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[image: ]




Blood and Dawn

The Light Court executed traitors at dawn, when the eternal sunrise burned brightest against the crystal spires.

Lyralei pressed herself deeper into the crowd of servants, her copper hair—the color that had always marked her as different—hidden beneath a borrowed hood that smelled of kitchen grease and resignation. The glamour she wore was simple, pedestrian: a middle-aged laundrymaid with forgettable features and hands rough from lye soap. It was the kind of disguise that would fool any fae in the Light Court.

Any fae except those who knew what to look for.

The Crystal Amphitheater rose in perfect concentric circles around the execution platform, each tier carved from a single piece of living sunstone that hummed with trapped light. Ten thousand fae could fill these seats, though barely a hundred had come to watch Aurelius Dawnstrider die. The rest, Lyralei knew, would watch through the court's mirror-pools, sipping morning wine in their floating villas while her father bled light onto ancient stone.

She forced herself to look at him.

Aurelius stood at the platform's center, bound in chains of cold iron that suppressed not just his magic but the very essence of what made him fae. The metal had burned through his silk robes, leaving angry black marks against skin that had once glowed with health and power. Three days in the Iron Depths had aged him decades. His golden hair—the proper Light Court color that Lyralei had never inherited—hung limp and gray. The strong jaw she remembered from childhood had hollowed, and his eyes...

His eyes were scanning the crowd.

Lyralei's heart stopped. Even diminished, even dying, her father searched for her among the gathered fae. She wanted to drop her glamour, to let him see her one last time, to mouth the words she'd never gotten to say: I believe you. I know you're innocent.

But that would be suicide, and Aurelius had raised her to be smarter than that.

High Queen Solaria entered the amphitheater, and the very air crystallized with her presence. She didn't walk so much as glide, her feet never quite touching the ground, carried on currents of pure light that left golden afterimages in Lyralei's vision. The Crown of Seven Suns circled her brow, each sun a different shade of dawn—rose, gold, pearl, amber, coral, silver, and at the center, a white so pure it hurt to perceive directly.

The Queen was beautiful in the way a solar flare was beautiful: glorious, untouchable, and absolutely destructive to anything that came too close.

"Aurelius Dawnstrider," the Queen's voice rang out, not shouted but somehow filling every corner of the amphitheater, seeping into bone and blood. "You stand accused of treason against the Light Court, of consorting with shadow, of breaking the sacred covenant that has protected our realms for three thousand years. You have been tried. You have been found guilty. Have you any last words before the light reclaims you?"

Aurelius lifted his head. Even bound, even broken, there was something magnificent about him in that moment. The iron chains groaned as he straightened to his full height.

"I have words," he said, his voice carrying despite its roughness, "though not the ones you wish to hear, Your Radiance."

A murmur rippled through the crowd. Last words were meant to be apologies, pleas for mercy for one's family, or affirmations of loyalty to the court despite one's crimes. They were not meant to be... whatever this was.

"Speak them then," the Queen said, her perfect features revealing nothing. "Let all hear the final testimony of a traitor."

Aurelius's gaze swept the crowd once more, and for a heartbeat—just one—his eyes met Lyralei's. He saw through her glamour. Of course he did. He'd been the one to teach her that sight could pierce illusion if you knew how to look, really look, with intention rather than expectation.

The ghost of a smile touched his lips.

"The covenant is already broken," he said, each word falling like a stone into still water. "The seals fail not from without but from within. The enemy does not wear shadow's face but light's crown. Look to the shadows between, for that is where truth hides from the dawn's burning gaze."

Silence. Absolute silence.

Then the Queen laughed, a sound like wind chimes made of glass, beautiful and sharp. "The condemned often speak in riddles, seeking meaning where none exists. Aurelius Dawnstrider, I strip you of your name, your lineage, your place in the light. You are nothing. You are no one. You are void."

She raised her hand, and light began to gather—not the warm light of hearth and home, but the terrible light of judgment, the kind that burned away everything it touched until not even memory remained.

"Wait." The word tore from Lyralei's throat before she could stop it.

Every head turned.

The glamour shattered.

She stood exposed in the crowd of servants, her copper hair catching the eternal sunrise like a banner of defiance. Her eyes—that damning violet-blue that shifted like twilight no matter how much she tried to hide it—met the Queen's gaze directly.

"Lyralei," her father breathed, and in that single word was love and despair and a desperate wish that she had stayed hidden.

The Queen's smile was worse than her laugh. "The traitor's daughter reveals herself at last. Come forward, child."

It wasn't a request. The Queen's power wrapped around Lyralei like golden threads, pulling her from the crowd, up the crystal steps, until she stood on the platform beside her father. This close, she could smell the iron burning his flesh, could see the tears he refused to let fall.

"I'm sorry," she whispered.

"No, my starlight," he whispered back, using the pet name from when she was young. "Never apologize for being brave."

"How touching," the Queen said, circling them like a predator in silk and sunlight. "The corrupted blood runs true. Tell me, Lyralei, do you also consort with shadows? Do you also seek to break the covenant that protects us all?"

"I seek the truth," Lyralei said, surprising herself with the steadiness of her voice. "My father is no traitor. He's served the Light Court faithfully for—"

"Silence." The word was power itself, sealing Lyralei's throat. The Queen studied her with eyes that held the death of stars. "Your father was found with shadow magic in his very chambers, with correspondence from the Dark Court, with evidence of his attempts to alter the covenant itself. The truth has already been spoken."

She turned back to the crowd. "But the Light Court is merciful. The child shall not die for the father's sins." She paused, letting hope rise like a fragile bird. "Instead, she will have the opportunity to prove her blood is not as tainted as his. Lyralei Dawnstrider, you will take your father's place as envoy to the Dark Court. You will complete the covenant renewal he failed to accomplish. You will show your loyalty to the light, or you will face the same fate."

Gasps echoed through the amphitheater. Sending her to the Dark Court was as good as a death sentence. No Light Court fae had returned from there unchanged in a generation. Most didn't return at all.

"You have three days to prepare," the Queen continued. "Use them wisely."

She raised her hand again, and this time, Lyralei couldn't move, couldn't speak, couldn't do anything but watch as light engulfed her father.

The execution of a Light Court fae wasn't violent in the traditional sense. There was no blood, no screaming, no dramatic final moment. Instead, Aurelius simply... dissolved. His body became motes of light, each one rising like an inverse star, spreading thinner and thinner until he was nothing but a golden haze in the morning air. Then even that faded, leaving only the iron chains to clatter onto the platform.

Gone. As if he had never existed at all.

Except for the whisper that seemed to come from the light itself, so faint only someone with Lyralei's sight could perceive it: Trust the Shadow Guard.

The Queen's power released her, and Lyralei fell to her knees, her hands splayed on the warm crystal where her father had stood. She didn't cry. Crying was weakness, and weakness was death in the Light Court.

"Guards," the Queen said, already turning away, already dismissing the execution as completed business. "Escort the new envoy to her father's former chambers. Ensure she understands the boundaries of her... preparation."

Two guards in armor of condensed sunlight flanked Lyralei, hauling her to her feet with grips that would leave bruises. As they marched her from the platform, she heard the Queen address the crowd one final time:

"Let this be a lesson to all who would question the light's judgment. We are pure. We are eternal. We are truth itself. And those who would bring shadow into our realm..." She gestured to the empty chains. "They become nothing at all."

The guards didn't speak as they escorted Lyralei through the Crystal Citadel's floating walkways. The paths between the Light Court's spires were bridges of solid light, transparent enough that you could see the clouds a thousand feet below. When she was young, Lyralei had been terrified of falling through them. Her father had held her hand and told her that the light would always catch those who belonged to it.

Now she wondered if the bridges would simply let her fall.

Her father's chambers—former chambers, she corrected herself bitterly—were in the Aureate Tower, a middle-level spire that housed court officials of respectable but not exceptional rank. Aurelius had been Master of Covenant Archives, a position of trust but not power. Or so everyone had believed.

The door was sealed with bands of warning-light that would burn any unauthorized fae who tried to enter. One of the guards pressed his palm to the seal, spoke a word of unbinding, and the light reluctantly parted.

"You have until the third dawn to prepare," he said, the first words either guard had spoken. "Your belongings will be brought from the Lesser Library. You are not to leave these chambers without escort. You are not to receive visitors without permission. You are not to—"

"I understand the terms of my imprisonment," Lyralei said coldly. "You may go."

The guards exchanged glances. She was nobody now, daughter of a traitor, but the tone of command her father had taught her still carried weight. They left, resealing the door behind them.

Alone, finally alone, Lyralei let herself shake.

The chambers were in chaos. The Queen's investigators had torn through everything, leaving books scattered, furniture overturned, personal belongings strewn across the floor like offerings to a vengeful god. They'd even ripped apart the light-weavings on the walls, her father's collection of sunset tapestries that he'd gathered from across the realm.

Lyralei moved through the wreckage in a daze, her fingers trailing over broken things. Here was his favorite reading chair, the cushions slashed to ensure no secrets were hidden within. There was his desk, the wood—real wood, not crystal or light-construct—scarred by aggressive magic that had forced every drawer open. And scattered everywhere were pages from his books, his careful notes on covenant history, three decades of scholarship reduced to so much debris.

She knelt and picked up a page at random. Her father's precise handwriting covered it, analyzing a discrepancy in the Second Renewal of the Twilight Concordat. He'd always been obsessed with the tiny details, the places where one scribe's account didn't quite match another's, where the official record had been amended just slightly.

"History is written by the victorious, starlight," he'd told her once. "But truth has a way of leaving traces, if you know how to see them."

The sight. Her curse and gift, inherited from her grandmother—though that was a secret the Light Court must never discover. Where other fae saw only surfaces, Lyralei could see the bones of things. Glamours became gossamer veils she could peer through. Illusions revealed their edges. And sometimes, just sometimes, she could see the truth that even the caster didn't know was there.

It's what had made her an excellent scholar, following in her father's footsteps. It's also what made her dangerous in a court built entirely on beautiful lies.

She stood and moved to her father's private study, a small alcove barely large enough for a desk and chair. This room, at least, the investigators had left mostly intact—probably because it held nothing but volumes of ancient covenant law, texts so dry that even Light Court prosecutors couldn't imagine them hiding treason.

But Lyralei knew her father better than that.

She ran her fingers along the spines of the books, feeling for the one that would feel different to her touch. There—A Treatise on Binding Concordats of the Third Age. To anyone else, it would seem perfectly normal. But to her sight, there was something more, a shimmer of intention woven into its binding.

She pulled it from the shelf and opened it carefully. The pages were exactly what they appeared to be—dense legal text about magical contracts. But pressed between pages 247 and 248 was a piece of parchment no bigger than her palm.

Her father's handwriting, hurried, desperate:

My starlight—

If you are reading this, then my worst fears have come to pass. I am dead or condemned, and you are alone. I am so sorry. A father's first duty is to protect his child, and in this, I have failed you.

But you must know the truth. The covenant is not what we have been taught. It is not a peace treaty but a prison, and something vast and terrible strains against its bonds. The Queen knows this. She has known for years. But rather than strengthen the seals, she seeks to control what lies beneath.

Five covenant keepers are dead. I was investigating their deaths when I was discovered. I found proof that each was murdered, but I could not determine by whom before they came for me.

You will be sent to the Dark Court—the Queen is nothing if not predictable in her cruelties. It is a trap, meant to destroy you as warning to any others who might question her. But it may also be your salvation.

Find the Shadow Guard. His name is Theron Nightwhisper. Your sight will show you his truth where others see only darkness. He can be trusted. He must be trusted, for he holds the other half of what you need to know.

I wish I could tell you more, but even now I hear them coming. Remember: I love you beyond the ending of all light. Be brave, my starlight. Be clever. And when the moment comes, choose truth over court, love over law, shadow over corrupted light.

Trust the Shadow Guard.

—A.

Lyralei read the letter three times before the ink began to fade—a security measure her father had woven into the paper. By the fourth reading, the words were gone entirely, leaving only blank parchment that crumbled to dust in her hands.

But the words were burned into her memory now. The Shadow Guard. Theron Nightwhisper. The covenant as prison. The Queen as enemy.

Her father hadn't been a traitor. He'd been trying to save them all.

A knock at the door interrupted her thoughts—not the formal rap of guards but something lighter, almost tentative. Lyralei quickly brushed the dust from her hands and made her way to the door.

"Who calls?" she asked through the sealed portal.

"One who remembers when you were young enough to steal honey-cakes from the kitchens," came the reply. "Open the door, child, before these old bones decide the journey here was a mistake."

Sage Miren. Lyralei pressed her hand to the door seal, and somewhat to her surprise, it parted for her. The elderly sage stood in the hallway, looking frailer than Lyralei remembered but with eyes still sharp as winter stars. She carried a basket that smelled of fresh bread and sympathy.

"They gave you access?" Lyralei asked, ushering her inside.

"They gave me nothing. But I've been navigating this court's politics since before that Queen learned to shape light." Miren set the basket on the least damaged table and turned to study Lyralei. "You look like him, you know. Oh, you have your mother's coloring, rest her soul, but the shape of your face, the way you hold yourself when the world is crushing down—pure Aurelius."

"He's gone," Lyralei said, and saying it out loud made it real in a way that watching his execution hadn't.

"No," Miren said firmly. "They took his body, yes. But what he discovered, what he fought for—that remains. And now it passes to you." She reached into her robes and withdrew a small vial filled with something that looked like liquid shadow. "This is Shadow's Breath. A single drop on your tongue will hide you from Dark Court magic for one hour. Use it wisely—it's the only dose I could procure."

"Why are you helping me?" Lyralei asked. "If they find out—"

"Child, I taught your father everything he knew about research. Do you think he undertook his investigation alone?" Miren's smile was sad but fierce. "We knew the risks. He paid his price. I'm still paying mine. And you... you will pay yours, one way or another."

She moved to leave, then paused at the door. "A word of advice, from one who has walked between courts. The Dark Court is not what our Queen claims. They are different, yes, and dangerous to those who approach with light's arrogance. But they are not evil. Remember that, when everything you've been taught tells you otherwise."

"Miren," Lyralei called as the sage reached the door. "My father's letter mentioned Theron Nightwhisper. What do you know of him?"

The sage's expression became carefully neutral. "I know that in all the realms, across all the courts, there are perhaps a handful of beings who could stand against our Queen in direct combat. He is one of them." She paused. "I also know that your father saved his life once, years ago, during a border skirmish that never made it into official records. Debts like that... the Dark Court takes them seriously."

Then she was gone, leaving Lyralei alone with the ruins of her father's life and three days to prepare for what might be her death.

She looked out the window at the eternal sunrise, at the crystal spires floating in their perfect formations, at the beauty that had hidden so much rot. Somewhere out there, beyond the borders of light, the Dark Court waited. The Shadow Guard waited.

The truth waited.

Lyralei touched the vial of Shadow's Breath, feeling its coolness even through the glass. Three days. Three days to prepare for a journey no Light Court fae had survived unchanged. Three days to decide if she would be her father's daughter or the Queen's pawn.

The choice, when she thought about it, was no choice at all.

She began to pack.
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Preparations and Prophecies

The Lesser Library existed in the shadow of greatness, which was perhaps the only shadow permitted in the Light Court.

While the Grand Archive soared seven hundred feet into the eternal dawn, its crystal walls containing the accumulated knowledge of three millennia, the Lesser Library squatted beneath it like a forgotten afterthought. Here, minor scholars and apprentice archivists toiled over mundane records—tax scrolls, birth registrations, trade agreements that no one would ever reference again. It was a place for those without connections, without pure bloodlines, without prospects.

It had been Lyralei's sanctuary for three years.

Now, on her second day of preparation, she walked its familiar halls with the strange sensation of being both home and utterly foreign. The other scholars avoided her eyes, stepping aside as she passed as if treason might be contagious. Only the books remained constant, their leather spines and gilt edges indifferent to her change in status.

The covenant histories were kept in the basement level, where natural light barely reached. Lyralei had to conjure a small sphere of illumination to navigate the stacks, the golden glow following her like a reluctant companion. Down here, the air tasted of old paper and forgotten things.

She pulled volume after volume from the shelves, spreading them across a dusty table that probably hadn't been used since her father's time. The official histories were all variations on the same theme: three thousand years ago, the courts had warred until the very fabric of reality threatened to tear. The first High Queen of the Light Court and the Shadow King of the Dark Court had crafted the covenant together, binding all seven courts to peace. Every fifty years, the covenant must be renewed through ritual and sacrifice, or the binding would fail.

Simple. Clean. Heroic.

Lies.

Lyralei's sight showed her the places where pages had been removed, where text had been altered, where entire chapters had been replaced with forgeries so skillful that only someone with her gift would notice. The official histories were swiss cheese, full of holes that someone had very carefully created.

But it was the pattern of recent deaths that made her blood run cold.

Five covenant keepers dead in the past year. The public records listed different causes: Keeper Yarrow of the Storm Court, drowned in a flash flood. Keeper Bellanis of the Wild Court, mauled by her own guardian beasts. Keeper Thane of the Twilight Court, aged to dust in a single night. Keeper Morwyn of the Frost Court, frozen solid in midsummer. Keeper Draeven of the Ember Court, consumed by his own flames.

Each death was attributed to accident or misfortune. But Lyralei could see the threads connecting them, invisible to normal sight but glowing like spider silk to her enhanced perception. The same magical signature lingered on each report, faint but unmistakable.

Someone had murdered them all. Someone with enough power to make it look natural.

"Finding what you're looking for?"

Lyralei spun, her hand going instinctively to the small knife at her belt—a scholar's tool, not a weapon, but better than nothing. A figure emerged from the shadows between the stacks, and for a moment, her heart stopped.

But it was only Keeper Aldric, and her fear transformed into a different kind of tension entirely.

Aldric Sunweaver was everything a Light Court fae should be: tall, golden-haired, with features carved by the finest artists and magic that made flowers bloom in his footsteps. He was also her former betrothed, a match arranged by their parents when they were children and broken by Lyralei when she came of age.

He'd never quite forgiven her for that.

"Aldric," she said carefully, closing the book in front of her. "I didn't expect to see you here."

"No?" He moved closer, and she could smell his magic—sunshine and summer wine, intoxicating to most fae. To her, it had always seemed cloying. "The daughter of a traitor, preparing for a suicide mission to the Dark Court? How could I stay away?"

"If you've come to gloat—"

"I've come to help." He set a book on the table, one she recognized immediately. The True History of the Seven Seals by Archon Melkior—a text that had been banned for five hundred years. "The Queen asked me to ensure you're... properly prepared for your journey."

Lyralei's sight pierced through his words, showing her the truth beneath. The Queen hadn't asked—she'd commanded. And there was something else, a taint to his aura that hadn't been there before, like oil spreading across clear water.

"Since when does the Queen concern herself with proper preparation for those she sends to die?" Lyralei asked.

Aldric's perfect smile faltered for just a moment. "You always were too clever for your own good. It's what I loved about you, once." He pushed the book toward her. "Page 247. Read it, memorize it, then burn it. The Queen wants you to know exactly what you're walking into."

He turned to leave, then paused. "For what it's worth, Lyralei, I argued against this. You don't deserve your father's fate. But the Queen... she's not been herself lately. There's something coming, something that makes the Dark Court look like a summer festival. Be careful who you trust."

After he left, Lyralei opened the book with trembling fingers. Page 247 was marked with a dried black rose—a Dark Court symbol. The text was in Old Fae, the language of binding and truth:

The Seven Seals are not protections but prison bars. Each seal binds a fragment of the Void Walker, the first fae who discovered the space between spaces and was consumed by it. Should all seven seals break, the Void Walker will return, neither living nor dead, neither light nor dark, but something Other that will devour all courts equally.

The seals are: First - The Seal of Binding (Light Court) Second - The Seal of Shadow (Dark Court) Third - The Seal of Growing (Wild Court) Fourth - The Seal of Storms (Storm Court) Fifth - The Seal of Frost (Frost Court) Sixth - The Seal of Twilight (Twilight Court) Seventh - The Seal of Embers (Ember Court)

Each seal must be maintained by its court's magic. But know this truth—the seals can be corrupted. If one seeks not to break them but to control them, they might release the Void Walker as a servant rather than a destroyer.

Beware the one who speaks of unity while sowing division, who preaches light while dwelling in darkness, who promises peace while preparing for war.

The words blurred as she read them, the page growing hot beneath her fingers. By the time she finished, smoke was rising from the parchment. She dropped it, and it burst into flames that burned with every color of the spectrum before leaving nothing but ash.

But the knowledge remained, burned into her mind as surely as the book had burned in her hands.

The Queen knew about the Void Walker. More than that—if Aldric's warning was genuine, she might be trying to control it.

The Binding Ceremony was scheduled for sunset, a deliberate insult. The Light Court conducted all important rituals at dawn when their power was strongest. Sunset was for endings, for lesser magics, for things better forgotten.

Lyralei stood in the Circle of Judgment, the same platform where her father had died, now transformed with ritual implements. Seven light-scribes surrounded her, each one tracing symbols in the air that hung like golden wounds in reality. High Inquisitor Vayne presided, his face a mask of professional disinterest.

"Lyralei Dawnstrider," he intoned, though the name felt like mockery now, "you stand ready to be bound as envoy to the Dark Court. This binding will tie your life force to your mission. Success brings honor. Failure brings death. Do you consent to this binding?"

"I consent," she said, though consent implied choice, and she had none.

"Then let the light judge your worth."

The first thread of binding magic touched her skin, and Lyralei bit back a scream. It felt like molten gold being poured into her veins, tracing patterns of compulsion and consequence through her entire being. Her magic, already considered weak by Light Court standards, flickered and guttered like a candle in a hurricane.

The second thread wrapped around her throat, and she couldn't breathe. The third pierced her heart, and she felt it skip several beats. By the fourth, she was on her knees, fingers clawing at the crystal platform.

This is wrong, her sight screamed at her. This binding is corrupted.

She forced her eyes open, looking with her true vision, and saw what the light-scribes were really doing. The binding wasn't just tying her to the mission—it was creating a link, a channel through which someone could track her, control her, possibly even kill her from a distance.

The Queen's failsafe, in case she proved to be her father's daughter after all.

The fifth thread entered through her spine, and the world exploded into vision.

She stood in a vast darkness, but not the darkness of the Dark Court that she'd imagined. This was the darkness between stars, between thoughts, between heartbeats. And it was full of eyes. Thousands upon thousands of eyes, all different colors, all watching her with an intelligence that was ancient and alien and absolutely mad.

Finally, a voice that wasn't a voice whispered through her mind. The blood of three courts, the sight that pierces veils. You will do nicely, little light-bearer. When the moment comes, remember—the choice was always yours to make.

The vision shattered, and she was back in the Circle of Judgment, the sixth thread of binding entering through her crown. She could feel the compulsion taking hold, subtle commands woven into the magic: Obey the Queen. Complete the mission. Trust no shadows. Return unchanged or do not return.

But there was something else her sight showed her—a flaw in the binding, tiny but present. A crack she could exploit, if she was careful, if she was clever.

The seventh and final thread entered through her feet, grounding the binding, and the ceremony was complete. Lyralei gasped, tasting blood in her mouth. She'd bitten through her lip without realizing it.

"It is done," Inquisitor Vayne announced. "You are bound. May the light have mercy on you, for the shadows will not."

As the light-scribes dispersed, one lingered. She was young, barely past her first century, with the kind of nervous energy that marked her as new to her position. She approached Lyralei as she struggled to stand.

"Envoy," she whispered, glancing around to ensure they weren't being watched. "A message from one who remembers." She pressed something into Lyralei's palm—a small crystal vial. "For the binding. When you need to be free."

Before Lyralei could respond, the scribe was gone, leaving her with a vial that her sight told her contained liquid starlight—one of the rarest substances in any court, capable of burning through any magic, including bindings.

Someone was still fighting from within the Light Court. Someone who had known this binding would be corrupted.

Her father hadn't been working alone.

That night, as the eternal dawn dimmed to its closest approximation of evening, Sage Miren came to her again. This time, the old woman didn't bother with pretense, using a transportation crystal that shouldn't exist to appear directly in Lyralei's chambers.

"We have perhaps ten minutes before they notice I've tampered with their surveillance," Miren said without preamble. "Listen carefully, for I won't have another chance to speak freely."

She pulled out a map, but not just any map—this one showed the true paths between courts, including the hidden ways that most fae didn't know existed.

"Your father discovered that the covenant murders weren't random. Each keeper who died had recently renewed their section of the covenant. But here's what he found just before they took him—the renewed sections were different. Someone had been altering the covenant terms during each renewal, weakening specific bindings."

"The Queen," Lyralei breathed.

"We thought so. But your father's last message to me suggested otherwise. He said, 'The crown reflects light but casts its own shadow.' I think... I think someone is using the Queen, manipulating her toward this goal."

Miren pulled out another item—a ring of dark metal that seemed to absorb light. "This was your grandmother's. Yes, I knew her secret. She wasn't just mortal—she was something else, something from beyond the seven courts. This ring will protect you once, and only once, from a killing blow. But more importantly, it will let you send a message to those who still fight for truth."

"Who? Who's still fighting?"

"More than you know. The Wild Hunt has its own suspicions. The Storm Court questions the deaths. And in the Dark Court..." Miren smiled sadly. "Your father saved Theron Nightwhisper's sister during a border skirmish fifteen years ago. She was a child, barely old enough to hold a blade. He never forgot that debt."

"His sister? But I thought—"

"The Shadow Guard has his own secrets. We all do. But his honor is absolute. He will help you, if you can make him see the truth."

A shimmer in the air warned them that the surveillance was returning. Miren stood quickly.

"One last thing," she said urgently. "The package that will arrive tomorrow—it's not from who you'll think. Trust the gift but question the giver. And remember, in the Dark Court, nothing is ever only what it seems."

She shattered the transportation crystal, vanishing in a burst of light that would look like a normal illumination spell to any watching eyes.

Lyralei sat alone in the wreckage of her father's chambers, surrounded by secrets and lies, bindings and possibilities. Tomorrow was her last day of preparation. The day after, she would leave for the Dark Court, carrying the weight of multiple conspiracies, a corrupted binding, and the hope that somewhere in the realm of shadows, she would find an ally instead of an executioner.

She looked at her grandmother's ring, dark metal against her pale skin. Her grandmother, who had loved a fae prince despite being from "beyond the seven courts." What did that mean? What other realms existed beyond their knowledge?

A soft knock interrupted her thoughts. When she opened the door, no one was there. But on the threshold sat a package wrapped in cloth that seemed to be cut from midnight itself.

She brought it inside, her sight immediately showing her the magic woven into it—Dark Court magic, but old, older than the current Shadow King. Inside was a cloak that seemed to drink light, decorated with silver threads that formed constellations she didn't recognize. And beneath it, a note in elegant script:

For safe passage through shadow. You are expected.

The dark provides what the light denies—sanctuary for truth-seekers.

Wear this when you cross our border. It will mark you as guest, not prey.

And know that your father's last letter reached its intended destination.

—T.N.

Theron Nightwhisper. He knew she was coming. More than that—he'd been in communication with her father.

Lyralei held the cloak up, watching how it moved like liquid shadow. It was beautiful in a way that Light Court garments never were—not trying to blind with brilliance but inviting you to look deeper, to find the beauty in darkness.

Tomorrow, she would face whatever final preparations the Queen had planned. But tonight, she wrapped herself in the Dark Court cloak and felt, for the first time since her father's death, something almost like hope.

The Light Court had raised her to fear the dark.

Maybe it was time to learn what the shadows were really hiding.
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Chapter 3
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The Journey Between

Dawn came like an executioner to the Light Court—inevitable, implacable, and dressed in gold.

Lyralei stood at the departure platform, a small circular stage of polished crystal that hung suspended at the edge of the Light Court's territory. Beyond it, the Glass Bridge stretched into the middle distance, a ribbon of solidified light that connected the floating citadel to the Borderlands below. The bridge was beautiful, as all Light Court creations were beautiful, and like most beautiful things here, it was designed to be a weapon.

Those judged worthy could cross freely. Those found wanting would discover that solid light could become less solid with frightening speed.

Her escort waited with barely concealed impatience: two junior guards whose names she hadn't bothered to learn. They were young, perhaps only a century old, with the kind of eager righteousness that the Light Court cultivated in its warriors. Their armor gleamed with inner fire, and their spears were tipped with concentrated sunlight that could pierce through most magical defenses.

They weren't there to protect her. They were there to ensure she didn't run.

"Envoy Dawnstrider," the taller one said, somehow making her title sound like an insult. "We should depart. The journey to the Borderlands will take most of the day."

Lyralei adjusted the pack on her shoulders—a small thing containing the few possessions she'd been permitted to take. The Dark Court cloak was folded at the very bottom, hidden beneath acceptable Light Court garments. Her grandmother's ring was concealed beneath her gloves. The two vials—Shadow's Breath and liquid starlight—were tucked into a hidden pocket she'd sewn into her traveling dress.

"I'm ready," she said, though ready was perhaps the last thing she was.

A movement in the crowd of observers caught her eye. There, half-hidden behind a pillar of rose quartz, stood Sage Miren. The old woman shouldn't have been able to leave the Lesser Library—not after Lyralei's binding ceremony—but somehow she was here.

Their eyes met for a moment, and Miren raised her hand in what looked like a casual farewell. But Lyralei's sight showed her the truth: the sage was weaving a blessing, something small and subtle that settled over Lyralei like a whisper of warmth.

May you find truth in the shadows, the blessing said. May you be more than they expect.

Then Miren was gone, melting back into the crowd before anyone else noticed her presence.

"Envoy," the shorter guard said impatiently. "We're wasting daylight."

It was an absurd statement in a realm of eternal dawn, but Lyralei didn't point that out. She stepped onto the Glass Bridge, feeling it thrum with magic beneath her feet. The bridge recognized her, tested her, and grudgingly accepted her passage.

For now.

The journey across the Glass Bridge was designed to humble those who traveled it. The bridge was perfectly transparent, offering an unobstructed view of the thousand-foot drop to the lands below. Every step revealed clouds drifting beneath your feet, hawks circling far below, and the occasional glimpse of the Middle Realms where lesser fae and mortals dwelt.

Lyralei had crossed the bridge exactly twice before: once as a child with her father, going to a covenant celebration in the Neutral Grounds, and once for her scholarly examination three years ago. Both times, she'd been terrified but had hidden it well. This time, the fear felt different—not of falling, but of what waited on the other side.

"Your father crossed this bridge six months ago," the taller guard said suddenly. His name, she remembered now, was Bright-Blade Castion. "He seemed nervous too."

"I'm not nervous," Lyralei said automatically.

"No? You've been walking exactly in the center of the bridge for the past mile. That's what nervous people do—stay as far from the edges as possible." He smiled, and it wasn't entirely unkind. "He did the same thing. Kept muttering about historical precedents and checking his notes."
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