches.

Just as the vault door opened wider.

Lanternlight spilled in, gold and warm and obscene in the cold.

Prince Keiran stepped across the threshold like he belonged to the darkness as much as the light. He didn’t rush. He didn’t call for guards. He closed the door behind him with a quiet, deliberate push.


And the latch clicked.


Sealed.

For a heartbeat, he simply stood there, letting his eyes adjust.

Then he spoke, softly, as if the vault itself had ears.

“You’re good,” he said. “I’m almost offended.”

Liora held her breath behind a shelf of ancient scroll-cases. Her Veilcraft thrummed at her skin. She could shift faces again—try to become someone else, slip past him if he wasn’t looking.

But the vault was locked.

And Keiran’s eyes had already proven they noticed too much.

He walked forward, boots whispering over stone.

His attention went to the pedestal. To the missing ring.

His mouth curved—not with surprise, but with grim satisfaction, like a man seeing a trap finally sprung.

“There you are,” he murmured. “At last.”

Liora’s fingers tightened around her needle.

One strike, she thought. One precise cut. He’d bleed, the wards would react, the door might—

And then she saw it.

Keiran’s hand.

He wore a thin sunstone band on his index finger, plain and unremarkable—except the moment lanternlight hit it, a faint pulse traveled through the ring like a heartbeat answering another.

A key.

A blood-key.

He could call every ward in this vault to heel.

Liora swallowed, slow and quiet. Killing him might be possible—but escaping afterward? Less likely. And Sable had given her a second assignment. A marriage. A deeper trap.

If she died here, whoever she loved would pay for it.

Keiran stopped beside the pedestal and looked down at the place the ring had been, as if he could see its absence like a stain.

“You know,” he said, conversational, “most thieves come here for gold. Or weapons. Or a story they can sell.”

He turned his head slightly, not looking directly at her hiding place, but close enough that she felt it like a hand on the back of her neck.


“You came for truth.”


Liora kept still.

Keiran’s gaze slid along the shelves, thoughtful, patient.


He wasn’t searching like a guard. He was searching like a hunter who understood fear—who knew prey always wanted to move first.


“I’m going to make this simple,” he said. “You can walk out of here with your lungs still full… if you tell me two things.”

He lifted a hand, ticking them off with elegant fingers.

“One: who sent you.”

His eyes darkened.

“Two: what it said.”

Liora’s heart slammed once against her ribs.

He already suspected. Of course he did.

The ring’s message wasn’t merely political. It was personal. It cut too close to his mother’s death, to whispers about legitimacy, to the Night Court’s interest in the Sun Court’s line.

If he heard the words out loud, he might do something reckless.

Or he might do something brilliant.

Keiran took a slow step, and the lanternlight shifted across his face, revealing the faint tiredness beneath his control—sleepless nights, too many lies circling him like flies.

“I’m not your enemy,” he said. “Not tonight.”

Liora almost laughed at that. Princes always believed the world arranged itself into enemies and allies, neat and usable.

But his next words stole the breath from her throat.

“I’ve been waiting for the Veil,” Keiran said quietly. “Because whoever killed my mother knew how to vanish.”

He paused, voice roughening at the edges.

“And I think you can help me find them.”

Liora’s fingers trembled—just once—around the needle.

Then she forced them steady.

Sable had warned her not to engage him.

But Sable had also lied to her before. She could feel it now, in the way her gut twisted around the ring’s message, in the way Keiran didn’t look like a man protecting a stolen dynasty.

He looked like a man drowning.

Keiran’s gaze cut toward the shelf she hid behind, as if he’d finally committed to where her heartbeat lived.

“Come out,” he said. “Or I’ll call the wards to burn the air out of your lungs until you do.”

There was no theatrical cruelty in it. Just certainty.

Liora closed her eyes for the briefest moment, tasting the cold, the risk, the door locked behind him.

Then she stepped out from the shadows.

Lady Avenna’s face turned toward him first, perfect and amused, all soft mouth and rich-lady boredom.

Her posture was relaxed, her hands empty.

Only the thin needle tucked into her palm betrayed her, hidden by her sleeve.

Keiran’s gaze found her instantly—locked on, like a blade finding a seam in armor.

He didn’t look triumphant.

He looked… curious.

“Lady Avenna,” he said, and the name sounded like an accusation and an invitation at once.

Liora let the borrowed smile bloom, slow and dangerous.

“My prince,” she purred. “If you wanted a private conversation, you could have asked.”

Keiran’s eyes dropped, just briefly, to her hands.

Then back to her face.

“I did ask,” he said. “You answered with broken glass.”

Liora shrugged delicately, as if this were flirtation instead of a knife edge.

“It worked, didn’t it?”

A flicker—almost a smile—touched his mouth.

Then it vanished.

“Where is it?” he asked.

Liora tilted her head. “What?”

“The ring,” he said, and the vault seemed to tighten around the word. “The one you came here for.”

Liora took one slow step closer, letting the lanternlight paint her borrowed cheekbones, letting him think she was bold.

Letting him underestimate how quickly she could move.

“Before I answer,” she said softly, “tell me something first.”

Keiran’s brows lifted a fraction.

Liora’s voice lowered, smooth as a secret passed in a dark hallway.

“Why lock us in here alone?”

Keiran’s gaze held hers, unblinking.

“Because,” he said, “if I take you to my guards, you’ll die.”

A beat.

“And if I let you go… you’ll come back.”

His eyes sharpened, dark wine turned to steel.

“So I’m offering you a third option.”

Liora’s pulse thudded.

“And what option is that?” she asked.

Keiran stepped closer until the air between them felt charged, as if the wards themselves were listening.

He spoke quietly, the vault swallowing the words like confession.

“Work with me,” he said. “Find who killed my mother.”

His gaze dipped—briefly—to her lips again, as if he hated himself for noticing her mouth at all.

“Keep your secrets if you must,” he added, voice tighter now. “But don’t lie to me in this room. Not with the ring missing.”

Liora’s smile didn’t falter.

Inside, her thoughts ran like knives.

Sable wanted her to spy on Keiran.

Keiran wanted her to hunt a murderer beside him.


And the ring’s message—HEIR MARKED BY NIGHT—sat against her skin in its velvet pouch like a heartbeat she didn’t trust.


Liora lifted her chin.

“Alright,” she said. “One condition.”

Keiran’s eyes narrowed. “Name it.”

Liora leaned in just enough that her perfume threaded between them, just enough that the space felt intimate—dangerously so.

“If I’m going to help you,” she whispered, “you don’t get to call me Lady Avenna.”

Keiran’s gaze sharpened, predatory and intent.

“Then what do I call you?” he asked.

Liora held his eyes.

And for the first time that night, she considered telling the truth.

Almost.

“You can call me,” she said softly, “a problem.”

Keiran’s mouth curved—small, real, and feral.

“Good,” he murmured. “I’ve been bored to death.”

And somewhere deep in the vault, the wards hummed, as if they approved of trouble.


Chapter 3: Half-Truths and Teeth

The vault listened.


Liora could feel it the way she could feel a storm building in her joints—a pressure behind the eyes, a tautness in the air that warned of lightning. The wards weren’t mindless spells. They were opinions carved into sunstone and fed with blood, and right now their opinion of her hovered somewhere between trespasser and prey.


Keiran stood close enough that the warmth of him kept trying to thaw the cold clinging to her skin. It wasn’t kindness. It was biology. A living body refusing to be ignored by dead stone.

“Work with me,” he’d said.

As if bargains were clean things.

Liora’s smile remained in place, delicate as a blade balanced on its edge. “A problem,” she’d called herself.

Keiran’s eyes had flared with something dangerously like amusement—real, quick, and gone. “Good,” he’d murmured. “I’ve been bored to death.”

Now, silence returned to its throne.

He held her gaze a moment longer than necessary, as if deciding whether she was worth the risk of letting her breathe.


Then his attention slid—not quite to her waist, not quite to her hands—but to the space around her, as though he could sense the ring’s absence like a missing tooth.
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