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CHAPTER 1 — The Heir in the Bloodglass Room




Liora Arden woke to the smell of blood, roses, and a name she had spent ten years burying. 

For several seconds, she did not understand the floor beneath her cheek.

It was too cold to be the servant corridor outside the west gallery, where the stone had been worn smooth by generations of quiet feet and polished by spilled wine. This floor was colder, harder, and faintly ridged beneath her skin, as if each tile had been cut from glass and frozen into place. Her breath fogged against it. A metallic taste coated the back of her tongue, thick enough to make her swallow twice before her body remembered that swallowing could hurt.

The pain came next.

It moved through her skull first, a slow, grinding pressure behind her eyes, then dropped into her throat and ribs. Her right wrist burned. Her left palm stung. Something wet clung between her fingers. When she tried to lift her head, the room tilted in a wash of crimson light, and her stomach lurched so violently that she had to press her mouth shut to keep from retching.

Roses.

The scent sat beneath the blood, cloying and expensive, layered over smoke and polished stone. It belonged to the Marcell Council House. Every noble family that passed through its halls left some trace behind, but House Marcell favored roses bred so dark they looked black until candlelight struck their petals. Liora had noticed them earlier, arranged in silver bowls along the passage outside the private gathering rooms, their perfume heavy enough to mask the sharper scents of fear, ambition, and old magic.

She was still in the council house.

The thought brought her fully awake.

Her eyes opened.

Bloodglass rose around her in arched walls, each pane veined with deep red threads that pulsed faintly under the room’s ward-light. The chamber had no ordinary windows. It reflected everything inward: the silver chairs overturned around the negotiation table, the broken decanter spilling dark wine across the floor, the chandelier trembling above as if the ceiling itself had taken fright. Candles guttered in sconces shaped like thorned vines. Their flames burned low and red.

The Bloodglass Room.

No servant was supposed to enter it unless summoned.

Liora pushed her palms beneath her and tried to rise. Her right hand slid in something warm.

She looked down.

Blood slicked the glass tile beneath her fingers, black-red in the dim light, too much of it to belong to a shallow wound. It trailed from the center of the room in long, glistening arcs, as though someone had dragged a body or a blade through it.

Her breath caught.

A man lay beside her.

He was on his back with one arm flung toward the fallen table, his dark formal coat open at the throat, his white collar soaked through. His hair, a deep brown almost black in the crimson light, spread across the floor in damp waves. His eyes stared up at the chandelier without seeing it. Blood had gathered beneath his ribs and flowed around the hilt of the dagger buried there.

Liora knew the dagger before she knew the face.

The handle was plain black bone, wrapped with a strip of worn leather she had replaced twice herself. The blade had been forged short and narrow because she had never carried it for show. It was meant to cut rope, pry locks, and make a clean wound if a hand grabbed her in an alley and she had no other choice.

It was hers.

The dead man was Council Heir Dorian Marcell.

Liora’s body went still.

For a moment, even the pain vanished beneath the cold force of recognition. Dorian Marcell had been alive earlier that evening. She had not seen him clearly in the main hall, only once from a distance, his profile turned toward Chancellor Voss while servants moved along the walls with trays. He had been younger than she expected a council heir to look, not soft, not careless, but not yet worn into the polished cruelty of the older houses. His mouth had been tight. His gaze had moved too often toward the west corridor.

He had been waiting for her.

Her hand curled against the glass. Blood pressed beneath her nails.

No.

Memory broke against the inside of her skull, jagged and incomplete.

A sealed note tucked into her palm three nights earlier in the Hollow Market. Rain dripping from the awning above Nyra Sable’s stall. Nyra’s face unusually sober as she said, “I would not bring this to you if I thought it was bait.”

The paper had been thick, expensive, and folded without a crest.

Inside, one line had been written in a careful, unfamiliar hand.

If you want the truth about Mirael Arden’s death, enter the Marcell Council House under service papers and meet me in the west corridor before the third bell.

Beneath the words sat a mark so small she had almost missed it: three crossing strokes inside an open circle, drawn in reddish-brown ink that had darkened as it dried.

Her mother’s private mark.

Mirael Arden had used it only on hidden things. A lesson stitched into the underside of Liora’s childhood sleeve. A warning carved behind loose stone. A final scrap of paper pressed into Liora’s hand the night everything burned and her mother told her to run without looking back.

No one living should have known it.

That mark had brought Liora here. Not loyalty to a noble. Not court service. Not foolish curiosity. She had come because for ten years her mother’s death had been a locked door inside her, and Dorian Marcell had promised a key.

She had entered under the servant name Elian Voss.

She had pinned her hair beneath a plain cap, stained her hands with kitchen ash, and carried wine through halls where one wrong glance could have killed her. She had watched the Marcell guards count servants by face and not by blood. She had kept her shoulders rounded, her eyes lowered, and her steps forgettable.

Then the west corridor.

A gloved hand.

A cup.

“Drink this first,” someone had said, voice soft beneath the murmur of the gathering. “The heir will not speak to a servant who looks ready to faint.”

She remembered the cup touching her hand. She remembered bitter rose oil under the warmer scent of wine. She remembered iron smoke curling at the back of her throat.

Then nothing.

Now Dorian Marcell lay dead beside her with her dagger in his ribs.

A sound left her. It was not a scream. It was too small and raw for that, scraped from a throat that still tasted of whatever drug had taken her memory.

She forced herself onto her knees. Her body swayed. The chamber shifted around her, red light smearing across the bloodglass walls, and she caught herself with one hand before she fell against the corpse.

“I did not,” she whispered.

The room did not answer.

Then she saw the wall.

At first she thought the blood had splashed there from the murder. It gleamed across the nearest pane of bloodglass in long strokes, high enough that no dying man could have written it from the floor. The letters were large, uneven, and fresh.

LIORA ARDEN.

Her true name stood on the wall like a sentence.

A coldness deeper than the floor moved through her.

For ten years, she had buried that name under others. Lysa Mare in Grayharbor. Elian Voss in the council house. Nora Valeen for six months in Redmere, though she had hated the way the false name sat too near House Vale. Mara Flint when she worked accounts for a smuggler who never asked why a girl with ink on her fingers slept with a knife under her pillow. She had worn names until they frayed and left them behind before anyone could pull them tight around her throat.

No court record should have held Liora Arden.

No council room should have known it.

A hiss rose from the floor.

Liora looked down.

Beneath her knees, lines of crimson fire began to burn through the blood smeared across the glass tile. They did not spread like spilled oil or ordinary flame. They drew themselves with deliberate precision, curving outward from the place where Dorian’s blood had pooled, shaping into a mark she had seen only twice in her life.

Once branded into the inside cover of her mother’s hidden book.

Once beneath the skin of her own left shoulder, where it appeared whenever fear pushed too close to magic.

The Arden bloodline mark.

“No,” she said again, louder this time.

The fire brightened.

Somewhere beyond the chamber, boots struck stone.

Liora turned toward the doors.

They were tall, double-latched, and carved with Marcell roses twined through council scales. A red ward glowed between them, fractured at the center. As she stared, the outer lock cracked with a sound like ice splitting across a winter pond.

Voices shouted in the hall.

“Open it.”

“Blood ward has collapsed.”

“Stand ready.”

Liora tried to stand. Her legs nearly failed. She grabbed the edge of the table, and a silver goblet rolled away from her touch, ringing against the floor. The sound snapped through the room with terrible clarity.

She looked at the dagger again.

If she pulled it free, they would see her with the weapon in her hand. If she left it, they would see it belonged to her. There was no clean choice. Whoever had built this room around her had thought of every exit before placing her at the center.

The doors burst open.

Oathguards flooded into the chamber in black lacquered armor, their masks shaped to leave only their mouths bare for spoken law. Each carried a silver-blood spear tipped with a shard of oathglass. Behind them came Marcell guards in dark red, their faces already changing as they took in the scene.

For a heartbeat, no one moved.

Liora stood beside Dorian’s body with blood on her hands, her true name written on the wall, and the Arden mark burning beneath her feet.

One of the oathguards inhaled sharply.

“Arden.”

The word moved through the room like a match touched to dry silk.

The Marcell guards lifted their blades.

Liora raised both hands, palms outward, though blood slid down her wrist and made the gesture look worse. “I did not kill him.”

No one lowered a weapon.

A man pushed through the guards.

He was older than Dorian, with the same dark hair threaded in silver and the same fine Marcell bones sharpened by grief before grief had fully arrived. His formal robes hung open at the throat, as if he had dressed in haste or been pulled from another chamber. Lord Edran Marcell stopped three steps inside the room.

His eyes went first to his son.

The sound he made did not belong in a council house. It was animal, broken, and so full of disbelief that Liora felt it strike her even before his grief turned toward rage.

Then he saw the wall.

He saw the burning mark.

He saw Liora.

His face emptied.

“Kill her,” he said.

The oathguards shifted.

Liora backed up until her heel touched the leg of the table. “I was drugged. I do not remember coming into this room.”

“Kill her,” Lord Marcell said again, louder.

One of the guards lunged.

Liora moved by instinct. Her hand swept outward, and blood-magic snapped from her palm in a thin crimson arc. It struck the oathguard’s spear, not his flesh, and sent the weapon skidding across the glass floor. The guard stumbled back with a curse.

The room erupted.

“Bloodcraft.”

“Arden witch.”

“Secure her.”

Liora’s pulse slammed in her ears. She lifted her hands higher, terrified of what her magic might do if fear took hold of it. “I am not attacking you.”

“You murdered my son.” Lord Marcell’s voice tore on the last word. “You will not speak.”

“I did not murder him.”

The Arden mark flared under her feet.

A guard struck her across the face with the haft of a spear.

Pain exploded through her cheek. Liora hit the floor hard, her shoulder scraping across the bloodglass. The taste of blood filled her mouth. She curled onto one elbow, trying to breathe, trying to gather enough focus to stop herself from using magic again.

The guard raised the spear point.

“Enough.”

The word cut through the chamber.

It was not shouted. It did not need to be. Every guard in the room stilled as if a colder law had stepped between them and violence.

A man stood in the doorway.

He wore black, not the ceremonial black of the council, but the fitted coat and high-collared uniform of a bloodline enforcer. Silver clasps crossed his chest, each one etched with old restraint sigils. A long sword hung at his left hip. His gloves were dark, his boots wet from the rain outside, and his expression held the controlled stillness of a blade still inside its sheath.

Liora saw the crest at his shoulder.

A black thorn wrapped around a silver ring.

House Vale.

Every lesson her mother had ever given her rose at once.

Do not trust a Vale with your name.Do not bleed where a Vale can smell it.If a Vale takes your wrist, break your own thumb if you must and run.

Cassian Vale entered the Bloodglass Room, and the guards made space for him.

He was not the oldest man in the chamber. He was not the highest ranked. Yet the room shifted around him as though his presence had weight built into law. His gaze moved once across the body, the blood, the wall, the burning mark, and finally Liora.

He did not look surprised.

That frightened her more than rage would have.

“Lord Marcell,” he said, inclining his head without taking his eyes from Liora. “Step away from the accused.”

“The accused?” Edran Marcell stared at him. “My son is dead on the floor.”

“I see that.”

“Then execute her.”

“I am not an executioner without sentence.”

“You are Vale.”

A muscle moved once in Cassian’s jaw. “Yes.”

The single word chilled the room more effectively than denial would have.

Lord Marcell pointed at Liora with a shaking hand. “Her name is written there. Her mark is on the floor. Her blade is in my son’s body. What more does your law require?”

Cassian walked toward Liora.

She tried to push herself backward, but there was nowhere to go. Her shoulder struck the overturned chair behind her. Blood smeared beneath her palm. She would not beg a Vale. She would not give him that, even now.

He stopped close enough that she could see the rain still caught in the dark strands of his hair. His eyes were gray, not pale, but a hard storm-gray that made every other color in the room look feverish. He looked down at her bleeding mouth, her shaking hands, the mark at her feet.

“Your name,” he said.

Her throat tightened.

It was on the wall behind him. There was no use lying, and yet the habit of survival clamped around her tongue. Names mattered. Names were doors. Names were knives left handle-out for anyone cruel enough to pick up.

Cassian’s gaze sharpened. “Your name.”

Liora pushed herself higher, though the room swayed. “Elian Voss.”

The burning mark beneath her knees snapped brighter.

Several guards hissed.

Cassian did not blink. “That is the servant name you entered under.”

Liora’s fingers dug into the floor.

He knew.

Of course he knew. The wall had told him. The blood had told everyone. Whoever had done this had dragged her buried life into the open and pinned it there for the courts to watch.

“Liora Arden,” she said.

Lord Marcell made a sound of disgust.

One of the oathguards muttered a warding phrase under his breath.

Cassian’s expression did not change, but something in his eyes hardened with recognition older than either of them. House Vale knew the Arden name. It had hunted that name through burned houses, border towns, hidden markets, and sealed warrants signed by men who called genocide order.

Liora lifted her chin. “If you are going to kill me, do it without making me repeat myself.”

Cassian held her stare.

For the first time since waking, Liora saw something like surprise move beneath his control. It vanished quickly, but she caught it.

“I am placing you under blood-warrant arrest,” he said. “You will stand before the High Blood Council for the murder of Council Heir Dorian Marcell.”

Lord Marcell stepped forward. “No.”

Cassian turned slightly. “The warrant is mine to enact.”

“She dies here.”

“She dies after sentence, if sentence falls.” Cassian’s voice did not rise. “If you kill her in this room, Lord Marcell, every family with a claim against House Arden will challenge the legality of the death, every faction that wanted your son silenced will bury itself deeper, and whoever arranged this chamber will be grateful for your grief.”

The words landed.

Lord Marcell went pale with fury. “Arranged?”

Cassian looked at the blood-written name on the wall. “This room is too neat for grief.”

Silence followed.

Liora stared at him.

She could not afford hope. Hope was a stupid thing in a room full of blades, especially when it wore a Vale crest. Still, something inside her gripped those words because they were the first that had not assumed her guilt as naturally as breathing.

Cassian looked back at her. “Stand.”

Her mouth twisted despite the blood on her lip. “I tried that.”

For one dangerous second, the corner of his mouth almost changed. It did not become a smile. It became an acknowledgment that she still had enough spine to be inconvenient.

Then he reached for her.

Liora jerked away.

A guard lifted his spear, but Cassian raised one hand and stopped him without looking.

“I will not ask twice,” Cassian said.

“I know what happens when a Vale takes an Arden’s wrist.”

“So do I.”

The answer was too quiet.

Liora did not trust it. She did not trust him. She did not trust the sudden stillness in the room or the way the bloodglass walls seemed to listen. But her legs trembled under her, and if she refused him in front of these guards, they would drag her by the hair and call it restraint.

She placed her hand in his.

His glove closed around her wrist.

The world tore open.

Crimson light burst between their joined hands, bright enough to blind. Liora gasped as fire raced beneath her skin, not over it, drawing a line from his grip into her veins and up her arm. Cassian’s hand tightened, not in control but in shock. His breath left him hard through his teeth.

The guards shouted.

The burning mark on the floor surged outward, and the bloodglass walls answered with a deep, resonant hum that made the chandelier shake. Beneath Liora’s skin, something ancient woke with the force of a lock turning after centuries of pressure.

Script appeared around her wrist.

It was not written on her flesh. It moved beneath it, crimson and alive, coiling in a half-ring that stopped before closing fully. Across from it, under the edge of Cassian’s glove, the same light burned. His jaw clenched as the script wrapped beneath his skin.

Liora felt him.

Not his thoughts. Not words. Something worse because it could not be argued with.

Anger hit first, cold and disciplined, bound so tightly that any lesser man would have mistaken it for calm. Beneath it lived confusion, sharp enough to cut. Then grief, not for Dorian alone, but for something older, buried under layers of training and family law. He was furious at her. Furious at the room. Furious at the fact that his own blood had answered hers.

Cassian felt her too.

She knew the instant he did because his eyes changed.

Not softened. Cassian Vale did not soften in a room full of witnesses. But something in his gaze shifted as her terror struck him: the sick disorientation of waking beside a corpse, the raw panic of seeing her true name exposed, the cold certainty that every exit had been sealed long before she opened her eyes.

A triumphant murderer would not feel like this.

The thought came from nowhere and everywhere, not spoken aloud, not fully hers.

Cassian released her wrist as if the touch burned.

The crimson script remained.

Liora clutched her arm against her chest. The half-ring glowed beneath her skin, pulsing with the rhythm of her heartbeat. Across from her, Cassian pulled his glove back with controlled precision and looked at the matching mark on his own wrist. For one breath, the mask of the enforcer cracked. Shock moved through him, bare and unmistakable.

Then he closed his hand into a fist and covered the mark with his sleeve.

Too late.

Everyone had seen.

A murmur spread through the guards, fearful and hungry.

“Crimson Vow,” someone whispered.

The words stirred the old stories Liora’s mother had never finished telling. The Crimson Vow was supposed to be a curse, a warning, a reason Arden children learned to hide before they learned to write. House Vale binds. House Arden bleeds. If the old vow wakes, run before the courts remember what they buried.

Cassian looked at Liora again.

This time, he looked less like a man facing an accused murderer and more like a man watching a sealed door open in the foundation of his own house.

Footsteps sounded beyond the chamber.

The guards straightened. Even Lord Marcell drew a harsh breath and turned.

Chancellor Ilyrian Voss entered without hurry.

He wore council white edged in red, the formal robe settling around him as if the night had arranged itself for his arrival. His face was narrow and composed, his silver hair brushed back from a high brow, his hands folded before him. He did not look at Dorian’s body first. Liora noticed that immediately. He looked at the wall, then the mark on the floor, then Cassian’s covered wrist, then Liora.

Only after that did he glance at the corpse.

“Seal the chamber,” Voss said.

An oathguard moved to obey.

Lord Marcell’s grief had turned brittle. “Chancellor, my son—”

“I see your son, Lord Marcell.” Voss’s voice was smooth enough to make sympathy sound like law. “And I see the return of a bloodline this council was assured had been extinguished.”

Liora’s stomach tightened.

Cassian stepped half a pace in front of her. It was not enough to shield her. It was enough for the room to notice.

Voss noticed.

His gaze dropped briefly to Cassian’s sleeve. “Enforcer Vale.”

“Chancellor.”

“Was there an incident when you touched the accused?”

“No incident relevant to the arrest.”

Liora almost laughed, but the sound would have come out wrong.

Voss’s eyes rested on him a moment longer. “The chamber disagrees.”

Cassian did not answer.

Voss turned toward the guards. “Let the record show that Dorian Marcell, heir to a High Blood Council seat, has been murdered inside a sealed chamber. Let the record show that Liora Arden, survivor of an outlawed bloodline, was found beside him with her name written in blood, her mark active on council stone, and her personal weapon in his body.”

“I did not kill him,” Liora said.

Voss looked at her as though she had interrupted a ritual by coughing. “You will have opportunity to speak before judgment.”

“You mean before execution.”

Lord Marcell took one step toward her, grief twisting his mouth. “You dare.”

Cassian’s hand moved to the hilt of his sword, not drawing it, only resting there. “She is under my warrant now.”

“She is under council authority,” Voss said.

“And I am the council’s appointed bloodline enforcer.”

“Then enforce.”

The chamber went still again.

Voss lifted his chin slightly, letting every guard hear him. “The Arden line has returned to murder the courts. We will not pretend this is a private crime. This is bloodline treason. The old warrants stand, and by dawn, the accused will be delivered to the lower cells for execution review.”

Execution review.

Liora knew court language well enough to hear the blade inside it. Review meant the decision had already been made and only needed a formal mouth.

Cassian’s face remained unreadable. “By whose order?”

“Mine, under emergency authority.”

“Emergency authority requires three council seals.”

“It will have them before sunrise.”

“And until then?”

Voss’s gaze cooled. “You will deliver her to the execution cells.”

Liora’s right wrist throbbed under the crimson script. Each pulse pushed an echo of Cassian’s anger through her skin. He was angry at Voss now. Not openly. Not enough for anyone else to name. But she felt it, a restrained pressure like a hand closing slowly around iron.

Cassian bowed his head a fraction. “I will deliver the prisoner.”

Liora looked at him sharply.

Foolish, foolish thing, that sliver of relief she had almost let herself feel. He was Vale. He was council. He was the hand around her wrist and the warrant around her throat.

Cassian reached for her arm again, this time gripping above the mark, careful not to touch skin. The care startled her more than force would have.

“Walk,” he said under his breath.

She wanted to tell him what he could do with his command. She wanted to tear her arm free and throw every chair in the room between herself and the doors. But Voss watched her with calm expectation, and Lord Marcell’s guards wanted an excuse. So Liora walked.

Each step carried her past evidence arranged like theater.

The dagger in Dorian’s ribs. The blood-written name. The burning Arden mark. The shattered decanter. The overturned chairs. The dead heir with his eyes open beneath the red chandelier.

As she passed Dorian’s body, the air changed.

At first, she thought the vow had surged again. Heat prickled under her wrist, and Cassian’s grip tightened. Then the blood pooled beneath Dorian’s side trembled.

Liora stopped.

Cassian stopped with her. “Move.”

“Look,” she whispered.

His gaze followed hers.

Dorian’s blood moved.

Not much. Not enough for anyone across the room to notice beneath the shouts and shifting armor. A thin thread detached from the edge of the pool and crept upward against the slope of the glass tile. It moved with terrible effort, as if each inch cost the dead man something he no longer had. Liora’s breath caught in her throat.

The blood reached the side of an overturned silver tray and began to write across its polished surface.

One letter.

Then another.

False.

Liora stared.

Cassian’s fingers tightened around her arm until the pressure hurt. He had seen it too.

The blood trembled, then collapsed into a smear before anyone else turned.

“Enforcer,” Voss called from behind them. “Is there a problem?”

Cassian’s face gave nothing away.

“No,” he said.

He pulled Liora toward the doors.

She stumbled once, and he caught her before she fell, the motion quick and impersonal to anyone watching. But the vow flared beneath both their sleeves, and for one heartbeat she felt the shock in him again, the sharp recalculation.

Dorian Marcell had not used his last strength to accuse her.

He had used it to accuse the lie.

The guards parted as Cassian dragged her through the bloodglass doors and into the corridor beyond. Behind them, the chamber remained red and shining, full of death, roses, and the name Liora could no longer bury.

The crimson script burned beneath her skin.

Across from her, under Cassian Vale’s sleeve, the answering mark burned with it.








  
  
CHAPTER 2 — The Enforcer’s Prisoner




By dawn, Liora had learned that court mercy came with chains polished bright enough to reflect a condemned woman’s face. 

The silver-blood cuffs looked almost delicate until they closed around her wrists.

They were not made like common restraints, with hinge and lock and crude weight. They curved against her skin as if they had been measured for her long before she ever stepped into the Marcell Council House. Thin bands of pale metal circled both wrists, polished so brightly that when Liora looked down, she saw her own face broken across them in trembling fragments. Blood dried at the corner of her mouth. A bruise had begun to darken along her cheek where the oathguard had struck her. Her hair had come loose from its servant pins, and strands clung damply to her neck.

The cuffs hummed.

Not loudly. Not enough for the guards at the door to hear over the low murmur of voices beyond the holding wing. The sound lived against the bones of her wrists, a cold vibration that sank beneath flesh and pressed against the magic in her blood. Each time she breathed too deeply, the cuffs tightened by a hair’s width, reminding her that the court did not need chains thick enough to bruise when it owned laws old enough to do worse.

The council holding wing beneath the Marcell House had been built for people the courts wanted alive only long enough to condemn.

It sat below the formal chambers, reached by a narrow stair that turned twice and passed through three warded gates. The air smelled of wet stone, silver polish, old fear, and the sour dregs of blood-magic scrubbed badly from the cracks. No windows broke the walls. Oathglass lamps burned in iron brackets, casting pale red light over the narrow cell where Liora sat on a bolted bench.

The cell had no bars. It had a wall of bloodglass.

She could see through it perfectly. That was the point. So could everyone outside.

Cassian Vale stood beyond the glass with his back to her, speaking quietly to one of the oathguards. He had not removed his black enforcer’s coat. Rain had dried along the shoulders in darker streaks. His right sleeve had been pulled low again, covering the place where crimson vow-script had burned beneath his skin in answer to hers.

Liora’s own mark still glowed faintly beneath the cuff.

The silver-blood metal did not hide it. If anything, the restraint made the half-ring more visible, trapping its red light beneath her skin until it pulsed against the cuff’s inner rim.

She curled her fingers into her palms and refused to rub at it.

The guard outside glanced in at her and then away too quickly, as if looking at an Arden for too long invited infection.

Liora had seen that look before. Not always from people who knew her name. Sometimes from men who saw her leave a town the morning after a locked door opened without a key. Sometimes from women who noticed how blood beaded strangely on her skin before it fell. Fear had many dialects. In noble houses, it spoke through polished silence.

Cassian finished with the guard and turned.

The oathguard stepped away.

Cassian entered the cell alone.

The bloodglass wall opened for him without visible seam. The magic recognized his authority. Liora watched him cross the threshold, and every old lesson in her bones told her to measure the distance between his hand and his sword, his weight and the door, his eyes and the cuffs. He moved with controlled economy, no wasted step, no careless glance. The kind of man who had learned violence not as rage, but as grammar.

The wall sealed behind him.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

He looked at the cuffs first, then at her face. His gaze paused on the bruise along her cheek. It did not soften.

“Can you breathe?”

Liora stared at him.

It was not the first question she expected from a Vale.

“Is that part of the interrogation?” she asked.

“It is part of determining whether the restraints are killing you before I finish asking questions.”

“How thoughtful.”

His eyes lifted to hers. “Can you breathe?”

“Yes.”

“Any numbness in your hands?”

“The cuffs are suppressing my magic, not my circulation.”

“That was not an answer.”

“My fingers hurt. I can still feel them. Does that satisfy your mercy?”

Something flickered in his jaw. Annoyance, perhaps. Or restraint tightening over something less useful.

“Court mercy,” he said, “would have left you in the Bloodglass Room.”

“Court mercy tried to spear me in it.”

“And failed.”

“Because you stopped them.”

“Because the law required restraint.”

Liora let out a quiet, humorless breath. “Of course. I would hate to mistake you for a man making a choice.”

His face did not change, but the cuff around her right wrist warmed suddenly.

The vow.

It pulsed once beneath the metal, not painfully, but enough to make her spine stiffen. Across the cell, beneath Cassian’s sleeve, she saw his wrist tense.

He had felt it too.

He moved to the opposite wall and leaned one shoulder against the stone, putting distance between them without leaving. The placement was deliberate. He did not sit. He did not loom over her. He stood where she could see both his hands.

“Tell me about Dorian Marcell,” he said.

Liora looked past him to the sealed bloodglass. “I never met him.”

“You entered the council house under forged service papers because of a message he sent.”

“I entered because a message claimed he had information.”

“About your mother.”

Her eyes returned to him before she could stop them.

Cassian noted the reaction. Of course he did. Men like him collected involuntary truths the way courts collected signatures.

“Who told you that?” she asked.

“You said enough in the Bloodglass Room.”

“I said nothing about my mother.”

“The message did.”

Her hands went still in her lap.

Cassian reached into the inside pocket of his coat and withdrew a folded paper sealed inside a thin evidence sheath. Her stomach tightened at the sight of it.

Dorian’s note.

Or what she had believed was Dorian’s note.

The paper looked smaller in Cassian’s hand than it had in Nyra’s stall beneath the Hollow Market awning. Then, it had felt heavy enough to drag ten years of buried grief back through her ribs. Now it looked like what it was: a folded thing that had lured her into a room with a dead heir and her name written in blood.

“Where did you get that?”

“From the seam of your servant jacket.”

Liora held his gaze and said nothing.

“You used the name Elian Voss to enter the west service wing,” Cassian said. “The kitchen registrar recorded you among six temporary servants hired for the Marcell gathering. Your papers were good. Too good for a desperate fugitive.”

“That sounds like praise.”

“It is not.”

“Then ask a question.”

“Who made the papers?”

She smiled without warmth. “No.”

His expression did not shift. “No?”

“No.”

“You understand your position?”

“Better than you think.”

“I doubt that.”

Liora leaned back against the cold wall behind the bench. The movement pulled at her shoulders, and the cuffs hummed in warning. “I understand that Dorian Marcell is dead. I understand that my knife is in his body and my real name is on a wall that should never have known it. I understand that the courts have wanted an Arden corpse for generations and now have one seated in silver-blood cuffs. I also understand that anyone I name becomes useful to you, the council, or whoever staged that room.”

Cassian watched her for a long moment.

“The person who made your papers may have helped set the trap.”

“The person who made my papers is the reason I survived long enough to be trapped.”

“That does not make them innocent.”

“It makes them mine.”

The vow stirred faintly again. This time it did not burn. It pressed, as though testing the shape of the words.

Cassian’s gaze lowered to her wrists.

“You believe that.”

“I know it.”

“Truth and loyalty are not the same thing.”

“No,” Liora said. “But betrayal often dresses itself as concern. I learned to check the seams.”

For the first time, a silence settled between them that was not simply hostility. Cassian folded the evidence sheath and returned it to his coat.

“Tell me about the cup.”

Her pulse changed.

He saw that too.

Liora flexed her fingers against the cuffs. “I remember a corridor.”

“Which corridor?”

“West service passage. Near the side gallery. There were rose arrangements in silver bowls along the wall. Too much perfume. It covered almost everything.”

“Almost?”

“I smelled iron smoke.”

Cassian’s eyes sharpened. “Bloodcraft?”

“I did not know that then. I know it now.”

“What else?”

“A gloved hand gave me a cup.”

“Man or woman?”

“I do not know.”

“You heard a voice.”

“I heard words.”

“Repeat them.”

Liora swallowed. The back of her throat still held the bitter ghost of whatever she had drunk. “Drink this first. The heir will not speak to a servant who looks ready to faint.”

Cassian’s eyes did not leave her face. “Then?”

“Bitter rose oil. Wine. Iron smoke.” She forced herself to breathe evenly. “The hall tipped. I remember reaching for the wall. Someone caught my elbow. Then nothing until the Bloodglass Room.”

“You expect me to believe you carried a blade, drank from a stranger’s hand, lost consciousness, and woke beside the dead heir without any part in his murder.”

“No,” she said. “I expect you to believe someone wanted you to find exactly that.”

His stare hardened. “You do not get to use my doubts as proof.”

“I am using the room as proof. You saw it.”

“I saw a dead man.”

“You saw a staged room.”

“I saw a room that may have been staged after a murder.”

“And the blood?”

His silence stretched.

“Dorian’s blood moved,” Liora said softly.

Cassian’s hand closed at his side.

There it was. Not much. Not enough for another person to read, perhaps, but enough. He had seen it. In the corridor outside the Bloodglass Room, when Dorian’s blood crept upward against the tilt of the tray and wrote one word before collapsing into a smear, Cassian Vale had seen it.

False.

Liora leaned forward despite the cuffs. “What did you see?”

His voice came colder. “An anomaly.”

“Convenient word.”

“Accurate one.”

“You saw the same word I saw.”

“I saw blood move in a sealed murder room while an Arden bloodline mark burned through the floor. Forgive me if I do not leap toward the explanation that benefits you most.”

The vow flared.

Pain licked beneath Liora’s cuff, fast and hot. She sucked in a breath before she could stop herself. Cassian’s sleeve shifted as his own mark answered. His brows drew together, not with pain alone, but with attention.

She had denied murder before, and the vow had burned without punishing her as a liar. Now it reacted again, not striking her down, not choking her speech, not branding falsehood through her bones.

It was listening.

Cassian looked at her wrists.

Liora lifted them as far as the cuffs allowed. “There. Ask your ancient nightmare whatever you think it knows.”

“The vow is not under my command.”

“Disappointing for House Vale.”

His eyes snapped back to hers. “Do not mistake ignorance for mercy.”

“I would never accuse a Vale of mercy twice.”

The air tightened.

For a moment, the holding cell felt smaller. Cassian did not move toward her, but his presence sharpened until every inch of him seemed built to end arguments permanently. Liora should have looked away. She did not.

Then his gaze dropped again to the faint crimson beneath her cuff, and the anger changed into something more dangerous because it was quieter.

Uncertainty.

“You deny killing Dorian Marcell,” he said.

“I deny it.”

“Say the full words.”

“I did not murder Dorian Marcell.”

The half-ring under her skin ignited.

Heat spread from her wrist to her elbow. Liora braced for the agony the courts claimed old vows gave liars, for the kind of punishment that split nerves and forced confessions from guilty blood. Instead, the heat pressed inward, searching, then withdrew. The cuffs smoked faintly where the crimson light touched them.

No deeper burn came.

No mark of falsehood opened on her skin.

Cassian had gone very still.

Liora lowered her hands slowly. “Satisfied?”

“No.”

But he was unsettled. She felt it through the vow before his face could bury it. The emotion was thin, controlled, quickly smothered, but it reached her like a draft beneath a locked door. His certainty had not vanished. It had cracked.

That was enough to frighten him.

It frightened her too.

The holding wing changed as dawn approached.

Liora did not see the sun, but the council house felt different above them. The distant footsteps grew more frequent. Voices passed in clipped bursts beyond the warded doors. Somewhere overhead, bells marked the hour with low, resonant strikes that shivered through the stone. The Marcell Council House was waking around its murdered heir, and every corridor would soon be thick with grief, accusation, and officials pretending panic could be organized into procedure.

Cassian had not left the cell.

He stood outside the bloodglass now, speaking through the open seam to two oathguards while Liora sat with her cuffed hands in her lap and watched him refuse to show his wrist.

That detail mattered.

He had covered the vow-script quickly in the Bloodglass Room. He kept it covered now. Not from shame alone, she thought. From strategy. A matching mark between a Vale enforcer and an Arden accused of murdering a council heir was not merely scandalous. It was politically explosive.

The guards did not like being near her. They liked being near him even less now.

Cassian dismissed them with a short order.

Before the bloodglass resealed, another man stepped through the outer gate.

The air changed before Liora saw his face.

Chancellor Ilyrian Voss entered the holding wing dressed in white robes edged with council red, immaculate despite the hour and the murder above. He moved as though the underground corridor had been built to receive him. Two scribes followed at a respectful distance, their tablets pressed to their chests, their eyes carefully lowered.

Voss did not look tired.

That seemed wrong. Men summoned before dawn to stand over a murdered heir should have at least the decency to look strained. Voss looked composed, his silver hair smooth, his narrow face calm, his hands folded one over the other.

His gaze passed over Liora as though she were evidence already cataloged.

“Enforcer Vale,” he said.

Cassian inclined his head. “Chancellor.”

“The lower cells are prepared.”

Liora’s stomach tightened.

Cassian’s posture did not change. “For execution review?”

“For lawful containment before review.”

“Those are not the same cells.”

“No.” Voss’s mouth curved with a polite regret that did not reach his eyes. “They are not.”

The lower cells.

Even Liora had heard of them. Beneath council houses, beneath oathglass and holding wings and public chambers, there were rooms designed for bloodline criminals whose magic had to be broken before death. People entered those cells with names. They left as sealed ash, if they left at all.

Cassian glanced toward the cell. Only once. “The warrant gives me custody until formal review.”

“Emergency authority supersedes ordinary custody in cases of bloodline treason.”

“The council has not convened.”

“It will.” Voss stepped closer. “Do not make the mistake of treating delay as uncertainty.”

Cassian’s voice lowered. “I am treating procedure as procedure.”

“Procedure is not your shield today.”

The holding wing went silent enough for Liora to hear the cuffs hum.

Voss turned his attention to her at last. “Liora Arden.”

Her true name in his mouth felt like a hand closing around the back of her neck.

She did not answer.

“You should understand the generosity being extended to you,” he said. “Lord Marcell demanded immediate death. The council will instead provide review.”

“You mean enough ceremony to make murder look tidy.”

One of the scribes inhaled softly.

Voss’s expression remained mild. “Defiance is often mistaken for courage by those already condemned.”

“I will try to die more politely.”

Cassian looked at her then.

Not warning. Not approval. Something sharper, like he was measuring how many more words she could afford before the room turned.

Voss smiled faintly. “Your family was never skilled at survival.”

“My family survived long enough to inconvenience yours.”

The words left her before caution could stop them.

The cuff around her left wrist tightened. Pain shot into her hand, and she forced herself not to flinch.

Voss watched with interest. “And yet here you are.”

Cassian stepped slightly between Voss and the cell door. “She will be delivered when I complete my examination.”

“Your examination is complete.”

“No.”

Voss’s eyes lifted to him. “No?”

Cassian’s face had returned to that carved restraint. “The accused denies killing Dorian Marcell. The vow did not punish the denial as false.”

A thin silence entered the holding wing.

Both scribes looked up.

Voss did not.

“How curious,” the chancellor said.

“It requires review.”

“It requires caution in interpretation. Bloodline magic around House Arden is notoriously corrupt.”

“Convenient.”

Voss’s gaze sharpened. “Choose your words with care.”

Cassian held his stare. “I am.”

The air between them had nothing to do with Liora, yet her wrist burned as though the vow recognized the shape of danger forming. Voss wanted speed. Cassian wanted time. Neither had said the true thing aloud.

Someone wanted her dead before the vow could reveal more.

A guard hurried down the passage and stopped several paces away, bowing low. He carried a narrow black message case sealed with silver wax.

“For Enforcer Vale,” the guard said.

Cassian did not take his eyes off Voss at first. Then he turned and accepted the case.

The seal bore House Vale’s crest.

Black thorn around a silver ring.

Liora’s chest tightened before she understood why. It was not fear exactly. It was recognition of a door opening somewhere worse.

Cassian broke the seal with his thumb.

His eyes moved across the message.

His face did not change.

But the vow stirred beneath Liora’s cuffs, and for one brief instant she felt something through it that did not belong to her.

Cold.

Not fear. Not surprise. Something older. A disciplined numbness that had been taught to stand in the place where hurt might have lived.

“What does your house say?” Voss asked.

Cassian folded the note once. “Nothing relevant to council procedure.”

Voss’s smile deepened by almost nothing. “House Vale has always understood necessity.”

Cassian slipped the note into his coat. “House Vale has many habits.”

The chancellor studied him. “Deliver her quickly. The longer she remains in intermediate custody, the more complicated this becomes.”

“For whom?”

“For the realm.”

Liora almost laughed again. The realm. Courts loved that word. It could make anything sound noble if spoken over enough blood.

Voss stepped back, signaling to his scribes. “You have one hour.”

Cassian said nothing.

Voss paused beside the cell and looked through the bloodglass at Liora.

“Your mother ran too,” he said quietly.

Liora’s body went cold.

Cassian turned his head.

Voss did not look at him. His attention stayed on Liora, calm and precise. “It did not save her.”

Every part of Liora wanted to rise, cuffs or no cuffs, glass or no glass, and throw herself at him hard enough to make that smooth mouth bleed. Instead, she sat very still because stillness had saved her more often than rage.

Voss saw the effort. His satisfaction was almost invisible.

Then he walked away.

The outer gate closed behind him with a deep metallic sound.

Cassian waited until the chancellor’s footsteps faded.

Then he turned to the nearest oathguard. “Clear the wing.”

The guard hesitated. “Enforcer, Chancellor Voss ordered—”

“I said clear it.”

The words were quiet. The guard obeyed.

One by one, the men withdrew beyond the outer gate. Their boots scraped stone. The bloodglass lamps hummed overhead. When the last guard vanished, Cassian opened the cell again and stepped inside.

Liora did not move.

“You knew him,” Cassian said.

It was not a question.

Her hands lay numb in her lap, though whether from the cuffs or Voss’s words, she could not tell. “I know many men who speak gently before they cut.”

“Voss mentioned your mother.”

“I heard.”

“He expected a reaction.”

“He got one.”

“Not the one he wanted.”

Liora looked up at him. “Do not sound impressed.”

“I am not.”

“Good.”

Cassian studied her for a long moment. “What happened to Mirael Arden?”

The name hurt more than the cuffs.

Liora’s fingers curled. “No.”

“You came here because Dorian promised information about her death.”

“I came here because someone knew a mark only she should have known.”

“That distinction matters?”

“It matters to me.”

“Then tell me why.”

Liora held his gaze and made herself breathe past the burning tightness in her throat. Truth had weight. Her mother had taught her that too. Not the noble version carved into court lintels, but the practical kind. Every truth you hand someone is a piece of yourself they can sell, sharpen, or use as bait. Liora had survived by measuring each piece before she let it leave her.

Cassian Vale did not deserve any of them.

But Dorian’s blood had written false.

The vow had not punished her denial.

And Voss had known exactly where to place a knife he should not have had.

“My mother died because the courts found the wrong door,” Liora said at last. “That is all you get.”

Cassian’s eyes narrowed slightly. “That is not an answer.”

“It is more than I give most people.”

“You are not in a position to bargain.”

“I am always in a position to decide what leaves my mouth.”

The vow warmed.

This time, it did not burn.

Cassian felt it. His gaze dropped to her cuffs, then returned to her face.

“Your secrecy will get you killed.”

“My truth has killed more people.”

He said nothing.

Liora looked toward his coat, where the House Vale message rested. “What did your grandmother order?”

His stillness confirmed the guess before he spoke.

“You know Seraphine.”

“I know of her.”

“No one outside the courts speaks her name like that.”

“I grew up learning which names meant run.”

A muscle shifted near his jaw. “She ordered me to deliver you under warrant.”

“That is not all.”

“No.”

Liora waited.

Cassian looked toward the bloodglass wall, though there was no one beyond it now. “If you try to escape, I am to kill you.”

There it was.

Clean. Simple. Almost merciful in its lack of decoration.

Liora leaned back against the wall and let the cold stone steady her spine. “And will you?”

“If you try to escape?”

“If I breathe too suspiciously. If Voss smiles. If your grandmother decides my existence stains the family silver. Choose whichever law makes it easier.”

His eyes came back to hers. “I do not need law to make killing easy.”

The sentence should have frightened her.

It did.

Not because it was a threat, but because it was spoken without pride. Cassian Vale knew exactly what he was. He did not dress it in honor for her benefit.

“Then why am I alive?” she asked.

He looked at her cuffed wrists again, at the faint glow of vow-script beneath the silver-blood bands. “Because dead women do not make ancient vows wake.”

“And if the vow had stayed quiet?”

His silence answered.

Liora’s mouth curved, bitter and small. “There he is.”

“I never claimed to be kind.”

“No. Only lawful.”

“There is a difference.”

“Not from this bench.”

Cassian moved closer. Liora’s body tensed before she could stop it. He noticed and stopped two paces away.

“Listen carefully,” he said. “The lower cells are not a place you can outwit once you enter. If Voss gets you there before I understand what happened in the Bloodglass Room, you die.”

“And you care because?”

“Because the room was too neat.”

“Not because I am innocent.”

“I do not know what you are.”

“Your vow does.”

His eyes hardened. “The vow is old magic neither of us understands.”

“But it did not call me a liar.”

“No.”

The admission sat between them.

Outside the holding wing, a faint sound drifted through the walls: bells again, deeper this time. Dawn fully breaking above stone.

Cassian looked toward the door. “We have less than an hour.”

“For what?”

“For me to decide whether obeying procedure serves the truth or buries it.”

Liora laughed once under her breath. “Careful. That almost sounded like treason.”

His mouth did not move, but his eyes cooled with something near dry amusement. “I am a Vale. We file our treason properly.”

She should not have found that funny.

She did not laugh. But something in her chest loosened by a fraction, just enough to let air move.

Then the lamps flickered.

Cassian turned instantly.

Liora smelled it before she saw anything.

Bitter rose oil.

Iron smoke.

Her blood went cold. “Cassian.”

He looked back at her. It was the first time she had used his name.

“What?”

“That smell.”

The bloodglass wall opened.

A woman entered carrying a healer’s case of polished whitewood.

The healer wore the pale gray robes of court medical service, the hem embroidered with tiny red knots meant to signify neutrality. Her hair was covered beneath a linen wrap. A thin veil obscured the lower half of her face. In one hand, she carried the whitewood case. In the other, she held a folded order marked with council wax.

An oathguard appeared behind her at the outer gate. “Court healer sent by Chancellor Voss. Required examination before transfer.”

Cassian stepped between the healer and Liora. “Name.”

The healer bowed her head. “Sella Mor. Third blood-service, Marcell House rotation.”

Liora’s fingers dug into the bench.

Bitter rose oil threaded the air beneath the cleaner scents of linen, alcohol, and crushed herbs. Iron smoke clung to the healer’s cuffs. Not strong enough for most people to notice. Strong enough to drag Liora back to the west corridor, to the cup, to the gloved hand and the voice telling her to drink.

“She was there,” Liora said.

The healer’s head turned slightly.

Cassian did not look away from the woman. “Where?”

“In the corridor. Before I lost memory.”

The oathguard at the gate shifted. “Enforcer, she is required to be examined before—”

“Stay outside,” Cassian said.

The guard’s mouth tightened. “Chancellor’s order—”

Cassian’s voice cut colder. “Outside.”

The guard stayed where he was but did not enter.

The healer lifted the folded order. “The accused must be checked for blood instability before transfer to the lower cells.”

“Set the case down.”

“Enforcer, delay could endanger—”

“Set it down.”

A pause.

Then the healer obeyed, placing the whitewood case on the narrow examination shelf built into the cell wall. Her movements were smooth. Too smooth. Liora watched her hands.

Gloved.

Not black like the hand from memory. Pale gray, healer’s gloves, but gloves all the same.

Cassian reached for the folded order.

The healer gave it to him.

For one breath, all sound seemed to tighten around the small motion.

Then the healer moved.

Her right wrist snapped downward, and a needle slid from inside her sleeve. It was not metal. It was red and flexible, thin as a strand of silk, alive with a wet gleam. Blood-silk. Liora had heard of such things in the Hollow Market, whispered by people who sold death in rooms where no one used real names. A blood-silk needle did not need strength behind it. It only needed to touch skin and find the heart through the bloodstream.

The needle struck toward Liora’s throat.

Cassian caught the healer’s wrist before the point landed.

The impact cracked through the cell. The healer twisted with impossible speed, her other hand flashing toward Cassian’s face with a second blood-silk thread. He turned his head just enough that it sliced the air beside his cheek. His left hand drove into her elbow. Bone snapped.

The healer made no sound.

Liora surged to her feet. The cuffs flared, dragging at her magic. The room blurred as pain shot up both arms. She grabbed the bench to stay upright.

Cassian slammed the healer into the wall. The whitewood case fell open, spilling vials across the floor. One shattered, releasing a harsh bloom of iron smoke.

Liora coughed. Her vision swam.

The healer’s veil slipped.

Her face meant nothing to Liora. Narrow chin. Pale mouth. No recognition. No fear.

Cassian saw that too.

“Who sent you?” he demanded.

The healer smiled.

Blood welled between her teeth, black at the edges.

Cassian swore and jerked her away from the wall, but she was already moving again, not toward him this time, toward Liora. Her broken arm dangled uselessly. Her other hand flicked, and the blood-silk needle shot loose from her sleeve.

Liora tried to step back.

The cuffs locked.

The needle flashed red in the lamp-light.

Cassian’s sword came free.

He crossed the distance in one brutal motion and cut the healer down before the needle touched Liora’s skin.

The woman hit the floor at Liora’s feet.

For several seconds, nothing moved except the smoke from the broken vial.

Liora stood gripping the bench, breath shallow, throat exposed where the needle would have entered. Cassian held his sword low, his body angled between her and the body.

The oathguard at the gate stared through the bloodglass, white-faced.

Cassian looked at him. “Lock the outer wing.”

The guard did not move.

“Now.”

The guard ran.

Liora sank back onto the bench before her legs gave out. Her cuffs hummed violently, punishing the magic that had tried to rise in her defense. Sweat cooled along her spine.

Cassian crouched beside the healer’s body.

“Do not touch her,” Liora said.

He glanced up.

“She smelled like the cup.”

“I know.”

“You do not know. You did not drink it.”

His expression remained controlled, but the vow carried a thin line of anger to her. Not at her. At the floor. At the dead woman. At the fact that the court’s assassin had walked into a secured holding wing with paperwork and a healer’s case.

He used the tip of his sword to turn the healer’s wrist.

A council access seal had been branded into the inside of her forearm.

At first glance, it looked legitimate: three rings, one line, the Marcell service mark crossed with council medical authority. Then Cassian leaned closer, and his face changed.

“What?” Liora asked.

He drew a small knife from his belt and scraped gently at the edge of the seal. The skin did not peel. Instead, the mark bled.

Not red.

Black.

The blood rose in tiny threads, arranging itself briefly into symbols too small for Liora to read before breaking apart.

Cassian’s voice was grim. “Forged.”

“By whom?”

“Not a street forger.”

“Cassian.”

He looked at the black threads as they curled into the air. “Archival bloodcraft.”

Maeron.

The name Elspeth had whispered while crimson tears slid from her altered eyes.

The healer’s body jerked.

Liora flinched.

Cassian rose at once, sword ready, but the woman was not rising. Her veins darkened beneath her skin, spreading from the forged seal in branching lines. Her blood began to evaporate. It lifted from her wounds in black flakes, dry and weightless, dissolving before they reached the floor.

Her face changed as the blood left it.

Not into another face. Into less of one. Features slackened, blurred, became difficult to remember even while Liora stared at them. The woman’s mouth opened, and a thin stream of black ash spilled over her lip.

Cassian stepped back.

The body collapsed inward by fractions, not disappearing entirely, but losing the things that would have made identification simple. Blood. Facial tension. Magical residue. Even the healer’s scent thinned, bitter rose oil fading beneath the harsher smell of burned iron.

Liora swallowed against nausea. “That is convenient.”

“No,” Cassian said. “That is prepared.”

The word settled over the cell.

Prepared meant the assassin had expected death. Prepared meant whoever sent her knew Cassian might kill her. Prepared meant the forged seal was meant to prove enough to disturb him and not enough to convict anyone.

Prepared meant the frame had not ended in the Bloodglass Room.

It was still moving.

The holding wing erupted after the assassination attempt.

Guards returned in force, too late and too loud, filling the corridor with armor and questions no one wanted answered. Cassian gave orders with clipped precision. No one was to touch the body. No one was to admit another healer. No one was to send word to Voss until Cassian sealed his own report. The oathguards disliked being commanded in their own holding wing, but the dead woman on the floor, the evaporating blood, and the forged access mark made disobedience look dangerous.

Liora watched them through the open cell wall and understood that danger had shifted shape.

Before, they had wanted her dead because they believed she had murdered Dorian.

Now someone had tried to kill her while she was already condemned.

That made her more valuable alive than the court wanted to admit.

It also made her more dangerous to keep.

Cassian stood near the cell entrance speaking to the captain of the oathguards. His sword had been cleaned, but not sheathed. The blade rested bare at his side, catching red light along its edge.

Liora’s cuffs had loosened slightly after the healer died. Not enough to free her magic. Enough to let blood return properly to her fingers.

She flexed them once.

The nearest guard noticed and lifted his spear.

Liora lowered her hands into her lap and looked down like a prisoner who had learned obedience.

She counted.

Three guards between her and the inner door. Two beyond the bloodglass wall. One at the outer gate. Cassian closest to her, but his attention on the captain. The healer’s whitewood case still lay open on the floor, one vial unbroken near the bench. The bloodglass wall remained partly open because guards had been moving in and out.

An opportunity did not have to be good.

It only had to be better than waiting for the lower cells.

Cassian said, “No messages leave this wing without my seal.”

The captain bristled. “Chancellor Voss—”

“Will receive my sealed report.”

“That is irregular.”

“So is a forged healer attempting assassination inside your secured wing.”

The captain’s face reddened.

Liora moved.

She slid from the bench, seized the unbroken vial from the floor, and hurled it at the nearest lamp.

The glass shattered.

Smoke burst across the cell in a thick gray cloud.

A guard shouted.

Liora ducked under the spear thrust that came blindly through the smoke and slammed her cuffed wrists into the guard’s knee. He cursed and fell sideways. Pain screamed up her arms from the cuffs, but she did not stop. She twisted past him, shoulder striking stone, and ran toward the inner door.

“Liora.”

Cassian’s voice cut through the smoke behind her.

She did not look back.

The corridor beyond the cell bent sharply to the left. She took the turn too fast and nearly hit the wall. The cuffs dragged at her balance, silver-blood magic biting deeper with every step. She kept going. Her lungs burned. Her bruised cheek throbbed. The vow mark beneath the cuff flared hot.

The first warning came as pressure behind her ribs.

She ignored it.

The second came as a band tightening around her throat.

She grabbed the wall and forced herself forward.

The hallway stretched ahead, red-lit and narrow, ending at the first warded gate. Beyond it lay stairs. Beyond the stairs, perhaps a service passage, a kitchen tunnel, a drainage exit, a locked door she could pick with something stolen and bloody. Her body knew how to run. It had been trained by hunger, grief, and every night her mother’s last command had returned in dreams.

Run.

The vow answered with agony.

It struck like a hook beneath her breastbone and yanked backward.

Liora gasped. Her knees hit the stone. The cuffs flared white-hot, and the half-ring under her skin burned brighter than the lamps. She tried to crawl. One hand forward. Then the other. Her vision blurred. The corridor narrowed until the gate ahead became a smear of red lines and iron shadow.

No.

She had survived too much to be dragged back by dead magic.

She pressed her palms to the floor and pushed.

The pain deepened.

It filled her lungs until she could not draw breath. Her heart slammed once, twice, then stumbled. The old vow did not speak, but its meaning became brutally clear through flesh and bone.

Too far.

Too far from him.

Liora tried to curse it. No sound came.

Boots struck stone behind her.

A hand caught her before her forehead hit the floor.

Cassian dropped to one knee beside her and hauled her upright against his arm. The moment his grip closed around her shoulder, the pressure in her chest released. Air rushed into her so sharply she choked on it.

She hated the relief.

She hated that her body leaned into it before pride could stop her.

Cassian held her until she could breathe, but there was no comfort in the grip. His arm was steady, impersonal, and unyielding. He did not stroke her hair. He did not murmur reassurance. He kept her from collapsing and nothing more.

“What,” she managed between breaths, “did your cursed blood do to me?”

His jaw was tight. “I could ask you the same.”

She tried to pull away.

His grip tightened just enough to stop her. “Do not.”

“Let go.”

“You will fall.”

“I said let go.”

He released her.

Liora immediately swayed and caught herself against the wall. The corridor rolled beneath her feet. Cassian rose beside her, close enough to catch her again if she dropped, far enough to let her feel the absence of his hands.

That restraint made her angrier than force would have.

“I am not your prisoner by choice,” she said.

“No.”

“I will run again.”

“I know.”

“If the vow stops me, I will learn how to cut it out.”

Something moved in his eyes. “If you find a way, tell me.”

The answer stole the next breath from her.

For a moment, they stood in the red corridor with smoke rolling behind them from the holding cell, both marked by a vow neither had asked for, both listening to guards gather around the bend.

Cassian looked toward the gate she had almost reached.

Then back toward the holding wing.

Then at Liora.

The decision reached him visibly. Not soft. Not sentimental. A calculation turning into certainty.

“The court wants you dead too quickly,” he said.

Liora wiped the sweat from her upper lip with the back of her cuffed wrist. “You only noticed now?”

“I noticed in the Bloodglass Room. I know now.”

The distinction mattered to him. She heard it.

Shouts echoed from behind them.

“Enforcer Vale?”

“Secure the prisoner.”

Cassian’s hand went to the wall beside the corridor gate.

Liora frowned. “What are you doing?”

“Using a passage my family built before the council decided it owned every door.”

“That sounds like treason again.”

“It is an architectural disagreement.”

He pressed his thumb against a dark seam between two stones.

For a heartbeat, nothing happened.

Then the Vale crest burned faintly beneath his skin, hidden under his sleeve but bright enough to leak crimson at the cuff. The stone wall answered with a low internal click. A narrow vertical line appeared where there had been none. Cold air breathed through the gap, carrying the scent of dust, old mortar, and rainwater trapped far underground.

Liora stared at the opening.

A secret passage.

Built by House Vale beneath the Marcell Council House.

Of course.

Of course the family that enforced the court’s laws had made sure it owned ways around them.

Cassian looked at her. “Move.”

She did not.

Behind them, the guards rounded the bend.

Cassian stepped into their line of sight and lifted his sword. “By authority of House Vale enforcement custody, the prisoner is being transferred.”

The guard captain’s face flushed with anger and alarm. “Chancellor Voss ordered the lower cells.”

“Chancellor Voss can read my report.”

“You cannot remove her from council custody.”

“She is not in council custody.” Cassian’s voice dropped. “She is in mine.”

Liora felt the vow burn beneath the cuff.

Not punishment. Recognition.

The captain lifted his spear. “Enforcer—”

Cassian did not raise his voice. “Try.”

The corridor held its breath.

The guards knew what he was. Liora could see it in the way they measured the distance between his sword and their throats. Vale enforcers were not ceremonial things. They were what the court sent when law needed hands, teeth, and a clean report afterward.

One by one, the guards did not move.

Cassian backed toward the hidden passage without turning his back on them. His free hand found Liora’s arm, not her skin, but the sleeve above her cuff.

This time, she did not pull away.

The passage waited behind them, black and narrow, smelling of old stone and secrets.

Cassian drew her into it.

The wall began to close.

Through the narrowing gap, Liora saw the holding wing beyond: the red lamps, the oathguards, the smoke, the cell where she had been meant to wait politely for death. Somewhere above them, Dorian Marcell’s body still lay in the Bloodglass Room. Somewhere beyond these walls, Chancellor Voss expected her delivered to the lower cells. Somewhere in House Vale, Seraphine had ordered her grandson to kill Liora if she ran.

The stone sealed shut.

Darkness folded around them.

Cassian’s hand remained on her sleeve, the only guide in the passage his family had hidden beneath the court. The crimson vow-script burned beneath both their wrists, lighting the dark in faint, pulsing rings.

Liora looked at him through that red glow and understood the shape of the new danger.

The court wanted her dead.

House Vale wanted her dead.

And the man leading her into the dark had been ordered to make it happen.









