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PROLOGUE: THE BROKEN GATE AND THE IRON RING
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The Broken Gate does not look like much in the rain. A curve of ancient stone, split centuries ago by a quarrel no living courtier admits to remembering, the arch collapsed into a ragged mouth rimed with lichen. Beyond it, night folds like a black wing. Stormlight flickers in the wet hollows, and the brine smell of the mortal sea tangles with the iron tang of a realm seam under strain. Corvin lands in the reeds, wings mantled against the wind, boots sinking into the saturated earth with a soft, unhappy sound.

“Highness,” says the Gate-Warden, voice muffled by a mask of overlapping corvid feathers lacquered against the wet. No one knows if the Warden has a face beneath it or if the mask is the face. Their eyes are black coins. Their hands cradle a small wooden box, the kind that would not draw notice in a fishmonger’s stall. The kind that holds wicked things.

“His Highness is reserved for daylight,” Corvin answers. The rain beads on his hair and feathers, slicks along the slope of his cheekbone, finds the threadwork seam where human blood gave him softness and fae blood made it a weapon. Night is when his senses flex—every gust is a script he reads, every rustle of grass a word. He smells iron the way other men smell lightning, as warning and promise both.

The Warden’s fingers hook the box open. Inside, on black wool, lies an iron ring. It is simple, ugly in the way a hammer is ugly; built to be used, not admired. One might mistake it for a dockworker’s shackle-fragment, a relic of a chain parted under strain. He can feel it even from a handspan away: the steadying thrum, the quieting of the parts of him that tilt toward storm and hunger when the veil thins. The ring means control. The ring means confession.

“You can’t be serious,” he says, though he asked for this in a letter couched in unassailable courtesy, tucked into a pouch sewn into the Warden’s mask. “I am a prince of the Court.”

“You are prince enough to know what you are at the seam,” the Warden replies. Their voice has the creak and hinge-song of old doors. “And you are half enough that the Court’s medicine does not hold as it should. The storm’s pulling, Corvin. Choose anchor or drift.”

He should laugh. He should snarl that Raven blood does not bend to mortal ore. He should point up at the rooks circling the broken mouth of the Gate, dark smudges against a sea-salt sky, and say that his line does not bow to fashion or fear. But the seam groans, a high thin sound that plucks every nerve, and his wings flare by reflex. It is not fear that makes them spread; it is sensation, sharpened to a blade—wind like hands, currents like mouths, the invisible architecture of the crossing tugging at him as a lover’s breath might. He has always been too exquisitely built for the edges, where the world frays and rebuilds itself on a rasp of dark.

“Anchor,” he says, the word tasting honest. “For the duration of my stewardship. For the safety of those I am sworn to. For the promise of... new agreements.”

He does not say consent because that word startles the Court worse than iron. Consent implies choice. Choice implies refusal, and refusal implies princes are not owed. He learned early how quickly glamour becomes habit, how easily a courtier’s coax becomes a command, how the line between desire and compulsion can be written over and claimed as calligraphy. That is not the script he will write. Not when stormlight makes everything show its bones.

The Warden lifts the ring, the wool drinking rain, iron dull and honest. The metal is cold enough to knock breath. Corvin opens his palm, expecting to feel the old childhood tremor rise—the tremor of every Raven in every story told low in his father’s hall. It does not come. He has trained for this, with breath and sober thought, with flights cut short before the cliff where ecstasy teeters into power-drunk. He lifts the chain around his neck, black-gold links that belong to a prince. The chain accepts the ring. The ring accepts him.

It is not the iron of legend, that scorches and shrivels. It is forged differently; mortal craft tempered with fae blessing and the Warden’s careful binding. It touches his sternum with solid, cooling weight, and the Gate sighs. He sighs with it. Something in his chest that had been strung tight for weeks loosens one notch—only one—but he can breathe without tasting the sharp. The need does not vanish. It comes into focus. He can hear it clearly enough to name it.

“Say the vow,” the Warden murmurs. The rain thickens. A rook lands on the broken arch, shakes itself, and watches with glossy curiosity.

Corvin closes his eyes. Words matter here. Words cut. Words stitch. “I hold my power like a blade that I sheathe,” he says, each syllable set down with the precision of a cartographer’s ink. “I glamour no one without their ask. I bind no one without their say. I do not take sight or voice without request. My pleasure is not a right. It is a gift given or withheld. I am anchor and steward. I am not the storm.”

The ring warms against his skin, as if it recognizes grammar. He feels the vow settle like a weight on the inside of his ribs. It is not a burden. It is a structure. He can lean on it.

“The Court will say iron is un-princely,” the Warden says, soft, almost kind beneath the unblinking mask.

“The Court says many things when the storm is far and the lamps are pleasant,” Corvin replies. The old anger slips its hand into his. He does not shake it off, not tonight. Anger has kept him alive and clean when admiration would have made him sloppy. “And then it reaches for a glamour when meaning to ask.”

“You cannot fix them,” the Warden says.

“I can set a law,” Corvin says. “And show it holds in me.”

The Gate lurches. The reeds hiss. He sees the opening widen in a pulse, then knit shallowly at the edges, as if pleased by the presence of discipline. He does not fool himself that the ring is a key; it is an oath made metal. Oaths hold things. The Gate approves of holding. It has always preferred a firm hand to a honeyed voice.

He paces the arch, studies the fracture lines where stone went to rubble and time sanded the edges. The night beyond is Faerie, not the leaping-bright heart of it but the borderlands where everything is a little too attentive. Eyes in nettle patches. A sound of feathers where there are no birds. Behind him, the mortal sea lifts and falls with the patience of rock. Between the two, a seam that demands etiquette more than courage. He is good at etiquette when he chooses to be. His father weaponized politeness, and Corvin learned every angle of it, which is why he trusts himself to know where manners end and respect begins.

The Warden says nothing. The Warden has made a life of holding a thin place together with the right silences.

“Your mother would have approved,” the Warden says finally, and the breath leaves him as if he has been tapped in the diaphragm. He hates how that still happens—how a memory can unmake his professionalism in a thumbprint. He pictures the narrowness of her wrists, the iron keys she wore on a ribbon for the mortal lighthouse and the way she tucked the ribbon under her blouse because she refused to let the Court make fetish of it. He remembers her voice. Ask me, she used to say. Do not reach. Ask. It was not that she feared touch. It was that she desired it, and desire prefers invitation.

“My mother would have demanded I not preen about it,” he says, a smile without humor. “She would have told me to do the work.”

“Then do it,” the Warden says.

He kneels in the wet and presses his palm to the seam. Power hums up his bones and across his shoulder blades, where wings root like living architecture. He feels the Gate learning his signature. He lets it. He does not use it; he offers it to the structure as a promise of how he intends to behave. The rain comes harder. It will flood the low paths by morning and make the mortal approach treacherous. That is another reason he called for the ring. When the world is slick and easy, bad habits come dressed as mercy.

When he rises, something catches at his boot. It is nothing—less than nothing—only a corner of paper gone sodden and half ground into the track. He would not notice it if the ink were not so precise. He has seen sketching inks run into gray weeping when wet. This holds. This stays. He bends and plucks it up, thumb careful. A quarter-inch of a chart, the edge of a legend. The letters are human and stubbornly neat, and he knows the hand is not his father’s scribe or any of the Court’s. The script reads: Crossings, Western Approach— and breaks. The rest is lost to the mud.

He turns the scrap over. The backside is ghosted with lines. They are straight in places and errant in others, as if wind had moved the wrist and the wrist had insisted on truth in the error: the way a good map records hazard rather than correcting for beauty. He approves the way a blade might approve another blade for its balance. He thinks of the letter he has been writing to himself for months without ink: If a mortal cartographer would come who does not panic at the word no, who understands that maps are promises and not traps—

“Would it be so terrible,” he says, more to the rain than to the Warden, “to invite someone who knows how to ask back.”

“That depends on whether you invite her, or recruit her, or steal her,” the Warden says. “The Court calls those the same.”

“They are not,” he says. He slides the scrap into his pocket as if he has not noticed doing it. The ring presses against his sternum, humming, a polite cough of metal when his thoughts skew toward taking rather than asking. He smiles despite the rain. The ring is not graceful, but it is honest.

Across the seam, something answers the storm. He does not love that sound. It has the rhythm of bootheels and greed. Most smugglers are cowards pretending at courage, brave enough for cruelty where the risks are small; still, they swarm the crossings when the weather turns and the Wardens are busy elsewhere. He schools his face and his feathers. Every rook on the broken arch twitches its head toward that far-off rhythm, keen little engines of attention.

“Varro reports trespass,” he says.

“Varro reports daily,” the Warden says, with the distant patience of tides. “Tonight his reports are correct.”

“Then tonight we start,” Corvin says. “We put a law at the edge. We make it more costly to disobey than to perform.”

“You will make enemies.”

“I already have them,” he says, mild, which is more dangerous than fury. “I intend better enemies. The kind who fear law rather than enjoy it.”

The Warden’s masked head tips. “Consent is hard law.”

“Only if you love the short road,” he says. “I am a cartographer of long roads.”

He is not, of course. He is a prince and an heir to an empire of meticulous predation built with perfumed hands, and the closest he has to a chart is what he carries in his head: the dappled routes of air he learned when he first mastered his wings; the way the land humps and hollows beneath the heather; the places where iron ore sleeps under honest soil, and the places where Court glamour curls like a ribbon over a pit. But he says it and it becomes true in the way a vow shifts the bones—only a little, only enough to change a posture. He is a cartographer of long roads. He will be the man who makes a map of restraint and teaches those who soar with him to read it.

The first time he uses the ring, properly uses it, will not be for battle. It will be in a room with a bed and a teapot, with someone who says yes and means yes because she can always say no. That is the promise he makes tonight, though there is no one here to hear it except the Gate and a masked keeper who does not waste blessings on princes.

A rook kraws from the arch, a raw sound like a laugh stripped of charity.

“If you are finished sermonizing,” the Warden says, no movement in their voice, “the seam wishes a patch.”

He steps into the mouth of the Gate. Rain needles his face. The seam is not visible except when you let your eyes look incorrectly. He learned that trick from his mother, who taught him how to see fishermen’s lines under water, how to find a lost child’s path in a crowded market, how to tell when a touch has become a taking. He lets his gaze skate just to the side of true and the seam gleams, a cat’s eye in a hedge. He places his hands on either side of it and feels something listen.

There are a hundred ways to press magic. There is a way that is a shove. There is a way that is a bribe. There is a way that is a seduction with a hook in it. He chooses the fourth way, the newest way, the hardest for the Court to understand: ask. He asks the seam to accept his signature as ballast. He asks it to hold to the law he has spoken. He tells it there will be new agreements with mortals, agreements written in plain language and honored in plain acts. He tells it to expect an influx of careful hands and careful eyes, the kind that see error and correct with grace rather than force.

The seam deepens, then settles. The ring warms. The rain finds his mouth and he drinks it like a sacrament. The mortal sea lifts its shoulders in the distance, a shrug like a promise. He could stay there with his hands on the world until dawn. He could make a habit of it. Princes need habits to prevent them from becoming appetites.

The Warden says his name once, quiet but not gentle. He steps back. The Gate looks like a broken thing again. The rooks do not look impressed.

“Will you tell them?” the Warden asks. “About the iron.”

“I will wear it on a chain and not apologize,” he says. “The apology is that it was necessary, not that I chose it.”

“Your Chancellor will take issue.”

“My Chancellor takes issue when ravens fly,” he says. “He will survive.”

He thinks of the chain against his chest when he sleeps. He thinks of how iron will change the way he feels the wind on the underside of his feathers. He loves sensation. He will miss certain edges. He will not miss the hunger that turns to harm if not curbed in time. He feels, abruptly, the fierce relief of discovering that there are parts of himself he does not wish to romance. Desire is sweetest where it is chosen. He does not need the whole storm to be rapturous.

The Warden closes the box and tucks it under their arm. The rain is a drum now. Water slicks the feather-mask and turns it into a river of black. “You’ll have need of a mortal’s craft,” they say.

He touches the paper scrap in his pocket. The scrap holds its shape stubbornly, even sodden. He imagines the hand that drew it, the mouth that held pins, the wrists marked with ink. He imagines precision for its own sake—the kind of precision that is a kindness. He imagines eyes that do not widen when he unfurls a wing, but warm; a tone that does not flatter but levels, that says: tell me what hurts and what helps. He feels the fine, treacherous prickle beneath his skin that means he is about to want something he cannot have yet.

“I’ll have need of a mortal with a spine,” he says. “One who knows that maps are promises.”

“And that treaties are not toys,” the Warden says. “The Court will call it softness.”

“It is a harder thing,” he says, and hears in his own voice the iron he has been accused of lacking. He does not mind how it sounds. He could get used to that timbre—steady, edged, nominative. He will use it when the first noble makes a joke that is a permission slip to harm. He will use it when he drafts the charter. He will use it when someone he wants says no and he makes that no into a place to rest rather than a wound.

The rain breaks in a single shiver. The world holds its breath and then lets it go. The seam holds. A rook shakes its feathers and throws off a sheet of water and looks satisfied, as if it had always intended tonight to end in order. Corvin lifts his wings and shakes, too, a less elegant bird than the rooks in that moment, more man than prince—and then he is prince again, straightening the chain at his throat so the ring lies where it should, centered, honest.

“Go home,” the Warden says. “Draft your law. Invite your enemies to read it. If you must, invite your friends to read it harder.”

“And if I invite a mortal?” he asks, sounding idle, feeling anything but.

“Then remember that an invitation is not a rope,” the Warden says. “And let her say no, and let that be the end or the beginning as she chooses.”

The Gate breathes. The rain eases to a whisper. He lifts off on a beat of wing that ripples through him like an ache turning into warmth. The ring rides his sternum, weighing him not down but true. He climbs until the Broken Gate is a comma in the marsh and the sea is a sheet pulled tight over sleeping muscle. The night folds around him like a cathedral. He flies with the solemnity of a man wearing a promise.

He thinks of maps. He thinks of lines that do not control but clarify, that let the traveler choose. He thinks of hands that re-ink a legend after the storm has had its say. He thinks of a human’s neat script, stubborn against rain. He thinks of a phrase that his mother taught him and the Warden echoed and the Gate seemed to approve: ask. Ask. Ask.
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