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​​​​​​​Prologue: The world was never meant to be this bright.
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In the old stories, the sun was a distant god, indifferent and unreachable. But standing on the balcony of the High Tower, looking out over the flickering violet pulse of Aethelgard, I know the truth. Light is not a blessing. It is a leash.

The metallic tang of the Great Well hangs heavy in the air, a constant reminder of the power that saved us and the hunger that still lives beneath my skin. I am draped in silks the color of a bruised twilight, and the obsidian crown sits heavy on my brow, yet my palms still feel the phantom itch of the foundry’s soot. I am a Queen of shadows ruling a city built on the ashes of a tyrant.

"You are thinking of the hammers again," a voice murmurs behind me.

I do not need to turn to know it is Caelum. The air around him always drops a few degrees, a cooling presence that battles the imperial fever in my blood. His hand settles on the small of my back, and that familiar spark of "spice" flares between us, a slow-burn tension that neither of us has quite learned how to extinguish. We are husband and wife, General and Sovereign, but we are also two weapons trying to remember how to be human.

"The silence is louder than the forge, Caelum," I say, leaning back into his strength. "It feels like the walls are waiting for me to fail. For the Void to slip and swallow the sun whole."

Beyond the harbor, the Glass Sea is no longer a mirror. It is a hunting ground. Twelve vessels of solid diamond are cutting through the waves, their translucent sails drinking the light to move with a speed that defies the wind. They carry the banners of the Eternal Empress, and they bring an ultimatum that smells of ozone and arrogance: return the Well’s core or watch the island turn into a pillar of salt.

In the observatory, my sister Lyra stares with eyes of liquid midnight, seeing a future where the sky falls and the "True Fire" consumes us all. She says the Empress is a mirror, and I fear what that mirror will reflect when it meets the conflagration I carry inside.

The sun is rising on the first day of our ending. The Imperial envoy called me a piece of foundry scrap wearing a stolen crown. They think the light is the only power that matters.

They are about to find out that the deeper the light, the hungrier the shadow.
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​​Chapter One: The Impostor’s Crown
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The gold of the Solar Palace is no longer a weapon, but it remains a lie. I stand on the balcony of the High Tower, the same heights where King Valerius once looked down upon the world as if it were his own private hearth. Now, the wind that sweeps off the Glass Sea carries the scent of salt and the heavy, metallic tang of the Great Well. Below, the Solar City is a tapestry of contradictions. Soft lanterns, fueled by the steady violet hum of the restored Well, illuminate the streets where Shadows and Glow-born now walk the same pavement without the threat of the lash.

It should feel like victory. My reflection in the floor-to-ceiling mirrors of the royal suite tells a different story. I am draped in silks the color of a bruised twilight, woven with silver threads that mimic the constellations. The obsidian crown, once a symbol of Caelum’s defiance, sits heavy on my brow. I look like a Queen. I feel like a girl who still has the soot of the foundry etched into the lines of her palms.

"You are thinking of the hammers again," a voice murmurs.

I don’t need to turn to know it is Caelum. I can feel him in the air, a drop in temperature, a thickening of the shadows that cling to the corners of the room. He approaches with the silent, predatory grace that first terrified me in the Iron Fortress. His hand, cold and steady, settles on the small of my back. The contact sends a familiar jolt through my blood, a spark of the "spice" that has always defined us. We are husband and wife, King and Queen, yet every touch feels like a new invasion, a slow-burn tension that neither of us has quite learned how to extinguish.

"The hammers were honest, Caelum," I say, leaning back against his chest. His heart beats a slow, rhythmic counterpoint to my own frantic pulse. "The silence of this palace is louder. It feels like the walls are waiting for me to fail. For the Void to slip and swallow the sun whole."

Caelum turns me around, his sea-grey eyes searching mine. He has traded his battle-worn brigandine for a tunic of midnight velvet, but he still looks like a wolf dressed in silk. "The people do not want a sun, Elara. They had a sun for a thousand years, and it burned them. They want the cool of the evening. They want you."
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