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CHAPTER 1 — The Blade at the Peace Table




Mira Vale remembered the smell of burned cinnamon before she remembered the blood. 

It clung to the back of her throat, bitter and sweet beneath the heavier taste of ash. For several heartbeats, she knew only that smell, the grit on her tongue, the deep ache behind her eyes, and the cold press of polished stone against her cheek. Somewhere above her, glass trembled in its frames with a thin, singing sound, as if the windows were trying not to scream.

Then the blood came back.

It was on her palm, warm where the rest of her felt cold. It had slipped between her fingers and dried in the creases of her knuckles. A darker smear streaked the pale inside of her wrist, cutting through the fine gray dust that coated her skin. When she tried to move, pain flared from her right hand so sharply that her breath broke before she could stop it.

The Emberhall swam into shape around her.

Black stone pillars rose into smoke-stained vaults. Oathglass windows, tall as watchtowers and etched with the sigils of every seated house, shuddered beneath the aftermath of a magical blast. Some had cracked in branching white lines. One had shattered entirely, scattering bright fragments across the council floor like frozen rain. The great round table at the center of the chamber had split through the middle, its polished surface charred black from a burst of power that had burned outward in a perfect circle.

Chairs lay overturned. Goblets had spilled dark wine across treaty parchment. Silver forks glinted among ash. Someone was crying behind the smoke, a low, stunned sound that did not yet know whether to become grief or fear.

Mira pushed herself up on one elbow.

Her stomach rolled. The chamber lurched.

A body lay beside her.

For one terrible second, her mind refused to name him. It gave her pieces instead: black formal coat torn open at the throat, long silver hair spread through ash, one ringed hand curled loosely against the floor, blood threading down from beneath his ribs into the carved grooves between the council stones.

Then recognition struck.

Lord Caedran Veyr.

The peace architect of the northern houses. The only Veyr lord in two generations who had made wolves, witches, fae-blood envoys, and oathbound judges sit at the same table without bloodshed. The man whose signature had drawn half the realm to the Emberhall under truce.

The man Mira had come here to meet.

His eyes were closed.

“No,” she whispered.

The word scraped her throat raw. She reached toward him before she knew she meant to, and pain bit through her right hand again.

Her fingers were locked around a blade.

Mira stared at it.

The weapon was ceremonial, though its edge looked cruelly real. A ritual blade with a blackened silver hilt and a narrow, leaf-shaped point. Blood slicked the lower half of it. More blood had dried along the grip, where Mira’s palm had burned around the metal so tightly that the hilt’s pattern had branded her skin.

Her breath shortened.

She opened her fingers. The blade clattered against the floor, the sound much too loud in the ruined chamber.

“No,” she said again, but the word had less strength this time.

The stone beneath Caedran’s body was scorched in a wide mark, burned so deep into the council floor that smoke still lifted from its edges. Mira knew that shape. She had drawn it in ash bowls as a child, under closed curtains, while her aunt hissed at her to keep her hand steady and never let anyone outside the family see how cleanly Vale fire answered her.

A hooked crescent. Three feathered lines. A broken ring where the ash had eaten itself inward.

Her signature.

Her ash-mark.

Her proof.

A sharp scream tore through the chamber.

“She did it!”

Mira flinched toward the sound.

Lady Selene Morcant stood near the far side of the broken table, both hands pressed to her mouth. Her pale gold hair had fallen from its jeweled pins, and soot streaked one side of her face in a trembling line. The sleeves of her pearl-colored summit gown were torn at the cuffs. Her eyes fixed on Mira with horror so complete that it seemed to hollow her from within.

“She attacked him,” Selene cried. Her voice broke, but it carried through the chamber. “I saw her. I saw her standing over him with the blade.”

Other voices rose at once.

Council guards pushed through the smoke. Delegates stumbled back from the center of the hall. Someone called for healers. Someone else shouted for the doors to be sealed. Mira heard the scrape of steel leaving scabbards and the chime of oathglass wards waking inside the walls.

She tried to stand.

Her knees folded beneath her.

A ring of armed guards closed around her before she could gather her balance. Their armor bore the white-ember crest of the High Council, and their spears were tipped with oathglass. The points caught the fractured light and threw it back at her in cold shards.

“I did not,” Mira said.

Her voice sounded thin beneath the bells now clanging somewhere beyond the chamber doors.

Selene took a step back as if Mira’s denial had touched her. “Liar.”

“I did not attack him.”

Mira looked down at Caedran again. His chest did not rise. His skin had taken on a strange gray pallor beneath the blood, almost like marble veined with smoke. She remembered a sealed message in her hand. Heavy cream paper. Caedran’s sigil pressed into black wax. West corridor after the second bell. Come alone. There is danger in the hall.

After that, there was only burned cinnamon.

Smoke.

A gloved hand.

Then stone against her cheek.

The doors of the Emberhall burst open.

The temperature seemed to drop before anyone entered.

The first man through was tall enough that the oathguards instinctively shifted aside before remembering themselves. He moved like violence held inside a disciplined frame, each step controlled, every line of his body sharpened by purpose. His black coat was unfastened at the throat, rain or sweat darkening the collar. A blade hung at his hip, but his hands were empty.

He did not need a weapon to make the chamber recoil.

Riven Ashmoor.

Mira knew him by reputation before she knew his face. Caedran’s alpha protector. The wolf who had broken an assassin ring in the eastern rail tunnels with six loyal guards and no public trial. The man House Veyr sent into rooms when negotiation had failed but war had not yet been declared. Some called him Caedran’s shadow. Others called him the last warning before blood.

His gaze found Caedran first.

The change in him was immediate and terrible.

His face did not crumple. He did not shout. He went still, so utterly still that the chamber seemed to lean away from him. Only his eyes moved, taking in the wound, the blood, the broken table, the scorched ash-mark on the floor.

Then he saw Mira.

The air between them tightened.

One of the oathguards said, “Protector Ashmoor, stand down.”

Riven crossed the distance in a blur.

Mira saw him move, but her body was too slow to obey fear. One heartbeat, he stood beyond the broken table. The next, he was inside the ring of spears, his hand closing around her throat with just enough force to lift her from her knees.

Her back struck the nearest pillar.

Stone slammed the breath from her lungs.

The guards shouted. Spears flashed. Mira clawed at his wrist with her burned hand and nearly blacked out from the pain. Riven’s eyes were a cold, predatory gray, but grief burned behind them so fiercely that it looked almost white.

“What did you do?” he asked.

The words were quiet. That made them worse.

Mira tried to answer. His grip allowed breath, but barely speech. “I do not remember.”

His hand tightened.

A spear point touched the side of his neck. Another pressed beneath his ribs. Still he did not look away from her.

“You remember enough to hold the blade.”

“I woke with it.”

“You expect me to believe that?”

“I do not care what you believe,” she forced out, though each word dragged against his grip. “I care that I did not do this.”

Something flickered in his expression. Not doubt. Not mercy. Only rage finding a sharper shape.

“Protector Ashmoor,” Chancellor Orrian Voss said from somewhere behind him, “release her.”

Riven did not move.

The chancellor stepped through the smoke with the composure of a man entering a formal dinner rather than a ruined chamber. Orrian Voss wore dark council robes trimmed in silver law-thread. Not a hair of his smooth black head had shifted out of place. His expression held grave concern, measured and public, as if he understood that every face in the hall had turned toward him and adjusted himself accordingly.

“Lord Veyr still breathes,” Orrian said. “If you kill the accused before the council examines the evidence, you may begin the war your lord came here to prevent.”

Riven’s jaw flexed.

For a moment, Mira thought he would do it anyway. His pulse beat hard beneath her fingers. She could feel the strength in his hand, the restraint he had not yet spent.

Then he released her.

Mira dropped to the floor, coughing. Oathguards seized Riven from both sides. It took four of them to pull him back, and even then they looked less as if they held him than as if they hoped his discipline continued to cooperate.

A healer knelt beside Caedran. Her white sleeves were already dark at the cuffs. She touched two fingers to his throat, then flinched as gray light crawled up her hand.

“Do not move him,” she said, voice sharp with fear. “The wound has entered the spirit line.”

A murmur swept the chamber.

Mira pressed one hand to the floor and tried to steady herself. The ash-mark beneath her palm pulsed faintly. Heat seeped from the scorched lines into her skin, familiar as breath and wrong as a stranger’s hand in her chest.

Orrian turned to the gathered officials. “Seal the hall. No one leaves until the council confirms the evidence.”

“The evidence is there,” Selene said. She had begun to shake, but her voice remained clear enough to cut. “Her blood is on the blade. Her mark is on the floor. I saw her.”

“I did not attack him,” Mira said.

Several people looked at her with open disgust. Others looked afraid. Fear was worse. Disgust could be fought. Fear made people grateful for cages.

An older councilor with violet fae-blood eyes lifted his staff and pointed it toward the scorched mark on the floor. “Test the signature.”

Three oathscribes came forward in gray robes. One carried a shallow copper bowl. Another held a spindle of oathglass thread. The third crouched beside the ash-mark and scraped a careful pinch of blackened residue from the burned line.

Mira watched their hands because she could not bear to look at Riven.

She could feel him across the space without magic. His hatred had weight. It stood against her skin as surely as smoke.

The oathscribe dropped the ash into the bowl. The thread was lowered after it. A clear chime rang once, then again, then a third time. The ash lifted in a thin spiral, dark at first, then brightening into a gray-white flame.

The flame bent toward Mira.

Whispers broke across the hall.

The scribe’s mouth tightened. “The signature answers to Vale ashcraft.”

Mira’s stomach sank.

“Say it plainly,” Orrian said.

The scribe looked at her, then away. “The scorch mark was made by Mira Vale’s ash-signature.”

Selene covered her mouth again. Her sob sounded almost rehearsed in its perfection, and Mira hated herself for thinking so when Caedran lay bleeding at her feet.

“I did not do this,” Mira said.

The ash in the bowl flared.

Pain drove through her skull.

Mira cried out and doubled forward. Something inside her, something buried deep behind memory, struck against an unseen wall. Her magic rose in answer, wild and instinctive, rushing toward the oathglass beneath the floor. The broken windows screamed. The scorched ash-mark brightened until the chamber filled with gray light.

Oathguards shouted.

Riven lunged one step before the guards hauled him back, though whether he meant to stop her or kill her, Mira could not tell.

The pain sharpened. Mira saw nothing for one breath but silver, smoke, and a hand in a dark glove pressing something over her mouth. Burned cinnamon filled her nose. Her lungs refused air. Someone whispered words close to her ear, too soft to understand.

Then the memory snapped shut.

The light died.

Mira found herself on her hands and knees, shaking so hard her burned fingers clicked against the stone.

Orrian’s expression had not changed, but his eyes had sharpened. “The accused’s magic reacts violently to denial.”

“No,” Mira said, though her voice barely rose above a whisper. “That was not guilt.”

“Then what was it?” asked the fae-eyed councilor.

Mira had no answer. Her mind clawed at the missing minutes and found only smoke.

Riven looked at her as if he would tear the answer out of her if he could.

The healer beside Caedran rose slowly. Her face had gone bloodless.

“He lives,” she said.

A sound moved through the chamber, part relief, part dread.

Riven’s head turned toward her. For the first time since entering, the fury in him cracked enough for hope to show through.

The healer swallowed. “But not cleanly. His body remains here, but his spirit has been forced beneath ash-stasis. The preservation spell is corrupted. If we break it wrong, he dies. If we leave it untouched, the stasis will consume him from within.”

Riven went very still again.

“How long?” he asked.

“I cannot say in this chamber. Days, perhaps. Weeks if the corruption slows.” She looked toward the council, then toward the ruined floor. “The spell is old work. Forbidden work.”

Every gaze returned to Mira.

Her hand throbbed around the burn from the ritual blade.

A Veyr delegate, broad-shouldered and silver-haired, stepped forward with blood already rising in his face. “If Lord Caedran dies under council truce, House Veyr will consider the summit an assassination under protected law.”

Another delegate stood behind him, a wolf-woman with gold rings braided through her dark hair. Her voice shook with fury. “If the council shelters the attacker, every northern treaty burns by nightfall.”

“We do not shelter anyone,” Orrian said smoothly.

“You let her breathe,” the Veyr man snarled.

Riven’s lips drew back slightly, not quite a snarl but close enough that the oathguards around him tightened their grip.

Mira pushed herself upright. “I came because I received Lord Caedran’s message.”

That silenced some of the room.

Orrian looked at her. “What message?”

“A sealed note,” Mira said. “His sigil was on it. It told me to enter the west corridor after the second bell. It said there was danger in the hall.”

The chancellor’s eyes flicked once toward a nearby scribe. “Was such a summons recorded?”

The scribe bent over a ledger with frantic speed. Pages whispered beneath his fingers. His face grew damp.

“No summons from Lord Veyr to Mira Vale appears in the summit record.”

“It was not in the public record,” Mira said. “It was sealed.”

“Convenient,” Selene whispered.

Mira looked at her. “Did you see me strike him?”

Selene’s face twisted. “I saw you standing over him.”

“That is not what I asked.”

The chamber quieted.

Selene’s lips parted. For the first time, uncertainty flickered beneath her horror, small but visible. Her hand moved to her wrist, fingers pressing through the torn cuff as if something there ached.

Then her expression hardened.

“You had the blade,” she said. “His blood was on you.”

Mira’s chest tightened. “That is still not what I asked.”

“Enough,” Orrian said.

The word fell gently, but everyone obeyed it.

That frightened Mira more than Riven’s hand at her throat.

The councilors gathered near the broken table, speaking in low voices that carried pieces of argument through the smoke. Execution. Imprisonment. Veyr retaliation. Forbidden magic. Vale blood. Emergency law. Riven stood apart under guard, his gaze fixed on Caedran. He had stopped looking at Mira, and somehow that felt more dangerous. His grief had turned inward, where discipline could sharpen it into something colder than rage.

High Seer Amelith entered without the urgency of everyone else.

Mira had seen her once from a distance, seated high in the council gallery beneath a veil of pale gray silk. She was smaller than Mira expected, an elderly woman in layered robes the color of old smoke. Her hair was white, braided close to her scalp, and her face was lined with soft folds that made her look almost gentle. Long sleeves covered her arms to the knuckles. Her hands remained tucked within the fabric, hidden even as she walked.

The guards bowed their heads to her.

Amelith came to stand near Caedran. She did not touch him. Her pale eyes moved over the wound, the ash-stasis shimmer, the scorched floor, the fallen blade, and finally Mira.

For one breath, Mira smelled burned cinnamon again.

Her stomach clenched.

Amelith’s gaze was mild. “The spell around Lord Veyr is too unstable for haste.”

Riven’s voice cut across the chamber. “Can you save him?”

“Not while the truth of the attack remains locked inside the same magic that struck him.”

Riven’s eyes flicked to Mira.

Amelith’s face softened with what almost looked like sorrow. “The realm stands at a narrow bridge. If House Veyr demands blood now, the peace summit becomes the first battlefield of the next war. If the council imprisons the accused without satisfying the injured house, the north will call it cowardice. If Protector Ashmoor executes her, he satisfies grief and destroys lawful witness.”

“I did not ask for a lecture,” Riven said.

“No,” Amelith said gently. “You asked how to save your lord.”

His mouth closed.

Orrian turned toward her with measured attention. “You have counsel, High Seer?”

“The Ashen Oath,” she said.

The words moved through the room like cold water.

Mira had heard of the oath only in old family warnings and legal histories no one discussed unless they wanted to frighten children into obedience. A punishment bond. A traitor’s chain. A sentence used when a crime was too politically dangerous for ordinary imprisonment and too uncertain for immediate execution.

“No,” Mira said.

No one looked at her.

Amelith continued, “Bind the accused to Lord Veyr’s protector. If she lies, the oath will burn her. If she flees, it will drag her back. If she attempts another strike, Protector Ashmoor will feel the betrayal before the blade falls. If she is innocent, the oath will reveal the fracture in the evidence before Lord Veyr’s stasis fails.”

Riven turned on Orrian. “You will not bind me to her.”

“Protector Ashmoor,” Orrian said, “your objection is understood.”

“It has not begun to be understood.”

“You are Lord Veyr’s sworn protector. Under emergency law, your bond to his survival gives you standing.”

“I want justice.”

“So does the realm,” Orrian replied. “The oath may be the only way to keep justice from becoming war.”

Mira forced herself to stand fully, though her legs trembled. “You cannot do this.”

Orrian looked at her with the polished patience of a man tolerating someone already condemned. “The council can, under emergency summit law.”

“You are binding me to a man who nearly killed me.”

Riven’s head turned slowly. His eyes met hers, and she felt again the exact shape of his hand around her throat.

“You are alive,” he said.

The words carried no apology.

Mira’s fear sharpened into anger. “Because guards stopped you.”

“Because I stopped.”

The silence that followed had teeth.

Mira looked back to Orrian. “I have not been tried.”

“The oath is not conviction,” Orrian said.

“It is a sentence.”

“It is containment.”

“That is what powerful people call cages when they want applause.”

A few councilors shifted. Someone inhaled too sharply.

For the first time, Orrian’s expression cooled. “Careful, Miss Vale.”

Her burned palm throbbed. “I was careful. I came to a peace summit under invitation. Now a lord is dying, I am covered in blood I do not remember spilling, and everyone in this room wants the shape of my fear to be convenient.”

Riven watched her. The hatred remained, but something else moved beneath it, too quick to name.

Amelith’s voice softened further. “Child, if you are innocent, the oath may preserve you.”

Mira looked at the old woman’s hidden hands. “And if it does not?”

“Then it will preserve the realm from you.”

There it was. Mercy with a blade inside.

The council vote happened with brutal speed. House Veyr demanded blood but accepted the oath as a temporary stay of execution. The fae-blood envoys abstained until Orrian reminded them that neutrality would be recorded. Three witch delegates protested the use of forced binding and were overruled under emergency law. Selene stood silent through it all, one hand still pressed to her wrist beneath her torn sleeve.

Mira searched the chamber for one face that did not already see her as weapon, threat, proof, or problem.

She found none.

The oathguards moved her toward Caedran’s body.

Riven resisted when they brought him forward, not with panic but with cold refusal. It took Orrian speaking Caedran’s name to make him stop.

“For his life,” the chancellor said.

Riven’s face changed in a way Mira almost wished she had not seen. Grief stripped anger down to the bone.

“For his life,” Riven repeated, each word dragged from somewhere raw.

They placed Mira on one side of Caedran and Riven on the other. The ritual blade lay between them, cleaned of loose blood but not purified. Its dark hilt caught the broken light from the oathglass windows.

Amelith stood at Caedran’s head. Her sleeves fell forward as she lifted a small bowl of ash, but not enough to show her hands. Two young oathscribes approached with a basin of water and a silver thread.

“Blood,” Amelith said.

Mira recoiled when an oathguard reached for her wounded palm.

“I can do it,” she snapped.

The guard paused.

Orrian nodded once.

Mira held out her burned hand. The skin screamed when the scribe drew a shallow cut across the heel of her palm. Blood welled bright and warm. Across from her, Riven offered his hand without flinching. The blade opened his skin. His blood looked darker than hers in the gray light.

Amelith mixed both into the ash.

The smell rose instantly.

Burned cinnamon.

Mira’s vision tilted.

Not now, she thought, but her body had already begun to remember what her mind could not. A corridor. A sealed message. The west passage empty except for a ribbon of smoke curling along the floor. The sweetness in her nose. A shadow stepping from behind a pillar.

The memory vanished as Amelith began to speak.

“By blood under witness, by ash under law, by breath under threat of war, let sentence bind where truth has been broken.”

The oathglass windows hummed.

Mira felt the floor answer beneath her knees. The scorched signature burned brighter, and the broken lines of her ash-mark crawled toward the center of the chamber like living embers.

Riven’s blood fell into the ash bowl. Mira’s followed. Amelith tipped the mixture over Caedran’s suspended body.

The ash did not land.

It hung in the air above him, each grain glowing faintly, forming a circle over his chest. Caedran’s body arched once. The healer cried out. Riven surged forward, but the oathguards held him back.

“Do not break the circle,” Amelith said, and for the first time, command sharpened through her gentleness.

Riven stopped.

Mira’s breath came too fast. The air thickened around her, pressing into her mouth, her ears, her lungs. The ash circle widened. Threads of gray light reached toward her cut palm and Riven’s. They wrapped around their wrists, cold at first, then hot enough to make Mira gasp.

Riven’s face tightened, but he made no sound.

Amelith’s voice lowered. “Let the accused be unable to flee truth. Let the protector be unable to abandon witness. Let pain answer pain. Let lie answer flame. Let survival bind until guilt is proven, innocence revealed, or sentence fulfilled.”

“No,” Mira whispered.

The oath heard her.

Fire clamped around her wrist.

She screamed.

Across from her, Riven’s hand jerked, and for one savage instant, Mira felt his pain as if it were her own. Not imagined. Not sympathy. His skin burning. His pulse slamming against the oath. His grief tearing open beneath discipline. Caedran on the floor through his eyes, silver hair in blood, the unbearable thought that Riven had not been there in time.

Then Riven felt her.

Mira knew it because his eyes snapped to hers with naked shock.

Her terror rushed across the new bond before she could hide it. Her confusion followed, raw and humiliating. The missing memory inside her stood like a locked door in a burning house. She felt Riven strike against it without meaning to, felt his rage falter when there was no triumph behind it, no satisfaction, no remembered murder.

Only smoke.

Only fear.

Only the bitter sweetness of burned cinnamon and the terrible certainty that something had been done to her before she woke beside the blade.

The ash on Mira’s wrist shaped itself into a half-crown.

Riven’s mark formed at the same moment, mirroring hers. Dark at the edges, ember-bright at the center, broken where the two halves should have met.

The bond snapped tight.

Mira doubled forward, one hand braced near Caedran’s shoulder. Riven caught himself on the opposite side, breathing hard through his teeth. The chamber had gone silent except for the trembling oathglass and the faint crackle of ash-stasis around Caedran’s body.

Then Mira heard a voice.

Not aloud.

It moved through the fresh wound of the bond, faint and distant, as if spoken from beneath deep water.

Not her.

Mira froze.

The voice was weak, but she knew it. She had heard it once at the beginning of the summit when Lord Caedran Veyr had welcomed the delegates with a voice calm enough to make old enemies sit down.

Not her, the voice breathed again.

Mira lifted her head.

Caedran’s body had not moved. His eyes remained closed. The gray stasis still held him like ice.

The crown has found blood.

The words faded into the bond, leaving pain behind.

Mira stared at Riven across Caedran’s suspended body. His face had gone very still. Too still.

“You heard that,” she whispered.

His eyes remained fixed on hers.

Around them, the council watched the marks burn into their wrists. House Veyr waited for justice. Orrian Voss stood with his hands folded inside his sleeves. High Seer Amelith lowered the empty ash bowl, her scarred hands still hidden from sight.

Riven did not answer Mira.

He looked down at the half-crown seared into his skin, then at the matching mark on hers. The hatred had not left him. Neither had the grief. But now something else stood between them, unwanted and alive.

A sentence.

A wound.

A question neither of them had asked.

Above Lord Caedran’s dying body, two half-crowns burned on two wrists, and the Emberhall held its breath.








  
  
CHAPTER 2 — Bound to the Enemy




By dawn, Mira Vale belonged to the law in every way that mattered and to Riven Ashmoor in every way that frightened her. 

The council holding wing had no bars.

That was the first cruelty of it.

Bars would have been honest. Chains would have admitted what the room was. Instead, the High Council kept its prisoners beneath polished white arches, behind doors carved with old mercy-script, watched by oathguards in silver-trimmed armor and healers who spoke softly while they checked pulse, breath, burns, and signs of magical instability. The walls were pale stone veined with gold. The floor shone as if no one had ever bled on it. A narrow window high above Mira’s head admitted the colorless light before sunrise, the kind that made every face look carved from bone.

Three oathguards stood at the door.

Two healers waited near the washstand, white sleeves folded neatly over their wrists.

Four political observers sat behind an oathglass screen, taking notes with styluses that scratched softly over thin slate tablets. One wore the blue collar of House Veyr. One wore the gray sash of the neutral fae-blood court. Two wore council black.

They watched Mira as if she were a wound that might reopen.

She sat on the edge of a narrow examination cot with her burned right hand wrapped in cooling linen. The mark on her wrist had not faded. It had darkened as the night thinned, a half-crown of ash embedded beneath the skin, the broken points reaching toward her palm. When she moved her fingers, the mark tightened.

Across the room, Riven Ashmoor stood beside the door.

He had refused the chair brought for him. He had refused the healer’s request to examine his wrist until one of the council observers reminded him that his condition had become part of the legal record. Then he had extended his hand without a word and stared past the healer’s head while she cleaned the burned skin around his own half-crown.

Now his sleeve was rolled down again. The mark was hidden, but Mira could still feel it.

Not see it. Not imagine it. Feel it.

A low, living awareness stretched between them, pulled thin across the room like wire under pressure. His presence pressed at the edge of her breathing. When he shifted his weight, something in her chest noticed. When he flexed his injured hand, a faint echo answered beneath her own bandage.

She hated it.

She hated that he stood so still. She hated that his silence took up more space than other men’s shouting. She hated that the same hand that had closed around her throat had also been burned by the oath that now kept her alive.

The door opened.

Chancellor Orrian Voss entered with two senior oathscribes and an older woman in healer’s gray. He had changed his robes since the Emberhall. The ash and smoke of the night had been replaced by immaculate black wool and a silver clasp shaped like balanced scales. Only his eyes carried the ruin forward. They looked rested enough to be unnatural.

“Miss Vale,” he said.

Mira did not stand. “Chancellor.”

His gaze moved to Riven. “Protector Ashmoor.”

Riven gave him nothing.

Orrian accepted the silence as if it were tribute. He stepped into the center of the room, and the oathscribes arranged themselves behind him with their slates ready.

“Lord Veyr has been moved to the sealed stasis chamber beneath the eastern infirmary,” Orrian said. “His condition remains unstable. High Seer Amelith is overseeing the preservation wards.”

Riven’s face did not change, but Mira felt the bond go hot.

Grief struck first. Not the wild grief she might have expected from a man who looked built for violence, but something deep and contained, packed so tightly beneath discipline that it had become pressure instead of sound.

Then came anger.

Mira looked away too late.

Riven saw that she had felt it.

His eyes narrowed.

Orrian continued, “Until the Ashen Oath produces sufficient truth for legal resolution, Miss Vale remains under emergency containment. Protector Ashmoor, you are hereby ordered to preserve her life and prevent unauthorized flight, attack, self-harm, or outside interference.”

Riven’s jaw shifted. “You are asking me to guard Caedran’s attacker.”

“I am ordering you to keep alive the only person presently bound to the truth mechanism that may save him.”

“She should be in a cell.”

“She is in one,” Mira said.

Riven’s gaze cut to her.

She held it, though her throat remembered his grip in a way her pride despised. “Your council just knows how to decorate.”

One of the observers behind the oathglass lifted her stylus and began writing faster.

Orrian did not look amused. “This is not my council alone, Miss Vale. You would do well to remember that.”

“I remember very little since last night. Everyone keeps finding that convenient.”

The healer near the washstand drew a careful breath. Riven’s stare sharpened, but Orrian only folded his hands.

“The sentence-stage rules will be read for record,” he said.

One of the oathscribes stepped forward. He was young, with ink on his thumb and fear carefully tucked behind professional distance.

“Under the Ashen Oath, sentence-stage binding establishes enforced proximity between accused and protector,” he read. “The accused may not flee beyond oath-range without respiratory compression, ash-burn, disorientation, and eventual collapse. The protector may not knowingly abandon the accused to unlawful execution, assassination, or preventable death while truth remains unresolved. Either party who knowingly betrays the oath’s stated purpose may experience escalating pain, internal ash-pressure, temporary memory exposure, or spirit-line damage.”

Mira’s mouth dried.

“Define oath-range,” she said.

The scribe glanced at Orrian.

“Variable,” Orrian answered. “In early binding, usually no farther than one chamber length without discomfort. It may stretch as the oath stabilizes.”

“One chamber length,” Mira repeated.

Riven looked at Orrian. “You expect me to sleep beside her?”

“Expectation is irrelevant. Survival is relevant.”

The bond tightened between them, quick as a drawn cord.

Mira stood.

Every guard in the room moved.

She ignored them and walked toward the far wall.

The first three steps felt like defiance. The fourth pressed a thumb against the hollow of her throat. The fifth drew smoke into her lungs where air should have been. By the sixth, her chest seized.

She stopped.

No one touched her.

That was worse.

The pressure thickened. It was not choking from the outside. It bloomed within, ash filling the soft channels of breath. Mira tried to inhale and got nothing but heat. The room blurred. Her burned wrist flared white.

She took another step because pride was sometimes indistinguishable from stupidity.

Her knees gave.

Riven caught her before she struck the floor.

His hand closed around her upper arm, hard enough to steady, not hard enough to bruise. The contact sent a jolt through the oath. Mira felt the shape of his palm, the restrained strength in his fingers, the anger he had kept banked until touching her made it leap.

She wrenched herself away as soon as breath returned.

He let go at once.

No softness crossed his face. “Survival is not innocence.”

Her lungs scraped around the first full breath. “And hatred is not judgment.”

“No,” he said. “It is memory.”

The room went very quiet.

For a moment, the council observers, the oathguards, the healers, and the white walls all seemed to recede. Mira saw again the Emberhall floor, Caedran’s silver hair in ash, Riven’s face when he had first seen him.

She forced the image away.

“I do not have your memory,” she said. “That is the point.”

Riven stepped back to his place by the door, as if the few seconds of contact had disgusted him as much as it had steadied her.

Orrian watched them both with a thoughtful stillness that made Mira wish he would show something uglier. Anger, impatience, fear. Anything human enough to measure.

“The oath is functioning,” he said to the scribe.

The stylus scratched.

Mira returned to the cot because standing had become another way to give them information. She rested her bandaged hand on her knee and studied Riven from beneath her lashes.

Furious, yes. That was easy to see. The anger lived in the hard line of his mouth, in the stillness of his shoulders, in the way his eyes did not wander unless strategy required it. But he was not careless. He did not pace. He did not snarl at the guards. He had caught her when the oath punished her, then released her the instant she pulled away.

That made him worse.

A reckless man could be provoked. A cruel one could be predicted. A disciplined enemy with grief inside him was a blade left upright in the dark.

Orrian spoke again. “Miss Vale, the council requires your account from the moment you entered the Emberhall complex.”

“I gave it.”

“You gave fragments.”

“Fragments are what I have.”

“Begin with the message.”

Mira closed her eyes for one breath, not to rest but to keep the memory from sliding away under everyone’s stare.

“A sealed note was delivered to my lodging before the second bell. Cream paper. Black wax. Lord Veyr’s sigil pressed into it. It said there was danger inside the hall and that I should enter the west corridor alone after the second bell.”

“Where is the note?”

“I do not know. It was in my hand when I left my room.”

“Convenient,” Riven said.

Mira opened her eyes. “You use that word like truth is supposed to arrange itself for your comfort.”

His gaze did not move from her. “Truth usually leaves evidence.”

“So does framing.”

“Your blood was on the blade.”

“I saw.”

“Your hand was burned around the hilt.”

“I felt.”

“Your ash-signature was in the floor.”

“I know.”

His voice dropped. “And Caedran is dying.”

The bond shuddered.

Mira felt the force of his grief again, and this time beneath it came an image so sharp it could only be his: Caedran laughing under rain in some courtyard, one hand on Riven’s shoulder, saying something Mira could not hear. Riven’s memory slammed shut before more crossed the bond.

His eyes hardened as if she had stolen from him.

“I did not choose to see that,” Mira said quietly.

“Do not speak of what you see in me.”

“Then keep your grief out of my chest.”

The oath mark burned.

Not punishment. Warning. A flare of heat under both their skins, reminding them that cruelty could travel as easily as pain.

Orrian’s attention sharpened. “Interesting.”

“Do not make notes about my breathing like I am weather,” Mira snapped.

The young scribe froze.

The chancellor’s mouth thinned. “You are alive because the council chose a truth mechanism instead of execution.”

“I am alive because killing me last night would have made the politics messier.”

No one answered that.

Mira looked back at Riven. “You asked what I used on Caedran. I do not know. Vale ashcraft is almost extinct. My family kept household wards, funeral ash, witness candles. Small things. Legal things. The old books were seized before I was born.”

“Vale ashcraft was not small,” Riven said.

Something cold moved through her. “No. People keep saying that after they decide to fear it.”

“Your family name has carried treason for eighty years.”

“My family name has carried accusation,” Mira said. “That is not the same thing.”

“Did Vale ashcraft include spirit-line severing?”

“No.”

“Ash-stasis corruption?”

“No.”

“Royal executioner fire?”

The words struck the room differently. One of the healers looked down too quickly. Orrian’s expression remained smooth, but the fae-blood observer behind the glass lifted her head.

Mira noticed.

So did Riven.

“I do not know royal executioner fire,” Mira said.

The mark on her wrist heated.

The oathglass screen hummed faintly.

Every eye turned to her.

Mira forced herself not to clutch her wrist. The burn did not deepen. It did not claw up her arm or steal her breath. It flared, pressed inward against something sealed in her mind, then settled into a dull ache.

Riven watched the whole thing.

“That was not a lie-burn,” he said.

Orrian turned slightly toward him. “You are certain?”

“I have seen oath fire punish lies. That was different.”

Mira looked at him before she could stop herself.

He did not soften. “Damaged memory can complicate oath response.”

“Of course,” she said. “There it is.”

“You want innocence because you do not remember guilt.”

“I want truth because I do not remember anything.”

Riven’s eyes held hers for a long moment. Then he looked away first, not in surrender but restraint.

The door opened again.

Lady Selene Morcant entered between two guards.

The room changed around her. The observers straightened. One healer stepped back to give her space. Even in the holding wing, with smoke still faint in the seams of the city and war waiting outside the council walls, Selene carried the fragile authority of a noblewoman wronged in public.

She wore a gown of pale blue now, high at the throat and buttoned to the wrists. Someone had washed the soot from her face. Her hair had been braided smoothly down her back. Only her eyes betrayed the night. They were red-rimmed, sleepless, and fixed on Mira with a grief so pointed it felt sharpened for display.

The scent reached Mira before Selene did.

White lilies.

Smoke.

Beneath them, faint but unmistakable, the bitter warmth of burned cinnamon.

Mira’s stomach lurched.

She gripped the edge of the cot.

Riven noticed. His head turned slightly, not toward Selene, but toward Mira’s hand.

Selene stopped several paces away. “I asked to see her.”

Orrian’s brows lifted. “This is irregular.”

“I watched Lord Veyr fall,” Selene said. “I believe irregularity began there.”

A small, approving sound came from behind the oathglass.

Selene looked at Riven then, and her expression shifted into something softer, almost pleading. “Protector Ashmoor, I am sorry.”

Riven gave no answer.

“I know what he was to you,” she said.

“No,” Riven replied. “You do not.”

The words struck hard enough that color rose in her cheeks.

Selene lowered her gaze, gathering herself. When she looked up again, sorrow had reorganized itself into purpose. “Then I know what duty requires. When the oath period ends, demand execution. Do not let the council trade Lord Veyr’s blood for procedure.”

Mira’s pulse thudded once, hard.

Riven’s face remained unreadable. “The oath period has barely begun.”

“And already she has convinced them to let her sit in clean linen.” Selene turned on Mira. “Do you remember his face when you struck him?”

Mira’s throat tightened around the scent of lilies and smoke. “No.”

“Do you remember standing over him?”

“I remember waking.”

“With his blood on your hands.”

“Yes.”

“With the blade in your grip.”

“Yes.”

Selene stepped closer. The guards moved with her. “Then what more do you need to remember?”

Mira tried to answer.

The room narrowed.

White lilies thickened in the air until they became wet and cloying. Smoke curled behind her eyes. Burned cinnamon filled her nose, sharper now, like powdered spice thrown onto coals. Her skin went cold.

The holding wing vanished.

A corridor stretched before her, long and dark, its walls paneled in black oathwood. A sealed message crumpled in her left hand. The west corridor. Second bell. Come alone.

A shadow moved at the far end.

Mira tried to turn back.

A gloved hand clamped over her mouth from behind.

Panic shot through her limbs. She clawed at the hand, but another arm pinned hers. The glove smelled of smoke and white lilies. Something damp pressed beneath her nose. Burned cinnamon flooded her lungs.

Ahead, Lord Caedran stepped from a side door, silver hair loose over his dark summit coat.

His eyes widened. Not at her.

Past her.

Warning opened his mouth.

A silver mask flashed behind him.

The blade rose.

Mira jerked back into the holding room with a strangled sound.

The cot creaked beneath her. Her bandaged hand had crushed into the linen. Her wrist burned so fiercely that tears sprang to her eyes before she could stop them.

Riven had moved.

He stood closer now, not touching her, but close enough that the bond between them throbbed like a struck bruise. His face had changed. The fury remained, but it had been interrupted by something colder and more alert.

“You saw that,” Mira whispered.

His eyes stayed on hers.

Selene recoiled. “What trick is this?”

Riven did not look at her. “A corridor.”

Mira swallowed. Her mouth tasted of smoke. “A hand over my mouth.”

“Silver mask,” he said.

The room went still.

Orrian’s voice was quiet. “Protector Ashmoor.”

Riven turned toward him. “I saw what crossed the oath.”

“Memory impressions from an accused party are not admissible without verification.”

Mira almost laughed. It came out as a cracked breath. “Of course not.”

Selene’s face had gone pale beneath the careful powder. Her hand moved toward her right wrist, fingers pressing against the fabric as if something there hurt.

Mira saw it.

So did Riven.

Before either of them could speak, the healer nearest the washstand moved.

She had been quiet since Selene entered, an older woman with graying hair pinned beneath a white veil. She crossed to the tray of instruments with the brisk assurance of someone accustomed to being ignored until needed. Her fingers closed around a spool of silver thread.

At first, Mira thought nothing of it.

Then the thread moved.

Not thread.

Silk.

Ash-gray and thin as breath.

It whipped across the room toward Mira’s throat.

Riven reacted before the guards did.

He seized Mira by the shoulder and dragged her sideways. The ash-silk snapped around the space where her neck had been, slicing through a loose strand of her hair. The severed lock fell smoking to the floor.

The room erupted.

The false healer flung aside her veil. Beneath it, her face was wrong. Not masked, not transformed, but emptied of expression so completely that she looked less like a person than an instruction wearing skin. She jerked both hands apart, and more ash-silk unspooled from beneath her sleeves.

The oathguards shouted and raised their spears.

Too slow.

One strand lashed around the first guard’s wrist and burned through the leather strap of his gauntlet. Another snapped toward Selene, who screamed and stumbled back into the arms of her escorts. The observers behind the oathglass scattered, their styluses clattering.

Riven shoved Mira behind him.

She hit the wall shoulder-first. “Do not—”

The assassin’s garrote looped around Riven’s throat.

The ash-silk went tight.

Riven’s breath cut off. His hand flew to the strand, but the silk burned where he touched it. Smoke rose from his fingers. He drove forward instead of back, dragging the assassin off balance, but the garrote tightened with every step.

Mira felt it.

The bond carried the pressure into her own throat. Not fully, not enough to choke her, but enough to make her gag. Riven’s pulse hammered against the strangling line. His anger flared, hot and controlled, then sharpened into calculation even as air left him.

He had protected her by instinct.

He hated it. She felt that too, a flash of disgust not at her survival but at the oath that had made his body move before judgment.

The assassin twisted one hand.

A second line of ash-silk shot toward Mira.

She ducked. It sliced into the wall, leaving a smoking groove inches from her face.

The guards could not get a clean strike. The room had become too crowded, too full of bodies and glass and screaming political observers. Orrian had retreated behind two oathguards, his face tight but not panicked. Selene crouched near the door, shaking so violently that her guards had to hold her upright.

Riven dropped to one knee.

The garrote cut deeper.

Mira smelled burned flesh.

Something in her broke open.

Not memory.

Power.

It rushed up from beneath her ribs with no elegance at all. Vale ashcraft was supposed to be controlled through breath, bowl, wick, and word. This came like a door kicked in from the other side. Heat flooded her arms. The half-crown on her wrist burned black.

“Mira,” Riven rasped.

It was the first time he had said her name.

Not Miss Vale. Not accused. Not attacker.

Her name, dragged through a strangled throat.

She lifted her burned hand.

Ashfire burst from her palm.

It was not red. It was not gold. It burned gray-white, the color of bone under moonlight, and it struck the garrote where the silk crossed Riven’s throat. The ash-silk shrieked. Not the assassin. The silk itself. It curled, blackened, and snapped apart in a rain of smoking threads.

Riven sucked in air and surged upward.

He caught the assassin by the front of her healer’s robe and slammed her into the wall hard enough to crack stone. A guard thrust an oathglass spear through the edge of her sleeve, pinning fabric and arm together. The assassin did not cry out. She bit down on something hidden in her mouth.

Mira saw her throat move.

“No!” she shouted.

Too late.

The assassin’s eyes filled with ash.

Her body convulsed once. Smoke leaked from her nose, her mouth, the corners of her eyes. By the time Riven tore her jaw open with brutal efficiency, whatever she had bitten had already done its work.

The room stank of burned herbs and dead magic.

Riven released the body. It slid down the wall, leaving a gray smear against the pale stone.

Silence followed, broken only by Selene’s ragged breathing and the faint hiss of ashfire dying in Mira’s palm.

Mira stared at her hand.

The linen bandage had burned away. The skin beneath was raw, but the fire had not consumed her. It had moved through her as if she were a chimney built for it.

Riven turned toward her.

A red line marked his throat where the garrote had bitten. His fingers were burned from trying to pull the silk free. He looked at Mira’s hand, then at her face.

For one suspended breath, neither spoke.

Then his expression closed.

“You saved me,” he said, as if accusing her of another crime.

Mira lowered her hand. It shook violently. “I noticed.”

“Why?”

The question struck harder than thanks would have.

She laughed once, without humor. “Apparently the oath objects to you dying before you can hate me properly.”

“That was not only the oath.”

She had no answer.

Neither did he, judging by the way his jaw clenched after he said it.

Orrian stepped forward now that the assassin lay dead. “Search her.”

The guards obeyed. They stripped the false healer of her robe, checked seams, sleeves, boots, teeth, hairpins. No house crest. No faction token. No mercenary brand. No northern wolf mark, no fae-blood thread, no witch-house bead.

One guard looked up. “Nothing.”

Riven crouched beside the body, ignoring the blood at his own throat. He examined the ash-silk spool fused to the assassin’s wrist.

“This is council issue,” he said.

Orrian’s eyes narrowed. “That is a serious claim.”

“It is a serious corpse.”

The chancellor held out a hand. A guard passed him the ruined spool wrapped in cloth. Orrian studied it.

“A healer had access to this room under council clearance,” Riven said. “She carried forbidden ash-silk past your guards. She attacked the accused before the oath could produce truth.”

Mira heard the shift in his voice.

Not trust. Not belief.

Recognition.

Someone had tried to kill her in a room where she was supposed to be most contained.

Someone with council access.

Someone who had known exactly when Selene’s visit would sharpen attention, stir memory, and give chaos a place to hide.

Selene made a small sound from near the door. Mira looked at her.

The noblewoman was staring at the dead assassin, face drained white. Her fingers dug into her sleeve over her wrist. For one instant, their eyes met.

Mira expected triumph there. Hatred. Satisfaction that the accused witch had nearly died.

Instead, she saw fear.

Then Selene looked away.

Riven rose.

Blood slid down the side of his throat into his collar. He did not wipe it away. He looked at Orrian, and something in the room altered around him. The oathguards seemed to remember all at once that the man before them had been dangerous before a magical sentence made him necessary.

“I am moving her,” Riven said.

Orrian’s brows lifted. “You are not authorized to remove the accused from council custody.”

“You ordered me to preserve her life.”

“Within lawful structure.”

“Your lawful structure just tried to strangle her.”

“That has not been established.”

Riven stepped closer to him. The guards shifted but did not intervene quickly enough to look certain.

“It has been established to my satisfaction.”

Mira pushed away from the wall. “I have not agreed to go anywhere with you.”

Riven looked back at her. “You prefer to stay?”

She looked at the dead healer. At Orrian’s calm face. At Selene shaking beneath guard hands. At the oathglass screen behind which political observers were already whispering about what version of the attack would become record.

Her throat still hurt from the bond’s echo of Riven’s strangling.

“No,” she said. “But do not mistake lack of options for trust.”

“I do not.”

“Good.”

“Can you walk?”

Mira almost said yes out of spite. Then she shifted her weight and the room tilted. Riven noticed. Of course he noticed. His gaze dropped once to her knees, then lifted back to her face.

“I can walk,” she said.

“Then do it quickly.”

Orrian moved toward the door. “Protector Ashmoor, if you remove her now, you will place yourself in violation of council containment.”

Riven reached to the wall beside the cot and pressed two fingers against a carved wolf sigil Mira had mistaken for decoration.

A seam opened in the pale stone.

Old air breathed out, cold and dry, smelling of dust, iron, and pine pitch.

The oathguards stared.

Orrian went still.

Riven’s mouth tightened. “Protector passage. Pre-council construction. Lord Veyr never trusted rooms with one door.”

For the first time, Orrian looked genuinely displeased.

Mira stepped toward the opening. The bond eased as she drew closer to Riven, and she hated that too. Hated the relief in her lungs. Hated the way survival had begun measuring itself in distance from him.

Behind them, Selene spoke.

“Riven.”

He paused but did not turn fully.

Her voice trembled. “Do not let her make you forget what you saw.”

He looked at Mira then, and she saw the answer in his eyes before he gave it.

“I have forgotten nothing.”

The words should have frightened Mira.

They did.

But when Riven took her arm and pulled her into the dark protector passage, his grip was careful around the bruises he had left earlier. Not gentle. Not kind. Careful.

There was a difference.

The stone sealed behind them, cutting off the white holding room, the dead assassin, the council observers, Selene’s perfume, and Orrian Voss’s lawful voice.

Darkness swallowed them.

Mira stumbled once. Riven caught her again, faster than thought, then released her before she could wrench away. Ahead, the passage sloped downward into cold, old air. Somewhere far behind them, bells began to ring.

“Where does this lead?” she asked.

“Out of the council wing.”

“And after that?”

“That depends on who tries to kill you next.”

Her laugh came out thin and breathless. “That is your plan?”

“No,” Riven said. “That is the problem.”

They moved through the dark, bound by ash, blood, breath, and a law that had become less safe than flight.

Mira looked once at the half-crown burning on her wrist. Ahead of her, Riven’s matching mark glowed faintly beneath his sleeve, lighting the passage in broken gray.

He was not saving her because he trusted her.

She was not following him because she trusted him.

But behind them, lawful custody had produced a corpse with no faction mark, forbidden ash-silk, and a dead mouth sealed before it could speak.

Riven dragged Mira deeper into the old passage, away from the council’s clean walls and polished mercy, and for the first time since waking beside the blade, Mira understood one thing clearly.

Someone wanted the truth dead before it could remember her name.









