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They said the world ended when the blood dried.
They were wrong.
They called the city a ruin until it started answering to its new name.
At dawn the ash fields held their breath and the first three stars bled pale against a rim of black rock. A boy on the gate practiced standing still with a broom he insisted was a spear. A woman chalked a circle around a crack in the square and wrote WATER in block letters because the ground liked to forget. Veyran scouts watched from the east road—quiet coats, neat boots, ledgers already open. Nothing moved fast. Everything listened.
Arien stepped out without a crown and the wall hands straightened anyway. The bandage on his palm lay flat; the knife at his hip admitted it was only steel. Rin walked half a step left and one back, a habit the body learns when rooms try to make laws out of knives. They didn’t speak. They watched the wind play tricks with the bell and the market arch and the thin red rope that kept people from falling into yesterday’s hole.

“Report,” Rael said, appearing the way old soldiers do when a day thinks it can surprise them. “Wells at half. Grain tight. Veyra wants a talk. They always want a talk before they teach you to starve properly.”

“Let them ask,” Arien said.

Rin checked hands, not faces. A boy flexed his fingers and stopped shaking. A baker knotted a rope and pretended not to watch them. The city’s breath kept stuttering, then found their count: one-two, one-two. Law spoken aloud binds cleaner than blood, the saying goes. They intended to prove it before the world remembered a better lie.

Behind them, the basin had learned a new geometry. Vents slept. Fire sulked. The Temple of Three—once a throat for vows that ate futures—now obeyed a figure-eight drawn with chalk and stubbornness. It wanted a heart for ballast. It did not get one. Not yet.

Lina arrived with a ledger under her arm and flour on her wrist. “Steward needs signatures,” she said, and didn’t blush at the word steward. “Regent’s envoys carry a writ: separate the guard from the king in exchange for grain. I told them no, but they wrote it down like a sale.”

Rin let the wind choose whether it heard him. “They’ll try to turn a rumor into policy.”

“Then we turn policy into rope,” Rael said. “Hold the streets. Count the sacks. If anyone bleeds, make it a schedule error.”

Bedar laughed once and went to bully buckets. The reader lifted his board, already writing the words he’d nail to a door as if paper could be a shield big enough for a city. On the ridge to the west, the shadow that had followed them for weeks stood and waited, patient as a priest, disinterested as a hunter.

Arien looked at Rin and did not ask the wrong question. Rin met his gaze and refused the wrong answer. Neither reached first. Both were already holding.

“You hear it?” Arien asked at last.

“The old vow trying the door,” Rin said. “It wants a sacrifice to make the numbers balance.”

“Not today,” Arien said.

“Not ever,” Rin said, and the bell—upended, cracked, stubborn—gave one brief, certain note as if it agreed.

The wind shifted. For an instant, Arien thought he heard another sound beneath the bell’s echo—a whisper shaped like his own name, spoken in a voice he could not remember but his pulse did.

Eastward, black-rose cloth climbed a pole in the Veyran camp, steady hands, no ceremony. Westward, three pale points fixed themselves over the ruin and refused to blink. Between, a city practiced breathing and a pair of men practiced turning breath into law.

“On my count,” Arien said.

Rin nodded. “I’ve been keeping it.”

And a city called ruin began to remember love.
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Chapter 1: The Ashen Crown
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They had doused the braziers before dawn, yet heat still climbed the walls as if the stone liked the taste of smoke.
Arien woke the way he had every night since the council dragged him from the border garrison and called him “Your Highness”—with the same line of words standing in the dark like a guard at his bed.
“Law spoken aloud binds cleaner than blood.”

The voice never pleaded. It set a standard and waited to see who failed to meet it. Sometimes the words rode on someone’s breath. Sometimes they came through flame. Sometimes—worst—he saw a figure weeping in orange light while saying them, and the sound of a man trying not to break taught his ribs a new shape.

He didn’t know whose voice it was, only that his heart answered to it.

Arien sat. His heart hammered without permission. His right hand went to his throat, two fingers finding a point just under the jaw as if checking for a seal he did not wear. The touch lingered, the echo of a habit older than the dream. He breathed once, twice, and found the shape of his own name again.

He stood fast to outrun the aftertaste of the dream. The room held a table, a cold basin, a rack with a uniform he had outgrown yesterday. He dressed, buckled a sword that should have felt new but balanced his hip like it had learned him long ago, and opened the door before memory could try a second time.

The corridor outside was busy without noise. Pages moved stacks of ash-gray cloth. A clerk hustled a tray of iron rings to the old chapel, lips tight around numbers. Captain Rael waited with a ledger tucked under one arm and a face set to discourage ceremony.

“Schedule,” Arien said.

“Practice oath, sign writs, take the ash, wear the crown, stand on a stone and pretend it’s a throne,” Rael answered. “Then wave the right hand like a blessing and the left like an order. Anything else is rebellion.”

“Who complains first?”

“Councilor Varn thinks blood binds better than breath,” Rael said, flipping two pages. “He wants you to cut your palm and drip it on the old anvil. Says it’s how your ancestors kept steel honest.”

“Then my ancestors bought poor steel.” Arien started walking. “We’re done paying for it.”

Rael lengthened his stride to keep up. “You’ll have a crowd at the square. We kept the gates half-open. Enough to breathe, not enough to rush.”

“Soldiers?”

“Two hundred on the north side, two hundred on the south. I spread them thin so it looks like plenty from every angle.”

“Archers?”

“In the tower. If anyone throws a stone, we answer with a rope.”

Arien turned his head. “We answer with law. Put rope away until law fails.”

“Law fails when rocks fly.”

“Then I’ll speak faster,” Arien said.

Rael snorted once, the sound a man makes when he agrees against his will.

They cut through the old map room—charred at the edges, the rivers drawn in a hand steadier than the present allowed—and reached the chapel. Acolytes in gray laid out small bowls of ash taken from a brazier that had burned since the last king’s pyre; the council called it a rite of humility. Arien called it a way to hide stains. Varn stood near the door in a robe a shade whiter than anyone else’s and a mouth forever amazed that anyone disagreed with him.

“Your Highness.” Varn bowed, found the angle that read as obedience, and stopped there. “We must do this properly. The anvil waits. One cut. One drop. The city will rest easier.”

“The city will rest when it eats,” Arien said. “We’ll start with that.”

“The throne is a hunger, not a bakery,” Varn replied. “Blood persuades faster than bread.”

“Bread keeps persuading in the morning,” Arien said, and reached for the ash bowl. He took a pinch, rubbed it between thumb and forefinger, and smeared a line along his own brow. “We’ll use the custom that doesn’t waste a hand.”

Varn’s eyes went thin. “The old crown failed because it forgot what it owed to iron.”

“The old crown failed because it kept accounts in meat,” Arien said, returned the bowl to the table, and held out his hand to Rael. “Writs.”

Rael set the ledger on the lectern. Arien signed three orders in quick strokes: one rescinding rope punishments for theft of bread, one opening the northern granaries with a ration schedule, one declaring that all oaths taken today would be spoken and witnessed by name.

Varn watched his pen move like a man watching rain soak a roof he thought permanent. “Words wash away.”

“Not if we build with them.” Arien shut the ledger. “Bring the crown.”

They had rebuilt it in iron picked from the river and the tower wreckage; the old gold had fled the city long before the last siren fell silent. Black metal gleamed dull. It had weight. The acolyte lifted it with both hands. Arien did not kneel. He took it himself and felt the pull in his shoulders like the first minute of a march.

In the corridor again, Rael trimmed their escort to six. “Swords out only if I say,” he told them. “Eyes on hands, not faces. Hands hurt first.”

They emerged onto the wide steps. The square made space by being crowded—side streets full, roofs lined, the statue plinths occupied by boys with knees sharper than their patience. Market women stood with flour on their wrists. Smiths kept their aprons on as alibi. A band of soldiers in plain kit held the line between crowd and dais. Wind fussed at nothing. Ash rose from the cracks like it preferred company.

The dais was a stone slab dragged into place and called a platform because men needed names to stand on. Rael moved first. Arien followed. He didn’t look at the council to his right. He didn’t look at the empty chair that served as a lie until someone earned truth. He looked at the people.

Noise hit and re-formed. Jeers and cheers do the same work when you’re far enough away. He reached the slab and turned. Eyes took him in. Enough hands lifted to shade brows that you could count the sun’s opinion. Children held cords that led to no animals; the habit of holding onto something had outlived any goat.

Arien raised a palm. He didn’t ask for silence. He spoke and let the words do their own heavy lifting.

“By custom,” he said, “I should say the city is mine. It isn’t. It’s yours. I am the one who will be blamed when we get that wrong.”

Laughs, bitter and short. Better than prayer.

“I won’t cut my hand and drip on iron,” he went on, so Varn would hear it with everyone else. “We’ve poured enough bodies into metal. The law we keep from here is the one that lives in air and mouths. It binds cleaner than blood.”

Something moved in the crowd like a muscle finding a better position. The line from the dream rode his voice without his permission. It didn’t sound borrowed. It sounded earned.

“I name three laws today,” Arien said. “Bread first, then doors, then knives. First: grain opens by the north gate at second bell. Ration lists begin at dawn. If you steal bread, you sweep, not swing. Second: no house may bar a man from fetching water if he brings a bucket and a name. Third: no one draws a blade in this square without losing it here to the city’s store.”

“That’s four laws,” someone yelled. “You count like a prince.”

“Bread, doors, knives,” Arien said. “Counting is a tool. We’ll sharpen it later.”

Laughter again, cleaner. The edge of the crowd eased a finger-width.

Varn stepped forward on the dais, lips pale. “Add the blood oath.”

Arien didn’t look his way. “Witnesses,” he called, and pointed at three people at random—a baker with salt on her cheek, a boy with a string around his wrist, an old man who had come without his cane to pretend to stand straighter. “Say your names, so this law can stand on them.”

The baker blinked, then found her voice. “Lina More. Bread sells for coin, not for favors.”

“Jek,” the boy said. He held up the string. “I tie wells for the street.”

“Old Rolan,” the man said. “I still know a bad blade by its walk.”

Arien lifted both hands, the crown heavy, the air heavier. “Let it be heard,” he said. “This is law. We hold it together.”

He set the crown on his head. The iron settled like a compromise between a hammer and a hand. His throat tightened once—reflex, memory, something older than fear—and he touched it briefly, grounding the pulse that had started to race.

Stone clicked. Not stone—pebble on wood. A soldier three ranks out had shifted his stance; his boot hit a plank left from yesterday’s stage. The small sound tightened a line between two young men near the front. One put his hand to his belt. The other grabbed his wrist a heartbeat too late.

Rael moved. Arien moved faster.

He jumped down, boots hitting dirt. His guard hissed in his ear to stop. He didn’t. He threaded the soldier line, pushed a lance aside with his palm, and reached the two young men before anyone could pretend it was someone else’s problem.

“Drop it,” he said.

The boy with the belt froze. His hand covered the handle of a knife meant for fish. His eyes jumped to Arien’s crown and then to Arien’s throat and then to his own brother. Fear wrenched between duty and dare. He let go. The knife stayed tucked. His shoulders sagged as if he’d thrown something heavy.

“Good,” Arien said, took the knife himself, and passed it hilt-first to the soldier nearest, a woman whose face had learned not to change until an order had finished speaking. “Store this. If he wants it back, he pays with a sweep, not a rope.”

Varn shouted something from the dais about insult and precedent. The square ignored him.

A murmur rode the front rank—the kind that builds into a push if you let it. Arien turned to face it. He raised his hand again to call for words over motion—and saw him.

He didn’t notice the soldier because of his uniform; every man in that line wore the same ash-gray tunic and leather band. He noticed him because his body knew where to look. A young face, lashes dark with sweat, hair tied too neat for a long day, jaw set like someone who had decided to be good at something even if it killed him. The soldier’s eyes were on Arien’s raised hand, not on the crown. Soldiers trained to watch hands, not faces. Sensible. Correct. Safe.

The soldier bowed, and the air bent with him. For a heartbeat, the prince saw fire instead of sky.

Arien’s heart tripped.

He could have blamed the jump on noise, or on the old habit of reading a line for weakness. He didn’t. He knew the difference between a startle and a recognition his head hadn’t earned.

He kept his stance. He finished what he’d started. “No blades in the square without cause,” he said to the crowd, tone sharper now. “This is not a market for blood. It’s a place where we remember how to talk before we cut.”

A stone flew from somewhere behind the fish seller’s stall. The throw wasn’t good. It would have missed any target that wasn’t both tall and wearing iron. It would have smacked the dais post and made a noise and become a story that grew teeth by evening.

The soldier stepped. He didn’t think about it. He planted himself under the line of the throw and raised his forearm. The stone struck, thumped meat, dropped. His mouth tightened once. He kept his feet. He didn’t look at his bruise. He looked at Arien’s throat, quick, as if checking a pulse he had no right to check.

Arien reached him without ordering himself to. Their eyes met for the first time.

Heat knotted under Arien’s breastbone. The world didn’t blur; it focused. The crash of moving bodies thinned into a line of breath. For an irrational second, Arien knew exactly how the soldier’s hand would feel if placed against his neck—two fingers under the jaw, the weight careful, the touch sure. His own hand rose before he could make it stop. He stopped it halfway and turned the gesture into a sign to Rael: hold the ranks.

The soldier’s gaze flicked to the aborted touch, then back to Arien’s mouth. His pupils widened. His chest hitched. He dropped to one knee so fast his knee cracked the boards.

“Up,” Arien said, and made it command. The soldier obeyed. Close, Arien saw a faint scar at the edge of his hairline, a pale line that ran earward as if drawn by careful hands. The name came without permission and sat behind his teeth like a secret he wasn’t allowed to keep.

The soldier spoke first. “Apologies, Highness. I broke the line.”

“You caught a stone,” Arien said. “We like catching better than bleeding.” He heard the old sentence under the new one—law over blood—and didn’t chase it.

Rael pushed to Arien’s side, murmuring numbers that meant “this is long enough.” The crowd’s mood held, rope-tight but holding. Varn’s mouth worked on the dais. The acolytes cupped ash like they thought it might learn to jump.

Arien should have stepped back. He didn’t. He studied the soldier’s face because looking away felt like stepping off something important.

“Name?” Arien asked.

“Rin,” the soldier said. One syllable. It landed clean.

A second beat tumbled and locked. Not Rin. Rinn. The correction didn’t come from memory; it came from a place older than either. Arien didn’t say it aloud. He had no right to that kind of intimacy in a square full of knives.

“Post?” Arien said, because the crowd needed to hear an ordinary question.

“Gate north, second shift.”

“You’re in the wrong place, Rin of the north gate.”

“Orders sent me south,” Rin said. “Said the square needed hands that catch.”

Rael muttered, “Not mine.” Someone had moved pieces without permission. Arien filed that for later.

He realized the soldier was still standing too close because he hadn’t ordered him to step back. He realized his own hand had inched up again, ridiculous, to throat height as if gravity had reversed. He forced it down.

“Report to Captain Rael after,” Arien said. “We’ll use you where you do the least damage to our enemies.”

Rin’s mouth twitched. Not a smile; an almost. He bowed, not deep, not servile. He took three steps back to his place in the line without looking away until the last step demanded it.

Arien moved then because the square waited for him. He climbed back onto the slab, iron prickling his scalp like a warning he couldn’t parse.

Varn hissed something about insolence. Rael said, “Say the last line.”

Arien raised his hands again. “We’ve said enough to stand on,” he called. “If you want more, bring names, not knives. We’ll write them.”

The square took the words, turned them over, decided they weighed enough for one morning, and loosened by degrees. Traders began to barter in the seams. Children counted soldiers and lost interest at eleven. The fish seller told the stone-thrower to pay for the bruise. The city remembered to breathe.

The dais emptied. Varn left with a tilt of his head that promised debate in a smaller room. Rael broke the guard by pairs. Arien stepped down slower than he’d jumped up. He told himself he was saving his knee. He knew better.

He cut through the soldier line with an excuse about inspecting posts. He stopped where he had no need to stop. The soldier was there, straight as a pike, bruise rising under linen like a memory. Up close, his eyes were gray with a rim so dark it could cut.

Arien heard himself ask the wrong question first. “Are you hurt?”

Rin tilted his arm to show the mark. “It will teach me to read throws better.”

“You read well enough.”

Rin’s throat moved. The swallow landed like a word he hadn’t learned yet. He looked at Arien with a focus that belonged in a room without witnesses. Something old braced inside Arien and waited to be recognized.

He stepped into the space that wasn’t allowed. He lowered his voice because the sentence wasn’t for the square, or the council, or the acolytes holding bowls of ash like a superstition against truth.

“Why do I feel like I know you, when we have never met?”

Rin’s gaze dropped—briefly, instinctively—to the hollow of Arien’s throat, where a pulse beat once against iron light. The air around them bent, quiet and listening.
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Chapter 2: The Soldier of Stars
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Some vows never learn to die.

The words woke with me and stood by the cot while the barracks bell beat first light into the yard. I sat up fast to throw them off. The men on either side groaned, rolled, pressed faces into blankets that still held old smoke. I laced my boots, tied my hair, and felt the bruise on my forearm complain against the linen. A good bruise—clean, earned, simple. The square had quieted overnight. The prince had spoken law instead of bleeding and I had caught a stone meant for him. Men in my rank swap stories until sunrise after something like that. I kept mine.

“Rin,” Bedar said from the next cot. “You going to preen or drill?”

I stood. “Drill.”

“You always drill when you don’t sleep,” he muttered. “One day you’ll end up a sword.”

“If steel’s lucky,” I said, and stepped over boots to the yard.

The morning wind poked at shirts hung too long on the barracks line. The wall cut the sun to slats that laid bars across the dirt. Captain Rael’s voice carried near the south arch—orders clipped, men moving by numbers. I found an empty stretch of wall, drew practice blade from the rack, and worked the lines I knew until breath found its rhythm and the shakiness in my hands remembered it belonged to a boy I wasn’t anymore.

“Eyes,” the old sergeant barked across the yard, “down unless you’re counting heads!”

I smiled without looking. The rule rode the air here same as dust: you don’t stare up the line. You don’t put your eyes where your rank doesn’t go. Especially not toward the stone where the prince had set law on its legs.

I finished the sequence and set my back to the wall. The bruise throbbed like a second pulse. My throat felt dry in the way it did when someone watched me too long. I glanced left. No one stared. Still, the sensation lingered—the pull you feel when a name is said across a crowd and you know it’s yours though nobody pointed.

Bedar shuffled out with his belt unbuckled. “They say the council’s opening trials for the heir’s guard,” he said. “You thinking of growing a spine tall enough for that?”

“I’m thinking of getting paid enough to stop measuring bread,” I said.

“Better men than you have tried and ended up counting cobblestones,” he said. “They make those boys into statues.”

“Statues don’t bleed,” I said. “I like bleeding less, these days.”

He peered at my arm. “Says the man who caught a rock with his bones.”

“I misread the throw,” I said. “I won’t misread this.”

Bedar squinted. “You’re actually going to present?”

“I’m going to ask,” I said.

“Ask the sky to pour silver,” he snorted. “You’ll need someone to write you a title.”

“Captain Rael writes the title,” I said, watching the south arch. “A signature moves a man farther than an apology.”

“You’ll never get past the eyes rule,” Bedar said. “They’ll beat it into you twice if you try to look up. You’ve always had trouble keeping your head down.”

“I can keep it down,” I said. “I just don’t like lies.”

He spit in the dust near his boot. “You and the prince. The pair of you will get along fine until one of you gets the other killed.”

Rael’s call cut the yard. “South gate unit. Two columns. Anyone who thinks he can hold a line without flinching, step forward.”

A dozen of us moved. The captain’s gaze counted without warmth. He stopped three feet short of me and rested his eyes on my shoulder, not my face, the way officers taught themselves. “You caught a stone yesterday,” he said. “You’ll catch a blade today.”

“I’ll return it,” I said.

“Better to empty the hand throwing it,” he said. “Report to the inner court at second bell. The heir needs a dozen shields that won’t split. If you don’t want to be told how often to breathe, don’t come.”

“I’ll breathe when ordered,” I said.

He grunted. “We’ll see.”

He moved on. Bedar elbowed me once. “You really don’t sleep,” he said. “If you grow into a statue, I want first pick of your blanket.”

“Fight me for it,” I said, and went to wash.

The inner court sat under the shadow of the tower skeleton. Char black still scarred the stone where the old bell had fallen and crushed the bench the council liked to pretend was a throne. A line of guards waited along the west wall—men with years in their joints and boys with nothing but hope in theirs. A clerk in gray took names. He eyed my forearm bruise and shook his head like I’d already failed a test he hadn’t given.

“Name,” he said without looking up.

“Rin.”

“Patronymic?”

“None,” I said. “Gate-born.”

“Lovely,” he said, scratching a mark. “We need orphans to polish floors.”

“Put me near the heir,” I said.

He lifted his gaze to my chin. “Say please.”

“Sign the paper,” I said.

A sigh traveled the wall. Men watched to see if I would get thrown out now and save them a body to trip over later. The clerk flicked ink. “Trial three,” he said. “Stand where you’re told. Speak when spoken at. Keep your eyes on the ground unless someone with more rings than sense says otherwise.”

I walked to the open square carved into the court’s center. Chalk lines marked an oval. Two instructors stood at either end, wooden blades in hand. Captain Rael watched from a balcony with two councilors clinging to his elbows like barnacles to hull. At the far edge, a narrow door opened to a passage not meant for soldiers. A shadow moved there. My stomach clenched as if someone had reached inside and squeezed.

I forced my gaze to the chalk. The deep pull from the doorway didn’t change. Some part of me had learned a room’s center differently and didn’t care that rules said otherwise.

“In positions!” an instructor shouted. “Pairs, move.”

They called names. I met a broad man with a broken nose and a stance that screamed bar brawls. We crossed twice, blades snapping wood to wood. He came hard with chop and shove. I stepped in, elbowed his ribs, shaved his fingers with the edge, and took his weapon in the following breath. He went down cursing. I offered him a hand. He slapped it away. He stood and kept his eyes on my throat like he could cut it with a glare. The judge chalked a mark by my name.

We shifted. Another pair. A skinny boy with fast feet and a panic at the edges: he cut angles until he tripped himself. I let him chase me once, then stopped and presented. He ran into my guard and stumbled. I tapped his chest above the heart. He blinked as if I had done something gentle instead of something humiliating. I wanted to tell him to breathe before striking. No one asked me for advice.

Two more and my chest burned steady and my arm shook only when I lowered the blade. The bruise didn’t open. Sweat cooled at the base of my skull. The shadow at the door didn’t leave. I told myself shadows behaved the same regardless of who stepped inside them.

“Trial three,” the instructor said. “Stand blind at center line.”

Blind meant eyes down. I obeyed. The yard hushed the way a throat tightens before speech. Boots approached from somewhere that made my whole body want to square and bow at once. I fixed my gaze on the chalk grain grinding under my boot.

“Raise your blade,” someone said over my left shoulder.

I did.

“Lower it,” another voice said on my right.

I lowered. They took turns—left, right, front, behind—commands that arrived a heartbeat late on purpose. A man learns to listen faster or learns to fall. I moved on the words, not the tone, not the breath between words. The trick taught men to trust orders and to hate the people giving them. The court preferred hate that obeyed.

“Enough,” Captain Rael said above. “Rin, forward.”

I took three measured steps. Chalk squeaked. I stopped where the oval narrowed. Breath brushed my cheek. The man in front of me stood close enough I could feel the heat off him. Rank by the way space bent around him. Weight in the silence.

“Look at me,” he said.

A simple sentence. It reached for the back of the neck and turned the head.

The rule slid into my ear with the old sergeant’s voice: do not look up. Your gaze belongs on your hands, your feet, your work. If you break the rule now, you teach your body bad habits on the day it matters.

I kept my eyes on a scuff of chalk that looked like a comet.

“I won’t repeat myself,” he said.

I raised my chin a finger-width. Not enough. Dangerous halfway. Worse than refusal. I fought myself and lost to something that lived under skin and bone. My gaze climbed.

The heir stood with iron on his brow and the kind of stillness that doesn’t come from practice. His mouth held the beginning of a smile that did not finish because finishing would have admitted the face across from him caused it. His eyes were not on my rank badge. They were on my throat, then on my mouth, then on my eyes. We recognized each other like men recognize pain: instantly and out of order.

The soldier bowed, and the air bent again. For a heartbeat, fire replaced sky. Heat touched my face though the brazier stood cold.

I dropped my gaze by force. The judge’s chalk scratched. “Disqualified,” he said on reflex.

“Stay,” the prince said.

The chalk paused.

“Your Highness,” the clerk protested from the wall. “The rule—”

“The rule keeps men alive in crowds,” the prince said without looking away from me. “It doesn’t apply at arm’s length.”

A low laugh rippled across the line—men grateful to see rules bend for reasons they did not understand. Rael said nothing. He watched like a man writing a promise he would enforce later.

The prince lifted his hand. The move was not a command; it was an offer. I felt it in my bones like warmth.

“Do you fear the light or me?” he asked.

My mouth went dry. The answer stuck to my tongue, wrapped in something older than language. The passage behind him lay open, dark as a pocket. Every story they tell boys in barracks about looking at princes came to stand in a row and shake their heads.

“I fear disobedience,” I said. “It travels fast.”

“It never outruns truth,” he said.

For an instant the court dissolved; fire washed everything white. I saw myself kneeling—hands covered in someone else’s blood, a voice above me saying the same words. Then it was gone. The world snapped back, clean and cold.

I could have taken his hand then and been pulled into a new life by the wrist. I could have kept my hands to myself and turned the offer into a mistake he would not repeat. I did neither. I lifted my palm until warmth touched warmth and stopped there. Our hands didn’t close. They hovered. It felt like standing at a cliff and finding the ground rose to meet your feet before you jumped.

“Captain,” the prince said, eyes still on me, “what do you call a man who moves before the rest and makes the throw miss?”

“A shield,” Rael said.

“And a shield that does not break?”

“Rare,” Rael said.

“Good,” the prince said. “We need rare.”

The clerk made a small noise like a crushed insect. “We have tiers, Your Highness. Exams. The oath. He is...gate-born.”

“My gate needs better hands,” the prince said. “Put him in the room with the other candidates. I’ll speak to him after.”

Rael tilted his head once. “As you order.” To me: “Move.”

I moved. My legs remembered how to walk while the rest of me had trouble learning that word again. The other candidates parted just enough to let me pass and touched their throats in the old gesture men use when something almost hits them. I took the bench nearest the door. The passage breathed cold. It smelled like old ash and oil. The prince’s shadow drifted across the threshold and left.

Bedar slid onto the bench two men down. He must have bullied the clerk into letting him in. He stared at me like he’d never seen my face before. “What did you do?” he hissed.

“Obeyed,” I said.

“You looked,” he said.

“He asked,” I said.

“That’s not the same,” he said.

“It is today,” I said.

A boy with ink-stained fingers leaned over. “They say he hears voices from fires,” he whispered. “Is it true?”

“I hear my own,” I said. “It’s enough.”

The door opened. The instructors filed us through one by one—papers, names, a room where ash lay in shallow bowls and a scribe read out lines of the oath that tasted like metal. My throat tightened around the words. I spoke them anyway. My mouth knew the weight of vows too well.

We left our blades stacked by the lintel and stood with empty hands while the scribe drew ink lines across a ledger. The prince did not return. Rael did. He took three names, including mine.

“You belong to the second watch until told otherwise,” he said. “Gear up. Learn the inner stairs. Keep your eyes where they belong.”

“Where do they belong?” I asked.

“On the prince’s enemies,” he said.

“I don’t know them yet,” I said.

“You will,” he said. He leaned a fraction closer. “And some of them sit near him.”

I tied the new band around my arm. The linen scratched the old bruise. The scrape felt honest.

Bedar clapped my shoulder. “Drink with me tonight,” he said. “I want to be able to say I bought the first cup for a man climbing the wrong ladder.”

“I’ll buy yours when I fall,” I said.

“You’ll die before you admit that,” he said.

“Some vows never learn to die,” I said.

He frowned like he’d heard that line somewhere else and didn’t like it. “Stop saying things that make priests sweat,” he said and ducked out.

I took the inner stairs alone. They curved tight and forced you to count steps to find your way back down. I counted to remember, counted to quiet a chest that refused to settle. I reached the landing outside the small council room and waited. Torches burned low. Smoke drew lines in the air that made you blink.

Boots approached. The prince appeared with Rael at his flank and two councilors trailing like rain that doesn’t help a fire. He nodded at them and dismissed them with two words I didn’t catch. They peeled off like bark from a dead tree. He stopped two paces from me. He didn’t glance at my band. He looked at my mouth, then my eyes.

“Rin,” he said. One syllable, clean. He tested the shape like a man checks the edge of a blade.

“Yes, Highness.”

“You keep rank by breaking rules on the proper second,” he said. “You do that again and men who want me to fail will use you to teach me obedience.”

“I prefer usefulness,” I said.

“I know,” he said quietly.

Silence held a moment. Rael coughed once and moved to the corner where he could pretend to study a crack.

The prince reached again. Not as a test, not as an order. As if finishing what he had started in the court. I let my hand rise. Our fingers touched. The heat that traveled up my arm made my breath stumble.

“Do you fear the light or me?” he asked a second time, softer now. It wasn’t a challenge. It was a map.

“I fear the day I have to choose,” I said.

“You won’t,” he said. “If I do my job.”

“And if you don’t?” I asked.

“Then you do yours,” he said.

Rael cleared his throat louder, a noise that meant time ended. The prince let my hand go. He stepped back like a man who had learned to move without scraping edges.

“Second watch,” he said. “Find the north balcony at dusk.”

“Yes, Highness.”

He turned toward the window cut into the stone and glanced up as if something had tugged at his crown. I followed his gaze without thinking.

The sky above the ruined tower lay clean and hard as hammered plate. For the space of a breath, three bright points burned where no stars should stand at dusk. They flared, arranged like a mark I knew without knowing why—one above two—then went out as if a hand had pinched them.

Rael swore under his breath. The prince didn’t speak. I stood very still with the echo of heat still lingering in my palm and a line of cold running my spine.

Three stars had appeared, burned, and vanished.
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Chapter 3: The Song of Memory
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The north balcony teaches a man to listen.
Stone holds your steps. Wind snatches your breath and gives it back later without apology.
Below, the city turns its own wheels—carts bark, dogs argue, coins click—but up here you hear the breaks between sounds. That’s where trouble lives.
Second watch ran thin that night. Rael liked to starve a balcony, then praise the man who didn’t ask for more bodies. He sent Bedar to the inner stairs and kept me outside with a boy too new to have a scar. We traded positions on the hour. I took the wall on the west side where the tower ruin threw a crooked shadow over the square. White smoke crawled off a brazier by the council door. It wasn’t cold enough for fire. Someone lit it anyway. The air tasted like old oil.

“Eyes,” I told the boy, tapping the rail with two fingers. “Street mouths. Window corners. Don’t stare at the crown room.”

“Yes,” he said, and stared at the crown room.

Feet hit stone behind us. Captain Rael stepped out, looked once over the edge, once at our hands on the rail, and once at the brazier. “You see any roof-runners, take them quiet,” he said. “If they want noise, make them work for it.”

“Yes, Captain.”

He shifted toward me. “You sleep?”

“After last bell,” I said.

“Sleep before that?”

“No.”

“Don’t lie to me,” he said flat. “You sleep when you blink too long. If you need to close your eyes, lean your head against a wall and keep your back straight. I won’t have you dreaming on your feet.”

“I don’t like dreaming at all,” I said.

“Good,” he said. “Save it for priests.” He left in three efficient steps.

The boy snorted. “He likes you.”

“He likes results,” I said. “Trade me at the bell.”

I walked the wall to keep my blood from going still. The sky had cracked open after sundown and spilled three quick stars over the tower before swallowing them. Men swore the sign meant victory or doom depending on whether they had eaten dinner. I kept my opinion. I had a second band on my sleeve now and a route that went from balcony to inner stair to a door with two locks and Rael without a smile. Opinions just add weight.

The brazier guttered, then steadied. Heat brushed my jaw. I turned my head to check the alley lanes and the tower’s half-dead arches. Then I heard it.

Not wind. Not foot on grit. A word carried without air.

Veres.

It slid under my skin like a blade that knew the path. I gripped the stone until my fingers hurt. The boy kept staring at the crown room. He didn’t flinch. The word had landed in my head only.

I closed my eyes a heartbeat—to trap it, to name it, to own it—and saw light, a wall of it, so bright it burned red through my lids. Shapes moved inside it: a man kneeling, hands on another man’s throat, not to choke, but to hold a pulse calm. Blood climbed that man’s wrists as if the veins had reversed. The kneeling man looked up. I couldn’t see his face. The light roared like a furnace breathing.

Veres, the voice said again. Not my voice. Not the captain’s. Not the prince’s. I opened my eyes so fast I saw two cityscapes before they matched into one.

“Rin?” the boy said. “You hear something?”

“Someone dropped a crate by the fish lane,” I lied. “Trade the post.”

We switched. I took the bench under the arch. Cold bled through stone into my spine. I let it. The name circled my head like a fly that didn’t tire. It didn’t ask. It didn’t command. It called.

Veres.

I shoved to my feet and took the inner stairs down two flights and across the narrow passage that led to the chapel where the ash bowls slept. The door creaked once. No acolytes. They’d raked the ash flat and left the room to smolder. The brazier here burned low. Red licked black. I should have gone back to my post. I stepped in instead.

The ash smelled like cooled iron. I reached for it before I could call myself a fool. The fine grit stuck to my skin, gray first, then darker. I pressed my thumb into the center of my palm where a callus lived. Heat pricked. A shadow rose on the wall opposite, tall, shoulders bent as if under an old weight.

“Say it,” I said to the empty air, because talking can knock fear into a smaller shape.

The name arrived again. Veres. Softer now, as if it had found me and didn’t need volume.

A picture struck me from the side. I saw a door thrown open on a night where snow moved sideways. A man crossed that doorway with blood on his cheek and a smile that didn’t fit his eyes. He said my name—another name, not Rin—and I moved to him like a tide that forgot it owed itself to the moon.

The brazier cracked. Flame climbed. Light hit the ash and made each fleck glitter like metal shavings. I stumbled back. My heel knocked a stool. It fell. The noise broke the room’s tight spell.

Boots thumped behind me. I reached for a blade that wasn’t on my belt because Rael had forced us to leave steel outside. Instinct made my hands come up anyway.

“It’s me,” the prince said, voice low.

I let breath out like I had been holding it a month. He stood in the doorway, crown gone, hair damp like he had poured water over his head to wake faster. Rael stayed in the hall, shadow stretched by torch-waver. The prince stepped in two paces and
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