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There are stories that do not end. They only change their breath.

This is one such story—of two souls who have met too many times to call it coincidence, and loved too fiercely to name it fate. Across ages, through crowns and wars, through mirrors and curses, they have died and returned, bound not by the will of gods but by the memory of their own promise. Each life rewrites the same question: What does it mean to love when time itself forgets you?

The tale begins not with triumph, but with loss. In a world of rain and fire, Prince Alaric and Thalen, the man who once swore to protect him, find that love can be both sanctuary and punishment. Their devotion becomes a mirror—a reflection of beauty that cuts as deep as it heals. Through shattered vows, rebirth, and ruin, they learn that memory can be more dangerous than death, and forgetting is sometimes the gentlest form of mercy.

In each world they awaken to—kingdoms of glass, gardens of ash, cities by the sea—the same truth waits beneath new faces. Their love never vanishes; it only changes language. It becomes a scar, a scent, a name whispered through centuries. Even when curses fade and gods turn away, the echo remains. It lingers in the smallest things: a rose blooming where no seed was planted, a heartbeat that stumbles at the sound of a stranger’s voice.

This is not a story of victory. It is a story of return.

It moves like light through water—slow, luminous, distorted by the depths it must pass through. Each chapter carries the taste of time itself: salt, smoke, blood, and finally, peace. When the world collapses into ash, when the memory of every lifetime falls like snow, something still breathes beneath the ruin. The last petal refuses to burn. The heart refuses to stop remembering.

At its end, there is no curse left to break, no god left to appease. Only two souls standing beneath an ordinary sky—one with salt on his lips, the other with the faint scent of roses on his breath. There are no vows now, no kingdoms, no magic to bind them. Only the quiet miracle of recognition, born not of destiny, but of choice.

Love, they learn, is not what survives the fire.

It is the fire itself.

And so the story opens where all things begin again:

with sunlight,

with breath,

and the echo of a name spoken softly enough to awaken the world once more.
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Chapter 1: The Sound Beneath the Snow
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The first snow came without warning.

It fell on the towers of Valen like a confession whispered too late—soft, soundless, and cruelly white. From the highest balcony of the eastern keep, Prince Alaric watched the flakes gather on his gloves until they melted into his skin, each drop colder than the last. Below him, the gardens slept beneath the frost, statues of angels bowed in eternal penance, and every rosebush lay buried, lifeless. All except one.

He could see it from here—a small pulse of red breaking through the snowdrift like a wound refusing to close.

It had bloomed overnight.

And no one remembered planting it.

Alaric turned away from the view, yet the image followed him, as though the rose had pressed itself against the inside of his skull. His temples throbbed with a low, rhythmic pain, the kind that arrives before a storm—or a memory. He pressed his palm to his brow.

The pain answered with laughter.

A low, fading sound that was not his own.

He breathed in slowly, the air tasting faintly of iron. “Again,” he murmured to no one, his voice quiet enough to seem like thought. The dreams had been coming for weeks now—shards of light and shadow, a man’s face hidden behind tears, a field of roses the color of spilled wine.

He would wake with the scent of smoke in his lungs and a name burning behind his tongue.

But the name never came.

He left the balcony and crossed the hall. The great clock above the stairway loomed like a watchful god, its hands unmoving. The servants said it had stopped a century ago, when the last king died. Alaric sometimes wondered if it had stopped for him instead.

He walked through the long corridors of the palace. The walls glimmered with candlelight, soft and gold, and every step echoed like water in a frozen cave. Each echo returned a half-second too late, as though the world itself lagged behind him. The silence pressed close, thick enough to touch.

He told himself he was not going to the garden.

He told himself this every night.

Yet his feet carried him through the west gate, down the path of black stone veined with frost, toward the door that no one dared open—the iron arch that led into The Silent Garden.

The air changed the instant he crossed the threshold. The cold was sharper here, almost sentient, the kind that finds its way beneath skin and memory. Snow lay untouched across the ground, yet beneath it, something pulsed faintly, like breath. He could hear it—soft, uneven, as though the earth itself remembered how to weep.

He took another step. The pain behind his eyes bloomed again, bright and metallic.

The garden stretched before him, a grave of roses. Every bush was dead, their branches stiff and black, their thorns dulled to ash. Except, at the center, beneath the shadow of an ancient sundial, one rose burned against the snow.

Crimson. Whole. Alive.

He stopped breathing.

The wind died, and with it, all sound. Even the world seemed to lean closer.

Alaric knelt before the flower. Its stem was thin, trembling slightly under its own impossible life. He reached out a hand. The air around it was colder than the rest of the garden, a cold so clean it stripped the warmth from his bones.

He hesitated.

Something in him—some voice too old to be his—whispered: Don’t touch it.

He touched it anyway.

The petal was softer than any silk he had ever known, but the cold that seeped into his fingers was not the cold of winter. It was memory—liquid, ancient, alive.

His breath caught. The world spun sideways.

A thousand images struck through him like lightning.

A battlefield drowned in snow.

A hand—his hand—stained with blood, cradling the face of a dying man.

Eyes grey as ash, smiling even as they closed.

A voice—gentle, breaking—saying his name.

Then, laughter again. The same faint laugh that had haunted his dreams. But now it was closer, so close it brushed his ear.

He stumbled backward. The rose trembled, as though something beneath it had exhaled. The sundial’s shadow twisted, pointing not to the hour, but to him.

“Who are you?” His voice cracked the stillness.

The air did not answer.

But somewhere within the silence, the echo of the old clock trembled once — not a sound, but a memory of motion that rippled through the snow, through his spine, through the rose itself. The bloom shivered, and frost glittered across its petals like veins of glass.

He stared until the world righted itself again. His heartbeat slowed, heavy and deliberate.

“This isn’t possible,” he said softly. “You shouldn’t be alive.”

The rose said nothing, but its scent grew stronger. Metallic. Familiar. The faint trace of iron and something sweeter—the smell of someone’s skin beneath rain.

A sudden pressure rose behind his eyes, fierce and bright. He pressed his hand to his temple, but it only worsened. The pain pulsed like wings beating against bone. Beneath the agony, whispers curled through his mind—words in a language he almost knew.

“Alaric... don’t... remember.”

He froze.

The voice had shape now. It was not imagination. It came from the ground beneath him, from the air itself, or perhaps from the hollow place inside his chest where memory lived.

He turned in a slow circle. The garden was empty.

Snow fell soundlessly, blanketing everything except the single red bloom.

“Who said that?” His tone was calm, almost reverent, as if speaking too loudly might break the world.

No reply. Only the faint hiss of snow on stone.

Yet he could feel it—eyes that were not there, watching.

He exhaled, the breath turning white before his face. “Very well,” he whispered. “If this is another dream, let it end.”

But the dream did not end. The cold deepened. The iron door behind him sealed itself with a sigh. He realized then that the garden was not empty—it was waiting.

He stepped closer once more. His reflection caught in the frost around the rose, and for a heartbeat, the reflection was not his own. Another face stared back at him—a man with dark hair, tears streaked down his cheeks, lips trembling in the shape of his name.

Alaric reached forward, and the image moved with him.

His heart stuttered. “Why do you weep?” he asked softly.

The reflection’s mouth opened, but no sound came. Only the echo of laughter again—low, distant, and kind.

He blinked, and the vision was gone. Only the rose remained.

He fell to one knee, breath uneven. His glove was wet—he realized too late it wasn’t from snow. A thin line of red ran from his palm where a thorn had pricked him. The drop fell onto the snow, seeping outward until the white turned pink.

The rose shuddered.

For an instant, it seemed to breathe.

Then, without wind, without reason, the ancient clock in the palace ceased to tick entirely. A hush swept through the world, vast and unnatural.

And Alaric felt it—something shift in the air, like the first inhale after death.

He looked down. The rose had changed.

Its petals had opened wider, their red deepening into the hue of blood newly spilled. The center gleamed faintly, pulsing with light.

He reached out once more, but his hand trembled. “Why,” he whispered, “does this feel so familiar?”

The question hung between worlds.

He thought of the dreams again—of that man among the roses, crying as though grief were prayer. He could almost remember the warmth of that hand against his, the shape of a smile made of forgiveness and ruin.

Don’t remember.

The voice again. Softer now, pleading.

He closed his eyes. “It’s too late,” he breathed.

And the rose answered.

Not in words, but in movement—a single petal loosened, drifting downward through the cold air. It fell without sound, yet he heard it all the same. A sound that was not falling at all, but breaking.

When it touched the snow, the ground beneath it trembled.

Somewhere deep below, something laughed—softly, almost lovingly, as if the world itself recalled an old joke told before the dawn of time.

The laughter faded, leaving only the whisper of his breath and the beating of his heart.

Then silence.

The petal lay upon the snow, bright against the white. A mark. A beginning.

And Alaric, still kneeling before it, felt the weight of a thousand winters settle behind his eyes.

He could not yet name what had awakened.

But he knew, with a certainty older than memory itself, that the sound beneath the snow had always been calling his name.
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Chapter 2: The Servant’s Eyes


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Thalen came home to Valen with mud frozen on his boots and a letter pressed flat against his breastbone. The guards at the gate barely glanced at him. Survivors moved like shades; they did not rattle metal or call attention. He crossed the courtyard with its gray fountains and its statues that had outlived five kings, and he kept his gaze down so the wind would not sting his eyes. He could feel the city watching through shutter slits. It watched anyone who returned.

The palace door yielded to his shoulder. Warmth rolled out—fire, bread, old stone holding heat—and beneath it, the thin thread of iron that lived in every room since the war began. He breathed once to steady his lungs, then again to remind himself he still had lungs to steady. A boy in the livery of the inner household caught his sleeve and tugged.

“You’re late,” the boy whispered, eager and scared. “They’ve called for wine. The council’s already seated. Are you cleared?”

Thalen lifted the letter. “From the field office to the Master of Halls,” he said, and the words rasped as if the miles still clung to his throat. “Temporary placement until the debrief.”

The boy saw the seal, nodded hard, and thrust a tray into his hands: silver polished thin, six goblets, a tall decanter dark as a bruise. “The Prince is present,” the boy said, as if this were an omen. “Do not shake.”

“Thank you,” Thalen said, because manners often kept a man alive where armor could not.

He followed the boy through a corridor where the air cooled and grew still. The stone smelled faintly damp, as if it had learned to hold its breath. Servants passed them without faces, the way people do when they do not want to take on the weight of someone else’s story. The walls were hung with woven winters—hunts done in threads of silver and red—and every step gave back a little echo, like a sound walking behind him on silent feet.

The echo grew louder when they reached the antechamber. Thalen stopped at the threshold and adjusted his grip on the platter. Weight centered on the heel of the hand; elbow locked; fingers curved but firm. He remembered this work from before the conscription—how to move through a sea of velvet without letting even the candle smoke ripple against the cups.

A woman with parchment eyes measured him. “You’re the substitute.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Smile less. Speak not at all. Pour to the line and no further.” She traced the imagined line on the bell of a goblet. “If you spill, our noble lords will call it a portent. They love portents when they lack courage.”

He nodded and did not try to smile. The woman lifted her chin toward the door. “Go.”

The council chamber breathed slow. It had the hush of a place that had seen secrets die and be born again. Long windows admitted a winter light that softened nothing; it made edges truer, faces sharper, dust more honest. A fire worked quietly in the grate. The table was an oval of old oak, darkened by hands and years. Around it, ministers sat with parchment and patience. At the far curve, beneath a crimson banner worked with a rose, the Prince occupied his chair.

Thalen felt the knowledge land in his body before his eyes named it. The spine tightened. The stomach went hollow. The tray found a new weight that was not weight. He made himself move.

The first man held up a hand without looking. Thalen poured. He heard paper brush paper. He heard the fire push against its own crackle and settle back down. He heard a cough. He heard the wine strike silver, a small lake making itself inside the cup.

“Report from the Asterion front,” someone said. “Two villages razed.”

“On whose order?” another said.

No one answered the question and the silence folded over it like cloth.

Thalen passed behind the ministers, to the side of the Prince’s chair. His hands were steady. The world narrowed to the tray, the decanter, the line the woman had traced in air. When the Prince turned his head a fraction to accept the cup, Thalen saw the profile—cool line of nose, mouth held in habitual restraint—and felt a pressure begin at the base of his skull. It moved forward with the insistence of a tide. He poured. The tilt of the decanter was perfect.

The scent reached him then. Not only the iron that lived in the room, but something layered above it: a faint, clean sweetness, the ghost of roses, as if the Prince’s cloak had brushed past a closed garden and taken a little of its breath. The pressure sharpened into a point. Behind his eyes, light stuttered.

He set the cup down before the tremor reached his fingers. He stepped back. The chamber swam quickly and then held still, like a lake alarmed and then remembering itself. He placed the decanter’s foot to the tray as if returning a sword to its scabbard. He studied the floor. He breathed through his teeth, quiet.

A minister asked a question about grain. Another answered with a number chosen to sound brave. The Prince’s voice entered the exchange without hurry, low but clear. Thalen had not expected gentleness there. It was not softness; it was steadiness, a way of placing words so that they carried their own weight without clamor. He could have listened to that voice do anything: condemn, forgive, order, ask. He stood a little straighter before he knew why.

“Wine,” a third counselor murmured, and Thalen moved to serve him. The pressure eased when he looked away from the chair at the banner, or the fire, or his own hands. It dug back in when his gaze drifted toward the Prince, even from the corner of his eye. Memory isn’t a thing, he thought; it is a weather. You can’t see it, only what it moves.

By the time he reached the end of the oval, his breath had found a rhythm that did not betray him. He lifted the decanter again to pour for a man with rings that had known too many fingers. The red caught light and was briefly a ruby inside a crystal throat. He tipped, he filled, he stopped to the line.

He knew he should turn and step toward the door, leaving quiet behind him. He knew there would be a debrief in a smaller room: dates, names, the shape of the burned villages, the broken bridges, the inventory of bread. He knew the letter over his heart would be opened and filed, and a new paper would take its place. The mind loves sequence; it’s how it keeps itself from splitting.

The Prince said, “Leave us.”

The word did not strike. It settled. Chairs shifted. Fabric moved. The ministers gathered their courage and their papers and rose with the airs of men who had been, for an hour, important in the presence of someone who did not need importance to exist. Thalen lowered the tray to the sideboard and stood with his hands at his back. He understood the etiquette: a piece of furniture with breath.

The door closed behind the last robe. Quiet took a long, even inhale. The fire ticked. Snow went on falling beyond the windows, too far to make a sound, but loud in the way winter can be loud by being complete.

“Your name,” the Prince said, not unkindly. He did not turn his head. He watched the last of the parchment be swallowed by the crack beneath the door, as if making sure the room was truly alone.

“Thalen, Your Highness,” he said, and the syllables landed in his mouth with the familiarity of how a blade lands in the hand that has thrown it a thousand times.

The pressure flared. It was a nail of light inside the skull. He did not move.

The Prince’s hand rested on the stem of his untouched cup. “You carry yourself like a soldier.”

“I am a soldier on paper,” Thalen said. “For the moment I am a servant in fact.”

“Paper and fact rarely share a bed,” the Prince said, and there was the ghost of warmth in his voice. He lifted the cup, tasted, considered. “Where did they pull you from?”

“Forward supply station,” Thalen said. “Outpost near the north road. I was sent to deliver lists and to answer for the men who will not deliver anything again.”

“Your shoulder?”

Thalen realized he’d unconsciously guarded it. “An old bruise, Highness. The kind that forgets itself until someone looks.”

The Prince made a quiet sound of assent. The faint rose-scent rose when he leaned back, a thread drawn over the surface of the moment. Thalen swallowed. The nail of light turned in his head. When the Prince’s profile shifted toward him the smallest degree, the pain rushed forward. It came with an image layered over the room: not windows but a white field, not fire but a cold that burned, not oak but ice. He saw red spread in an oval beneath a body; he could not see the face. He blinked. The room returned, then slid out of true and in again.

“Do you require a chair?” the Prince asked.

“No, Highness.”

Lying to a Prince feels like kneeling before a tide and asking it to reverse for your sake. The request is not an order; it is simply foolish.

The Prince set the cup down. His attention moved to Thalen with the stillness of a blade breaking its own reflection. Their eyes met.

Time did not stop; it paused between steps. The chamber existed, and then it existed more slowly. The noise of the fire drew away until it was a picture of fire, not the thing. Thalen forgot what his hands had done for twenty-seven years to keep him alive. His heart climbed his throat once and then decided to resume its place. He felt—in the chest, not the mind—the certainty of recognition without origin, the way a man waking in a strange inn knows, before he sees, the precise weight of the blanket on his legs.

Grey eyes, he thought. Steel when closed, river when open. He had seen them astonished. He had seen them cruel. He had seen them very near his own.

The pressure erupted. It ran into his jaw and behind his teeth. Laughter braided into the pain—soft, intimate, the laugh a person makes to keep from crying in front of someone they love. His grip loosened. The tray tilted a fraction. The goblets chimed together with a sound that might have been pretty if it had belonged anywhere but here.

He corrected the angle before it became a spill. He forced the breath down his throat. He forced the room into focus by naming what it held: wood, fire, banner, man. The words steadied him like tent pegs drive into frozen earth.

“Forgive me,” he said. “The road still moves under my feet.”

“Does it,” the Prince said, but his voice had thinned, as if he too had found himself somewhere else without warning. He rose. The faint rose-scent followed and grew until it met the iron in the air and made a new thing: sweetness laid upon metal, like a flower placed on a sword. “Come nearer.”

It was not a command. Thalen went anyway. Two steps, then one more. The pain receded enough to be bearable; the laughter retreated and left a taste of salt as if he had put snow on his tongue. He saw details now he had not permitted himself to see before: a faint cut at the corner of the Prince’s mouth; the shadow of tiredness that can only come from reckoning; the steady way he held his own breath in check so as not to rush another man.

“What did you see,” the Prince said quietly, “just now.”

Thalen could tell the truth or he could die in a smaller way. He measured which death this room had room for.

“Snow,” he said. “A great deal of it. And something red that did not belong there.”

The Prince’s throat shifted once. His hand tightened on the rim of the table, a small white crescent blooming at the base of the thumb. “And before that?”

“A smell,” Thalen said. “Like iron. And something else I cannot name.”

“Name it anyway.”

He tried. The word would not settle. His mouth moved around absence. He swallowed. “Roses,” he said, and the word was both right and wrong in equal parts.

The Prince stood so still that stillness became a sound of its own. Thalen felt a thread draw between them, from the center of his chest to the other man’s hand. He did not know if it was being tied or cut.

“You were at the north road,” the Prince said after a moment, back to ordinary matters as if nothing had slipped. “You delivered lists. You will be debriefed in an hour, not before. For now you will take your rest in the servants’ wing. You will eat. You will wash. You will return to me when the bell in the east corridor sounds.”

“Yes, Highness.”

“Do not leave the palace.”

The words wanted to be a kindness and a cage at once. Thalen bowed slightly, a movement he had learned by watching men who were not watched themselves. He turned to lift the tray.

The decanter was lighter than it had been. The cups shone. His hands had memory even when his mind did not. He set the tray against his hip to free one hand and reached for the door.

“Thalen,” the Prince said.

He had said Thalen already, as any lord might say a servant’s name to fasten him to the room. This time the name sounded different in his mouth, as if he had worn it once and found it still fit. The pain came back in a clean line. The overlay rose with it: snow, the red blooming under a body, a hand lifted in a gesture that belonged more to prayer than farewell. Thalen closed his eyes and opened them again.

“Your Highness,” he said without turning.

A long breath lived and died behind him. The fire lowered itself. The iron in the air sweetened until he could almost believe the season had changed.

The Prince said, very softly, the way one speaks into a wound that has just decided to heal or break, “Thalen... you’re back.”

The room did nothing to deny it. The goblets stood quiet, the banner held its rose, the windows framed a winter that could not hear. Thalen’s hand tightened on the hinge. He did not answer. He could not make the word that wanted to come sit on his tongue without burning it. He stood half-turned, listening to the name inside the voice, to the voice inside the name, to the small sound the world made when it realized something had returned.

He lowered his gaze and bowed once more—shallow, efficient, a soldier remembering he had no rank—and stepped through the door before the rest of the moment could decide what it meant.
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Chapter 3: The Feast of Blood
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The bells of Valen rang until the sky itself seemed to hum. Their sound poured down through the high windows of the banquet hall, caught in the chandeliers, and trembled in the flame of every candle. It was a night meant for victory—meant for forgetting—but the air carried the heavy scent of iron, and Thalen knew that forgetting was a luxury for the living, not for those who had seen men die with their eyes open.

He stood near the far wall with the servants, his back straight, hands clasped behind him. The livery he wore was borrowed, and the seams tugged faintly at his shoulders. Around him, the room glittered with laughter and polished steel. Generals of Valen, their collars stiff with medals, raised their glasses in praise of the Prince and the campaign that had returned him home.

The wine was older than most of the soldiers who had died for it.

The scent of it filled the air—dark, sweet, almost thick enough to chew. Thalen breathed shallowly. Beneath it, he could still find the quieter smell that haunted the palace: the metallic tang that clung to the ceremonial blades displayed along the walls, swords that had not been used in battle for generations but still remembered the blood they once drew.

At the head of the long table, Prince Alaric sat surrounded by courtiers and nobles. He had not changed much since that day in the council chamber—calm, composed, the weight of the room orbiting him like gravity. He spoke little, but when he did, others leaned forward as if the air itself wished to listen.

Thalen kept his eyes down. It was easier to breathe that way.

The musicians began another piece, something triumphant. Laughter rose again. The nobles had already drunk enough to believe they had been brave themselves. A baron’s wife waved a jeweled hand toward the servants, and Thalen moved to refill her glass, silent and precise.

“Another toast!” cried one of the younger lords, voice slurred with delight. “To the Prince who led our armies to glory!”

“To Valen!” came the answering chorus.

“To Valen,” Thalen repeated under his breath, the words tasting dry. He had marched under that banner too, in the mud and smoke of Asterion. He had seen what “glory” looked like when it screamed.

The goblet in his hand caught the light as he poured. The wine arced smooth and red as a cut vein, then stilled. He stepped back, but not before catching the sound of another man’s voice—a thin, mocking drawl that sliced through the music.

“Tell me, my lord,” the voice said, “how many of our soldiers does one toast require? Ten? Twenty? Or only the nameless ones?”

The laughter that followed was sharp.

Thalen froze. The words came from the far end of the table, where a cluster of courtiers had gathered around a heavyset noble in pale furs. The man spoke again, gesturing with his cup.

“I saw them, you know. The survivors who limped home. Scrawny things, hollow-eyed. You’d think Valen breeds ghosts, not men. Bah! The soldiers these days—they look as though a stiff breeze could kill them.”

Another lord chuckled, adding, “Then perhaps that’s mercy. Less coin spent on burials.”

The laughter spread.

Something inside Thalen went very still.

He didn’t move. Didn’t speak. The tray in his hands remained perfectly balanced. But his jaw tightened, and the muscle at the corner of his mouth trembled once, a flicker like the shadow of a flame before the wick steadies again.

He had buried enough to know the sound of mockery better than gunfire.

A servant beside him whispered, “Leave it. Don’t listen.”

But the words kept coming, soft and careless, each one prying a little deeper.

“One should be grateful for their deaths,” said the man in furs, swirling his wine. “They make the rest of us seem braver.”

The room laughed again.

Thalen set his tray down. His hands were steady, but too steady. He could feel the pulse behind his ribs building pressure, his breath narrowing until it hurt to keep it quiet.

The baron caught sight of him then—a servant standing too straight, eyes too sharp.

“You,” the man said, pointing. “You were at the front, weren’t you? I can smell it. Go on, soldier. Tell us how it feels to watch men fall for a prince’s pride.”

The others turned. The music faltered.

Thalen did not answer.

“Come now,” the baron insisted, a grin splitting his ruddy face. “You must have seen plenty of dying. Tell us—did any of them curse the crown before they choked?”

The room waited.

The scent of wine and steel twisted together until it burned his throat. For an instant, the table blurred; red filled his vision, not from drink, not from light, but from memory.

Snow. Blood on white. A hand reaching.

The image hit and was gone, leaving only the echo of rage.

“Enough,” said a quiet voice at the head of the table.

It was Alaric. He hadn’t raised his tone, but the sound silenced the hall as if he had struck the table with his blade. The Prince’s gaze was on the baron, calm as a winter lake.

The noble laughed again, uncertainly. “Forgive me, Your Highness. A jest—”

“A jest that smells of blood,” Alaric said, his words clean and cold. “And not your own.”

Color drained from the man’s face.

Thalen stepped back, forcing his shoulders down. The tension inside him shuddered like a drawn bow that refuses to release. He could feel the weight of every watching eye. He wanted to walk away, but his legs would not obey.

The baron’s gaze flicked toward him again, angry now that he could not aim it upward. “Your servant looks ready to strike me, Highness. Is that how discipline is kept in Valen?”

The silence that followed was thick enough to choke.

Thalen’s throat tightened. His hands curled at his sides. He could hear his pulse in his ears—steady, slow, dangerous.

The baron pushed back his chair. “Perhaps we need a demonstration. What say you, boy? Do you draw steel for insults, or only for pay?”

The chair scraped louder than it should have.

Thalen’s voice came before he thought to stop it. “I draw steel to protect those who still have the right to sleep.”

The words were too sharp. Too honest. They landed like sparks on dry ground.

The baron’s hand went to his hilt.

Alaric rose. “Sit down,” he said.

“Your Highness—”

“Sit.”

It wasn’t a command; it was an inevitability. The noble’s knees obeyed before pride could intervene.

Alaric’s gaze shifted to Thalen then.

“Leave it,” he said softly.

Thalen swallowed. His whole body hummed with the need to move, to hit, to do something that would let the pressure escape. He reached for the nearest goblet to hide the tremor in his hand, but as he lifted it, his grip slipped.

The cup fell.

It struck the table’s edge and overturned. Wine spilled across the white linen in a dark, spreading bloom. The sound was small, yet it filled the room like thunder.

For a heartbeat, no one breathed.

The red ran outward, seeping into the folds of the cloth, thick and slow. It looked too heavy to be drink. Too dark.

The scent rose—a rush of fermented sweetness laced with the metallic tang that lives only in blood.

Thalen stood frozen. The image from his memory returned whole now: snow stained red, a body falling forward, the sound of laughter breaking into a scream. He blinked, and the hall came back.

He bent to right the cup, his movements careful, deliberate. His fingertips brushed the spill. The wine was warm.

Before he could reach for a cloth, another hand closed around his wrist.

Alaric’s.

The touch was firm, not harsh. A tether pulling him out of the memory and into the present.

“I know,” the Prince said quietly, close enough that only Thalen could hear. “You did the right thing.”

Thalen looked up. The world narrowed to the space between them. The warmth of Alaric’s hand bled through the fabric of his sleeve. The Prince’s eyes were steady, unreadable, but something beneath that calm struck him harder than any blade could have—a recognition that did not belong to this life.

His breath hitched.

“Highness,” he managed, his voice rough, almost a whisper.

Alaric’s grip eased, not withdrawing yet. The silence stretched, long and fragile. Around them, the nobles whispered, the sound of their curiosity brushing against the tension like moth wings against glass.

At last, Alaric released him and turned to the room. “The feast continues,” he said, and the tone left no room for protest. “We celebrate the living tonight.”

He sat again, composed, as if nothing had happened. The courtiers followed his example, some muttering, some forcing laughter back into their throats. The musicians hesitated, then began to play once more—a melody too bright for the shadows now crowding the hall.

Thalen retreated toward the edge of the room. His wrist still burned where the Prince had touched him, the warmth of it pulsing like a secret heartbeat.

He reached the table where the spilled wine still gleamed under candlelight. A servant hurried forward with fresh linens, dabbing at the stain that refused to fade. Thalen stared at the dark mark, its edges bleeding into the fabric until it looked almost alive.

The smell lingered. Wine, steel, memory.

He wondered if Alaric could smell it too.

As he turned, their eyes met across the distance—Prince and servant, commander and soldier. For an instant, the noise of the feast fell away.

The reflection of the nearest candle flickered in Alaric’s gaze, gold and trembling, as though the flame itself bowed in recognition.

And in that brief shimmer of light, Thalen felt the air tighten—the sense of a vow older than speech pressing against the walls of the present, waiting to be spoken again.

He looked away first. The music swelled. The nobles laughed too loudly, eager to bury the silence.

But the mark of the spilled wine remained on the tablecloth, deep and red, refusing to dry.

And though Thalen did not see it, a single flame at the far end of the hall bent low, mirrored in the Prince’s eyes like a promise neither of them yet understood.
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Chapter 4: When Roses Bleed
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Snow fell again before dawn, fine as sifted ash. Alaric woke to the hush it made in the courtyards, that patient, smothering quiet that blunts the edges of stone and thought alike. He dressed without summoning attendants. The room kept its own chill. His breath came silver.

He went first to the balcony and looked down into the inner grounds. Every bed was white. Every hedge wore frost like mourning cloth. In the center—the place his eyes found even when he had meant to resist—a rosary of crimson bruised through the snow. Three blooms now where there had been one.

He was not surprised. He was not ready. He turned from the view and took up his cloak.

The palace hallways exhaled warm air and the beeswax scent of polished wood. Under it lived the iron note that had haunted Valen since the war began. He walked with soundless steps past tapestries and empty guards’ alcoves. The old clock above the stair kept its ceremonial stillness. The hands had not moved since his father’s last hour.

He descended to the gardens. The gate of the Silent Garden recognized neither prince nor intruder; it groaned the same for all. He set his palm to the iron and pressed. The hinge resisted, then yielded. Cold struck him cleanly, the kind that does not merely sit on skin but enters and lives there.

Snow absorbed the sound of his steps. Between bare branches the sundial’s black stone waited, a fixed spine in a world that had pretended to soften. Around that spine, roses burned.

They were not simple red. The outer petals held a dusk-purple seam, the way a wound remembers pressure after bleeding. The inner folds glowed like arteries. Frost limned each lip with fine glass. He drew near and the smell rose—thick, sweet, almost chewy in the throat.

Roses, and beneath it, iron.

He stopped at an exact distance, the distance his bones called safe. His throat tightened without drama. He had dreamed the rose in a hundred rooms. He had seen it open in snow and close on a tongue. He had woken with laughter in his ear and found no throat in the world that could own it.

“Why winter,” he said softly, and the breath left his mouth as a small cloud. “Why now.”

No answer came, only the fattened silence of a garden that knew more than it showed.

He reached out anyway. Habit could be a sacrament. His forefinger brushed a petal. The cold under the skin of the bloom startled him again—the temperature of cellars, of old chapels, of stones too deep in earth to warm. Memory stepped up behind that cold. It did not touch him. It waited with the patience of a thing that has learned the luxury of time.

Footsteps moved at the edge of hearing. For a human being to make so little noise on snow required practice and a life spent in places that punished sound. Alaric did not turn. He knew the owner of that careful tread.

“High Priest,” he said.

Cael Ardent came into view between two ruined trellises, his cloak simple, his hair like first hoarfrost at the temples. His eyes had the particular pallor of men who had said too many sacred words and watched too few of them keep.

“You come before the bells,” Cael said.

“I come before the city wakes.” Alaric did not remove his hand from the petal. “They are multiplying.”

“The city will say it is a miracle,” Cael replied. “It loves miracles that do not ask it to change.”

“What will you say.”

“That the calendar is not wrong,” Cael said after a moment. “The season is.”

They stood with the sundial between them, the shadow of its gnomon a dark spear lying across the snow. A windlessness had fallen so complete that even the little crumbs of frost on the thorns seemed held by intention rather than physics.

“These were white two nights ago,” Cael said, studying the blooms without aggression. “Then pink last night. Today they show the color of vows.”

Alaric let the petal go. His finger ached dully where cold had bitten nerve. “Who taught you the color of vows.”
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