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They opened the palace doors before dawn because the city needed to see the chair behave.

Rope crossed the doorway like a quiet law. Salt lined the sill. A kettle breathed on a low hook, coals banked to a thread of red. The mirror on the far wall learned its new job—only glass. On the arm of the throne, a small iron plate held a warm ember and did not drink.

“Count,” Avar said.

“One,” Lina answered, touching steam to her wrist.

“Two,” Denor breathed, steady because scripture had learned to live in sleeves.

“Three,” Jarek whispered, and the bells stayed silent, respectful.

This is how peace begins here: not with a coronation, but with a room that does its work.

They speak the names less now. Not because fear steals voices, but because memory pays itself differently. Ask the market who saved it; it will point at rope. Ask the river; it will point at the ferry pole. Ask the children; they will open a hand to show three small star-marks and say, solemn, “Hold.” The king who taught the city to choose work over worship has gone to ash and sky. The shadow who carried the hinge through glass no longer needs a corridor. The lover whose mouth turned vows into law speaks only as breath over a shoulder at a stubborn door.

Still, every dawn, someone checks the plate. Every noon, someone salts a sill. Every dusk, someone leans over a pot and says, “Kitchen wins the night,” as if it were a spell and not common sense.

But peace is a bridge, not a bed.

Whispers skate the undersides of awnings: a woman on the east road with a knife and a plan; a ledger that keeps losing the same curve; a boy who counts on “two” when floodwater lies; a stranger with silver in his hair whose hands make knots remember what they are. The market calls him Anchor. He walks like a man who has argued with doors and won.

On the bakery roof, a child sleeps with his palm open to the stars. Three pale points rest in the center of his hand and rise and fall with breath. He wakes before the bell because ovens need him. He sweeps. He ties a rope. He fixes the south hinge that lies when you look at it. When he sleeps again—too late, too short—a voice stands behind his ear with the mercy of orders: hold. Live. Count. He doesn’t know whose breath carries the words, only that the walls obey when he answers.

The city teaches what matters to those who listen: a promise is heavier than a curse; a kitchen is louder than a hymn; law lives best in wood and hands. Yet the ground keeps a seam for those who paid with mouths instead of blood. At the right angle, at the right hour, if you press your palm to iron and say, “Carry, don’t drink,” you might feel heat answer like a nod.

Tonight the sky will remember how to arrange itself. Three stars will take their places in one straight line. A rope will tremble once for no wind. A boy will turn toward a stranger in a crowd, heart reckless with something older than his name.

The chair will not speak. The mirror will keep its manners. The kettle will breathe.

The promise will move.
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Chapter 1: The Kingdom of Echoes
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I count heartbeats, not hours.

Veres lies in the center of the royal solar because I refused to let anyone drag him to a chapel or a crypt. We boarded the mirrors. We salted the thresholds. We hung dull cloth over every gleam because light has teeth now, and teeth remember blood. The lamp above him burns a steady pin of flame—the only thing in the palace that remembers how to obey.

“Rotate the watch,” I say without looking away from Veres’s throat. The pulse there—slow, exact—tells me more than all the priests put together. “Two on the door, two on the stair, one in the flue.”

“In the flue?” the young guard repeats, baffled.

“Smoke crawls. Today we crawl faster.” I point. He scrambles. Good. Fear keeps a man precise.

Boots thud outside. A runner pushes through, rain dripping from his hair. He doesn’t wipe it; he learned my rules. “Captain—Queen Mira’s apartments are empty. Servants gone. Ledgers burned to ash.”

I feel the news like a knife pressed under the ribs. I do not let it show. “Search the privy drop. Check the coal bins. She’s not the kind to leave by a door.”

“Aye.”

Another man arrives a breath later. “Prince Seros—his bed cold since last bell. His horse missing from the east stables.”

I grind my teeth once and let go. “Lock the east gate. Triple the archers on the north road. Nobody crosses the river without my handprint on their neck.”

They run. The room narrows to the lamp, the palate of steady shadow, the man I once followed through a charge that should have killed us both. Veres looks asleep the way a knife looks asleep in its sheath—harmless until someone asks it to work.

The priest tries the door again. Denor’s voice slides through the seam, oil over wet stone. “Captain Coren. The crown’s soul requires ritual. Let me in.”

“The crown’s body requires air. Stay out.” I nod to Jarek—the man in the flue, soot to the elbows. He grins and levers the vent. The priest coughs on cue as smoke creeps down the corridor. Not pretty, but useful.

General Avar arrives with mud on his boots and fury held behind his teeth. He stops two strides short of Veres. He always has the sense to stop. “Report.”

“Mira’s vanished. Seros as well. The council will try to seat a regent by dusk.” I keep my voice even. “They’ll pick whoever promises them the fastest blood.”

“Maedon, then,” Avar says, disgust twisting his mouth. “He’ll put the city to the sword to prove he remembers how.”

“He can try,” I say. “We hold the room.”

Avar’s eyes flick to the lamp. “Is he breathing better?”

“Same.” I slide two fingers to Veres’s wrist, measure the rhythm I’ve memorized since the blood storm: the night the sky cut itself and rained iron into every gutter and well, and Veres stood in it like a man arguing with a god. The line at his throat gleams faint as stitched moonlight. The healers call it a seal. I call it the price.

Avar studies my face as if trying to find where I put my fear. He doesn’t find it. Good. He turns toward the door. “Council convenes in the lesser hall. I’ll show myself, hold the knives in their sleeves as long as I can. Half a bell.”

“Bring Maedon to shout,” I say. “Noise buys us time.”

He grunts and leaves. The door shuts. The room breathes again.

I sit. I don’t blink. The last time I blinked, a man swapped a salve jar for poison. We caught it. Barely. He confessed as his teeth turned black: he’d been paid in trinkets and a promise that Seros would make the city kind to men who hid snakes in their sleeves.

Feet whisper at the threshold—the only way anyone enters this room without losing a hand. I tilt my head. “If you were here to bless him, Denor, you’d have brought incense.”

“It’s me,” comes the reply, smaller. The laundry boy—Lace, because somebody thought it funny—slips through, eyes huge. He carries cloths boiled to gray, hands raw from work. He looks at Veres like a child who expects a story to jump and bite. I take the cloths, point to the basin. He pours, careful, silent.

“Did you see anything on the stairs?” I ask.

He swallows. “A man in a hood. He walked like a servant, sir, but he didn’t smell like soap.”

I file that under useful. “Which way?”

“Toward the old map room.”

“Go to the kitchens,” I say. “Tell Lina to lock the spice cupboard. If anyone asks for rosemary or star-ash, she gives them a broom instead.”

He nods hard. He lingers, hungry for the word that turns a city’s panic into sense. I let him have one. “He lives.”

He looks at Veres, then at me. “So does the city, then.” He runs before he can ruin the thought.

The old map room. My legs move before the thought finishes shaping. “Jarek, hold the door,” I snap. He drops from the flue, rolls, stations himself like he was born a hinge.

The map room sits six turns south: a long chamber where the crowns used to lie to each other over ink. The door stands half-open. A draft plays across the floor. I draw my dagger and slip inside.

Maps hang in careful ranks. The one of Eryndor—thin rivers like veins—carries a new cut along the northern pass. Someone knifed the parchment. Someone who wants me to notice. A rustle behind a cabinet gives itself away like a cheap card trick. I move before the whisper becomes a knife.

He comes out low. Hood. Short blade. Good stance for a scullion who’s been coached. He expects me to block high; I drop, hook his knee, shove. He flails, hisses. I let him get a hand on the desk to think he might recover. Then I break two of his fingers so he remembers me later.

“Who sent you?” I ask.

Silence. I press his hand flat to the table. I set the broken fingers at the edge. He sucks air and spits blood. “The city will thank me when he’s gone,” he snarls. “We all will.”

“You don’t speak for the city.” I turn the hand. “Who.”

“Mira,” he gasps, then laughs. “No. You want it to be her, don’t you?” He looks at the cut on the Eryndor map and grins wider. “The star queen? The poison? Your world is small.”

I could keep him and beat him until daylight. We don’t have a daylight to spend. I knock him cold with the butt of my knife. On the shelf, tucked where a clerk’s thumb would rest, a thin vial glints. I pick it up, sniff. No scent I know. I won’t know it later either; I cork it, slip it in my sleeve, and leave the bastard for Avar’s men to scrape up.

Back to the solar. Heartbeats, not hours. Veres hasn’t moved. Good, bad; I refuse to parse. I wash the cloths Lace brought, wring one thin, lay it along the line that marks Veres for whatever god chose him.

“Hold,” I say, as if he listens from wherever he’s gone.

The door clicks. This time the men don’t pretend politeness. Maedon strides in with two councillors and a guard whose eyes slide past me to the bed like he was told to aim for the throat and ask forgiveness later.

“Stand aside, Captain,” Maedon says. “The council has spoken.”

I step between them and the bed. “The council can jump.”

He goes red. “By law of regency—”

“By law of steel,” I say, and take his wrist before he can finish his sentence, because I prefer facts to speeches. He tries to pull back. He can’t. He was born to rooms and arguments; I was born to the inside curve of a blade.

“Let go,” he grunts, face purpling.

I let go. He stumbles and glares. “This room is not yours.”

“Until Veres opens his eyes,” I say, “this room is mine, the stair is mine, the palace is mine. You want it? Bring more men.”

The guard behind him shifts, weight on his toes. I look at him. “Don’t.”

He doesn’t. Men like him live long by reading rooms. Maedon seethes. “You’re a shadow with delusions of crown.”

“I’m a shadow who knows where you sleep.” I smile without showing teeth. “Bring the rest of the council, Maedon. Bring Denor with his smoke and Seros with his smile. I will bury them all in ash before any of them lays a finger on him.”

“Seros isn’t here,” he snaps, and then realizes he shouldn’t have said it. “He—”

“Ran,” I finish. “Like always.”

He rallies. “The people demand assurance. Rumors say the blood-witch from the river took our prince’s soul. If we show them we act, we keep order.”

“The last time you ‘acted,’ you hanged three thieves for a loaf and started a riot,” I say. “Get out.”

He gets out. He has the sense to slam the door; the slam wastes his strength instead of mine.

I exhale and sit, a slow hinge slipping into place. Somewhere below us, the kitchens rattle and hum. Above us, rain softens the roof like a hand smoothing a fevered brow. The palace holds. Barely. We will hold it until it stops struggling. Then we will squeeze.

The door opens again, and this time I don’t reach for a knife. A woman steps in, hair wrapped in linen, face blank. Lina, the head cook, carries more power in her copper ladle than most men do in a sword. She sets a bowl down, steam rising. “Broth,” she says. “And a message.”

I take the bowl. “Say it.”

“Two men in Mira’s livery tried to buy rosemary and star-ash from the spice girls,” she says, folding her arms. “They used Seros’s coin. I sold them boiled nettle and a smile. They went to the north gate.”

“Did they leave?”

“Your archers remembered their eyes. No.”

“Good.” I sip the broth. Salt, bone, pepper. It tastes like a city that knows how to feed itself when the crown forgets. “You’re a better soldier than anyone in the lesser hall.”

“I am,” she agrees. “If he wakes hungry, he gets bread. If he wakes angry, tell him to shout at the wall; the boys don’t need the practice.” She looks at Veres for a long, measuring breath. “You keep him breathing, Captain. I’ll keep the kitchen from burning.”

She goes. The room steadies.

A soft scrape at the shutter. Jarek lifts his eyes. I nod. He slides the latch. The message slips through, tied to a pebble. I catch it. Ribbon red. The color makes my teeth ring. I untie the knot. The paper carries three words in a hand I know too well.

The river calls.

I don’t swear. I don’t need to. Of all the things I wanted today, an invitation from a dead kingdom sits last.

Lirian used to write with a blade: clean, quick, no loops he couldn’t defend. The hand on this note looks like his learned restraint forced into hurry. The stroke jerks on the second word—calls—like the writer wasn’t sure he wanted the message to arrive.

I fold the paper. I could burn it. I could pretend the choice doesn’t exist.

The door slides a breath, enough to admit a body if I wanted it to. I don’t. I take the chair back to Veres’s bedside and set it so my knee touches the bedframe again.

“I know you like me when I’m quiet,” I tell the man who put iron into my spine by looking at me and believing I’d hold. “I’ll be quiet.”

I am not quiet. My mouth moves before the rest of me can argue. “He’s alive,” I say, low. “Or he’s a better ghost than the priests preach. Either way, he isn’t here. And Mira and Seros are moving in the dark.”

I rest my forearm beside Veres’s shoulder. The lamplight draws a straight bar across his collarbone. My chest hurts in a place knives can’t find.

“You once told me loyalty is a simple thing,” I murmur. “You were lying. It is hard. It is ugly. It costs fingers and sleep. Some days it costs the name people call you when you’re not in the room.” My hand finds his wrist again. The pulse answers. “I’ll pay it.”

The romance you can’t admit lives in a room like this: four walls, a lamp, a man who doesn’t wake. I lean down until my breath mixes with his, until the habit of distance cracks just enough to let a whisper through.

“I’ll watch him in your stead,” I say, and the words aim at the absence that has his handwriting and a river in its chest.

Jarek knocks once—our signal for incoming trouble with a good tailor. I stand as Denor squeezes in around his censer and pious stink, two acolytes on his heels. He starts to speak; I wave smoke from my face and cut him off.

“You have ten heartbeats to say something that will keep you alive,” I tell him.

He opens his mouth. For once, silence finds him.

“Good.” I take the censer chain, wrap it around his wrist, tug him close enough that he can smell what work smells like when men bleed for it. “You step one foot closer to this bed, and I will wrap this chain around your sanctified throat and hang you from your own bell.”

His hands flutter like scared birds. “Sacrilege—”

“Accurate,” I say. “And earned.”

Avar returns like a storm that found walls. “Council broke,” he says. “Mira’s faction tried to seat Seros by proxy. They failed. Barely. Someone started a rumor that you plan to declare yourself regent.”

Denor makes a strangled noise. Avar watches me. He always did know how to aim for the part that hurts. “Do you?”

I glance at Veres. At the note in my fist. At the door I will not leave unless the palace dissolves around my ankles. “If the city needs a name to keep its hands busy, they can carve mine into a loaf.”

Avar snorts. “They already did. They called it too tough to chew.”

“Good.” I release Denor’s chain. He staggers back, dignity in tatters. “Leave bread at the barracks,” I tell Avar. “Salt at the docks. Check the granaries for rats and the council chamber for worse.”

Denor straightens, finds a shard of courage under his robes. “You think you can hold back God with doors and buckets.”

“I can hold back men,” I say. “And men built this.”

He flees. The acolytes scatter like frightened geese. Avar rubs his eyes. “You’ll need to sleep.”

“I’ll sleep when he breathes like himself,” I answer. He doesn’t argue. We have known each other too long for that.

Night lifts from the shutters like a lid. The rain thins. The city beyond our walls quiets the way a beast does when it chooses not to bite for one more hour. Jarek hums under his breath, the way a miller hums to keep the wheel honest. I sit. I count. I do not blink.

The lamp burns. Veres’s chest rises, falls. Somewhere beyond the palace, the river runs cold and black and speaks a language I never learned.

I stir only when a guard on the roof thumps twice, urgent, the way we agreed when what they see refuses to fit in the mouth.

“Captain,” Jarek says, half awe, half fear. “Look.”

We open the shutter. The night air hits like new iron. Above the roofline, the heavens hold their breath. Two stars have kept us company since the blood storm—the only constant in a sky that learned how to break. Now, slow as a wound closing, a third point kindles where there was nothing.

It brightens. It steadies. It holds.

The third star has returned to the sky.
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Chapter 2: The Whispering Steel
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I wake to metal in my mouth and a lamp drawing a straight wound across the ceiling.

Air scrapes my throat on the way out. My first breath comes back with dust, smoke, salt. My second breath brings a voice I know and don’t know.

“Easy,” someone says. “You’re not dead.”

I test my fingers. They obey. My palm finds linen. The fabric holds heat. My ribs ache like a door pried open with a bad tool.

A chair creaks. Boots shift. The voice again, lower. “Veres.”

The name fits. It anchors. Beneath it, something else moves—a shape without a face, a sound that isn’t a voice but lives like one. A river at night. A blade touched to glass. A man saying my name as if my mouth belonged to him.

I open my eyes.

A soldier fills the room without moving. He stands between me and the door like a hinge that grew teeth. Dark hair. A mark at the corner of his lip that I remember liking to look at across a fire I can’t place. He looks like sleep costs him. He looks ready to earn the cost again.

“Drink,” he says, and the command lands before I can decide whether to obey. A cup appears. His hand steadies it. Mine takes it.

Water hits my stomach. I cough once, then more, then choke. He doesn’t move the cup away. He waits for me to choose not to drown. I drink again. My head clears enough to find the lamp, the shuttered windows, the boards nailed over mirrors that want to show teeth.

“Name,” I say. My voice scrapes. “Yours.”

His eyes don’t flinch. “Coren.”

The name bites. It finds a place to sit and doesn’t slide. I nod once. “Mine,” I say, to test him.

He doesn’t blink. “Veres.”

“Well done,” I rasp. The taste of iron rises anyway.

I try to sit. My stomach claws the attempt to pieces. Coren moves then—one hand at my shoulder, one at my back. He isn’t gentle. He is exact. He lifts, props a second pillow, settles me like a pack on a mule. The world tilts then steadies. The lamp draws a bar across my chest.

“What day,” I ask.

“After the blood storm,” he says. “After we brought the sky down and told it to listen.” His mouth shapes something like a smile without courage. “You slept. You breathe like yourself again.”

I listen to my lungs like they belong to an enemy I need to learn. In, out. A seam catches on the left. It hurts. Hurt makes me feel like the door isn’t locked from the outside. I take another drink. My hand shakes. The cup ticks against my teeth.

“What did I say,” I ask, “while I was under.”

Coren’s throat moves. He leans back a fraction, enough to look like he wants distance but will starve if he takes it. “You said a name that isn’t mine.”

I wait. He doesn’t paste a label on it. He is careful where careful matters.

A thread pulls at the back of my head. It runs through a night that isn’t this one, through water that speaks in a language shaped for knives, through a mouth that fits mine and doesn’t. I close my eyes and hear it. Not words. Weight. A promise pitched like an order.

I try to catch it. It slides.

“Say it,” I tell my own tongue. It refuses. “Tell me what I lost.”

“You took a blade,” Coren says, ignoring the command I aimed at myself. “You told the storm to leave the city alone. It almost listened. It tried to take you as the price. I wouldn’t give you. That’s the short of it.”

“Who runs the palace,” I ask. That question arrives with teeth; I must have filed them myself.

“Me,” Coren says. He doesn’t apologize. “Until you sit up and bite people on your own.”

“How long.”

“A day. Two. I count heartbeats, not bells.” He studies my face as if checking a map for fresh landslides. “Mira’s missing. Seros too. The council tries to crown knives. I brought a bucket.”

“Good.” Mira’s name sparks. Seros’s name spits. Something else leans in behind them, listening. The thing with a voice and no face shifts closer, interested in the game.

I lift my hand. It shakes less. The cup goes to the side table. A smear of oil stains the wood. The lamp hisses. The room smells like boiled nettle and a priest’s failure to make smoke useful.

“How many people in the hall,” I ask.

Coren names them like a butcher reciting cuts. “Avar holds the council until his teeth crack. Denor licks the door with incense. Maedon counts men without learning their faces. Jarek sits in the flue and sings stupid songs so I remember what human sounds like.”

“And you.”

“I stand here.”

I look at him. He tries to take the look like a blow and refuses to flinch. He has changed since the last memory I can drag into light—a training yard, a cold morning, his blade bending a breath before it breaks and the laugh he huffed around his own temper. He was lean then. He is sharper now. He learned how to use hunger.

“Who told you to keep me alive,” I ask.

He swallows and doesn’t look away. “You did,” he says. Then, after a beat that hurts, “And someone else.”

Something pulls in my chest. The stitch at my throat prickles. I lift my fingers to it. My skin rises under the touch like a scar learning my hand again.

“I’m missing a room,” I say. “There’s a door. It faces a river. It doesn’t open when I push. There’s a man in the room. He speaks like steel dragged over ice. I know him down to the weight of his second knuckle when he touches my mouth. I can’t find his face.”

Coren’s eyes change the way a man’s eyes do when he hears his own name spoken by a ghost. He hides it well. I still see it.

“Lirian,” he says, like the word might bring a knife with it.

It lands. It hurts enough to make my breath stumble.

“Say it again,” I order.

“Lirian.”

The sound slots into the empty room. The door doesn’t open. The man doesn’t turn. But the air sweats along the frame like someone has been standing on the other side for a long time. I push. It holds.

I swing my legs to the edge of the bed. Coren steps in without touching me. Ready to catch, ready to get broken for it.

“Don’t,” he says. “You’re stitched into a bargain. It’ll rip if you flex wrong.”

“If it rips, we’ll see what falls out.” My feet find the floor. The wood is steady. My knees make their case; I overrule them. I stand.

The world narrows. The lamp’s circle grows teeth. I don’t care. I move. Two steps. Three. My body remembers the math of walking even if it forgot the lessons I bled for.

“Weapon,” I say.

Coren’s jaw sets. “I took it from you when you bled out in my arms.” He crosses to a chest. He lifts the lid. The smell of oiled leather rolls out. He takes a wrapped thing out and holds it like a man holding his own heart.

He doesn’t offer it to me yet. He weighs whatever he needs to weigh. Then he steps in and places the bundle in my hands.

Weight shocks my arms awake. I peel the cloth. The hilt meets my palm with the recognition of a dog that bites everyone but you. Steel shows its clean face. No ornament. A notch near the guard where we learned a lesson about men who smile when they fight. Old blood dark along the ridge. I have always kept the blood on; it tells the blade what work looks like.

My shoulder finds the seam again. I grip. The room steadies around the weight. Breath slides easier.

Coren doesn’t move. He watches me the way men watch a cliff they used to jump from for sport before they learned what bones cost.

“What did I call it,” I ask, because none of that matters. A name is what matters. “The sword.”

His mouth twitches like he wants to refuse me the mercy of the answer and can’t. “You never named it,” he says. “You said tools don’t need names to work.”

“That sounds like me.”

“It sounded like contempt for priests who argue over syllables while a city burns. I liked it.”

I lift the blade, slow, test weight, angle, balance. Muscle memory crawls out of its hole and stretches. I cut the air once. The cut shakes more than I want. Coren’s hand tightens where it hangs beside his thigh.

The sword—unnamed, obedient—drags a noise from somewhere behind my sternum. A memory tries to climb out with it.

A voice says my name. Not Coren’s. Not mine. Lirian’s. I can’t see his face. I see his fingers in the air beside the blade. I hear the way he breathes before he speaks, like he buys time with the shape of his silence.

Coren steps toward me. The lamp puts his shadow across the floor, up the bed, over the wall. The shadow crosses my feet. It climbs my chest.

“Stay with me,” he says, quick, like he heard some clock I don’t. “Veres. Look at me.”

I do. My gaze catches on the line of his jaw, on the shape of his mouth, on the place his voice lives when he keeps it in his chest. The shadow overlays the memory that isn’t a memory. For a beat, I don’t see him. I see the blank door open and a man stand in it, and the light won’t show me his face.

“Say something I wouldn’t let anyone else say to me,” I demand.

“I should drag you back to that bed,” Coren says, so fast it has to be true, “and tie you there until you stop shaking.”

I laugh. It hurts. I lower the blade point until it taps the floor. I grip the hilt until my hand stops arguing.

“Not bad,” I say.

“Try me again when you can hold the steel without your knuckles turning white.”

“Give me a reason to live,” I say before I can stop talking.

He doesn’t blink. “The city is loud. If you don’t get up, Maedon gets brave. Denor gets clever. Mira writes letters with knives in them. Seros slips in through a door I thought I locked. I need you to make them do math again.”

“The council,” I say. “Avar.”

“Working,” Coren says. “Hungry. Tired. Alive.”

“Lina.”

“Keeps the kitchens from killing us by accident,” he says. “Also by design.”

“Jarek.”

“Rhymes ‘dung’ with ‘king’ in six languages. Useful lungs. Good aim.”

The inventory makes the room feel less like a theater and more like a place men do work in. I take another step. The sword balances. My breath stops trying to run.

“The river,” I say without meaning to.

Coren’s head turns a fraction toward his sleeve. His eyes cut back to me. Too slow.

“What river,” he asks, careless as men get right before they lie.

“The one that talks,” I say. The one that taught my bones a hymn and didn’t ask permission. The one that thinks my name is a knife and likes the taste of it.

Coren moves without moving. He stands closer through will alone. “Stay out of the river,” he says, simple as ordering me not to bleed.

“I think I already went,” I say. “I think I left something there.”

“What.”

“A voice.” The word lands and fills my mouth with cold. “Lirian’s.”

Coren’s jaw works once. He hates and loves a man I can’t put a face to. Useful, that. Dangerous, too.

He points at the bed with his chin. “Sit before I make you.”

“Make me,” I say, because I need to be thrown against something that won’t break when it hits back.

He doesn’t. He steps in, close enough to fog my breath. He takes the sword with both hands, not to steal, to steady. He presses the hilt back into my palm, deliberate, like returning a promise I made when he wasn’t looking.

The grip fits better when he puts it there. His fingers touch mine. Heat jumps. For a heartbeat, the room empties of everyone but us.

“Hold,” he says.

The word lands where Lirian’s voice lives. It overlaps. It echoes. It hurts the way a broken bone hurts when weather changes. I look at Coren and see something else in his shadow—a stance I’ve watched on a riverbank in winter, a tilt of the head that says the man who owns that head never trips, a mouth that knows my name and knows what to do with it.

My heart stutters. My hand tightens. The lamp hums. Outside, a guard stamps once. Inside, everything balances on the edge of the blade I hold.

“Who are you,” I ask, and my voice does not sound like a king’s. It sounds like a man who has fought a storm and woke in a house that might be his and might be a trap built to please him. “Tell me the truth.”

Coren doesn’t look away. He never has. He doesn’t step back. He doesn’t offer me a priest’s lie or a council’s bargain. He breathes. He stands. He holds the other end of the blade like a man who has decided which side of it he’s on.

“Say it,” I whisper, because the room we keep between us fills with a ghost, and I need the ghost to choose a body. The sword pushes heat into my palm. The scar at my throat ticks like a second mouth trying to speak.

I lift the blade between us. The edge draws a line. My words land on it.

“Are you the shadow... or are you him?”
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Chapter 3: The Price of Devotion
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I scrub until skin burns.

Vinegar bites. Salt abrades. The basin clouds red, clears, clouds again. I work the rag into each crease, each nail bed, each half-moon scar. The blood keeps coming, not as a gush but as a slow bloom from the heel of my palm, a circle that feeds itself like a bad rumor. I wipe. It fades. I blink. It returns.

“Captain?” Jarek leans in through the flue, soot stamped across his cheek. “Avar sent a runner. Council calls again. Maedon wants the throne to stand up and walk to him.”

“Tell Avar to tie Maedon’s tongue to his own shoe and make him chase it,” I say, not looking up. I rinse, squeeze the cloth, press it hard to my palm. The sting clears my head. “Status.”

“North gate shut. Lina banned star-ash and sells boiled nettle instead. Denor’s priests keep sneaking candles into corners. I keep snuffing them. Anything with a shine looks hungry.”

“Good.” I unwrap the cloth. The circle shows under the wet like a coin at the bottom of a clear well. I flex. A sting runs up my forearm like wire. The blood doesn’t drip; it seeps in a ring. A mark. A verdict.

The curse bites the one who stands too close. The priests warned us in four syllables and a shrug the night the sky split. I told them to save their breath. I should have saved mine.

“Anything else?” I ask.

Jarek squints at my hands. “You hurt?”

“Not in any way that slows my blade.”

He takes the hint. “I’ll go tell Avar to wear thicker boots.” He starts to climb back into his vent, then pauses. “Veres asks for water like a polite wolf. He wants to stand again. He’ll get there. He looks at the sword like it owes him rent.”

“Keep anyone’s shadow from entering his light,” I say. “If Denor breathes on that doorframe, you make him swallow his censer.”

Jarek flashes teeth and vanishes.

I strip a clean bandage from the basket Lina left and wrap my right hand, then the left. Not sloppy; a sloppy man gives himself away. I wind tight, tuck the ends, test grip. The cloth shows no stain. I shake my hands. The ring prints heat through the linen anyway, a slow warning in a circle’s shape.

I pull on gloves. Leather grips. I make a fist and feel the sting settle into a manageable hum. Then I push through the door into the solar, past guards who have learned to count with their eyes, to the bed where the kingdom lives or dies.

Veres sits propped, blanket set aside, bare forearms braced on his knees. The lamp cuts his face into work and rest. He turns when I cross the threshold, and everything that isn’t necessary leaves the room by the nearest crack.

“Thirst?” I ask.

“Less,” he says. The voice has its weight again. He’s still pale, but the pallor looks like a choice, not a debt. “You wash like you mean it.”

“Lina would grade me if I didn’t.” I set the cup within reach. He takes it himself this time. His fingers no longer shake.

His gaze drops to my gloves. He notices everything that matters. He doesn’t ask yet. He sets the cup down, fingers precise.

“News?”

“Mira still gone. Seros still absent. Avar holds the council by its ears. Maedon strains his jaw on his own name. Denor sulks. The city waits.”

“The star?” Veres asks it like he already counted all the men who will take it for an omen, honest and otherwise.

“Third point steady,” I say. “Guards swore on it. Jarek sang at it until a rook bit his ear.”

Veres almost smiles. It shocks me more than a knife would. He shifts, swings his legs toward the floor. I step in to catch without touching.

“I can stand,” he says, reading my stance as easy as air.

“You did,” I say. “You fell. I like my knees better when they don’t take your weight.”

He pushes. He stands. He holds. He breathes slow, the way men do when they force their hearts to remember manners. I keep the chair behind him with my shin. He doesn’t need it. Yet.

“Blade,” he says, and the word carries heat.

I cross to the chest and take the sword out. I don’t make a ceremony of it. I wrap both hands around the hilt to pass it, careful. The leather pulls against my gloves.

He sees the gloves. He says nothing. He closes his fingers around steel. His shoulders ease, and the room changes shape—less promise, more plan.

“What did I say when I asked if you were a shadow,” he asks, steady, like he’s lifting a lid he expects to find a snake beneath.

“You asked if I was him,” I reply. I hold his eyes so he can see the answer I won’t give out loud. “I wasn’t.”

He searches my face like a map for a familiar hill. “You know the name.”

“Yes.”

“Say it.”

“Lirian.”

His mouth tightens, not like anger, like a cut that remembers the blade. He nods once. “It follows me.”

“It reaches through me,” I say before I can stop myself.

His head tips. “What do you mean.”

“Nothing that helps.” I move so the lamp throws my shadow behind me, not over him. “You’ll sit in the chair for the council. You’ll speak at the door. You won’t go to the hall. Avar will deliver their noise to us like scrap for the fire.”

“I won’t be seen?” he asks. He doesn’t like the taste of that.

“You’ll be heard,” I say. “We don’t feed the city our throat when one hand holds a knife and the other knows how to count.”

He adjusts his grip on the sword. The hilt fits like skin. His eyes drop to my gloves again. He sets the blade across his knees. He lifts his hand.

“Take them off.”

“No.”

“Take them off.”

“Command me when you can outlast me,” I say. My voice lands too hard.

He stands. I stand. The room shrinks. The lamp hisses. Between us: a weight no one else gets to touch.

“Why,” he asks. Not a king’s why. A man’s.

I could lie. I have a shelf of decent lies and a few excellent ones. I choose none.

“Because the price moves,” I say. “Because when you woke, it looked for another mouth to eat from. Because I stepped closer than anyone else.”

He looks at my hands like he can see through leather. He steps closer. Enough. The edge of the sword kisses his knee through the blanket. His mouth opens, closes. He doesn’t ask permission. He takes my right wrist.

The pain hits like a hot coin pressed flush to flesh. The ring bleeds against the glove and through it, clean as a seal, bright as a fresh cut. It prints onto his skin where his fingers touch mine, only a stain, not a wound, and then it soaks back into me with a pull that makes my heart stumble.

He lets go fast. We both look. The glove shows a wet circle. His hand shows a mark that’s already gone. My hand throbs in a tidy circumference. He raises his eyes.

“It likes you better,” he says.

“I feed it.”

“You shouldn’t.”

“You shouldn’t, either. We do not get to be men who shouldn’t.” I pull the glove tighter as if I can choke the blood into staying in its lane. “Sit.”

He sits, more from strategy than weakness. His gaze drills through me, hard enough to secure a plank. “Who else knows.”

“Lina,” I say. “By smell. She gave me flour to pack the wrap. It buys me an hour if I keep moving. Avar suspects anything that bleeds where a cut isn’t. Jarek doesn’t ask questions he can’t answer with a rude song.”

“And Denor?”

“Sees what I let him.”

He nods once. “Mira?”

“Missing.”

“Seros?”

“Trying on crowns in a mirror somewhere with a woman who wants to see if he drowns or floats.”

He exhales. He looks at the glove again. “You will wear them when we speak to the council.”

“Yes.”

He leans forward on his elbows. The sword shifts with him. “If the price moves to you, where does it go when you sleep.”

“I don’t.”

“Lie better.”

“I can’t. Sleep costs blood. The bed would tell on me.”

His hand lifts without thinking, like a man about to touch a flame because he wants to know if it hurts the same every time. He stops at the last inch. “Does it drain you,” he asks, voice lower. “Does it take what I should pay.”

“It takes what I won’t let you give,” I say. “That’s what loyalty buys.”

“Loyalty.” His mouth shapes the word like he tests it for cracks. “If I order you to stop paying, will you obey.”

“No.”

The answer sits between us, heavy and plain.

A rap at the door saves us from having to step around it. Avar pushes in, ear reddened from someone else’s temper, cloak chewed by weather. He stops when he sees Veres upright with a sword across his knees. The stop tastes like relief.

“Your Majesty,” he says. It comes out as fact, not flattery. “The council wants to see the shape of your breath. They chant like children who heard thunder. Maedon tried to walk a regent’s ring to the chair. I told him to wear it on his toe.”

“Good,” Veres says. “Bring them here.”

Avar grins like a scar. “I did suggest that. Denor said the solar is profane. I told him the hall is not holy. He began to chant. I left so I would not sin.”

“Five of them,” I say. “No more. Search them twice and then again. I want fingers counted. No rings. No ink. No knives tucked in mouths.”

“Already stripped to their pride,” Avar says. “You’ll sit the chair, Veres. Speak three sentences. Not four. Three. We give them weight, not wind.”

Veres flicks me a glance. I nod. “Three.”

Avar turns to go. His gaze drops to my glove. He catches the damp ring. His eyes lift to my face like a man who smells smoke but can’t see flame. He doesn’t ask. He leaves. The door shuts, Jarek’s weight sealing it.

Veres’s hand hovers over my wrist again. “I can take it back,” he says. “If I can find the place in me it came from.”

“You will take the city,” I say. “I will take this.” I strip the glove quick, press flour dough into the bandage, wrap fresh linen, glove again. Muscle memory makes the motion efficient. The sting drops from flare to throb. “When you walk, you lean on my arm. If the ring shows, you scratch your jaw. That’s the signal to move the lamp. We keep their eyes busy.”

He watches my hands. He swallows once. “You hide pain well.”

“I hide everything well that would make a man braver than he ought to be.”

A knock. Jarek opens. Lina slides in with a covered tray and a look that accepts no denial. “Soup,” she says. “And no prayers. Denor took one bowl to bless; he spilled it on his feet. An omen, he says. I told him it means the gods think he smells.”

She sets the tray on the table. Her eyes flick to my wrist, sharp as a butcher’s hook. “Flour buys you an hour. Two if you keep cursing. Cursing dries the mouth.” She eyes Veres. “Eat. Ruling starves a man faster than fasting.”

Veres nods and picks up a spoon. He eats because she told him to. Smart. Lina watches him until he finishes half the bowl. Then she points the ladle at me. “You,” she says. “If you fall, I can’t carry two kings at once.”

“I’ll fall after dinner,” I tell her. She snorts and leaves.

We move. We set chairs. We place the lamp so it throws authority, not mercy. We practice the three sentences Veres will say. We cut every extra word. We plant Avar at the hinge, Jarek in the flue with a bow and a stupid song. We line a bucket with ash at the door to mark the steps of anyone who walks in light-footed.

They come. Maedon first, face pinched, hands empty, tongue sharpened. Denor swallows his own incense and pretends it’s faith. Three councillors trail, eager to catch whatever falls. They stop when they see Veres upright. They bow like men who forgot how. Maedon breathes deep to speak.

Veres lifts a hand. He doesn’t need to shout. He says three things in a row and leaves no room between them. The sentences land. Authority enters the room like a soldier who owns the corridor. Maedon’s mouth opens and closes. Denor whispers “amen” because he forgot his other words. Avar smiles like someone put good meat on his plate. Jarek hums in the vent.

They leave. The door shuts. The room releases its shoulders. Veres exhales. He sways once. I step in. He catches my forearm, not my hand, not the ring. He leans for a breath. He holds.

“Better?” I ask.

“Better,” he says. He looks at my glove. Of course he does. He reaches before he thinks and presses his fingers to the place where the ring burns underneath leather. The mark answers like a hound called by name. Heat punches through cloth. Blood stains in a perfect circle. He jerks back. His eyes cut to mine.

“You can’t keep paying it,” he says, too quiet for anyone else to hear.

“Watch me,” I answer.

“Why.”

“Because if it chooses me when it can’t find you, it means you’ll keep both hands free when the knives come.”
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