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They end a war by refusing to win it.

At the heart of a once-broken capital, the Parliament floor carries a pale stitch where the world split and was taught to hold. The ridge no longer sings for blood; the ford counts boats instead of bodies. In the square, a coin rides a rope between four pegs and hums to the breath-wardens’ cadence—In. Hold. Out. Hold.—a new law set to rhythm rather than fear. The city takes a new name, Lunareth, because light and shadow now live here without pretending to be anything else.

Three men keep it so. Taren, once a prince and always a wall, bears the keeper’s quiet: his palm learns every beam, his scar remembers every oath worth saying twice. Saelis, who forged obedience into heat and back again, turns siege ash into nails that hold because consent does. And Aurel returns from eclipse half-man, half-light—useful where gods fail, unburdened by compulsion, determined to make healing a craft again. They are Heartbound by choice, a bond that does not drag. Their rule is simple enough to argue with and strong enough to outlast argument: Bridge, not blade. Love without ownership. One no stops all.

The world, however, has a memory for ruin. To the north, a new city called Edenmor tried to leash a god with mirror lines and children’s breath. In the hills, old altars learn fresh tricks; eyes once hung in a cruel sky, blinking like verdicts. The Last Sanctuary still smells of iron and tidy murder. A name—Eclipsera—lingers on broken stone. Verren, the patient shadow, is gone the way winter goes: not by surrender, but by lack of weather to feed on. Even so, a fragment sleeps under the sternum of a boy who now calls Aurel father, and fragments have the most stubborn dreams.

This is not a march of armies. It is the harder work that follows: choosing one another without a leash; writing law where prophecy once squatted; teaching a city to breathe when markets run late and grief refuses the count. Here, worship becomes maintenance, and heroics grow into habits: a broom put into the right hands, a knot tied mean and tested twice, a blade laid flat across a threshold because doors behave better with a span.

Enemies change shape. Devotion can curdle into doctrine in a single winter. Bridges eat names if the keeper does not feed them with his own weight. The seam overhead, stitched and steady, still remembers how to be a wound when no one watches. Lunareth must learn to live with its scar and like the work it asks for.

They will not win by purity. They will not be saved by spectacle. They will kiss before they go, and when jealousy knocks they will answer with truth or not at all. If one of them forgets the word love, the others will teach it again by touch, by bread, by showing up at dawn with a ledger and staying through the sweep.

Dawn after eclipse is softer than noon. It illuminates corners, not crowns. In that light, a child of the eclipse tilts his face to the stitched sky and names the only victory that matters: when hearts choose to bind, a new world begins.
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Chapter 1: A Kingdom without Sun
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I drove the first stake into the mud myself.

The river curved like a spine through the valley, old terraces cut into its banks, the ash of two wars fed into its silt. Our surveyors had strung chalk lines and muttered about gradients and flood years. I didn’t need numbers to know the ground would hold. I wanted the people to see my hand on the hammer, to count the swing instead of the crowns.

Saelis stood on a crate with a slate in one hand, rattling off materials to the quartermaster. “Two hundred lengths of iron rebar by dusk. Twenty stonecutters for the foundation trench. And the lime, gods, if you deliver dry again I’ll make you drink the river.”

The quartermaster’s mouth twitched. “My lord of fire gives water as punishment.”

“Fire appreciates irony,” Saelis said without looking up.

Aurel moved in the crowd the way a steady pulse moves under skin. He checked knuckles, bound a thumb crushed under a careless beam, pressed his palm to a woman’s ribs until her breath remembered how. He spoke low. He smiled once. The smile went through the worksite like a rumor.

Our banners were rolled. We’d agreed: no sigils, no old colors, only the mark of the build—three circles interlocked on plain cloth, charcoal on undyed linen. The mark calmed me. It did not calm the city.

“They want to bind us,” a man hissed near the timber stacks. “Those rings are witch-work. They’ll make our sons kneel to their bond.”

“Keep your voice,” Aurel said, not unkind. “Keep your courage for the trench.”

The man looked at Aurel’s cloak and flinched like he’d touched winter. “Healer,” he said, and made it mean curse.

I sank the second stake. The hammer bit my palm and left a crescent. I liked that ache. It gave the day a shape.

Herra brushed my elbow with a gesture that meant home news and trouble. “Sentries on the south ridge report strangers at noon,” she murmured. “No banners. Moving like men who prefer to be a rumor.”

“The Council of Sigils?” I asked.

“Or ghosts,” she said. “We have both.”

“We build anyway.”

“We always do,” she said, and peeled off to snarl at a pile of planks that refused to be in the right place.

At noon the sun should have climbed past the cliffs and made a clean bright stripe down the water. Clouds leaned in and turned the valley into a bowl. Men muttered about omens. I swung the hammer again.

“Name it,” a boy said from the trench, mud on his teeth and pride hard in his voice. “If it’s ours, give it a name.”

“Not today,” I said. “Names bind. We need hands free while the walls go up.”

“Walls,” the boy repeated, happy to have something to bite.

The first trouble found us at the western ramp. A runner came at speed, slipped on wet clay, and skidded to his knees in front of me. “Majesty,” he gasped. “A crowd from the old quarter. Banners from the half-iron guilds. They’ve brought a priest.”

“Which priest?” Saelis asked without raising his head.

“The one who hates math,” I said, and set the hammer down.

We met them on the packed earth above the trench. They had built their own stage out of crates and old pride. The priest wore the soot-black of the Mother’s older rites, sleeves rolled like a man ready to lift stone with his sermon. He pointed at our stake lines and did not wait for silence. “There will be no city that bows to a bond,” he shouted. “No market where breath is taxed by men who share a heart. No altar where three call their sin a standard.”

The crowd roared. It always does when someone hands them a shape for fear.

“The standard is bread,” I said. “The streets are stone. The water is the same water you drank yesterday.”

“The water is sick already,” he snapped. “Ask the old women. Ask the fishermen. It tastes wrong since the day you mixed your veins.”

“We sealed a curse with that mixing,” Saelis said. “You woke with fewer ghosts because we did it.”

“We woke with new ones,” the priest answered. “You sleep in the same tent and think our houses don’t notice.”

Herra’s soldiers flexed against the crowd’s edge, careful. Aurel stood apart by the first foundation line, watching, the way a man watches a spark land in a field and counts wind. He didn’t reach for me. He didn’t have to. I felt the bond like a taught wire behind the breastbone, ready to sing or snap.

“Bring your complaints to the council hall at dusk,” I said. “We’ll hear them and measure them against work that needs doing.”

“We won’t come,” the priest said. “You keep your hall like a trap. You make us stand at the edge while your bonded whisper over our heads.”

“I like my voice loud when I’m lying,” I said. “Don’t give me credit for subtlety I don’t have.”

A stone came out of the crowd and struck my cheekbone with a clean honest smack. The world narrowed to its point and then widened again around the pain. Soldiers surged. Herra barked and they froze in place. The priest looked almost relieved—blood made his theater neat.

I did not lift my hand to the wound. Aurel crossed the dirt between us before the breath that carried the first shout finished. He reached up. He didn’t ask. He wiped the blood from my cheek with his thumb, slow and sure, like he was teaching the day to start over.

“Does it hurt?” he asked, as if we were alone.

“Only where we live,” I said.

He smiled without showing teeth. The bond thrummed, clean as a tuning wire, and for a beat I felt steadier than the ground.

Then I saw it.

Not in his mouth or the soft of his face. In the depth of his gaze, just past the recognition, a flicker—a second intention looking out through him, calm and measuring. Verren’s patience. Verren’s abstention from heat. The old shadow trying a different door.

My palm closed around the hammer without thinking. Aurel’s hand dropped from my cheek. He didn’t look away. He felt the spike of my fear the instant I felt it and didn’t flinch.

“Stay with me,” he said, voice small for me alone.

Saelis stepped between us and the crowd and lifted his empty hands. “No sigils,” he said, louder. “No spells. Watch me work with the same tools you hold.”

He took the hammer from my grip and drove the next stake with a rhythm any smith could love. The priest was not ready for that. Labor steals air from speeches. Men cheered by accident as the stake seated with a clean iron sound.

The next rock didn’t fly. The crowd’s edge loosened. A child laughed because the hammer looked too big for a scholar’s hands and still obeyed. Saelis passed the hammer back, and his fingers brushed the crescent the first stone had printed into my palm. He didn’t mention the wince. He turned to the priest.

“At dusk,” he said. “Bring fifteen people you trust. Leave the rest outside or you’ll lose your own voice in their shouting.”

“You don’t give us terms,” the priest said, but he had already agreed by taking the number into his mouth.

“Pick your fifteen,” Herra told him, bored enough to seem gentle. “If you bring sixteen I’ll make you choose at the door. I’m worse than he is.”

They broke like surf dispersing on stone. Aurel’s shoulders sank a notch. He reached for a cloth. I caught his wrist. He didn’t pull.

“Tell me what you saw,” he said. He always chooses the sharpest road.

“In your eyes,” I said. “A shadow I know.”

He nodded once. He could have argued, joked, softened. He didn’t. “Then we finish before dark.”

We finished the layout, staked the first twelve posts, and dug the first clean foot of trench. The sun never found the valley. By late afternoon the light went from gray to what comes after gray. The worksite hummed on habit. I called the halt because men make more mistakes when they can’t see the error until it breaks their toe.

The ritual to open a foundation is old and practical. You don’t sweeten the ground with blood—we’ve had enough of that—but you ask the river to carve its anger elsewhere and you promise not to stack your house where it means to walk. The old baths at the river bend served as the ritual pool. The stones around it carried the wear of generations and the scratches of boys with knives who wanted to leave a mark without losing a finger.

We went down with only a handful—Herra, Aldric, Saelis, Aurel, the quartermaster who kept clean sums when the rest of us lied to ourselves about numbers. I carried the small anvil we use to anchor the first oath-nail. Saelis carried the iron nail itself. Aurel carried the river salt in a cloth packet. It felt like a joke, for a breath, three men with offerings walking into a dawn that had never arrived.

“You sure the old rites don’t mind guests?” Herra asked. “They get cranky about recipes.”

“They’re about mercy, not ingredients,” Aurel said. “We use respect and we don’t name anything that wants to eat us.”

“I like rites with rules,” Aldric said. “They remind me of dirt. Dirt has opinions, but it doesn’t lie.”

We set the anvil on the slab beside the pool. The water lay calm, dark enough that the bank grass leaned over like widows. Saelis placed the nail on the anvil and waited. He didn’t hold it like a lord or a magister. He held it like a man about to fasten his own tent to the ground.

“You speak,” he said to me.

“I always do,” I said.

Aurel poured the salt into my palm. It stung the crescent where the stone had bit. I liked the sting. I scattered it into the pool and the water took it like an old habit.

“River,” I said, not naming the god behind it because we had agreed our tongues were not big enough to call anything god today. “We build with hands. We build on the promise that the house won’t swallow its people and the ground won’t punish us for walking. If we’re wrong, cut us in daylight, not in our sleep.”

Saelis lifted the hammer. I lined the nail. Aurel set his hand over mine for a beat the length of a breath, and the wire behind my ribs steadied.

“Drive it,” I said.

Saelis struck. The nail bit iron and sank into stone with a note that pleased something old in me. The water shivered as if sound had touched it with fingers.

“I’ll sleep better for that,” Aldric said, superstition and relief sharing a bed for once.

Herra scanned the bank while the quartermaster wrote the time and the note we always write when we do this right: clean strike, no crack in the slab, salt received, men steady. She grunted. “We have eyes,” she said.

“Yours?” I asked.

“Not unless we promoted boys with cheap boots and anxiety,” she said.

Saelis set the hammer down. “We do this fast.”

“Wait,” Aurel said. He took a knee on the slab and dipped his fingers into the pool. “One more—”

The word died on his tongue.

I knelt beside him without thinking. The water carried our faces, mine and his and the gray rim of the sky. It carried the anvil. It carried the curve of the nail head and the black rings that defined our day.

It carried another thing.

At first I thought it was the shadow of a bird crossing above us. The surface did not ripple. The dark moved under the water, not on it, a slow coil like smoke deciding a room. It leaned toward the reflection of Aurel’s eyes and thickened there until the face looking back at me was still Aurel’s and not Aurel’s, the mouth mine and not mine, the patience we have learned cut with an intention that was never ours.

Verren’s outline eased along the pool’s skin like a knife’s reflection when the knife is still in its sheath.

“Stand up,” I said. My voice came out wrong—too quiet to be an order and too certain to be anything else.

Aurel did not move. He stared at the dark shape forming on water that did not break and said nothing at all.

The shadow in the reflection flicked its head toward me without moving his. Then it smiled and kept moving.
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Chapter 2: Fire without Flame
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I learned to count heat by breath.

In. Hold. Out. Hold.

The rhythm gave me something to press against while the flame in my palm tried to decide what it was.

We trained at dawn, because the valley refused to give us a clean sun. Herra had us on the gravel behind the supply tents, a wide space with nothing flammable but the fear of onlookers. She set up clay jars full of river water, a pile of wet cedar, and a crate of scrap iron. “No accidents,” she said. “No sermons. Show me control.”

“I don’t preach,” I told her.

“You write footnotes during fights,” she said, and clapped her hands twice to start the day.

Taren watched from the ramp with a bandage high on his cheekbone where the stone had found him yesterday. He leaned on the rail like a man who didn’t know how to rest. Aurel stood beside him, cloak pulled tight against a morning that liked the taste of backs. They had the particular stillness of people guarding a thing you can’t see.

I lifted my palm. Fire answered like a friend who wanted to be asked twice. It skated up in a small coil, steady. I kept my breath even and spoke to it the way I speak to a stubborn theorem.

“Stay. Shape. Don’t leap.”

Herra tossed a damp cedar branch at my feet. “Dry that without smoke.”

I let the flame widen until it touched the cedar with its thinnest skin. The first lick should have lifted sap and made the branch spit. Instead, the bark whitened. Wet shine crisped into frost lace. A thin sheen took the wood—hoar that wasn’t hoar, a mirror-thread that grew as I watched, crawling under the fire’s touch.

I jerked my hand back. The flame clung. Cold bit my wrist hard enough to steal breath.

“What was that,” Herra said, not a question.

I tried again with a jar. I hovered my palm over water and asked for steam. The surface blushed with bubbles, then went perfectly flat. Ice feathered inward from the rim, whisper-fast, shaping a thin lid that did not crack under its own arrogance. I set my teeth. The flame inside my hand pulsed once and the jar froze solid, glass tightened by a cold that had never met winter. It didn’t shatter. It sang—a thin not-sound I felt in my jaw.

A murmur swelled behind the line of soldiers. Fear likes easy proofs.

Taren came down the ramp. He stopped at the edge of our circle. “Say it.”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“You know more than most,” he said. “Work the parts you have.”

I opened my fingers and studied the flame. It had color—clearer than amber, closer to a knife’s idea of bright than a hearth’s. It took shape in ways heat should not: clean edges, angles that held for a beat before they folded. When it brushed my skin it didn’t scald. It left a numb wake, delicate as a moth, precise as a blade laid flat.

“Not fire,” Herra said.

“It burns differently,” I said.

“It terrifies predictably,” Herra said, and flicked a glance toward the watching men.

Aurel stepped into the circle and took the jar from me. He held it in both hands, mouth set, light under his skin like a low lamp. The ice softened without melt; it loosened, more silt than frost, then slipped back into water as if time had forgiven it. He looked up at me. “You okay?”

“I’m not hurt,” I said.

“Your wrist,” he said, and reached for it. His fingers touched skin the flame had numbed. Warmth flowed into the cold like knowledge taking a seat. My hand remembered heat the way a crowd remembers a tune. Relief ran up my arm and through my jaw and made my eyes sting like a fool.

I pulled away because we had an audience. He let me and didn’t look insulted.

“Again,” Herra said. “On the iron. Temper without melt.”

I set a bar across two stones and lowered my palm. The cold fire flowed thin, a river’s skin skimming rock. Where it passed, the iron grayed and then darkened, no glow, no fume, no smell. I tested with tongs. The metal took the hammer like it had been kissed into flexibility, not cooked. I bent the bar smooth. No brittleness. Clean spring.

“It anneals,” I said, surprised into hunger. “Without grain collapse. Goddess, without oxidation.”

“I don’t care what letter you want to write to the scholars,” Herra said, but her eyes had that feral spark she gets when she believes we might win with strange weapons. “Box that and we can forge brackets faster with worse fuel. But explain why it froze a jar and didn’t crack it.”

“I think,” I said carefully, “it extracts disorder instead of adding energy. It asks matter to stop moving toward broken. It—no. That’s a lie. It moves things along a different slope. It feeds on the path they were walking already and hurries them to a cleaner version of themselves.”

Aurel’s brows pulled together. “You hear yourself,” he said, amused and afraid in equal measure.

“Better than most,” I said. “Let me try something warmer.”

He stepped closer as if he meant to catch me if the fire slipped. Taren stayed still. He watched my left hand where the flame pooled, not my face.

I reached toward the cedar again, gentler. The fire flowed from my palm like silk made of refusal. It brushed the branch. The sap did not smoke. The water in the wood did not leap. The bark dried until its surface rasped under my thumb. I lifted the branch and snapped it in two with a sound like clean bread. No ash. No scorch.

Herra whistled. “That I like.”

The crowd liked it too, because it looked like mercy. They didn’t know what to do with a flame that could starve as easily as it could feed. Fear receded two steps, enough for work to breathe.

We trained until my hand shook. The cold got worse as the hours slid. I learned to call a thin ribbon that polished bronze to brightness without heat. I learned to draw a screen between a torch and skin and feel the sharp tick when the flame wanted to leap and did not. I learned to hold a glow around my fingers that lit a page without warming it.

Then Aurel flinched.

It happened when I tried to coax a soft heat from the cold. A light pressure in my chest went wrong—like a scale tipping on a pivot I couldn’t see. Aurel’s breath hitched and his pupils jumped as if someone had rung a bell behind his eyes. Taren moved a fraction toward him and stopped himself. I cut the fire off and closed my fist.

Aurel recovered in a blink. He smiled because it was habit. “Keep going,” he said.

“You felt that,” I said.

“Your bond tugs harder on bad notes,” Taren said. “It keeps us honest.”

“Good,” I said, and meant it like a curse and a prayer.

We broke for noon. The sky refused to warm. I returned to the ledger tent to bully numbers into columns that wouldn’t betray us. My hand cramped around the charcoal. The cold sat in my bones like a tenant who had paid a month in advance.

Aurel ducked into the tent without a guard and without knocking because he thinks rules are chairs and chairs are movable. He set a bowl of stew beside my elbow. “Eat.”

“I will,” I said.

“You won’t if I’m not watching,” he said, and sat on the edge of the table, light under his skin brushing against the cold that had nested in me like two cats pretending not to know each other.

“I’m not your patient,” I said, automatically.

“You’re my friend,” he said.

I said nothing to that because my mouth had opinions my tongue couldn’t defend. He watched my hand around the spoon and then looked at my face too long.

“Hold still,” he said, and stood. He stepped behind me and wrapped his arms around my chest from the back, one palm over my sternum, one under my ribs. Heat moved like a tide into bone. Not a scald; a dawn. The shake in my hand stopped. I closed my eyes against the relief. The breath I took came back to me less ragged.

“If you want me to go,” he said, voice near my ear, “say it.”

“Don’t be generous,” I said. “I’m using you.”

“I know,” he said, and held me closer.

“Can he see you?” I asked, eyes still closed.

He went still too carefully. “Who.”

“You know,” I said. Names have teeth. “He pressed the pool last night. Taren saw it. I saw the way your gaze split when the wind moved.”

Aurel’s hands did not leave me. He leaned his forehead against the back of my neck and used contact like a truth. “I feel him sometimes,” he said. “Usually at the edge of sleep. Not like a hand. Like a room someone left warm. I don’t let him in.”

“You’re a door,” I said. “He doesn’t need permission to lean against you until the wood takes his shape.”

“I’m not a door,” he said. “I’m Aurel.”

I smiled despite the cold and because of him. “Yes.”

He stayed long enough to put me back into myself. When he stepped away, the tent felt bigger and meaner. I finished the stew and forced the ledger to accept what we would steal from the high quarter’s stockpiles tonight without having a riot about it.

The afternoon brought petitions. The priest who hated math arrived with fourteen citizens and a chip on his shoulder exactly as long as Herra had permitted. He made speeches about binding and oaths. I had no patience for men who like fear’s shape more than its solution. Taren moderated. Aurel watched. The cold in my hand held courteous distance while rage wanted to burn. I held the line because losing temper loses ground.

“Your fire is wrong,” the priest said at last. “We see it. We taste it on the air. It will make our children stillborn and our bread fall and our cows not know their calves.”

“I can temper a blade without a forge,” I said. “I can dry timber in minutes without wasting fuel. Your ovens will hold heat longer with less charcoal if I harden the brick. Your cows won’t know my name.”

“They will,” he said. “When their breath stops.”

“Bring one,” I said. “We’ll do it in the square at dawn. If it dies I’ll bury my own hands.”

The man blanched. He had not expected me to choose a stake with that much blood on the tip. He sat down too quickly and bruised his dignity. His followers muttered. Herra pretended she didn’t want to laugh.

After the petitions, after the long arithmetic of supply, after the dusk that came faster than it should, Aurel found me again by the foundations. Workers had gone. Sentries paced. The ritual pool lay in its ring of carved stone and looked like a hole cut into a darker sky.

“I want to try something,” I said.

“You’re done for the day,” he said.

“I can’t go to sleep with a fire in my hand that thinks it’s a knife,” I said.

He didn’t argue. He stood with me beside the slab, a shoulder’s breadth away, warmth moving through him like a promise he kept without believing.

“I need heat from this cold,” I said. “Real heat. Not borrow from you. Not trick the world into acting warm. My fire has to do it or it isn’t mine.”

He nodded once, eyes on the water. He didn’t reach for me.

I lifted my palm and called the thin flame. It rose obedient and wrong, clear edges holding for a breath. I cupped it with my other hand, building a shelter something like a small forge and nothing like one. I spoke to it the way a teacher speaks to a student who keeps the right answers in the wrong pocket. “You change motion. You can change it up as easily as down. Give me warmth without greed.”

It flickered. The numb spread. I forced air into my lungs and fed it patience and boundary.

“Here,” Aurel said, and stepped into me. He slid his arms around my ribs from the front this time, cheek against my temple. “Use the shape my body makes. Hold it there.”

I let his heat outline the place I needed to fill. The cold fire pressed against it, curious. It didn’t want to mimic him. It wanted to study how his warmth chose to exist. I gave it permission to agree. I pressed breath into that consent until my chest ached.

The flame shifted.

Not color—still that clear bright. Not size—still a small core. But its touch changed from numb to tingling to something that reminded me of standing too close to a kiln with a wet shirt: prickling, assertive, clean. The frost in my bones eased. The air between my hands warmed enough to make breath move like it loved me again.

Aurel exhaled against my ear, relief threaded with fear. “You have it,” he said.

“Hold me,” I said, hoarse.

He did. I fed the fire the shape he gave me. Warmth expanded, cautious. The ritual pool took it as a suggestion, not a command—the water didn’t steam; it agreed to be less cruel. My fingers stopped trembling.

Then the flame twitched as if someone had plucked a wire running through its center.

The warmth inverted. Not cold—not exactly. Absence. The sensation of a mouth closing around light. The hair on my arms lifted. Aurel’s grip tightened.

“Saelis,” he said. “Stop.”

I tried. The flame clung, intimate and alien. It pulled at my pulse the way the bond pulls when we fight not to say a second truth. The air thinned. The surface of the pool went very still.

Taren’s boots struck stone. Too late for help. Just in time to hear.

The voice came from nowhere sensible. Not the water. Not the air. Not my chest, though it turned my ribs into a chapel all the same. It bent toward my ear as if it had height and choice.

“A cold fire is my fire,” Verren whispered.
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Chapter 3: The Hollow Light


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


The first patient was a boy with a fever that refused to sweat.

His mother pushed him forward with both hands, eyes hard from nights without sleep. “He watched the sky too long,” she said. “Since the eclipse he sleeps with his eyes open. Fix him.”

I took the boy’s wrist. His pulse tapped a quick pattern—steady, wrong. His skin held chill and heat at once, like metal left outdoors. He stared at my collarbone, not at my face.

“Name?” I asked.

“Lio,” the mother said. “He used to run. Now he watches corners like there’s a door there. He waits.”

I nodded. The triage lines had been steady all morning, a river that refused to thin: fevers that didn’t break, rashes shaped like hands, tremors with no rhythm. The eclipse had passed three days ago, a dark coin slid over the sun, and the valley refused to wake properly. I had soot from cooking fires under my nails and a score of breaths stolen and given back. The light under my skin hummed like a swallowed bell.

Taren stood a yard behind me, bandage on his cheek from yesterday’s stone, stance loose, attention sharp. He had refused a chair and armor both. He had chosen a place where he could reach me before anyone else. People noticed. They let that fear sit next to their need and chose need.

Saelis moved along the tent’s back, organizing cots and water, wrist wrapped against cold that did not leave. He caught my eye once. His gaze asked if I was steady. I lifted my chin. He went back to counting blankets like the math might hold the day together.

I cupped Lio’s head. “I’m going to give you a little sun,” I told the boy.

“Don’t,” his mother whispered. “It hid.”

“I know,” I said softly. “I’ll ask, not grab.”

I drew the light up anyway because I didn’t know how to heal without it. It rose smooth from the deep place where I keep it—the old well I found in myself when I was twelve and burning with an illness that wanted me dead. It filled my fingers and pooled under my palms. The tent grew brighter by a hair. People held their breath without knowing.

“I’m here,” Taren said, low behind my shoulder.

“I know,” I said, and let the light flow into Lio.

The boy’s eyes widened. His pupils tightened to pinheads. The light ran along his jaw and into his throat the way warmth runs into cold ground. For a heartbeat his breath caught and then—his body slackened. His eyes rolled white. He sagged sideways in my hands like a puppet with the strings cut.

The mother screamed.

“Easy,” I said, more command than comfort. I lowered Lio to a cot. I checked his pulse. Still there. Slower. Too slow. I leaned ear to his mouth and found breath—a thin thread, but without the hitch I had learned to expect in the sick.

Taren stepped between the mother and me and lifted a palm toward the crowd that wanted to surge. “Give him space.”

“You killed him,” the mother hissed, feral in her grief. “You poured day into him and it hollowed him out. He’s a lamp with no oil.”

“He’s asleep,” I said, anger and fear fighting for the same rib. I pressed two fingers to Lio’s temple. The light in me pricked like a rash, eager to push more, eager to fill. I held it back until the crest receded. I hated that part of me that wanted to flood the room and settle every ragged breath into stillness.

Saelis arrived with a basin. “Cold cloth,” he said. “If he’s sleeping, don’t wake him.”

“He fell too fast,” I said. “He didn’t decide to rest.”

Saelis didn’t meet my eyes. “You cut the fever’s legs. It has to fall to learn to stand without it.”

“You’re a terrible poet,” Taren said. He put a hand between my shoulders for half a beat. “You did not kill him. I was watching.”

“You can watch a house collapse and not stop it,” the mother spat.

Taren looked at her and did not flinch. “I can hold the roof while he braces the wall.”

I hated him for picking sides in a fight I had not finished in my own chest. I loved him for standing anyway.

Lio slept on, mouth gone slack, breath regular. After a minute his cheeks flushed a healthier color. The mother’s fury bent into a shape that could hold hope. She folded her hands and didn’t pray. She waited like a striker holds a hammer over hot iron.

“Next,” I called.

The next was a man with a mottled rash across his arms, shapes like shadows of leaves. He scratched until blood welled and then stared at his nails as if the red belonged to someone else. “I can’t stop thinking about a field,” he said. “Not mine. The one with the stones.”

“What stones,” I asked.

“Tall ones,” he said. “They talk when you look.”

“We’ll give your skin something else to do,” I told him. “Sit.”

I drew light again, gentler. The skin should have calmed under the glow; the itch should have educated itself into silence. Instead, his eyes rolled and his head bowed as if invisible hands had pressed his crown. He collapsed boneless into my lap.

“Damn it,” I said.

Taren’s hand closed on the man’s shoulder and kept him from hitting the ground. He had moved before the cursing finished. He lowered the man beside Lio, calm like a trained tide. “Same,” he said to me.

“Healing sleep is not a crime,” I said.

“It is when it chooses you instead of them,” Saelis muttered. He had drifted back to my side without noise. The light in my hands stung like nettles. It wanted to do something I didn’t trust.

“Keep working,” Taren said. “I’ll take the rage.”

There was enough rage to share. The line had seen two bodies fall under my touch. The rumor ran to the end and doubled back. A soldier barked order. Herra’s voice cut through the murmur from outside the tent. Calm returned like a favor you didn’t deserve and got anyway.

The third patient was not a patient. She was Herra’s left-hand scout, ragged from a run, mud up to her knees. “We have five at the east ditch,” she said. “They dropped at once. No fever. No blood. They stare at the sky until they stop.”

We moved because motion is the only medicine that works on dread. Taren walked at my shoulder. Saelis grabbed his wrapped wrist, thought better, and followed with his hand shoved under his arm like it belonged somewhere else. Herra met us at the tent flap, walked with us to the ditch, counted her sentries with her eyes.

The workers lay on the ground beside the trench, bodies arranged by accident into a pattern that looked like a broken wheel. Their tools dropped where they fell. One man’s shovel still stood stuck in the dirt. Their eyes were closed. Their chests rose and fell with a dry rhythm.

“Anyone see it happen?” I asked.

“A glare,” said a young mason, voice flat. “Not sun. A white emptiness like you get when you blink hard. They all blinked at once and fell like wheat. No sound.”

Taren gave me the space I needed. He didn’t move away. He made a line with his body between me and the crowd. I knelt by the first worker and pressed my fingers over his heart. Strong. Slow. Wrong. The light in me pushed, eager to supply; I held it like a dog at a door. I thumbed his eyelid. Nothing under it but a twitch that did not look like sleep.

I touched the second man. Same. Third. Same, with a rasp under the sternum that meant old scars. I could fix the scars. The light lifted in response to the thought like a bird that heard its name. I forced it back. “Not yet,” I whispered to the part of me that wanted to empty.

“Do it,” Taren said, quiet. “You were made for this.”

“I am currently dangerous,” I said. “I don’t know why my light makes them sleep.”

“Because it can,” Saelis said behind me. “Because the eclipse cut the world and the cut has edges we don’t understand. Because something answers when you call, and it isn’t all yours.”

“I like you less when you’re right,” I told him.

“Work,” he said.

I chose the youngest of the fallen; the young are stubborn. I set my palm over his sternum and called the smallest pulse—barely a shine, a breath of day. The light slipped from my skin into his the way water slips into cloth. For a heartbeat his ribs lifted, then softened. His hands unclenched. Sleep took his face and smoothed it to a child’s.

“I hate this,” I said.

“Still breathing?” Taren asked.

“Yes,” I said. “Better than before.”

He nodded once. “Keep going.”

“I could be easing them into a smaller room,” I snapped.

“Would you,” he asked.

“No,” I said, and reached for the next.

We fell into a rhythm: I gave a thin thread of light; the worker went slack; Taren moved them aside; Saelis marked their names and pulse. Herra talked to the crowd as if they were a single creature with too many feet, kept its weight from shifting toward me at the wrong time. By the time I had finished the fifth man my hands shook and the light in me trembled like a taut rope.

“That’s enough,” Saelis said.

“It isn’t,” I said.

Taren’s hand closed around my wrist, firm. “Listen to him.”

“I don’t want to stop,” I said. “Stopping feels like letting someone else choose.”

“You’re not the only hand on this day,” he said. “Let me be the other.”

He didn’t say don’t kill them. He didn’t say I trust you. He stood in front of me like he’d take a blade from someone I had just bled.

I breathed. The light settled a notch.

We carried the sleeping to a shaded stretch of wall and propped them on their sides with rolled blankets. Saelis set a boy with thin shoulders to count breaths and write numbers with chalk on his palm. The boy took the job like a medal. The mothers gripped their own hands. The men stared at my face and found something to hate there. I didn’t blame them.
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