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“Every light casts a shadow.

But some are born from the dark itself.”

— Ancient Nytherian Proverb
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Dedication
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For those who love too deeply,

and walk through darkness to find themselves.

May your shadows teach you to bloom.
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Prologue
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The air still smelled of ash.

Seraphina had thought grief would come like thunder — loud, shattering, unstoppable.

Instead, it was silent.

Behind her, the tenement house burned, its blackened beams hissing as the fog swallowed the smoke. No one came to help. No one dared.

Somewhere in the distance, the bells of Ebonspire tolled — low and cold — announcing another purge.

Her mother’s voice echoed in her head: “If the shadows ever find you, run.”

Seraphina ran.

She didn’t yet know the mark on her wrist — a thin spiral of dark ink pulsing like a heartbeat — was more than a curse.

It was a prophecy.

And the Shadow Court would kill to claim it.
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Dramatis Personae 
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•  Seraphina Lysandre — hunted heir; Shadow-touched; stubborn about verbs.

•  Kael Veyron — Commander of the Shadow Court; oath-bound; geometry in a coat.

•  Lady Mirelle — Court witch; charming catastrophe; collects rules and breaks them.

•  Ronan Ashveil — rebel with etiquette issues; comic relief with knives.

•  Selene & Thorne — exiled siblings; strategist and sentinel; found family.

•  Jalen — tower student; newly dangerous in the right ways.

•  Vesper — Market darling; sells truths wrapped like sweets.

•  Maev — oven-keeper; grandmother to verbs; makes kitchens holy.
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A Note on Bloodshadow
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Bloodshadow magic is inherited through old lines and tied to emotion. Overuse drains life. True power unlocks under intense feeling—rage, fear, love. The Court forbids it, the Tower studies it, and the hills use it to keep each other alive.
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Map of Nytheria
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Chapter 1
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Shadows in the Market

By the time the fog pooled in the gutters of Ebonspire, the Ashen Market had already shed its daytime skin. Daylight stalls—brass buttons, dried figs, patched boots—folded away like excuses, and the real market unfurled from the cracks between them: tents stitched with sigils, tables crowded with glass vials that glowed like bottled dusk, knives whose edges drank the torchlight instead of reflecting it.

Seraphina moved through it with a basket hooked in the crook of one arm and a shawl pulled low over her hair. The fog beaded along the wool like dew. She knew which shadows were just shadows and which might be listening. The Market taught you that quickly, if you wanted to keep all ten fingers.

“Lark,” croaked Old Dather behind a pyramid of tarnished keys. “You’re late.”

“My name isn’t Lark,” Seraphina said, because it never had been. But she smiled anyway. Old Dather had been calling her that since she could barely see over his stall, on the day she’d stolen one of his keys and then returned it because guilt throttled her throat worse than hunger ever had. He liked to pretend he’d forgiven her. He also liked to pretend his wonton keys didn’t open locks that should never have been closed.

“It is if the guards ask,” Dather said, eyes disappearing into a nest of wrinkles. He pushed a wrapped bundle toward her with one knuckle. “When they start snooping, those with the wrong names die first.”

“Charming,” Seraphina murmured. She untied the twine and peeked inside. Three vials nestled in straw, their contents shimmering—one lavender, one gray, one the wet-black of crow feathers. Smoke swirled inside that last one, gathering an edge as if it wanted to be a blade. “You’re sure this is only dreamleaf?”

Dather’s mouth twitched. “That one is not for you, little lark.”

“I’m running an errand for Mistress Elira.” Seraphina lifted her chin. She hated the way her voice automatically slid into apology around him. “She said she would pay for the good stock. The inn’s patrons—”

“The inn’s patrons want to remember what isn’t theirs,” Dather snapped. “Dreamleaf will let them live in someone else’s summer for a night. That,” he tapped the crow-black vial with a cracked nail, “is for someone who would rather forget winter forever. Put it back.”

Seraphina swallowed. The Market changed at night, yes, but something about tonight felt...angled. Like walking on a narrow ledge and pretending it was a road. She re-wrapped the bundle, sliding only the lavender and gray vials into her basket along with clove and bitterroot and the cheap beeswax candles Elira burned down to stubs in the guest rooms.

“Fine. How much?” she asked.

“For dreamleaf and hushroot?” Dather named a price that tugged at the last coin in her pocket. She haggled out of habit and pride, because Elira would cluck her tongue if Seraphina came back having paid full. In the end, Dather shaved off a few coppers with a theatrical sigh.

“Your kindness will be sung to the spires,” Seraphina said dryly, slipping him the coins.

“My kindness will be repaid in something that isn’t your sass,” he said, but his gaze slid past her shoulder, gone suddenly cagey.

She followed it. The Market lanes writhed with customers tonight—coal haulers with black crescents under their nails, pale scholars from the Celestial Tower trying to look invisible in midnight cloaks, a woman with a veil beaded to catch stray whispers. Between two stalls, shadow coiled in an unseasonal draft. Not a natural curl. It thickened where it should thin, like silk gathered in a fist.

Seraphina’s grip tightened on her basket. Sometimes the Market employed theatrics to widen eyes and wallets. That stillness—that watchfulness—wasn’t in the theatrics.

“Go on, then,” Dather muttered. “Before your mistress’s soup curdles.”

Seraphina nodded, adjusting the shawl. She set off toward the lane that would spit her into the Chipped Chalice’s back alley, the inn’s crooked shingle just visible through wisps of fog: a cup with a crack like a smile. The Market’s scents braided around her as she walked—copper and clove, damp stone and sweet rot. A child darted between the stalls, chasing a moth that glowed as it fled, tinsel wings beating.

At a stall draped with black velvet, a woman’s voice snagged Seraphina’s ear. “High blood takes, little mouse,” the woman was crooning. “High blood takes and takes and calls it duty. But I’ll sell you a ward to keep the court out of your head.”

Seraphina didn’t look. Court. Even the word drew attention you didn’t want. She kept walking.

Past a table where knives lay sleeping in their sheaths, past a boy cracking walnuts with his teeth. Past a wall hand-painted with warnings she could recite in her sleep: no shadowcraft outside licensed hands; no cursework; no blood bargains. The ink dripped. The guards liked their proclamations dramatic.

“Pretty girl,” a voice said, warm as wine.

Ronan Ashveil leaned against a post like he’d grown there. He gleamed in this light, all teeth and lazy eyes and a mop of dark hair that had defied combs since birth. He wore the kind of smile that had gotten him out of half the beatings he deserved and into all the beds he didn’t.

“Not now,” Seraphina said.

“That keen nose of yours said ‘market,’ and I thought: ah, she’ll be buying something reckless. Perhaps a throat made of steel. Perhaps a new tongue.” He straightened, falling into step beside her. “I’m here to say reckless is my favorite color.”

“My errands are for Elira,” Seraphina said. “And no one should have given you the day off.”

“I don’t have days off,” he said cheerfully. “I have days I pretend are off, and days I admit aren’t. Tonight is the first sort.” He tipped his chin at her basket. “Dreamleaf?”

“You’re impossible.”

“Not impossible. Improbable.” He peered into her shawl. “You’re pale. Did Dather try to sell you something with teeth?”

“Not Dather.” A figure in a slit of shadow stared back at her memory, featureless as a smudge. She shook it off. “I just don’t like the fog.”

Ronan’s gaze sharpened, the way it always did when he suspected she was not teasing him. For all his jesting, he had a good instinct for danger, the way stray dogs have for storms. He had found Seraphina a year ago on the inn’s back step with blood on her knuckles and a knife under her tongue—don’t ask how—and had decided she was his particular project. The sort of friend who made trouble and deflected worse.

“Two Wardens at the south entrance,” he said lightly. “Three more by the water stairs. The Court’s in a mood.”

“Then go before they see you,” she murmured. “No one loves you enough to ransom you.”

His hand brushed her elbow. “Mistress Elira loves me when I fix her shutters.”

“She loves you when you stop drinking her father’s rye,” Seraphina said, but she didn’t shake off his hand. The Market had ears; it also had hands, and hers warmed beneath his like an ember. “Go.”

Ronan melted into the press. The fog ate him in a breath. When he wished, he was smoke, and when he wished, he was a bell rung loud. Tonight he chose to be the former.

Seraphina moved faster. She knew better than to run in the Ashen Market. Running made the wolves give chase. Still, her pulse took off, small hooves in her throat.

She had almost made it to the alley when she heard it: the particular chime that meant the Wardens were tired of pretending they didn’t see a thing. The sound was too pure for this place, like a glass needle tapping a porcelain plate. Once, twice, again. Stalls shivered. Tents drew their flaps like breaths.

“By decree of the crown,” a voice rang out, buoyed on a ribbon of magic so that it landed on every ear. “Unlicensed contraband is subject to seizure; all merchant permits are to be displayed.”

A murmur rippled. Someone swore. A young man with a tray of charms gathered his goods fast enough to be clumsy, knocking a jar. It smashed. A puddle of darkness spread across the stones, thin as oil. It didn’t reflect the torchlight. It drank it.

Seraphina fought the urge to look down at her wrist. The skin there stung sometimes when danger was near, a quirk of nerves from an old burn, Elira said. She had no wish to discover her body disagreed.

She slid into the narrow alley beside Della’s dye shop instead, letting the wet brick press its chill through her shawl. Another turn, and another, and she could spill out into the back lane where the inn’s crates were stacked like small barricades and Elira’s cat lounged in disdain for all of them.

“Hold,” said a voice behind her.

It wasn’t the kind that asked. It was the kind that stopped you because your legs forgot what else to do.

She froze. The alley had always felt like a safe thread to follow home, hidden behind old stone and dripping ferns, but now it felt like a throat—hers, the city’s—caught with someone else’s fingers in it. She didn’t turn.

“Show your hands,” the voice said.

She lifted them, palms open, the basket’s handle biting into the crook of her thumb. In her periphery, a shape dislodged from the wall. A man in black leather and matte steel. Not the polished oval helms of ordinary guards. No insignia bright enough to catch the eye. His cloak’s edge flowed like ink.

A Shadow Court Warden.

Seraphina’s lungs tried to climb her spine. She didn’t look at his face. She knew the stories: Wardens who had carved their names into men by mistake and into women on purpose, Wardens who could walk through a room and know which heart beat like a liar’s. The worst story was that they weren’t fully men at all. That shadows wore them like gloves.

She had played at those myths as a child. You had to, or you’d drown on stories. She didn’t believe in shadows with teeth.

Not until the alley darkened by a fraction even though no cloud crossed the moon.

“What business in the Ashen Market?” he asked.

“Errands,” she said. Her voice did not shake, thank the saints. “For the Chipped Chalice. I work there.”

The Warden stepped closer. He was tall. He moved like a man who had learned not to let his boots ring on stone. She had an impression of a gauntlet etched with sigils and a blade on his hip that had been sharpened while someone whispered over it. His face was a maze of planes and cold points, eyes a blue so pale they looked silver in the alley’s gloom.

“Name,” he said.

“Lark,” she lied, and hated the way it came out too quickly.

A beat. Silence, except for a drop of water falling from the gutter above to the puddle at her feet.

“I’ve been told to collect a girl,” the Warden said. “Dark hair. Gray eyes. Eighteen or so. Scar on her right wrist.” His gaze slid over her shawl, her hair, the shadows under her eyes from too many mornings spent scrubbing soot from hearth brick. It didn’t linger. “She stole from the Market. She broke a man’s finger when he tried to take it back.”

Seraphina licked her lips. “That sounds like a wicked girl.”

“That sounds like a hungry one,” he said. “Either way, she’s contraband like anything else here.”

He took the basket from her with a speed that made her flinch, then looked inside: vials caught the light, the gray churning as if something restless slept within it.

“Dreamleaf,” he said. “Hushroot. And—” He tilted one vial, then stilled. “Nothing illegal.” His eyes flicked up to her face, and something almost like curiosity cracked his composure. “Where did you get that scar.”

“Kitchen knife,” Seraphina said. “I slipped.”

He held her gaze a heartbeat too long. Seraphina kept her face easy. She had learned to do that at the inn, when famine and coin brought men with rage in their bellies to the tables. You smiled like weather and poured rye like absolution.

“Go home,” the Warden said at last, and handed back her basket.

What she wanted to do was bolt. She had the taste of sprint on her tongue, the taste of a dare. Instead, she nodded and drifted past him like smoke trying not to be wind.

“Lark,” he said when she was three steps away.

She turned.

“Tell your mistress she keeps better company than most,” he said. “And worse.”

His mouth didn’t curve, exactly. But something on his face shifted. Recognition? No. That was foolish. He had never seen her before. She would’ve remembered.

Seraphina walked.

Back in the inn’s alley, the cat twined around her ankles like a chain she didn’t mind. She slipped through the rear door into the wash of light and heat and stew, the smells of safety. Elira looked up from the counter, flour dusting her cheeks like first snow.

“You took your time,” Elira said, but her eyes were kind. Then they narrowed. “You’re white as candle ends.”

“Wardens,” Seraphina said, setting the basket down with more gentleness than it deserved. “Market raid. I took the alley.”

Elira tutted, already busying her hands with the vials. “The Court has nothing better to do than harass honest trade? Saints save us.” She gave Seraphina a sideways glance, caught the tremor in her fingers. “Drink.”

She poured from a small kettle, the tea dark as soil. Seraphina wrapped her hands around it, and some of the chill finally let her go. In the common room, men argued over dice. A woman in traveling leathers sang to herself under her breath. Outside, the fog pressed its face to the windows like a nosy aunt.

“What did we do before tea,” Seraphina murmured.

“Died young,” Elira said. “Or stabbed someone and then died young.”

Seraphina laughed despite herself. Elira had a way of making terror smaller by stacking it next to something ordinary: a loaf, a laugh, a list of chores. Seraphina had lived in the Chalice since she could remember wanting a soft bed and realizing she’d settle for one without fleas. She cleaned rooms and peeled potatoes and argued rats out of the pantry with a broom. It was enough, most days. Enough to feel like she belonged to a small corner of the city that didn’t bite.

“Go take the tea upstairs to Room Three when you stop shaking,” Elira said. “Scholar from the Tower in there. Paid in advance.”

“A scholar,” Seraphina said. “Which sort?”

“The sort that looks at people like they’re interesting frogs,” Elira said, then softened. “Stay out of the windows, Sera. I don’t like the Market when it goes quiet.”

Seraphina swiped at the speck of flour on Elira’s cheek with a smile that hurt less than it could have. “I’m not a child,” she said.

“You think that makes you safe?” Elira snorted. “Get along, then.”

Seraphina took the tray upstairs, the stairs creaking a familiar protest under her weight, the tea steadier than her breath. The corridor smelled of soap and candle smoke. As she walked past the second landing, the skin beneath her shawl prickled—her wrist, sharp as a nettle.

She glanced down. The scar there was a pale crescent, hardly worth noticing most days. Tonight, the lines around it looked...raised. Not inflamed. Lit, as if something beneath the skin remembered fire and wished to speak of it.

She pressed her thumb over it. “Don’t even think of it.”

Room Three’s door was ajar. She knocked.

“Enter,” said a voice, thin with impatience. The scholar sat at the tiny desk facing the window, hunched over a book whose pages were more shadow than paper. He didn’t look up when she set the tray down. He didn’t look up when she poured. The air around him felt colder.

“Anything else?” Seraphina asked.

He lifted his head, finally. He was younger than she’d expected. His hair was the color of dusty straw, his eyes quick. He wore the Tower’s insignia at his throat, seven-pointed star with a circle through it. When he smiled, it didn’t reach his eyes. Scholars never let much reach their eyes. Too many secrets crowding the windowsills.

“You work in the Market at night,” he said, as if it wasn’t a question.

“I run errands,” she said.

“Errands,” he echoed. He tapped the book. “Have you ever seen bloodshadow worked with your own eyes?”

Seraphina kept her face blank. “I wouldn’t know it if I did.”

“You’d know,” he said, and poured the tea himself. “It stains everything it touches.”

He said it like a man reciting, not warning. Seraphina’s wrist burned again—one clean, bright pulse that flared and died.

“If you need water, linens—” she began.

“No,” he said, already sinking into the book again. “Leave the door open.”

She left it half-closed out of spite and habit, and because if the fog pressed harder against the glass, she wanted another exit.

Back downstairs, Elira was polishing the bar with a tiny fury that promised someone would find their reflection and their faults in it if they looked long enough.

“Done,” Seraphina reported.

“Done,” Elira echoed, then tossed her a cloth. “Wipe the tables and wish the gamblers luck so they tip.”

Seraphina wiped and wished and tried not to glance at the windows too much. The common room filled. Dice clattered. Someone argued about the price of coal and someone else argued about whose hands were dirtier. After a while, the door opened and Ronan slid in sideways, as if the night would close its teeth if he tried to walk through it like a normal man.

He grinned at her. She shook her head. He waggled his eyebrows. She tried not to smile back. Then he sobered, mouth tightening.

“Wardens moved in from the north,” he whispered when she passed close enough to smell ash on his coat. “Not just a sweep. A cordon.”

“Looking for contraband,” she said.

“Looking for someone,” he murmured. “There’s talk of a prophecy mark.”

Seraphina’s skin went cold. She set a cup down too hard; it jumped, sloshing ale on her fingers. “Prophecies are for people with money,” she said. “Everyone else gets superstition.”

Ronan met her gaze and didn’t look away. “And sometimes superstition is all the poor can afford,” he said softly. “Keep your head down, Sera.”

She nodded, but her throat had become someone else’s. In the center of the room, a man began to sing—a low, mournful thing about a queen who slept so long she woke up as stone. The door banged open on a gust of fog, lanternlight guttered, and in walked three Wardens.

They didn’t belong in the Chalice. Even their boots said so. They ate the space where they stood, not because they were brutish, but because nothing in them shifted for anyone else. The room’s noise drained, the way a pond’s surface stills when a hawk’s shadow crosses it.

Elira’s hands didn’t falter on the cloth. “Evening,” she said. “We’re selling stew, drink, and rooms. Nothing more.”

“Everything is more,” said the Warden in front. He wasn’t the one from the alley; Seraphina knew that before she realized she’d been looking for him. This one had hair cropped close and eyes like river ice. He took off his gloves slowly, savoring the hush he’d made. “We’re going to have a look. Anyone who objects can take it up with the crown.”

“Is that what you tell yourself when you dream?” Elira asked, because she was brave or weary or both.

He smiled in a way that meant don’t do that again. Two of his men peeled away, moving through the room with the eerie grace of men half-taught by something unkind. They lifted tablecloths, prodded crates, sniffed at vials. When one brushed past Seraphina, her wrist flared.

She gripped the cloth so hard her knuckles went pale.

“Upstairs,” said the river-eyed Warden, nodding to his companion. “The Tower keeps too quiet lately.”

Seraphina put the cloth down. “Elira,” she said.

“Wait,” Elira murmured, too low to be heard by anyone who wasn’t listening for the shape of it. “Sera. I’ll go.”

The Wardens didn’t wait. One vanished into the stairwell. The river-eyed one turned to Seraphina as if he had felt the pivot of her longing to run.

He looked at her too long.

“Name,” he said.

“Lark,” Seraphina answered, because the truth didn’t buy bread and it never had.

The Warden’s mouth tipped. He didn’t believe her. He didn’t not.

Somewhere above them, a door opened. A voice snapped. Not Elira’s. The scholar’s. Then a thin, strange sound—glass not shattering, but...unmaking. A light bled under the stairwell door. It wasn’t the gold of lamps. It was a color shadows made when you looked at them too long.

Seraphina moved before she could think. Elira hissed her name. Ronan caught the edge of her sleeve and then let go like it was burning him.

She reached the second landing in time to see the Warden ramming his shoulder against Room Three’s door. The scholar stood within, calm as a winter pond behind the desk, and something was crawling along the edges of his book now like ink deciding it would rather be a mouth.

“Stand aside,” the Warden barked.

“I am licensed by the Tower,” the scholar said coolly. “You can’t—”

“Bloodshadow isn’t the Tower’s to license,” the Warden snarled, and the word hit Seraphina like a thrown stone: bloodshadow. Her wrist answered, stinging now, as if the syllables called to something just under the surface of her skin.

The scholar’s gaze snagged on Seraphina. A flicker. Recognition, or the dangerous cousin of it. “You,” he said, as if he’d just remembered a name. “Come here.”

Seraphina didn’t move.

“Don’t,” Elira breathed behind her.

The Warden raised his hand, and all the light in the hall leaned toward his gauntlet like iron to a magnet. The air went thin. Seraphina heard the cats in the alley howling like someone had stepped on their tails all at once.

“By decree of the crown—” he began.

The scholar snapped his book shut.

The light went out.

Not into darkness. Into something with weight. The kind that makes the memory of sun feel like a lie. Seraphina stumbled, fingers grabbing for the banister that wasn’t there anymore because the banister had turned into an absence where her hand fell and fell.

Her wrist burned like a brand. A shape came toward her in the not-light: a Warden’s silhouette. The world tilted.

“Down!” someone shouted, might have been Ronan, might have been her own voice pulled thin.

Seraphina’s hand found the wall. Not with her fingers. With something that wasn’t fingers but remembered the way her fingers moved. The dark around her curled toward her palm like a dog to a bowl. She didn’t think. She pulled.

Shadows came.

They surged around her hand with a sound like silk snapping, gathered into a length that was not cloth and was not smoke and was not forgivable. She brought it up because someone was coming down and because she didn’t want to die with Elira’s stew cooling below and her name still wrong on the Wardens’ tongues.

The shadow struck. A hard sound. A man’s breath leaving him like a candle breath. The not-light fractured, spidering, and Seraphina saw a glimpse: the scholar’s eyes bright with terror and triumph; the Warden’s mouth open; the book on the desk pulsing like a heart that wanted out.

Then the light returned—not all the way, weaker, sickly. The Warden she’d struck staggered. He stared at her hand.

Seraphina stared too.

The shadows clung to her like they had always been hers. Like they had been waiting.

In the hall below, more boots. A shout. The river-eyed Warden’s voice, clipped to a blade. “Here!”

Ronan grabbed Seraphina from behind and pressed something into her fist. “Hold that thought,” he said fiercely. “Now run.”

She ran.

The stairwell became a throat again and she slithered through it, through the common room where Elira stood at the end of the bar with her chin up like she’d decided how she wanted to die and it wasn’t begging. Through the back, slamming into the alley’s cold and the cat’s yowl and the fog that wanted too much.

Behind her, the Wardens’ voices gathered into a storm. The Market, which had been falling silent, exhaled. Seraphina felt the city’s shadows like a tide that had decided to come in hard tonight, whether the moon wanted it or not.

Her wrist throbbed once, twice. The scar there warmed, then heated, then bloomed—lines curling under her skin in a pattern that didn’t make sense and then did, a star with too many points, a thorned ring, something old and ugly and holy all at once.

Seraphina stared.

The mark glowed.

And then the fog swallowed her, and Ebonspire’s spires vanished like teeth in a closed mouth, and the only thing she knew was that someone had just pulled a thread that would unravel her whole life, and it was tied to her wrist.
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Chapter 2
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Fire and Blood

The fog never lifted in Ebonspire. It simply learned new shapes.

Seraphina ran until her lungs rasped like a file on iron. She cut down lanes so narrow she had to turn sideways, hurdled a stack of broken crates, slid under a line of laundry that slapped her face with a stranger’s wet shirt. The fog joined her the way a thief joins a crowd—trying to look like part of it, but too intent by half.

Behind, the Wardens’ shouts dropped away. Or she outran them, or they chose a different street to split and close like shears. The city fought on her side for once—a barrel rolling when she needed it, a sudden clatter of shutters drawing eyes the wrong direction, a pair of drunks deciding that now was the moment to brawl and block the mouth of a lane.

Her wrist seethed. The pale crescent scar she’d worn for years now burned hot enough that it lit the world in quick heartbeats, a glow beneath skin the way coals shine through ash. She clutched it against her chest as she ran, as if she could smother whatever wanted out.

Not the inn, not home, not now. Wardens would go there first. Not Elira. Not the Chalice. She needed her mother and father.

The house hunched in the Rag Quarter where the narrow street bowed like a tired spine, stone scraped raw by winter and rent collectors both. Once, when Seraphina was small and dreams were a thing you could hold to the light and see through, her father had told her the house had been white. It looked the way a bruise looks once it’s too old to be dramatic.

She slipped in the back, through the warped door that chewed at knuckles if you didn’t greet it properly. “It’s me,” she whispered anyway, which was foolish. Doors didn’t listen. But sometimes hers did.

“Mam?” she hissed. “Da?”

Her mother turned from the hearth so fast the poker clanged against brick. “Sera. Saints, child.” Lines dug into her mother’s face had been tilled by worry and harvest both. She crossed the tiny room in two steps, hands landing on Seraphina’s shoulders with a weight that wasn’t scolding, wasn’t even relief. It was counting bones. “You’re warm. Why are you so warm?”

Seraphina dragged the shawl back. The mark on her wrist pulsed and faded, as if embarrassed to be caught showing off. Her mother’s eyes flinched the way someone flinches from a snake they aren’t sure is alive.

“Who did you steal from?” her father asked from his stool by the window. He said it dryly, a habitual line. The light from the street kissed his hair silver, made his hands look older than the rest of him.

“Nothing,” Seraphina said. “I didn’t— There was a Tower scholar at the Chalice. He had a book that—” Words failed. How did you explain the way not-light had weight? The way shadows behaved like hounds? “Wardens came. I ran.”

Her mother’s mouth pressed thin. “Wardens in the Market? Again?”

“Not again,” her father said, eyes on Seraphina’s wrist. “Worse.” He stood up. Something careful moved in his face—like seeing a crack and deciding not to run a finger over it because you didn’t want the rest to crumble. “We should leave.”

“Leave?” Her mother’s laugh sounded like a pot catching. “To where, Dalen? The river? The gutter by the gate? The Nightfall? You can’t leave a city like this. It wears you. You have to cut yourself out, and Sera’s never—”

“We’ll cut,” her father said, voice even. He wrapped his hand in a rag and reached for Seraphina’s wrist like he might be able to take some of the heat. When he touched it, the burn eased—not because it cooled, but because his hand had always been a place where hurts remembered they were small. “Pack.”

“Pack what?” Seraphina whispered. “We own pot-luck and debt.”

“The money under the hearthstone,” her father said, which made her mother flinch again, but this time out of irritation.

“So much for secrets,” her mother muttered, but she moved. A bag from under the bed. The bread still warm on the table. Two shirts, three if they didn’t mind sharing sleeves between them. The packet of saffron that made poor stews taste like feasts when the saints smiled and like bad news when they didn’t.

“Not the saffron,” Seraphina said, and for a heartbeat they were all the people they’d been yesterday. “It’s for holidays.”

“This is a holiday,” her mother said briskly. “We’re celebrating that we’re not dead yet.”

The floor creaked in the hall.

All three of them stilled. A mouse might make a noise like that if it wore boots and a badge.

“Out the back,” her father said. “Now.”

Her mother caught Seraphina’s face between both palms, as if there were something she needed to press into her daughter’s skin through worry alone. “If we can’t—if we get separated—go to Elira. She’ll hide you. Or to the Nightfall’s edge. Find Thorne. Tell him you’re his problem and see if he argues.”

Seraphina nearly laughed at that. Thorne argued with the tide when it came in. “He’ll argue while building a raft,” she said. “Mam—”

“I know,” her mother said, which wasn’t an answer. “Dalen?”

Her father already had the back latch in hand. “Stay behind me,” he said.

The fog had found their alley and decided to nest. It lay in a thick sheet, trying out their door with its fingertips. The street—three doors down a butcher who sang while he worked, five doors above a woman who braided fortunes into girls’ hair—had never been this quiet. Even the rats had taken the night off.

They didn’t make it to the end of the yard.

A shape peeled from the back wall like the wall had been dreaming of men in black and woke to discover one. The Warden didn’t raise his voice. He didn’t need to.

“By decree of the crown,” he said, as if he could be bothered. “All within are bound to present themselves for inspection.”

“Inspection for what?” her mother asked, bold because she couldn’t help it.

“For blood,” the Warden said.

He stepped forward, and Seraphina stepped instinctively sideways to block him from seeing her wrist. It moved and the mark moved with it, an animal restless in a trap. The Warden’s gaze snagged on the curve of light under skin. Just a fraction. A ripple in a pond.

Then the gate banged open and two more came in. One with hair cropped close and eyes like river ice. Seraphina knew him. The common room. The man who had made silence the way some men make bread. He took his gloves off with that same slow relish.

“Everyone kneels,” he said, casual. “Hands on your heads.”

Her father’s mouth twitched as if he’d break into laughter or fury or both. He knelt. Her mother knelt, glaring as if the saint of scolds might appear in the fog to write the Wardens’ names down in a very neat book with penalties attached.

Seraphina didn’t kneel.

She tried. Her body didn’t bend. Not out of pride. Because when she went to move, the shadows under the eaves shifted in answer, and the mark on her wrist flared bright enough to paint her skin from inside. For a heartbeat, she saw its shape clear—a ring of thorns, a star with too many points, sigils like teeth. It hurt less than it should. It hurt exactly as much as waking up in the middle of the night and realizing the sound downstairs is not the house settling but someone settling in the house.

The river-eyed Warden’s gaze sharpened. “Well,” he said, pleasure thin as a knife’s first cut. “There she is.”

Her father moved without thinking. That had always been his flaw and his grace. He rose in a single breath and swung the iron poker he’d tucked into his belt, a farmer mistaken for a soldier and deciding to pretend his hoe was a pike. He caught the nearest Warden at the side of the head. The sound was wetter than it should have been.

The Warden dropped. The others did not flinch. The one with river eyes simply stepped aside so that Seraphina could see, over his shoulder, the man he’d brought with him.

The one from the alley.

He wasn’t in matte leather this time. He wore a commander’s pauldron traced with runes, and the air around him had a gravity that wasn’t rank so much as...decision. He hated what he did, perhaps. Or loved it. Seraphina couldn’t tell. It made him more dangerous than the others either way.

“Commander,” the river-eyed Warden said mildly. “The rat shows its teeth.”

The commander looked past him at Seraphina’s father. He didn’t raise his blade. He didn’t need to. He looked, and in the looking there was the weight of what would happen if her father took a second swing. He didn’t.

“Don’t,” Seraphina said. She didn’t recognize her voice. It sounded too thin.

The commander’s attention landed on her. He looked at her like the alley had looked at her earlier—a cataloging, impersonal assessment that made her feel as if she were an object whose usefulness he was deciding. Then something flickered. He saw the heat under her skin.

“Bring her,” he said. Not to her. To the fog. Men stepped out of it.

Her mother lunged. She always had more courage than sense. She went for Seraphina’s wrist as if she could yank the mark off like a burr. A Warden caught her, twisted. The sound tore through Seraphina like a hook—the sound a body makes when a shoulder learns it is only matter. Her mother gasped, bit her lip until blood beaded.

Seraphina saw red. Not fury. Not exactly. Memory. A hearth. A story about a white house. A laugh that never learned to fear. It ran through her like a river through a floodgate, and all the shadows in the yard looked up.

They came to her hand with the eagerness of a pack that has been too long denied. She didn’t ask. She didn’t know how to ask, not yet. They wrapped her palm in dark. The air tasted like iron filings and first frost. Her scar bloomed.

The commander saw it happen, or felt it, because some part of his face tightened with recognition more bitter than surprise. He moved—fast, faster than her father, faster than a thought. His gauntlet met her arm before her shadows met his throat, and the impact rang her bones like a bell.

“Stop,” he said, low. Not a command for her. A command to the thing in her.

It didn’t listen.

Something gave—either the fog or the part of the world that pretended shadow stayed put. Her strike glanced off, carving a groove in the night that wasn’t there a breath earlier and was gone a breath later. The commander stepped in, used his body like a lever, like a wall, like inevitability. He twisted her wrist for an opening. She gasped and thought, foolishly: he will break it.

He didn’t.

He caught her other hand instead. For a heartbeat they were bound—his fingers around hers, the mark burning between their palms like a coin too hot to hold. The shadows hissed. Not anger. Recognition. Every hair along Seraphina’s arms rose.

The commander flinched. Not because she hurt him. Because the dark came up and touched him back.

He let go as if she were the thing that burned. “Kael,” the river-eyed Warden said softly, a warning wrapped in a name. So that was his name. Kael. It fit his mouth the way steel fits a scabbard.

“Hold,” Kael snapped without looking over his shoulder.

The Wardens held. Seraphina heard her mother’s breath, sharp and fast. Her father’s low oath, a prayer with no saint attached. The fog shifting to listen.

“If you take me,” Seraphina said, surprising herself by speaking, “they will kill you for the trouble.”

Kael’s eyes were pale as the alley had promised—silver washed thin. They flicked over her shoulder to her parents, to the yard, to the street beyond where neighbors’ curtains shivered with the effort of pretending not to watch. When his gaze returned to her, something in it had settled.

“Not if you come quietly,” he said. “Not if you don’t do that again.”

“Do what?” she asked, although she knew.

He glanced at her wrist. The mark pulsed once like a heartbeat against a stranger’s mouth. “That.”

“Commander,” river-eyes said, impatience clipped. “Lady Mirelle ordered—”

“I heard the order,” Kael cut in. “Alive.” He took a breath that tasted of fog and iron. “Alive, if possible.”

River-eyes’ mouth curved. “If possible often dies on the way.”

Kael didn’t answer. He stepped back just far enough to give Seraphina space to breathe. A mistake, if he thought space made her less dangerous. But not a mistake if he was testing whether she’d bolt.

She didn’t. Her mother’s arm hung wrong at her side. Her father’s poker-hand shook. If Seraphina ran, the Wardens would turn the yard into a lesson for anyone watching—the kind you don’t need to attend to understand.

“Let them go,” she said.

Kael’s gaze ticked to her mother, to her father. His jaw flexed once. He shook his head. “No.”

Something in Seraphina, some thin wire strung through her since childhood, snapped and hummed. “Then you can drag my body,” she said.

River-eyes made a small, delighted sound. “Ah,” he said. “There she is.”

Kael’s expression didn’t change. But he lifted his hand, and for an awful, suspended breath, all the light in the yard leaned toward it like flowers toward the sun. The shadows clung to Seraphina’s skin like a second thought deciding to become a first. The fog’s edges sharpened.

He brought his hand down.

A circle of pressure pressed into the ground around Seraphina, her parents, the Wardens—like a palm on a drum. The mark on her wrist flared, meeting it, resisting it, bending it the way a river bends a stick. Kael’s mouth thinned. “Bind,” he said softly.

Her shadows balked. Not from cowardice. From preference. They knew her. They wanted her. They slid reluctantly, curving into chains that weren’t iron, knotting around her ankles and wrists without weight. It felt like being wrapped in someone else’s decision. It felt like every rule she had obeyed in every room where she hadn’t been wanted.

She hated it.

“Kael,” river-eyes repeated, even softer. “Lady Mirelle.”

Kael’s eyes slid briefly closed, as if the name were a headache. When they opened, he nodded once. He stepped toward Seraphina, and the air between them felt full of teeth.

He didn’t reach for her.

He reached, instead, for the small bell fastened at his belt, the one that drove the Wardens’ commands like nails into wood. He rang it once. The sound cut clean through the night.

And down the lane, beyond the fog, something answered.

Not a sound. A presence. Cold and sweet, like snow in the mouth. The hair at the back of Seraphina’s neck crawled in a different way than it had with the shadows. That way had felt like power. This felt like...permission. Granted or denied by someone who had never bothered to ask what you wanted.

A woman walked into the yard.

She was not tall but she made height irrelevant. She wore the sort of black that eats light without admitting it. Her hair had been shaved on one side and plaited tight on the other, revealing a lattice of runic scars along her scalp. Her mouth was the shape of a question that had found an answer and disliked it. She smiled as if she often remembered to.

“Lady Mirelle,” river-eyes breathed, and his smile learned humility.

Mirelle’s gaze took in the yard in a sweep—broken frost in the dirt, fog like wool, neighbors’ curtains trembling—before settling on Seraphina. Her pupils narrowed. Not in distaste. As if she were focusing on a star through a telescope and the star had turned its face toward her in return.

“You,” she said, delighted. “At last.”

The mark on Seraphina’s wrist burned with a clean, terrified joy. She hid it behind her back, childish as if a game of show and avoid could save her.

“Take your hands off my daughter,” her father said, which Seraphina admired very much, because no one’s hands were actually on her at that moment and he was insisting anyway.

Mirelle’s smile bent toward him, small and kind and wolfish all at once. “I haven’t touched her,” she said. “You’d know if I had.”

Kael stood very still. Seraphina saw it then, the wire running through him too. Devotion or coercion, she couldn’t tell. He didn’t look at Mirelle with love. He didn’t look at anyone that way. But when she stepped closer to Seraphina, he didn’t step between them. He moved half a step to the side—room for someone to pass, room for a blade.

“Show me,” Mirelle murmured to Seraphina. “Please.”

Seraphina shook her head.

Mirelle’s mouth tipped. “You think I ask because I require permission. I ask because I prefer it.”

The fog thinned in a breath, as if someone had slit its belly. Seraphina’s wrist betrayed her. Light edged up through her skin, shy at first, then certain. The mark revealed itself the way a wound confesses under clean water.

Mirelle’s delight brightened. “Good. The worst kind. The rare sort. I do love when a prophecy gets the math wrong and gives us too many thorns.”

“Prophecy,” Seraphina said, trying not to look at her mother’s ruined shoulder. “There is no prophecy. There is theft. There is hunger. There are men who take because they can and say the taking is duty.”

Mirelle laughed. It wasn’t cruel. It made Seraphina hate her more. “Clever. You’ll be a joy.” She turned her head. “Kael.”

He looked at her. Not deferent. Measuring. “My Lady,” he said.

“Spare the parents if she comes,” Mirelle said. “If not, burn it down and pluck her from the smoke. Either way, be quick. I’m due at the Tower by midnight, and I despise being late. It suggests you’re busy.”

Her mother swayed as if someone had pushed her. “Spare us,” she said, like bargaining with a god at a roadside shrine.

“Come,” Mirelle said, not to her mother. To Seraphina. “You’ll die otherwise, and so will they. You’ll still die, eventually, if you come. We all do. But you’ll do it later and with the privilege of choosing the hour more often than most.”

Seraphina met her father’s gaze. He shook his head once, tiny, as if to refuse he’d ever wanted anything from anyone like this. Her mother made a sound that might have been her name and might have been everything else.

Kael’s eyes were on Seraphina’s face now, not her wrist. He’d stopped looking at the weapon to look at the person. “If you come quietly,” he repeated, “I’ll do what I can.”

“To what end?” Seraphina asked. She didn’t know why she asked him. It felt like asking a wall. But the wall answered, sometimes, if you found the brick that moved.

“To keep them breathing,” he said.

Mirelle sighed, amused. “You and your ‘breathing,’ Commander.” She waved a hand, and the shadows in the corners obligingly shifted toward her fingers like ribbons to a dancer’s cane. “Well? Decide. I like decisions. I like the way they make people honest.”

Seraphina wanted to say no. She wanted to bite. She wanted to throw herself into the dark and trust it would carry her somewhere else the way a river carries a child who doesn’t know what a current is.

She took a step forward instead.

Her mother sobbed. Her father closed his eyes. Kael’s shoulders eased the tiniest fraction, as if the world had become one degree less impossible. Mirelle’s smile widened. “Oh,” she said. “Good girl.”

“I’m not,” Seraphina said.

“I know,” Mirelle said, and took her arm.

The pain was clean and immediate and total. It lanced from the mark to her shoulder to the base of her skull and then folded back on itself, dragging memory with it like a net: a doll with a missing eye, a winter with too little coal, a sound of laughter that hurt because it believed. She bit her tongue because screaming would have pleased Mirelle. Blood salted her teeth.

“Alive,” Kael said evenly, and Mirelle loosened her fingers.

They tied Seraphina’s hands in steel that wasn’t steel. It felt like weight without substance. It wasn’t the shadow-bind Kael had tried. It was something older, something that tasted of iron and vows. It snuffed the glow at her wrist to a stubborn ember.

“Release the parents,” Kael said.

Mirelle tilted her head. “You grow bold with your petitions.”

“Alive,” Kael repeated.

Mirelle glanced at Seraphina as if considering whether she had been magnanimous enough for one evening. “Very well,” she said. “Alive.”

She might have meant for now. She might have meant until you blink. Seraphina didn’t ask. She couldn’t trust her voice.

They took her through the yard and into the street. Neighbors snapped their curtains shut, slow as lids. The fog escorted them like a courtier. Seraphina’s feet found every loose stone that had ever lived in those lanes. The Rag Quarter watched and learned a new kind of lesson.

Down the block, a dog barked twice and fell silent.

They took her to a carriage that looked like no carriage Seraphina had ever seen. It drank the light. The door bore the faintest outline of a crest she didn’t recognize, a thorned ring that matched the mark on her wrist if you looked sideways and squinted through dread.

Mirelle paused at the threshold and turned back to Kael. “Bring me anything she touched,” she said. “I want the echo.”

Kael’s jaw tightened. “Yes, my Lady.”

“And don’t play hero,” she added, almost gently. “It doesn’t suit you.”

“I rarely do anything that suits me,” he said.

Mirelle’s smile came and went like a knife’s glint. She climbed into the carriage. Seraphina followed because she had no choice. The door shut with a soft click, like lips agreeing that a secret should stay one.

Inside, the dark pressed politely against the walls. It smelled like leather and something sweeter underneath—jasmine, maybe, or a flower that had forgotten to be kind. Mirelle settled opposite Seraphina and examined her like an artisan examines a rare ore.

“You’ll hate me,” Mirelle said conversationally as the carriage jolted into motion. “It’s tedious, but I’m told it’s useful. Keeps me honest.”

Seraphina swallowed the copper at the back of her throat. “I don’t hate you,” she said.

“No?” Mirelle’s brows lifted.

“I don’t know you,” Seraphina said. “I hate the way you make me feel like I’m a book you’ve already read.”

Mirelle’s delight surfaced again. “You are not a book,” she said. “You are a weapon. Weapons are practically people. I prefer them to both books and people, in fact. Books lie by omission; people lie by habit. Weapons lie only when they break.”

Seraphina looked at her bound hands. “You’ll break me, then,” she said because it made the thought less likely to ambush her later.

“Perhaps.” Mirelle’s gaze flicked to the window, then back. “Or sharpen you. There are prophecies, Seraphina. Most are nonsense. A few are rot that grows in the mind and eats it from the inside. A handful—maybe three in a century—are knives that cut a path.”

“My name is Lark,” Seraphina said stubbornly.

“Your name,” Mirelle said, “is Seraphina Lysandre.”

The world tilted.

“No,” Seraphina said, on reflex. Lies held you up sometimes. Lies made bridges where there were none. “No.”

“Blood knows,” Mirelle murmured. She reached out and touched Seraphina’s wrist just above the mark, and the pain came clean and hot and undeniable. “The crown knows. The court whispers. The Tower guesses badly, as it always does. But blood always knows.”

Seraphina thought of the white house her father had talked about. She thought of the winter when strangers had looked at her mother too closely for comfort and had received slaps and soup both. She thought of the scar she’d never remembered getting. She thought of the way the shadows had come when she called them without knowing she’d called.

“Alive,” she said, dizzy. “You said.”

“I did,” Mirelle said. “I keep my word when it suits the word.”

“Leave them,” Seraphina said, and heard the child she’d been trying to hold her breath and surface in her voice. “If you hurt them, I will—”

“You’ll what?” Mirelle asked, genuinely curious. “Destroy the crown?”

Seraphina shut her mouth.

“Ah,” Mirelle said. “There it is.” She settled back. “We’ll get along beautifully.”

The carriage rattled over a seam in the cobblestones. Seraphina felt the city changing around them without seeing it—the Rag Quarter’s walls sweating into the Artisan’s Row’s proud trims, the Row thinning to the narrow severity of the Spire District where the stones pretended not to notice blood. Outside, somewhere, Kael would be barking orders, sending men to take echoes from her house, to tear up hearthstones and hope and old floors.

Her stomach rolled. She pictured her father’s hands—the way they made mending look like stubborn love—and her mother’s mouth, always halfway between a scold and a hymn. She locked the picture down inside herself where no one’s magic could pry it out.

“Do you know why you burn?” Mirelle asked, lazy as a cat.

“Because you keep touching me,” Seraphina said.

Mirelle’s mouth twitched. “Because you’re untrained, and your blood has decided to become honest without asking your permission.”

Seraphina stared at her bound hands until the leather blurred. “And if I refuse?”

“You already refused,” Mirelle said cheerfully. “It didn’t change the fact.”

They rolled on.
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Kael did not like the Rag Quarter. Not because of the poverty. He knew poverty. It had raised him hand to mouth and taught him how to take orders even when the orders cut him. He disliked the Quarter because it knew how to listen. It heard your boots and told on you to people you couldn’t see.

He stood in the small room that had pretended to be a home and looked at what lived there. Bread cooling on a board. A scarf mended so carefully you could only see the mend if you loved the person who’d made it. A hearthstone that had not, in fact, concealed coin because whoever had hidden it had moved it when they had heard boots on the step.

“Empty,” Rhyse said—river-eyes, though Kael didn’t use the nickname in his head. Names were tools. You didn’t dull them. “All we pulled was an echo in the yard. Strong one.”

Kael didn’t look at him. “Leave them alive,” he said.

Rhyse cocked his head. “She came. They’re alive by the letter.”

Kael glanced toward the doorway. In the yard, two Wardens stood like punctuation marks framing a sentence he didn’t intend to read again. The mother sat on the ground, sweating through pain. The father knelt behind her, murmuring the kind of prayer that wasn’t for gods but for the thing inside himself that had not yet given up.

Kael’s stomach ticked once, like a pocket watch catching. He turned back to the room. On the table, under the breadboard, a small wooden toy had fallen where a hand had reached for the money and missed this instead. A horse with one leg snapped and glued twice. He closed his eyes.

“Burn it?” Rhyse asked, eager behind the smoothness.

“No,” Kael said. “We’re not rats. We don’t foul every nest we find.”

“Lady Mirelle said—”

“Lady Mirelle is in a carriage,” Kael said. “I am standing in a room that has been a room before I was given an order and will be a room after it. Leave it.”

Rhyse’s smile was all pleasant white. “You grow bold with your petitions,” he said, echoing Mirelle’s words with acid.

Kael opened his eyes and met his gaze. “You grow dull with your cruelty,” he said. “Find something new to be.”

Rhyse’s smile didn’t move. That was the worst thing about Rhyse; his cruelty was purely curious. He would prod anything to see what sound it made. He would never stop because he’d never hit discomfort hard enough to learn. “The girl,” he said. “What is she?”

Kael considered lying. He didn’t, not with men he might need to trust with his back. “Lysandre,” he said. “Or a very close cousin to it.”

Rhyse whistled low. “The last heir?”

Kael said nothing. Titles made people careless. He had learned long ago that the world did not care what you were called. It cared what you could do and what someone else could make you do.

“Lady Mirelle will pluck her clean,” Rhyse said, almost admiring. “Shame. She’s pretty.”

“Pretty is not a shield,” Kael said, and walked past him out into the yard.

He stood in front of the parents. He didn’t kneel. He didn’t offer false comfort. He had learned which words made things worse, and most words did.

“She’s alive,” he said.

The father looked up. His eyes were raw. “For now,” he said. The voice of a man who had tried to dig a well in a drought and decided to try again anyway in the same spot.

Kael inclined his head. He looked at the mother. “Do you want a bone setter.”

“No,” she said through her teeth. “I want a blade.”

Kael nodded as if she’d asked for water. “Then bite this,” he said, and held out a folded kerchief. She snatched it. He took her shoulder and did what needed doing while Rhyse watched with amusement and two neighbors stopped pretending and stared in horror and hungry attention from their half-open doors.

The bone slid. The mother made a sound like a kettle when it goes too long. The father didn’t reach for Kael. He put his forehead to the dirt instead and made a sound of his own that might have been thanks or a curse or both.

When it was done, Kael stood. “Leave the house,” he said to Rhyse and the others. “Post at the end of the lane. If the girl returns, I want to know before she breathes on the latch.”

“She won’t,” Rhyse said.

“She might,” Kael said. “People aren’t clever when they love.”

Rhyse shrugged. “As you like, Commander.”

Kael didn’t correct him. The title fit like mail. It had weight. It let him move in ways he wouldn’t, otherwise. He didn’t know whether Mirelle had given it to him because she wanted him to do good or because she wanted him to believe he could.

He left the yard and walked into the fog. It took him the way it took everyone—equally, like a rumor. He thought of the girl’s hand in his. He thought of the way the shadows had recognized him as something to sidestep, not as something to devour. He thought of the mark on her skin.

He had seen marks like that before. He had watched boys burn from the inside out while women in the Tower took notes. He had held a girl’s head while her eyes went black as lantern glass and told her it would be over soon, and when it was, he had wiped blood from his gauntlet and swung his blade as if the weight of one more life or one less would make the difference.

He had sworn, then. He had sworn in a room with no windows and a single candle that never guttered. He had sworn to protect Nytheria from what blood could do when it forgot to be contained. He had sworn to kill when containing meant feeding a beast.

Alive, if possible, he thought, and wished he hadn’t said it aloud earlier. Wishes attracted attention. The gods in Nytheria were small and mean and loved to trip men who wanted.

He signaled for his horse. The fog delivered it in a breath, snorting. He swung up, the leather a familiar argument against his thighs. He set his jaw toward the Spire District, toward the hidden gate that led under the palace and up into the Shadow Court proper where the stones had learned to keep secrets so long they had forgotten how to speak.

Alive, he told himself again, and nudged the horse into a trot. Alive.

The fog didn’t answer. It rarely did.
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Mirelle’s carriage stopped at a gate Seraphina didn’t see until it opened—the sort of magic that lets you forget your own hand until someone else points to it. They rolled into a courtyard with no sky, only dark and stone and the sense of being under something vast. The door opened. The air tasted colder, as if someone had stored winter here and only took it out for guests.

Mirelle did not offer Seraphina a hand. She didn’t need to. Seraphina stood because she had decided she would stand every time someone expected her to fall. The binds loosened, a courtesy Seraphina understood as test and arrogance both.

They took her through a corridor where the walls wore tapestries that flickered not with torchlight but with memory. Men and women shaped of thread and shadow lived and died in silence six inches from her face. She didn’t look away. The mark on her wrist pulsed like a footstep next to hers. It didn’t lead or lag. It matched. That frightened her more than anything else.

They brought her to a room whose ceiling vanished into dark and whose floor shone like a frozen pond. In the center of it, a chair waited. Not a chair. A mercy disguised as a chair. Straps coiled at the arms like sleeping snakes.

Mirelle gestured. “Sit.”

“No,” Seraphina said.

Mirelle sighed. “We’ve had such a lovely night of honesty.” She clicked her tongue. “Very well. Stand.”

She moved like water when it decides to be a knife. Her hands did not glow. The room did, subtly, edges sharpening, distance flattening, heat and cold both vying without touching. Seraphina had time to take one breath. It tasted like snow and iron again.

Mirelle laid two fingers along the edge of Seraphina’s wrist. “Tell me,” she murmured. “What did the scholar show you?”

Seraphina bit back the truth—a book that ate light—because she had a sudden, ferocious desire not to give Mirelle any more joy this evening.

“Nothing,” she said.

Mirelle’s two fingers pressed. It hurt like childhood. Seraphina’s knees went soft and she locked them.

“Everything,” she said, because the choice had been a lie between two different kinds of pain. “It wasn’t a book. It was a mouth pretending to be one.”

Mirelle’s smile returned, gentler than before. “Very good.”

She let go.

Seraphina’s skin wept light. Not tears. Something purer. The mark flared, then relaxed, then...shifted. For a heartbeat, she felt something else—someone else—brush against it from the other side. As if the mark were not an ink but a window.

A voice, not inside her head but in the wall that was her skin, whispering a word she couldn’t hear, only feel.

Mirelle watched her with patient delight. “You lovely, terrible thing,” she said. “We’re going to build a future out of you.”

Seraphina lifted her chin and lied without moving her mouth: Not if I build it first.

Outside the room with the false chair and the honest straps, a set of boots approached—a steady, controlled stride she had already learned. Kael. The door opened. He filled it like a question’s answer.

Mirelle didn’t look back. “Alive?” she asked.

“For now,” Kael said.

“Excellent.” Mirelle clapped once, soft as silk. “Then let’s see if she can survive the truth.”
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Chapter 3
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The Commander’s Hunt

Kael had learned two sounds that meant the night was about to require a ledger: the soft exhale of a blade leaving a sheath, and Lady Mirelle’s laugh when she’d already decided what everyone else would do.

The laugh came first.

He stood at the lip of the Shadow Court’s inner hall and watched the torches gutter as if they recognized her. Stone stairwells climbed like ribs around an open well. The banners that hung between them drank light and gave back shapes of long-dead sovereigns whose faces had been threaded over so many times their expressions were a blur of power and regret.

Mirelle’s laugh shook the tapestries faintly the way thunder shakes a pond.

“Good boy,” she said, not to Kael, to the door, which had obeyed her without complaint. “Come, then.”

Kael stepped into the hall. Rhyse ghosted behind him with that soft heel-toe gait he used when he wanted to enjoy a reaction. Two junior Wardens peeled off to either side and posted by the pillars, hands clasped at the small of their backs, eyes forward and empty. They were new enough to be proud of it.

Mirelle prowled the lower dais like a cat fed on rumor. Her hair gleamed tight along its plait; the shaved side of her head caught the witchlight like wet bone. She looked pleased in the way physicians looked pleased when a fever broke: a calm made of calculations.

“Report,” she said, and the air itself sharpened as if it were listening.

Kael kept it concise. The Rag Quarter. The house. The parents alive, for now. The echo strong. The girl—he hesitated, only for a breath, and Rhyse smelled hesitation the way bloodhounds smell the first drop. Kael continued. The mark. The shadows. The bind.

“Touched you,” Mirelle said, delighted. “Did it sing?”

“It moved,” Kael said evenly. “It recognized something.”

“Of course it did.” She clasped her hands, ran one thumb along the knuckles of the other as if counting beads on a rosary. “Blood knows blood even when one of them thinks he’s a man and not a history book with legs.”

Rhyse made a small, polite noise. “You mean to keep her, then.”

Mirelle turned her head just enough that he could see the thought move across her face like a cloud. “Rhyse,” she said. “You’re an efficient knife. Never ask me if I mean. Assume and let me surprise you.”

Rhyse smiled, which is to say he showed his teeth without warmth. “Yes, my Lady.”

“Commander.” Mirelle flicked her gaze back to Kael. “How much of her did you break.”

“None,” Kael said. “You suggested breathing.”

“Ah, yes.” She sighed. “My brief flirtations with mercy. I must write them down to reread on cold mornings.” She came down the last step so they stood a sword’s length apart. Up close, her scent was more jasmine than blood; Kael had always found that unnerving. “You held when she tried to bend you.”
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