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In Aurelion, law is written not only on stone—but on skin.

The city’s oldest covenant is kept not in scripture, but in a sweetness older than kings: thousand-year nectar hidden in the hives of Silvaris. It can mend bones, tempt gods, and teach the wind new manners. Wingglass windows remember what it means to fly. Beneath the palaces, mint-wire carries counterfeit hymns, and bells are tuned to courage or to fear, depending on whose hand lifts the hammer.

Into this bright machinery of empire steps Kael—once a blind prince, now a soldier who spends his breath like coin. His chest bears the mark of thorns and a light that refuses to be named. Across from him stands Lyr of Silvaris, a singer born of resin and ritual, whose hum can draw water through stone—and whose mother’s rebellion made him the city’s most convenient heretic. They meet as enemies on a field that believes itself a graveyard, and discover, with terrible precision, that they breathe best within the same sentence.

This volume opens where mercy becomes a weapon: a flight from a battlefield that refuses to cool.

A coronation rises from ash, a prison of mirrors forgets which face is guilty, and a council prays to rumor while kitchens starve. There are harps that bite and strings no hand can see. Bowls whisper how easily men can drown. A queen measures love in secrets; a general sharpens bees. Oaths are carved in stone, then rewritten on mouths. And there are wings—of glass, of ash, of habit.

At the heart of it all lies an enemies-to-lovers slow burn that insists on being useful.

Here, attraction is not a pause from danger—it is the instrument that tunes a city back toward life. Their quarrels are negotiations with weather; their kisses are bindings; their tenderness, a kind of law. Power tips and balances: a prince who must learn to rule without spectacle, and a singer who must sing without becoming altar. The world demands spectacle anyway. They choose survival instead, and pay for it in vocabulary—names, memories, futures.

Expect a story that moves with a blade in one hand and a lullaby in the other. Expect councils practicing piety while they count coin, and soldiers who prefer rope and buckets to martyrdom. Expect roots breaking through marble squares because someone finally remembered to ask them. Expect battles tuned to ugly bells, ceremonies that apologize for nothing, and a sky that must be argued back into rising.

If you are new, this book will teach you how to read its laws.

If you are returning, you already know: love here is not an ornament. It is infrastructure.

Step onto the oath-stone. Touch the thorned ring. Listen for the rude, short notes that keep fire from remembering its bad habits. Then turn the page. The butterflies of this city are stubborn. When the wind is taught correctly—even their ash can fly.
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Chapter 1: Breath After Death
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The first breath I take after his last is a theft.

Smoke drags across the field like a tide, swallowing banners and men. The standard of Solara, once a sun of hammered gold, lies torn under a tangle of spears. Horses scream somewhere beyond the mists of ash, then go still. Between the fractures of sound, my own pulse pounds—too bright, too sweet, a nectar-bell ringing the dark to supper.

“Kael,” I say, though he cannot answer.

He is heavier than he should be. He was never heavy in my hands—just a line of heat at my side, a steadying weight against a world that wished us otherwise. Now he is a kingdom I have to carry.

I kneel and slide my arms under his shoulders. His hair catches cinders; the cloth that once covered his eyes is burned to lace. Even his lashes wear the ash. The cut that felled him is clean and ruthless, low at the ribs—where a blade would find a heart by faith alone.

“I told you not to play hero,” I murmur, and hate how my voice shakes. “You never listened.”

A wind lifts the smoke like a veil and shows me what the field has become: broken engines, burned tents, men on their knees seeking friends in the dead. The Church’s white pennons drip gray. Further down the slope, the Umbros lines have already melted back into the tree-shadow, the way cold water absorbs a thrown rock. We won the ground because they let us keep the grave.

At the far edge, the forest waits—Dampmere’s dark fringe, wet black and full of teeth that know my song. If there is anywhere to hide, to work, to steal a life back, it is there.

“Almost,” I whisper, and press my forehead to his. He is cool, not yet the cold that makes the gut believe. “I’ll get you out.”

I gather him. Every move is a betrayal of the body—mine and his. Each step toward the trees shakes loose a thread of sweetness inside me. It beads along my tongue, slicks the back of my teeth. It crawls under my skin and seeks daylight the way roots find water. The old hymns call us vessels. None warned what spills when the vessel cracks.

I taste honey. Somewhere, something answers.

No, not yet. I bite the inside of my cheek until iron drowns the sugar. It works for three breaths. Then the leak begins again.

We stumble through a curtain of ash. It sticks to his mouth. I wipe it away with my thumb. The battlefield mutters: the wounded praying, a man calling for his mother as if she could scale this hill and unmake a blade. Above it, faint as a remembered kiss, comes the whispering I fear: the chitter of polished bone, the clink of chain against horn. The made-things learn fast. They never miss a feast.

“Nectar,” a voice croons from the smoke, too many tongues making one word. “Hunger remembers you.”

I do not run. Running carries your scent farther. I set my jaw and keep the same steady pace, a funeral walk no one can fault for fear. The tree line draws nearer, row on row of beech and spruce, their roots like clasped hands. I can bind them to me. The forest knows my name in a way that human stone never did.

A clatter sounds to my left—metal dragged across wreckage. I angle right, toward a dip in the ground where a supply cart burned to hoops; behind it, a shallow fold of earth pretends to be a ditch.

“In here,” I breathe, and step down into the shadow. I lower Kael into the depression, cradling his skull, my palms memorizing him as if the body will refuse the soul if I forget the exact shape of the welcome.

His lips are parted. His mouth bears the soft stubbornness of a prince who learned to set it so the world would think him unbreakable. I think of how many times I watched those lips form my name and pretended not to count.

The chittering grows closer. The crackle of fire falters as if the field wants to listen.

I lay my palm over his wound.

“Don’t be brave,” I tell the wide, terrible quiet. “Just come back.”

The old melody rises unbidden, the one I swore I would not use. Mothers teach it to us in whispers, then warn us never to sing it whole. I have never sung it whole. I sing now not to be heard but to reshape the air inside the cage of his ribs. The song travels, not through the ear but through the fraction of the world that still believes in miracles by accident. It threads my breath to his. It tests the locked door and learns the hinge.

Sweetness floods my mouth. The leak becomes a spill.

“Mine,” the voices hiss. Figures move in the smoke—jointed silhouettes, antlers like barbed crowns, mouths where throats should be. Their bodies are a collage of stolen parts lacquered with oil. Where they walk, the ash clots.

I cut the song off hard. Silence snarls.

“Coward,” someone whispers, too near. Claws scrape the cart’s rim.

I stand, wings flaring without my consent. Color slides through the damaged air—silver, dark, then something neither, the edges a little wrong like a cracked mirror still reflecting. Light bends; weight recalculates. The nearest made-thing stumbles as gravity forgets how to worship its feet.

“Here,” I say, and it turns to me like a faithful dog to a cruel master, because my voice is what taught its hunger the first words. “You want sweetness? Earn it.”

It lunges. I step to meet it. My hands are empty, but I have spent my life turning emptiness into an instrument. The wing closest to it snaps; the world stutters. The thing hits the cart’s half-wall face-first. Horn splits with the exact sound a temple bell makes when it’s dropped.

Another comes, then two more, drawn by the brighter scent that my flare left hanging. I give them angles, give them the notion of a path, then take it away. They flail like puppets on tangled strings.

Behind me, Kael lies very still.

I can do this a long time, but not forever. Every bend of light, every stolen step taxes the place inside me where sugar lives. The spill becomes a pour. The earth under my boots glitters faintly where droplets fall invisible.

The fourth creature learns. It crouches on the lip of the ditch and does not commit. Its head tilts as if listening to rooms inside my body. Its many mouths widen.

“Stop,” I say, and the word means nothing to it.

The song inside my teeth surges, desperate. If I give it voice, I will call a swarm of things that love sweetness more than reason. If I refuse, these four will feed on a prince.

“Lyr,” I tell myself, because no one else will. “Decide.”

I shift so that the monsters must look through me to see the shape on the ground. I drop my wings until they describe a wall. My knees hit dirt by his hip.

“Listen,” I tell the stillness that keeps trying to open in me, that door I have never touched for fear the house will collapse. “This is what I never said.”

My hands shake as I lift his head and bring my mouth close to his ear.

“You were the only thing I ever wanted that I did not know how to keep,” I whisper. “I tried to name it duty. I tried to pretend a brother’s fondness would carry the weight. I tried to pretend I was a song and you couldn’t hold a song and that would absolve us both.”

The chittering circles the ditch like a prayer.

“But you kept me,” I say. “You kept me when you called my name in rooms that hated it. You kept me when you put your back to mine and made the world smaller and safer than it had ever been. You kept me when you listened to the dead in my blood and called it mercy instead of danger. Do you hear me? I am the danger. I am the mercy. I—”

The word hangs. It has never lived outside my mouth.

“I love you,” I say into the ash and the iron. “Stay.”

I kiss him.

It isn’t the way I imagined. In my imagination there was time and a bed not made of rubble. In my imagination his hand would come up, find my jaw, steady it like he steadied everything. There is only the press of lips that do not answer, the taste of ash and my own sweetness, the rough drag of stubble that means a morning he thought he would see.

My mouth breaks.

I feel it, a hot spill from a split I cannot close with will alone. Nectar beads at the seam of us, slick and soft as sap in summer. One drop falls to the pale bow of his upper lip and hangs like a tiny star.

Every creature around the ditch goes very, very still.

The drop trembles, bright as a memory I refuse to let the earth have.

It slides.

It leaves a luminous trail where it passes, a line of soft light across the corner of his mouth, down the path where a lover would trace a thumb to sign a promise. It gathers at the severe angle of his jaw, swells, and falls to the hollow at his throat.

Light answers light. A thin radiance licks along the old brand at his wrist, the thorn-crown sigil the Church hates and the Oracle touched with a sigh. It pricks, glows, threads.

“Mine,” the voices breathe, reverent now instead of hungry.

“Not yours,” I say, voice low and very calm. “Not ever.”

I cup his face. I kiss him again, not gentle this time. If the world wants a ritual, it will take it from my mouth.

A second drop breaks free. It falls into him like a key into a lock.

The creatures shriek as if something reached through their borrowed bones and tore out the will that kept them moving. Two topple backward into the cart-remains with a rattle. One runs as if dragged by its own shadow. One crumples where it crouched and begins to come apart, like wet parchment melting.

I do not watch them die. I am listening for something far smaller, and far greater.

It comes not loud, not sudden, not even certain. It is a tilt in the air, a small refusal of stillness, a flutter where there should be none. It is a movement so slight I almost mistake it for my pulse reflected.

Under my fingers, at the cradle of his throat, the skin jumps.

Once. Then again.

Kael’s heart beats.
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Chapter 2: The Price of Resurrection
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Death was not silence. It was song without air.

Somewhere inside that song, I waited—an echo of myself lodged in the hollow between heartbeats. There was no pain, not the kind the body understands. Only warmth, then sweetness, then something sharper than either. Like being remembered.

When breath returned, it did not come through lungs. It came through him.

The first thing I felt was the press of fingers against my jaw, the tremor of someone holding me as if the weight of me might fall back into the grave. The second was the taste of honey. Too bright. Too alive.

Then—pain, like the world re-entering my skin all at once.

I gasped, the sound raw, broken glass dragged through a throat that had forgotten the act. Air rushed in. My chest convulsed, ribs jerking under another’s hands. A sob that wasn’t mine hit my ear.

“Kael.”

The voice came in fragments. Shattered music, familiar and foreign. I forced my eyes open. Light flooded in—light where there had never been any. For twenty years I had seen only by sound and shape. Now the world burned in color.

The sky was blackened with smoke, but through it I could see the trembling shimmer of wings. Silver, cracked through with blue veins. And the face above me—Lyr, his cheeks streaked with ash and tears, eyes wide as if I were a ghost he hadn’t meant to summon.

“You—” My voice failed. I swallowed fire. “What did you do?”

He exhaled like someone who had been drowning for hours. “Brought you back.”

I sat up too quickly. The world tilted. Behind him, the field still burned in slow waves, orange bleeding into the horizon. Shadows fled at the edges, retreating into the woods. Where their footprints touched the earth, the soil hissed.

“You shouldn’t have,” I said, but my voice cracked on the last word.

“I know.” His smile trembled, a ruin of tenderness and guilt. “You’d have done the same.”

I wanted to deny it. I wanted to say I wasn’t that weak. But when I looked at him—his wings dimming under smoke, the blood drying in delicate constellations on his throat—truth made denial small and pitiful.

“I heard you,” I said. “In the dark.”

He blinked. “What did you hear?”

“Your voice. You said... stay.”

Lyr’s hand flexed against his knee. “And you did.”

The sweetness in the air thickened. It wasn’t just scent now—it was a hum, a vibration that licked the edge of my teeth. When I looked down at my hands, I saw faint threads of light running under the skin. Not gold. Not silver. Something in between—like the color of a candle seen through tears.

“What is this?” I whispered.

He hesitated too long. “The nectar,” he said finally. “It’s in you now. All of it.”

I remembered the warmth that dragged me from death. The taste of him. The light. I remembered the moment his lips touched mine, the way the dark had flinched and fled. I should have felt gratitude. Instead, I felt the weight of something ancient turning over in my chest.

“This isn’t resurrection,” I said. “It’s transmutation.”

“Call it what you want,” Lyr said softly. “You’re breathing.”

The light beneath my skin pulsed once, as if answering him. The rhythm was not my old heartbeat. It was faster, impatient, alive with another will. When I clenched my hand, a spark leapt between my knuckles—sweetness that burned.

Lyr flinched back.

“Don’t,” I said sharply. “Don’t look at me like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like you’re sorry.”

He pressed his lips together, wings folding closer to his back. The silence between us filled with the groaning of the dying battlefield—the crackle of collapsing wood, the distant cries of retreating men. I rose unsteadily. My boots sank in mud streaked with gold veins—my blood, or his, or both.

The air changed.

Far off, among the carcasses of siege towers, something moved. Not a soldier. Not quite a creature either. A shape made of smoke and sinew, drawn toward the scent of the forbidden. I felt it before I saw it—its hunger crawling along my new pulse like an echo of recognition.

“They’re coming,” Lyr said.

“For me.”

He didn’t answer. He didn’t have to.

The nearest of the shapes slipped into view—four-legged, ribcage distended, eyes glowing the same false gold that now burned in my veins. It snarled, low and familiar.

“They can smell it,” Lyr whispered. “The nectar. You’ve become—”

“Bait,” I finished for him. “Just like you were.”

He flinched. I stepped forward, my vision sharpening as if the light itself wanted to show me everything that lived inside its reach. Every breath Lyr took shimmered with faint luminescence. Every movement of the shadow-creatures left streaks of cold behind.

I drew the sword still hanging at my side. The metal hummed when my fingers closed around it, reacting to the glow. It had never done that before.

“Kael,” Lyr said. “You can’t fight them now. You just woke—”

“Then I’ll wake faster.”

The first creature leapt. I met it with steel and light. The sword connected, but instead of blood, what spilled was darkness—a tar-like vapor that hissed where it hit the ground. The shock of contact sent a flare through my arm, and the threads beneath my skin ignited in answer.

The creature shrieked. Its body convulsed, splitting along glowing seams. The light devoured it.

I turned. The others hesitated. They knew death when they saw something worse.

Lyr stared at me as if he’d never seen me before.

“What?” I demanded.

“Your eyes.” His voice broke. “They’re not blind anymore.”

I blinked at him. The world had edges. The light in his hair. The curve of his throat. The colors of war turned beautiful by accident.

“I can see you,” I said, half wonder, half warning.

He took a step closer, then stopped when the air between us shimmered—heat rising, humming. The scent of nectar grew sharper, like fruit splitting in the sun.

“Kael,” he said quietly, “you have to control it.”

“Tell me how.”

“I don’t know.” His voice was small. “No one’s ever come back from it.”

The shadows stirred again, emboldened by his fear. Five, then six, crawling along the ridges. I could hear them now, whispering my name the way worshippers whisper the name of a god they’ve yet to understand.

Kael. Kael. Kael.

“I think they already know what I am,” I said.

I raised my hand. The air trembled. The light that had been under my skin spilled outward, a ripple that warped everything it touched. The shadows screamed and scattered, but the light followed them, lashing like water in reverse—burning black into white.

“Stop!” Lyr shouted, grabbing my wrist. His fingers seared against the glow. “You’ll burn yourself—”

His words drowned in the roar. The light became a storm, a song, a thousand voices singing through me at once. I couldn’t tell which were mine anymore. The creatures dissolved into smoke and then into nothing. The ground itself seemed to recoil; grass withered and then bloomed in the same breath.

“Kael!” Lyr’s voice cut through.

The sound anchored me. I pulled the light back as best I could, forcing it into my lungs, my veins, my teeth. The air fell silent. The battlefield was gone. In its place: glassed soil, silvered ash, the faint shimmer of heat hanging above every surface.

Lyr knelt beside me. His palms were scorched where he’d touched me. I caught his wrists before he could hide them.

“I didn’t mean—” I started.

He laughed, but it was a sound stripped of joy. “You never do.”

“Lyr—”

“Don’t.” His voice cracked. “You died in my arms, Kael. I carried you through fire. I poured everything I had into you because I couldn’t lose you. And now...” He looked at my hands, the glow that still pulsed faintly beneath the skin. “Now the world wants to take you again. For what’s inside you.”

I wanted to tell him that nothing could take me from him, not this time. But the truth hung between us, heavy and cruel. The power burning in me wasn’t mine to keep. I could feel it pressing outward, seeking more air, more ground, more hearts.

“Then we won’t let them,” I said instead.

He gave a small, disbelieving sound. “We?”

“You didn’t drag me back just to lose me to hunger.”

His gaze lifted to meet mine. The blue of his eyes was brighter than I remembered, the pupils faintly ringed with silver. He had given more than I understood.

“You shouldn’t be alive,” he whispered.

“Neither should you.”

For a heartbeat, neither of us moved. The smoke thinned above us, revealing the moon, fractured through the haze like a blade of glass.

I reached up and touched his cheek. The heat between us was unbearable now, a hum of light and pulse. His skin trembled beneath my fingers.

“What happens next?” I asked.

He hesitated. “Now we run.”

“From who?”

“Everyone.”

I wanted to laugh, but the sound came out ragged. “Then we’d better start.”

Before he could rise, I felt the shift again—the light in my chest pulling toward the horizon, dragging the landscape into its current. The mountains beyond the battlefield shuddered, their ridges wreathed in a pale fire. The ash lifted from the ground like dust disturbed by a giant’s breath.

“Kael,” Lyr said, voice breaking. “What are you—”

“I don’t know.”

The power was no longer something I could hold in. It surged up, wild and inexorable. I pressed my palms to the ground, hoping to anchor it—but the earth ignited instead. Light erupted, spreading outward in concentric waves, burning the last shadows from the valley. The sky itself seemed to flinch.

When it ended, the smoke was gone. The mountains glowed as if carved from dawn. Every blade of grass shimmered silver under the light that now lived in me.

Lyr stared, his lips parted in awe and fear.

“Your power,” he whispered, “it changed the color of the world.”

I looked at my hands—still shaking, still bright.

“No,” I said quietly. “The world changed to survive me.”
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Chapter 3: Shadows of the Throne
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The road home began where the valley burned itself clean.

We left the field at dawn under a sky bleached to hard enamel, crossing ground that still remembered the shape of flame. The light inside me dimmed reluctantly, as if the world had only ceased shining because I asked it to. Lyr walked one pace behind, a deliberate distance. When I slowed, he slowed. When I quickened, his wings gave the smallest shiver and fell back into stillness.

We did not speak of my eyes.

Solara rose by afternoon—those familiar terraces of white stone and gold glass, the stairways cut like sunbeams, the banners that never did learn humility. I had come and gone from these heights most of my life without ever once seeing how they bullied the horizon. The citadel was beautiful in the way knives are beautiful; it made other things seem imprecise. My breath snagged despite myself.

“You’re staring,” Lyr murmured.

“It’s new,” I said, because it was easier than saying I have been blind all my life and today the city looks like a verdict.

Riders met us at the outer gate—Church livery, spears bright, faces dim with tired zeal. Rylan rode at their head and swung down before my mare had settled. He took in the sight of me with a soldier’s quick cruelty: alive, upright, eyes open. Then the cruelty cracked and his hands came up to my shoulders.

“Don’t do that again,” he said roughly.

“I’ll mark my calendar.” I let him squeeze once, the way a man checks a blade before sliding it home. His gaze flicked past me to Lyr.

“We come as one column,” I said before Rylan could be unwise. “The prince and his... adviser.”

Lyr’s mouth tilted. “What a demotion.”

“Wear it,” I said under my breath. “For now.”

The Church men swallowed their discomfort like a communion gone wrong and made their way ahead, clearing streets. News ran faster: the blind prince returned with sight; the dead prince returned with breath; the cursed prince returned with something in his veins that made candles lean toward him without wind.

Solara’s people came to doorways and balconies. Some crossed themselves to invite the light. Some made a different sign with their thumbs, a small ward against honeyed things. Children waved sprigs of river-mint; the scent rose sweet and startling. Lyr watched the city with a face he would have worn to a funeral if he were the kind to attend them. When a little girl held up a paper butterfly on a string and shouted, “Fly!” he smiled, soft and ruinous. I pretended not to see that, either.

At the high gate, the herald blew the same faded fanfare he had used my whole life. It sounded smaller to a man who could see the tower that made it. The gates parted like compliant ribs. We entered the court of sunlight, where law wrapped itself in music and cut you by inches.

The Council awaited, their arrangement precise as an accusation. The High Chancellor stood in the center, dry as old parchment and twice as flammable. On his left, Bishop Thalion wore the expression of a man who had been given a question and refused to admit he loved it. The rest filled the space between like expensive furniture: carved, heavy, inherited.

“My lords,” I said. “We come with war at our backs. I would greet you with less ash if you had sent more soldiers.”

The Chancellor’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Your Highness. Reports suggested... irretrievable loss.”

“I apologize for the inconvenience,” I said. “I declined to remain dead.”

A whisper rippled the marble.

Thalion’s gaze held mine, searching for the blindness that was no longer there. He was beautiful still, the way a raptor is beautiful—made for precision and the ending of small things. “You see,” he said.

“So I’m told.”

“You return with a light not your own,” he observed, very soft.

“I return with a kingdom not yours,” I said, just as soft.

The Chancellor cleared his throat. “Be that as it may, Solara could not stagger leaderless through war and rumor. The Council has taken measures. A Regent has been appointed to—how to put it?—sustain the fabric.”

I did not look at Lyr. I listened to the fabric of the room. The air shifted in three places as men readied themselves to enjoy a surprise.

“Appointed,” I repeated. “By whom.”

“By the statutes of emergency, ratified by the Church.”

“And whom did the statutes find so... fabric-sustaining?”

The Chancellor half-bowed, pleased with his own theatre. A door opened at the side and admitted a woman in travel-stained silk whose expression wore a crown whether or not her head did. The Queen—my stepmother—crossed the floor with unhurried grace and took her place by the Chancellor’s elbow, a convergence of danger.

“Your Majesty,” I said, because whatever else she was today, she had married my father before he died. “What a long route to the dais.”

She studied me as if I were a poem that might prove obscene under better light. “You are alive,” she said.

“Disappointing, isn’t it.”

Her mouth curved. It was not a smile. “Unexpected. The Council required constancy while the Church investigated the... circumstances of your demise.”

“And my return?” I asked.

Thalion’s lashes dipped. “The Church is still investigating.”

“Of course you are.”

The Queen’s eyes slid to Lyr then back to me. “And this is the circumstance, I presume.”

“This,” I said, evenly, “is my adviser.”

“To advise you in what?” the Chancellor asked, all innocence. “Methods of circumventing God?”

“Methods of winning wars.”

The Queen waved a hand, bored with foreplay. “Constancy had to be purchased quickly. I sit as Regent until the eclipse of the harvest moon, at which time the Court—assuming it recognizes the continuity of your person—may consider your petition to resume duties.”

“To be weighed against the continuity of my person,” I said. “How thorough.”

“Thoroughness is a kindness,” she replied. “Confusion kills.”

“Does it.” I held her gaze, and for a moment the room warmed despite the stone. If I let it, the light would slide from me like spent breath and make every glass in the hall sing. I did not let it. “I will take lodging in the East Wing tonight. The command cadence will pass through me. The Regent will maintain court until the moon deigns to validate my humanity.”

“Your... person glows,” muttered a Viscount near the back, unable not to look. “Forgive me for noticing.”

I did not. “If you stare until you go blind, the Church will take it as proof of doctrine.”

Laughter broke in two or three carefully calculated places. The Queen let it die. “Very well, Your Highness. East Wing. But your... adviser does not enter the palace without writ.”

“Then write,” I said.

“Not today.”

Thalion’s gaze flicked to Lyr. For a heartbeat his expression softened—not mercy, but a scholar’s desire to label a rare insect before pinning it. “The presence of a nectar-bearer within the citadel is provocative. The people murmur. The candles tilt. We must not—”

“Let me be clear,” I said, stepping forward until the Bishop smelled of orange blossom and ambition. “I have returned from a war you were late to bless. I have returned from a grave you would prefer stayed tidy. I will not disarm myself to make you comfortable. The man who brought me back will remain within my reach until I say otherwise.”

The Council shifted. The Queen regarded me as if revising an equation. “Appear as you wish at dawn court,” she said. “Leave the creature at whatever inn accepts silver for storms. We are done.”

“Creatures don’t write songs that taught your nurses how to quiet your cradle,” Lyr said quietly.

A dozen heads turned. I didn’t. “Adviser,” I said without looking. “You are dismissed.”

There was a beat of stillness, sharp as the air before lightning. Lyr inclined his head slowly, the motion so perfectly deferent it might have been designed to teach courtiers what it felt like to be mocked by good manners.

“As you command, Highness,” he said, and turned away.

He walked the long length of the hall past a hundred watching eyes and did not falter. When the doors closed behind him, I let out a breath I had been holding since we crossed the gate.

Rylan stepped up on my right, as if offering himself as a wall. “You could have brought him in,” he murmured.

“I could have made him a target they wouldn’t bother to miss,” I murmured back. “Let them think I do not bleed for him.”

“You do.”

“Not here.” I straightened. “Find him. Keep him between the river and the North Gate inn. Rotate three shadows on the roof beams above his room. Anyone asks—he’s my debtor on parole.”

Rylan’s mouth tugged. “Romance dies ugly in this place.”

“Romance survives uglier things than marble.”

By evening, the palace tasted of old wine and new plots. Servants ghosted in and out with the practiced invisibility of people feared for what they might overhear. I sat with maps open across a table that had hosted three wars and seven betrayals before my birth. The East Wing windows looked over the gardens where the court played at civilian virtues among clipped hedges. When the breeze shifted, it carried the river’s metallic breath and the thin smack of oars.

A knock. I said nothing. The door opened the width of a blade. Thalion entered without waiting for an invitation, because men who don’t fear you enjoy reminding you.

“It wasn’t a test,” he said, closing the door softly. “In the hall. When I asked if you see.”

“No,” I said. “This is the part where you set the table for your sermon.”

He smiled. “Humor is an anteroom to humility.”

“Is that where God keeps the interesting sins?”

He stepped closer, eyes very bright. “What did he do to you.”

“Lyr? He kissed me and taught you a new prayer.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the only one you get.”

Thalion’s gaze dropped to my hands resting on the table—the faint threads of light under the skin, the way the map’s ink responded to their warmth by lifting its scent. “If you cannot govern yourself, you cannot govern us.”

“I am governing myself admirably,” I said. “Do you know how much I want to make your hair spark just to see what color you ignite.”

He exhaled a laugh that started warm and went brittle. “You were always charming when cornered.”

“Get to your point, Bishop.”

He looked back up. The amusement was gone. “I am not your enemy,” he said. “I could be the only man in this palace who acknowledges that you are both miracle and danger. Do not force me to choose which word rules.”

“Then don’t force me to pretend your Church did not feed this city a lie for two generations: that light is simple, darkness is simple, and anything sweeter than bread must be sin.” I gestured, careless, and the candles along the wall flared, then steadied. Thalion didn’t move. “You are not my enemy. You are also not my keeper.”

He inclined his head, a handshake made without hands. “Then listen to a man who has had more knives thrown at him than you have had birthdays. The Council fears you. The Queen needs you. These truths will grind. When a wheel grinds long enough, it either polishes or breaks the axle. Choose what you wish to be.”

“And your part?”

“I polish what I can,” he said, and smiled without warmth. “And replace what breaks.”

When he’d gone, the maps were suddenly boring. I crossed to the window. Beyond the hedge maze, the city’s lower tiers twinkled like someone had spilled a cask of stars down the hill. Somewhere under those lights, in a rented room that did not deserve the body it housed, Lyr would be unlacing his boots and lifting his wings so they wouldn’t drag on splinters. He would not sleep early. He would pretend to read a book and fail to turn the page for an hour.

The light under my skin pushed against the cage of my ribs like a restless animal. I pressed my palm to the cool stone and tried to think of nothing.

The door creaked again—no herald knock, no breath, just the sound of old hinges telling the truth. Rylan slid through, closed it with his heel, and dropped a folded parchment on the table. His face had that color men wear when they’ve held their breath too long.

“Trouble?” I asked.

“Only the expensive kind.” He nudged the parchment. “Came through the south courier line. Chancellor’s seal. Went to the Queen’s desk. A hand we pay in the counting house prefers silver to God.”

I broke the seal with my thumbnail. The script was a precise hand striving to look tired.

By authority of the Regent and with spiritual counsel of the High Church, be it known that the entity styled Lyr, whose nature is ambiguous and whose presence destabilizes civic devotion, will be detained at dawn and delivered to the Mirror Cells for assessment. Should resistance occur, sanction is granted for immediate, merciful silencing to prevent proliferation of unlicensed rites.

The breath I took sat in my throat like a coin that went down sideways.

“Assessment,” I said.

Rylan tapped the second page—shorter, more honest, no adornment. A single sentence written in a thinner hand.

If the prince interferes, make it look like an accident. Burn the body. The sweetness spreads.

My name appeared nowhere. It didn’t need to. The hook in the words tugged the light behind my breastbone like an old chain with a new weight.

“They plan to kill him,” Rylan said, low.

“Of course they do,” I said, and the candles along the wall burned a shade paler as something brighter woke in me. “At dawn.”
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Chapter 4: The Butterfly’s Prison
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They took my wings at the door.

Not the bones—I would have torn the room apart for that—but the sweep, the soft reach of them. Two soldiers in lacquered leather stepped close with a harness made for humiliation. They guided my pinions into crescent sheaths and buckled them tight against my spine. Every notch of the strap sang in my nerves.

“Careful,” said the woman who watched. “We need him able to stand.”

She was not dressed like the court: no gold, no powder. Her hair was braided back for war, and the scar across her mouth made all her words look like verdicts. The soldiers called her General Sera. The city had taught me to fold men into two categories—those who feared my kind because the Church told them to, and those who feared us because we had once taught them to. Sera belonged to a third: those who didn’t fear much at all.

“This is a mistake,” I said as evenly as the harness allowed. “I fought your war beside your prince.”

“You fought near him,” she said. “Let’s be precise.”

They led me down a corridor that pretended to be a hymn—walls of pale stone veined with mica, lanterns burning oil scented with orange blossom and ash. It was new construction, too clean for history. When we descended the last stair, the air cooled and the light bent. Mirrors lined the hallway, floor to ceiling, thin sheets of silvered glass set at angles. In each, I didn’t quite reflect. I was a smear of movement with an afterimage of wings I could not lift.

“The Mirror Cells,” I said, because it helped to say the name of a thing before it named you.

Sera’s mouth made something not a smile. “You’ve heard of them.”

“Only in sermons mothers use to frighten children away from singing in stairwells.”

“And did it work?”

“On the stairs,” I said. “Not on the singing.”

The Mirror Cells were nothing like dungeons I knew. They were too bright. Each cell was a hexagon of glass and stone, six panels of treated mirror that turned the room into a faceted cage. The door was a wall that pretended to be a hallway until the light shifted and showed an outline. Inside, a low cot, a table, a basin, a line in the floor no foot wanted to cross.

They unbuckled the harness with a tenderness that hurt more than indifference and stepped back as my wings lifted reflexively to shake off unused pain. The glass hummed. It didn’t like what I was. Good. The feeling was mutual.

Sera stood outside the threshold with her hands behind her back, studying me as if I were a weapon she was deciding whether to requisition. “You’ll be treated,” she said. “Fed. Questioned. No one will touch you without my order.”

“You mean, no one will touch me where anyone can see,” I said.

“Meaning is a poor substitute for obedience,” she returned, then tilted her head at the glass. “The mirrors reflect more than light. They test for... inconsistencies. The Church says they have tongues.”

“Let them speak,” I said. “Maybe I’ll learn my sins from something beside rumor.”

She took a breath, as if weighing what kind of opponent she preferred me to be. “Let’s start with simple: Are you the one who stirred Umbros over the border two winters ago?”

“No.”

“Are you aware of any planned incursion by your... brood?”

“We don’t use that word except about bees.”

“Answer.”

“No planned incursion. We were running, General. Not marching.”

“From whom.”

“Men who look like yours,” I said. “But smell like metal and rot.”

Her eyes flicked. “The made-things.”

“You have a cleaner name.”

“Clean names are for street plaques.” She tapped the edge of the mirror with a knuckle. It rang and did not like her, either. “You’re not a demon.”

“I’m not.”

“Convince me enough to say so in a report.”

I exhaled. “You know what nectar does. It binds. Healers use it to coax hearts, to make marrow remember what living sounds like. It’s old and it’s not docile. Demons covet it because it doesn’t belong to their cosmology. Men covet it because they covet everything that extends their decisions. If either side had had a store of it, you’d be dead. The war would have ended in a week—one way or another. We had scraps, songs. Nothing more.”

“Yet a prince breathes because of you.”

“He breathes because of himself,” I said before caution could set its foot on my tongue. “Because he wanted to with an intensity that made the door open.”

“You poured something through.”

“Myself,” I said. “And that is all I have.”

Sera watched the mirrors while I spoke, as if the glass could catch untruths by the way they vibrated. Her scar caught the lamplight and turned it into a knife’s memory.

“The Regent doubts your usefulness,” she said. “The Chancellor doubts your nature. The Bishop doubts everything in a way that feeds his wages. I am less concerned with doubt than with consequence. If you are what rumor says, you are a weapon the city cannot store safely. If you are what you say, you are a witness the city cannot afford to lose. Either way, I keep you where I can see when you flinch.”
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