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​​​​​​Prologue
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The archives of the Sun King say that in the beginning, there was only the Glow. They claim the Light birthed the world, and that those without it are merely the husks of a failed creation.

They lie.

Before the first dawn scorched the earth, the Shadows were the architects of the stars. We were the velvet of the night, the silence before the scream, the depth of the ocean where the sun’s reach falters. We were not empty; we were infinite.

But the Sun King feared the infinite. He built a throne of stolen fire and branded us "The Hollow." He taught the world to worship the shimmer on the skin and to loathe the darkness in the soul. For a thousand years, my people have lived as ghosts in a world of blinding light, waiting for a girl who could breathe the ash and command the void.

The prophecy didn't say she would be a queen.

It said she would be the end of the light.
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​​​​​​Chapter One: The Soot and the Star
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The heat in the foundry doesn’t just burn; it suffocates.

I wipe a smear of black soot across my forehead, feeling the grit grate against my skin. Around me, the hammers of a hundred "Shadows" strike the anvils in a rhythmic, soul-crushing beat. Clang. Clang. Clang. We are the pulse of Aethelgard, the invisible hands that forge the swords, the horseshoes, and the intricate jewelry that the Glow-born wear to show off their divine favor.

High above the foundry floor, through the reinforced glass of the observation deck, the High Alchemist stands. Even from here, his skin radiates a soft, golden luminescence. He looks like a fallen star draped in silk. He doesn’t sweat. He doesn’t bleed grey. He just watches us, the Hollow, work ourselves into early graves.

"Elara! Keep the bellows moving!" the foreman barks, his voice raspy from decades of inhaling coal dust.

I don’t look at him. I just pull the chain. My muscles scream, a dull, aching roar that has become my constant companion. I am nineteen, and I feel ninety.

I am a Shadow. I have no light in my blood, no shimmer in my eyes. To the citizens of the Upper City, I am a glitch in the tapestry of their perfect world.

When the bells finally chime for the shift’s end, I don't join the others in the tavern to drown their misery in cheap ale. I run.

I weave through the Narrow Alleys, where the buildings lean together like drunken old men, blocking out the fading twilight. I reach our shack, a lean-to made of scrap wood and hope, and my breath hitches in my throat.

"Lyra?" I whisper, pushing the creaking door open.

The smell hits me first. It’s a terrifyingly sweet scent, like overripe peaches and ozone.

My sister is huddled on our thin mattress. She is only ten, but she looks fragile as spun glass. She doesn't turn when I enter. She can’t. Her right arm is bared, and my heart shatters at the sight.

The Star Rot has moved past her elbow.

It’s beautiful, in a lethal way. Her veins aren't blue; they are glowing white-hot, pulsing with a light so intense it’s translucent. The skin around the veins is charred, cracking open to reveal the blinding radiance beneath. It’s as if a sun is trying to be born inside her, and it’s burning its way out.

"It... it hurts, El," she whimpers, her voice a thin thread.

I rush to her side, grabbing the cooling salve I spent a month’s wages on. I know it won't help. You don't cure the Star Rot with herbs. You cure it with a Sun Tear, a condensed drop of pure solar magic held only by the crown and its generals.

"I know, Little Star. I know," I murmur, my eyes stinging. I press the cool cloth to her skin, and it hisses. Hisses.

I look out the tiny, cracked window. High on the jagged cliffs overlooking the city sits the Iron Fortress. It is a monolith of black stone, jagged and cruel. It is the seat of General Caelum, the Shadow-Bane. They say he is the Sun King's most ruthless hound. They say he drinks the blood of the Hollow to keep his own light from fading.

They say no one who enters the Iron Fortress uninvited ever breathes the air of the city again.

I look back at Lyra. A fresh crack opens on her wrist, a tiny spark of white light bleeding onto the sheets. She won't survive the night.

I stand up, my hands trembling as I reach under the floorboards. I pull out my father’s old daggers dull, grey steel, as lightless as I am.

The Glow-born think we are nothing because we have no light. They forgot that the darkness is the best place to hide a blade.

"I’ll be back, Lyra. I promise."

I don't wait for her to answer. I slip out into the frosty night air. The moon is a thin crescent, a silver sickle hanging over the fortress.

To save the light, I must crawl into the heart of the darkness. And if the General of Shadows wants a sacrifice, he’ll have to catch me first.
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​​​​​​Chapter Two: The Vault of Obsidian
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The climb is a vertical nightmare. The Iron Fortress clings to the side of the cliff like a predatory bird; its black stone walls slick with the freezing mist rolling off the sea. My fingers are numb, the tips raw from gripping the jagged granite, but the image of Lyra’s burning skin keeps my blood moving.

I reach the first parapet, a narrow ledge patrolling the outer rim of the citadel. I don’t use a rope; ropes are for those who can afford to be caught. I am a Shadow, and tonight, I am part of the stone itself.

Two guards pass above me. Their armor is etched with glowing runes that cast a soft, amber light onto the walkway. I hold my breath, pressing my body into a crevice. The runes hum with a low, vibrating frequency that makes my teeth ache. This is the magic of the Sun King, pompous, loud, and arrogant. It never thinks to look into the corners where the light dies.
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