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We ate in the great hall because my father thought it would make us seem more like a family. The table was long enough to seat twenty, so there were only five of us, spread thin as butter on cold bread. You could fit a whole other family between each of us, if you had spares lying around. The windows were shut tight against the night, but a draft still managed to find my ankles, threading through the cracks in the stone like a ghost that did not respect boundaries.

The King sat at the head, back straight, shoulders squared, his eyes fixed somewhere above the salt dish. He had the look of kings in portraits, strong jaw, fair hair going silver at the temples, but up close you could see the cracks. The tremor in his hands when he thought no one was watching. The way his collar had gone loose. His signet ring flashed as he rotated it with his thumb. He polished it on his sleeve, then replaced it on his finger, then polished it again. My mother sat beside him, small and dark-haired, fingers quick and nervous, folding her napkin in smaller and smaller squares, as if reducing it would reduce the space between them.

My brothers were across from me. The Eldest had inherited Father’s looks, fair hair starting to thin at the crown, pale grey eyes, the height that made people step aside. He perched upright as if the chair were a throne and he was afraid of falling off. The Middle had Mother’s colouring, dark hair and warm brown eyes that never stayed warm for long. He slouched, wearing a smile that looked painted on, but not by a talented artist. I imagined it cracking off in flakes and dropping into his soup.

I sat at the far end. No one ever told me to sit there, but I did it anyway. I had Mother’s dark hair and Father’s sharp chin, but none of the presence that made either of them worth looking at. Medium height, too thin, hands better suited to holding books than swords. If I sat closer, my mother would try to feed me, and my father would look at me as if he could not remember ordering a third son. It was easier this way. Farther from the centre of things, but also farther from the line of fire.

The meal was the same as always. A roast that bled into the carrots, potatoes boiled until they forgot their shapes, dense bread cut into blocks. I moved the food from plate to mouth and barely tasted it. My brothers did the same, but with more jaw clenching and fork scraping. We all ate like we were being watched by someone who did not approve.

The silence was not total. Knives scraped plates. The wind rattled the windows, and in the pause between courses, my father cleared his throat. This was the signal. Something was about to be announced. His announcements were never good, and they never began with, “I love you, my children.” They began with throat-clearing and ended with a new rule, or a new war.

He pressed his hands flat on the table and looked at each of us in turn. He stopped when he got to me, but only for a second. His gaze bounced off my face like a pebble off ice. I felt the familiar fizz in my temples. The warning that my gift wanted to be used. I clamped down on it with all the will I had, but it nudged at me anyway.

My mother reached across the table and set a lace napkin by my plate. She smiled, but her eyes were not in on the joke. “You have something on your chin,” she said, though I did not.

The Eldest smirked. The Middle one did not look up. He was busy building a tiny fortress from carrot sticks.

Father waited until the room had gone quiet again. He stared at the torches on the wall as if hoping for better light. “You may have heard,” he said, “that the golden apples are missing from the garden.”

No one answered. No one was supposed to. My gift twitched at the base of my skull. I stared at my soup, willing it to explain what was required of me.

“They are not simply missing,” Father went on. “They have been stolen. By a bird.”

This sounded like a joke, but my father never made jokes. He said the word bird like it was a disease.

“The castle guards have seen it. Every night, one more apple gone. Always the largest, always the ripest. The bird has gold for feathers and a mind for mischief.” His hand closed around his goblet. The knuckles shone white.

My mother’s fingers shook as she refolded my napkin, smaller this time. Her gaze skipped to me, then away, like a rabbit not ready to bolt.

The Eldest straightened even further. “What do you want us to do, Father?”

My father measured his words. “I want the bird caught. Alive.”

No one asked why. Everyone knew. The golden apples were supposed to keep the kingdom from ruin, or at least from being the subject of dinner table gossip. Their loss was a humiliation. My father could not bear humiliation. He wore it like a second skin and pretended it was armour.

The Middle dropped his fork. It landed on his plate with a clatter, spraying flecks of carrot onto the white tablecloth. He made a show of retrieving it, but his hand shook when he picked it up. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, then glanced at the Eldest for instructions.

“You want us to hunt it,” the Eldest said. Not a question.

“I do,” my father replied. “Together.”

The Eldest nodded once, as if that settled it. The Middle grinned, too wide, like a mask for sale at a festival. No one looked at me. This was typical.

My gift simmered. It always knew when something was about to fail. I saw my father’s plan falling apart before it began. I saw the arguments, the blame, the wounded pride. I saw the ways my brothers would sabotage each other to be the first to bring the bird home. I saw myself, irrelevant, watching from a distance as always.

I touched the napkin my mother left beside me. She still did not meet my eyes. Her hands were now busy rearranging the cutlery, aligning fork and knife and spoon so they pointed true north. She glanced up at my father, then back to her hands. Her mouth moved, but no words came out.

The wind picked up outside. The torches flickered, struggling for air.

“You will begin tomorrow,” my father said, as if tomorrow was not already full of disaster.

The rest of the meal passed in silence. My brothers shovelled food into their mouths like it was a competition. My father drank wine and watched the shadows move on the stone walls. My mother excused herself early. She touched my shoulder as she left the table, a brief and trembling squeeze.

I waited until everyone else was gone. I stacked the plates, wiped crumbs from the tablecloth, and set the napkin back where my mother would find it. My father’s ring sat on the edge of the plate, forgotten in his haste to leave. I considered taking it to him, but I did not want to see what was in his eyes when he looked at me.

In the end, I left the ring where it was, gleaming in the flicker of dying torchlight. I wondered if anyone would notice it missing, or if the castle would simply swallow it, the way it swallowed everything else.

* * *

My room was up a narrow flight of stairs, tucked into the castle’s oldest tower. The walls were made of stone that sweated in the night, slick and cold under my hand. Someone before me had carved their initials into the windowsill, but the name was lost to erosion and the years. I pressed my thumb into the gouges anyway, and for a moment I pretended they belonged to me.

The room was small, bare except for a bed, a desk, and a battered trunk. The blankets were thin but piled high, so you could burrow under them if you did not mind smelling dust and sheep grease. A single candle lit the space, throwing long shadows onto the walls. Sometimes the shadows looked like faces.

I sat on the bed and unlaced my boots. The laces were stiff and knotted, and I had to work them loose with my teeth. The taste of leather and salt lingered on my tongue. My breath steamed in the air. I watched it curl upward and vanish, the way hope does.

My mind replayed the dinner, looping over each detail until they blurred. My father’s announcement. My brothers’ eager nods. My mother’s hands, folding and refolding the napkin. I tried to feel something about it, but mostly I felt tired. Tired in the bones, the marrow, the spaces between thoughts.

I did not need my gift to see the future. My brothers would fight about who would catch the bird. One would claim it first, but the other would not let him win. They would fail, because that is what we did. I would be left with the pieces, as always. I tried to care. I did not.

Sometimes, when I was alone, I let The Sight slip a little. Not all the way, not so much that it burned. Just enough to taste the future, like running your tongue over a loose tooth. I touched the stone wall and let my eyes go soft. The room shifted, brightened at the edges. I saw my father standing in this room, years from now, searching the desk for something I left behind. I saw my mother crying in the garden. I saw the golden bird in a cage, feathers dulled, eyes black as wet coal.

I snapped back before it could get worse. My head throbbed. My fingers trembled. I rubbed them together to warm them, but it did not help.

I made the rounds of my nightly ritual. I checked the lock on my trunk, though I owned nothing worth stealing. I straightened the bed covers, smoothed the pillow, arranged the desk so the ink pot and quills were at right angles. I wiped dust from the candle holder, then picked at the wax, rolling shreds between my thumb and finger until they stuck under my nails. I did these things every night, and every night they brought me no peace.

I crossed to the window. The garden was visible from here, even in darkness. The apple tree stood at the centre, branches splayed like fingers gripping the moon. I counted the golden orbs still hanging there. Three, maybe four, depending on how you squinted. I wondered how long before the bird finished its work.

The moon was high, painting everything in silver. I watched the patterns of clouds scud across it. In the courtyard below, the guards made their rounds, lanterns bobbing like will-o’-the-wisps. One of them paused and looked up. I ducked behind the curtains, heart stuttering in my chest.

When I finally undressed and slid into bed, the sheets were cold enough to make me flinch. I lay on my back and stared at the ceiling, waiting for sleep that would not come. My thoughts spun in circles, catching on splinters.

I remembered the look in my mother’s eyes when she set the napkin by my plate. I remembered my father’s words, each one precise and heavy. I remembered my brothers’ faces, pinched and hungry.

I told myself I did not care, but the lie tasted like ash.

I would not volunteer. I would not beg for my father’s notice, or compete for his pride. But I knew, in the pit of me, that when my brothers failed, he would send me anyway. I would go because that was my place. The third son, the spare, the one you send when you have run out of options.

I promised myself I would be ready.

I lay awake until the candle burned down to a puddle. I closed my eyes and listened to the castle settle around me, the groans and creaks of ancient stone. I dreamed nothing. When morning came, I dressed in silence and watched the sun rise over the frostbitten garden. The golden apples still hung, but they looked smaller now, as if the moonlight had shrunk them in the night.

I touched the windowsill, tracing the lost initials, and waited for the day to begin.
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I woke before sunrise, as if something had pinched me awake from inside a dream I did not remember. The castle was silent except for the hiss of wind in the chimney and the soft, slow ticking of my own heart. I dressed without lighting a candle. My hands knew the way: shirt, trousers, the heavy wool coat with the missing button, boots that remembered the shape of my feet. I left my room and walked the corridors by memory and touch.

The stairs down to the garden were slick with old dust and neglect. I counted each step. My breath fogged ahead of me, ghosts in the dark. No one else was awake. I liked it that way.

The garden was locked at night, but the key was hidden under a loose flagstone. I replaced it every time. I was the only one who ever bothered. The garden gate creaked like a bird dying, which seemed appropriate. The sound faded into the fog, leaving the garden to itself.

Mist lay in bruises across the hedges. The statues were covered in spiderweb and the first hard frost. The apple tree waited at the centre, arms thrown wide, roots that had sunk deep and certain. My father once told me it was older than the castle, maybe older than the kingdom itself. I did not believe him, but I did not argue. In this family, some things were allowed to be older than the truth.

The tree was not beautiful. The branches were sharp and crooked, leaves sparse and curled brown on the edges. The silver bark peeled in places, exposing wood the colour of spoiled milk. My father liked to say that it only grew golden apples because it was so close to dying. “Even a sick tree can be useful,” he said, looking at me without looking at me.

I counted the apples. I had done it every morning for years. Three left yesterday. Only two today. The last one hung limp and low, as if ashamed to be seen.

The grass beneath the tree was trampled, the earth torn up by claws or hooves or something that did not belong in this world. I crouched and traced the marks with my finger. Some were shallow, some deep enough to collect water. My hand came away wet; I wiped it on my coat.

I did not see the feather until I stood. It caught the weak morning light and threw it back, a spark in the dead grass. I picked it up and turned it in my hands. It was longer than my finger, finer than the down on a newborn chick. It felt warm even in the cold. It was the colour of sunlight if sunlight was forged instead of born.

The gift behind my eyes stuttered. I saw the feather in my palm, then saw my palm empty. I saw myself standing under the tree with no apples left, no feathers left, nothing but the sound of my own breathing in a world that had gone still.

I put the feather in the pocket of my coat. I pressed it flat against my chest, close to the skin. I did not know why. Maybe I thought if I hid it there, the truth would stay hidden, too.

The garden felt different. Not emptier, but tense, like a lung full of air before the scream. Every hedge, every statue, every curled leaf was waiting for something. Maybe for the bird to return, or for the apples to vanish for good. Maybe for someone to finally notice.

I wondered if my father would miss the feather, if my mother would sense it missing from the world the way she sensed absences in her children. I wondered if I would tell them. Probably not.

The frost burned my fingers. I curled them into a fist until the pain became ordinary.

I walked back to the castle, locking the garden behind me. I hid the key. I touched my pocket every few steps, as if the feather might fly away on its own.

Inside, the walls were warmer, but the air did not move. I climbed the stairs to my room. I sat on the bed, boots still on, and waited for the day to start. The feather’s warmth spread across my chest, a small and steady pulse.

I wanted to believe it was a good omen. I knew better.

I listened for the sounds of my family waking: the shuffle of servants in the halls, the rumble of my brothers’ voices, my mother’s laughter drifting up from the kitchen. All I heard was the tick of my own heart, counting out the minutes until I would have to pretend everything was fine.

I pressed my palm to the feather and tried to feel nothing at all.

* * *

By mid-day, the mist had burned off, leaving the castle baked in sharp winter light. The sun revealed every flaw in the stone, every crack in the mortar, every patch of lichen spreading like a rumour along the walls. I stood on the threshold for a long time before walking to the village.

The path down was not long, but it was steep and worn in places. The grass had been trampled flat by years of boots and hooves, then frozen in place. As I walked, the air filled with the distant noise of the market. Not the old noise, not the buzz and bellow of traders fighting for coins, but something smaller. Thinner. Like a dog barking at its own echo.

The square was ringed by empty stalls. Most were covered by awnings, but the fabric sagged, heavy with frost and disuse. The canvas was striped, but the colours had faded to a sickly blue and brown. Here and there, vendors sat hunched behind their tables, watching the ground as if expecting it to move.

The carts were worse. Once, every cart would be full by mid-morning: cabbages, beets, a few tired squash if the season was kind. Now, most were empty, or filled with straw to hide the lack. The food that remained was shrivelled, roots soft and spotty, apples withered to pocks and bruises.

I tried to move through the square without being seen, but I stood out. The coat was too clean, the boots too dry, my face too much like the King’s. Eyes followed me. Some looked away when I glanced back. A few did not.

At the far end, a woman stood behind a cart piled high with nothing. I recognised her from years ago. My mother used to buy eggs from her, back when eggs were more than stories. The woman’s hair was a dirty yellow, tied back with twine. A child clung to her skirts, coughing in short, sharp bursts.

I paused. She watched me, hands folded, shoulders stiff. The child peeked out, then hid again, then peeked out once more.

“Anything today?” she asked.

Her voice was flat, but polite. I looked at the cart. There were three eggs, a wedge of cheese that had gone blue, a cluster of beets so thin you could see daylight through them.

I tried to smile. “The beets, please.”

She wrapped them in paper, set them on the counter. The child watched my hands. His nose ran, a raw red drip from lip to chin.

“That’s one copper,” she said.

I gave her two and left before she could thank me. My hands trembled a little, so I stuffed them in my pockets. The feather prickled against my chest.

I wandered through the square, not really looking for anything. Two old men played chess on a board carved into the stone. Their pieces were mismatched, some made of bone, others of candle stub. They did not speak. A stray dog nosed through a garbage heap, turned up its nose, and left. A trio of girls skipped rope in the corner, but their voices were hushed, as if the words might shatter.

Near the well, a group of women clustered around the pump. The bucket creaked as they hauled it up, and the water came out brown. One of them spat in disgust.

“It was never like this,” she said. Her hair was tied in a scarf, and her hands were swollen from cold. “Not before the bird.”

Another woman clucked her tongue. “Superstition,” she said, but she crossed herself anyway.

They saw me and fell silent. I ducked my head, hurried past. The words followed me anyway.

I drifted toward the guardhouse. Two guards lounged at the door, spears propped against the wall. One smoked a pipe, the other gnawed at a stick of jerky. They stopped talking when they saw me.

I pretended not to notice. I was good at pretending.

As I climbed the hill back to the castle, I heard the rumour trailing after me, low and persistent.

“Golden bird,” one guard muttered to the other. “King wants it caught. Says it’ll fix everything.”

The other snorted. “Maybe he should catch it himself.”

Their laughter was thin, like breath on cold glass.

At the top of the hill, I turned back and looked at the village. The square was smaller than I remembered. The people looked smaller, too, their backs bent, their steps uncertain. For a moment I wondered what it would be like to live down there, to have a job that made your hands ache and your belly empty.

I pressed the beets against my chest, careful not to crush the feather.

The castle loomed above, windows like blank eyes, waiting for me to return. I let myself in through the servant’s door, avoiding the great hall. My boots left wet tracks on the stone.

In my room, I laid the beets on the desk. I considered eating one, but could not bring myself to break the skin. Instead, I lined them up by size, smallest to largest, then rearranged them in reverse. I did this for a long time, waiting for the sound of voices downstairs.

None came.

I took the feather from my pocket. I traced the line of my ribs with it, felt the warmth settle into my bones. It did not feel like hope. It felt like waiting for a verdict.

I thought about the child in the market, his cough rattling in his chest. I wondered if he would survive the winter. I wondered if I would.

I closed my eyes and tried to see the future, but all I saw was the same square, the same people, the same hunger, repeating forever.

I set the feather back in my pocket and lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling. I listened to the sound of the castle settling around me, stone shifting, wood creaking, silence filling every crack.

I waited for someone to knock on my door, but no one ever did.

* * *

That evening, the castle hosted a banquet, though there was little enough to celebrate. The great hall had been swept and torches lit, but the banners hung limp and the air smelled of boiled wine and scorched meat. The crimson tapestries sagged from the walls, heavy with dust.

We ate on the long table, as before, but this time there were servants and silverware and food enough to pretend we were not starving. My brothers arrived late, one after the other. The Eldest wore his best uniform, the collar so tight it pinched his neck red. The Middle wore a velvet doublet and nothing else, chest left bare, a showman’s smirk already loaded.

My father waited for silence before he spoke.

“The golden bird must be caught,” he said, as if no one had heard it before. “It will be done by my sons, or not at all.”

He looked at the Eldest, who rose without hesitation. “I will take the best falconers and hawks,” my brother said. “We will bait the bird and capture it in the air, before it touches ground.”

Father nodded. “And you?”

He turned to the Middle, who grinned wide, teeth white and flawless. “I need only my bow. My arrows do not miss. The bird will fall before it steals another apple.”

The words hung in the air, echoing off the stone.

Mother looked at me, hands folded in her lap. I waited for her to speak for me, but she said nothing.

Father did not look at me. He was polishing his ring, as always.

The meal went on. The brothers traded boasts, one-upping each other with stories of past hunts and impossible shots. They spoke over the food, barely chewing. The wine ran quick. Servants scuttled back and forth, avoiding eye contact.

I sat at the end, in the shadow of a guttering torch. My food went cold. I listened to my brothers and watched their words unravel before they even finished saying them. The Eldest would wake before dawn, rouse his hawks, and ride out with too few men. The bird would see them coming, stay just out of reach. The Middle would stake out the tree, arrow notched, heart pounding, and miss again and again. The bird would take the last apple, leave him shaking with rage and shame.

I saw it all before it happened, the way you see a glass falling from the table before it hits the floor. The trick was to say nothing, to watch and wait for the sound of shattering.

At the end of the meal, Father pushed back from the table. He stood straight, hands behind his back, voice flat as iron.

“Tomorrow, you will begin,” he said. “The bird will not outwit us. We are not beaten yet.”

He meant it as comfort. It landed like a stone.

Mother lingered after the meal. She poured me a cup of wine, set it beside my plate. Her fingers brushed my hand, quick and soft.

“Are you well?” she whispered. “You seem tired.”

I shrugged. “I didn’t sleep.”

She folded her hands, lips pressed tight. “If you want to help your brothers, you can,” she said. “You don’t have to stay behind.”

The idea made me want to laugh, or run. “I would only get in the way.”

“You would not,” she said. Her voice wobbled. “You see things no one else does. That is not a weakness.”

I wanted to believe her, but I could not. I drank the wine in one gulp and stood to leave. My chair scraped the stone, louder than it should have been.

My father and brothers were already gone. I walked the corridors alone, every step echoing back at me.

In my room, I took the feather from my pocket and ran it along the back of my hand. The warmth had faded, replaced by a dull, steady ache. I set it on the desk and watched it for a long time, waiting for it to move.

When it didn’t, I picked up the knife from my dinner plate, turned it in my palm, pressed the edge until it hurt. I thought about the bird, about its cleverness, about what it would take to outwit a thing that only wanted to survive.

I pressed harder. The knife left a white line in my skin, then a red one. I stopped before it bled.

Outside, the night was full of movement. Guards patrolled the walls, torches flared in the wind. I heard my brothers, far away, arguing about who would catch the bird first. I knew it did not matter.

The story was already written. All that was left was to watch it unfold.

I lay on the bed, arms crossed over my chest, feather clutched in one fist. I tried to dream, but the future was louder than sleep.

I woke to the sound of wings against the window. For a moment, I thought it was the bird. But it was only the wind, battering at the glass, desperate to get in.

* * *

At dusk, the light in the garden turned violet. The clipped hedges cast long, finger-like shadows over the gravel paths. I walked there to avoid the noise of the castle, the way sound bounced off the walls and came back sharper than before.

I followed the same path I always did. Under the marble arch, past the statue of the weeping knight, around the fishless pond. The water reflected nothing. I stopped at the bench near the western wall and watched the sky bleed out its colours.

She found me there. My mother. She moved so quietly I did not hear her until she was almost beside me.

She wore a dress the colour of wet stone, a shawl draped over her shoulders. She looked smaller than I remembered, as if worry had carved her down from the inside. Her hair, once solid black, was threaded with grey now. She carried a square of linen, folded and pressed flat. She sat on the bench, careful to leave a space between us.

She unfolded the cloth and smoothed it on her lap. The embroidery was neat, each stitch a tiny apple blossom, the pattern looping around the edge. In the centre, my name, clear and careful. She must have done it herself.

“I made this for you,” she said. “I know you don’t like gifts, but it’s cold at night.”

I remembered the cloth from when I was a child. I used to chew it when my teeth hurt, or press it to my face when I could not sleep. I remembered the feeling, soft and safe. I tried to hold onto it, but the memory slipped away.

She held it out to me. Her hand trembled, just a little.

I did not take it.

She set the cloth on the bench between us, then folded her hands. She looked at the apple tree, at the two remaining golden apples, at the empty branches waiting to be filled.

“When you were young, you said the tree whispered to you,” she said. “Do you remember that?”

I nodded. I remembered saying it, but not believing it.

She smiled. It was a sad smile, tired at the corners. “I believed you. I thought maybe you could save us.”

The words surprised me. “I can’t even save myself.”

She reached for my hand, but I pulled away before she could touch me. Her hand hovered in the air, then drifted back to her lap.

“I’m sorry,” she said. Her voice was almost too soft to hear. “I know I’m not what you need. I don’t know how to be.”

I wanted to tell her it was not her fault, but I did not know how. I watched the sky instead, watched the first star blink into being.

She spoke again. “Your brothers are brave,” she said. “But I worry for them. I worry for you most of all.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said, though we both knew it was a lie.

She lifted the cloth, pressed it to her lips, then set it down between us again. “If you ever need me,” she said, “I’m always here.”

She stood and walked away, her steps soft as falling leaves. I watched her go, wishing I had said something else. Wishing I had said anything at all.

I picked up the cloth and folded it carefully. The stitches were small and perfect, the thread shining gold in the fading light. I pressed it to my face, breathed in the smell of lavender and soap.

It did not make me feel safe. It only made me feel empty.

The apple tree creaked in the wind. The sky darkened, and the stars multiplied. I stayed on the bench long after the cold set in, the cloth tight in my hands, listening for whispers that never came.

* * *

That night, I could not sleep. The walls of my room felt closer than usual, the air thick with the scent of dust and damp wool. I paced from window to door, counting my steps, then counting them again.

I left my room and climbed the stairs to the highest parapet. The tower curled upward in a tight spiral, steps worn hollow by centuries of kings and soldiers and ghosts. My boots whispered on the stone.

At the top, the wind was sharp enough to peel skin. The moon made the ramparts glow, every crenel and crack outlined in pale blue. I leaned against the wall and looked out over the kingdom.

In the courtyard below, torches bobbed and flickered. My eldest brother led his hunting party out through the gates, hawks clutched to their perches, hounds straining at the leash. They moved in silence, boots crunching the frost. I watched them until the light of their torches vanished into the black of the forest.

For a long time, nothing happened. The wind screamed. A sentry passed on the wall, nodded, kept moving. I pressed my back to the stone and let it take my weight.

I pulled the feather from my coat and turned it over in my hands. It looked less magical in the moonlight. More like a piece of jewellery, or a trinket a child might find and lose again.

But when I pressed it against my chest, the warmth returned. Not hope, but a kind of certainty. The feeling that whatever was coming, it would come for me next.

I wondered if the bird was out there, watching the hunters, circling above, waiting for a mistake. I wondered if it ever felt afraid, or if it had learned to live with danger the way I had learned to live with silence.

The night stretched on. I heard the guards in the yard, their laughter brittle. I heard the river below the cliffs, ice breaking and reforming in the current.

I stood on the parapet until my fingers went numb, then wrapped myself in the coat and the embroidered cloth. The stitches caught the light, each blossom a tiny sun.

I looked toward the horizon, toward the darkness that swallowed my brothers. I tried to see what waited there, but the future was silent. It always was, right before the end.

I closed my eyes and breathed in the cold, the stone, the promise of morning.

I waited for the next chapter to begin.
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I woke in a grey that had not yet decided to become day. In the courtyard below, the torches guttered and spat, weak against the cold. The castle garden crouched behind the walls, still dark and clawed with frost, but at the gate there was already movement. I watched through my window, careful not to be seen.

The Eldest was first in the garden. He wore his best uniform again, all brass buttons and pressed wool, but he moved with a stiffness that no tailor could fix. He marched as if every eye in the kingdom was waiting to catch him slouching. At his heels came two falconers, one limping from an old break, the other too young for a beard. Each carried a hawk on a gloved fist. The birds sat motionless, heads tucked and hoods fastened tight, as if they too did not want to see what came next.

The grass was crusted white. Every step left a bruise in the frost. The golden apple tree waited at the centre of the garden, still and silent as a witness. Only two apples remained. The others had vanished, leaving puckered scars in the bark where the stems had torn free. From here, the apples looked like coins pressed into a beggar’s palm. I wondered which would be stolen first.
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