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The corridor smelled of old incense and damp stone, as if the cathedral had spent the entire night praying by itself. The chants came through the half-open door, a sea of voices rising and falling in steady waves. Every now and then, a bell answered from inside. It felt as though the whole world was breathing on the other side; here, backstage, the air stood still, thick, trapped with her.

Lirene kept her hands folded in her lap to hide the trembling in her fingers. The thin gloves did not conceal it enough. The official gown weighed on her shoulders: layers of pale fabric embroidered with silver threads that caught every scrap of light and gave it back as shimmer. The collar rose too high, brushing the sensitive skin of her neck. The urge to tug at the fabric was a constant itch. She already knew she must not. She must not fidget, must not adjust, must not seem uncomfortable. Princesses do not scratch, do not pinch, do not complain.

— Breathe — Miren murmured behind her, so close that the breath of the words touched the nape of her neck. — In four counts. In, count to four, out, count to four. The Moonlight likes pretty numbers.

Breathe in four, walk in eight, smile in three, Lirene repeated inwardly, like a private prayer. She let the air out slowly, the way she had learned from the instructors and from Miren herself, on nights when her chest had seemed too small. If she could cling to the numbers, perhaps  her heart would stop pounding so loudly. Perhaps the sound would not pass through the dress, would not reach the altar.

Miren adjusted the veil with quick fingers. The fabric fell like mist over her pinned-up hair, heavy with hairpins. One of them was biting into her scalp at a precise spot, a persistent needle-prick. Lirene did not move. Her back stayed straight, as if she were already being watched by whole roomful of eyes — and in a way, she was.

— Ow. — Miren frowned, lifting the veil delicately. — Who pinned this here, an executioner?

The maid slipped a hand through the lace, hunting the rebellious pin. Lirene ought to say leave it, that it was fine, that it did not hurt that much. They had taught her that the body endures. That it must endure, especially when duty demands it. But Miren’s glance, caught in the narrow mirror propped against the wall, was far too serious for a hairpin. It suited someone assessing damage.

— Don’t move — she said, lowering her voice. — If the hair mistress complains, tell her to take it up with me.

She pulled the pin free with a firm gesture. The stab vanished at once, leaving behind an almost indecent relief. Lirene let out a breath she had not realised she was holding.

— There. — Miren settled the veil again without disturbing the overall design. — Just because it’s a fairy tale doesn’t mean it has to hurt this much.

Lirene almost smiled. The laugh reached one corner of her mouth and died there. She had learned to hold everything in that way: laughter, sighs, questions. Outside, the bells rang in sequence, marking some part of the rite she still could not see. Each toll reverberated in her chest like a reminder: the entire city was listening. Thalorien never slept, never fell silent; even now, the city’s breathing came in through the cracks — the murmur of a crowd, footsteps in the nave, a child’s crying muffled by the singing. On that day, every eye beneath the Moonlight would be turned to her.

The door opened a little wider, creaking slowly. An older lady, her face polished by the habit of smiling at high people, peered inside. Her rings chimed when she held the handle.

— Are you ready, Your Highness? — Her voice came sweet, slick with reverence. — It’s beautiful out there. The people have filled the nave to the last pew. They’ve come from far away just to see you, my dear. Don’t keep them waiting.

Don’t keep them waiting. The phrase entered her ear as warning and threat at once. Lirene straightened her spine a little more, following the mirror’s reflection as though it were a command.

— I’m ready.

The lady stepped in only far enough to smooth a fold in the dress that did not exist.

— Remember... — she adjusted a piece of fabric that was already perfect. — The city feels everything. If you show nervousness, they will think it is fear. And you are not afraid, are you?

The question was not a question. It was an elegant way of reminding her what the acceptable answer was.

— No, ma’am.

Fear, no. Only a constant pressure between her ribs, in a place no breathing exercise could reach. But that had no permitted name. The woman smiled, satisfied.

— My girl.

Then she withdrew, closing the door almost all the way. Miren waited for the click of the latch before coming near again, lowering her voice to almost a secret.

— If Moonlight doesn’t think you’re perfect like this, I’ll pull its ear myself.

It was a joke, Lirene knew. The kind of humour Miren used when the air grew too thick to get through. Even so, the comment opened the tiniest space, a second of possibility in which Moonlight was not only judge and owner of everything; it was something that, in theory, could be scolded. She clung to that second the way someone brushes their fingers over a banister before going down the stairs.

Someone knocked twice on the door — dry, measured. The music inside changed tone. The rite was tugging at her. Lirene drew one last breath, trying to fill her lungs with something like courage, and stood. Her knees felt like glass, ready to crack at the first wrong step. She thought in sequence, the way she had been trained: do not make a mistake. Do not trip. Do not shame the Moonlight. Do not shame the kingdom. Do not shame anyone.

When Miren opened the door, the silver light of the nave spilled into the corridor and drew a line on the floor — a clear path pointing toward the altar.

The great doors of the nave opened with a solemn groan, loud enough to mingle with the music without being swallowed by it. The sound of the chants stopped being a distant murmur and exploded around her, full, almost tangible. The Cathedral of Moonlight was a pageant of stone and glass: arches so high they seemed to want to touch the sky, silver stained-glass windows letting the light fall in slanting beams, dust glinting as if the air were full of tiny suspended blessings.

Lirene stepped into the line of light. The fabric of her dress dragged across the polished floor, making a rustle only she seemed to hear. Each step echoed more in her bones than in the space. To her right, a little behind, the royal family advanced: the king, the queen, councillors, relatives, a constellation of arranged silhouettes. Ahead, at the raised altar, the high priest waited with arms lifted, the sleeves of his robe falling in waves. Between the altar and the doors, the people of Thalorien filled pews and aisles, bodies pressed together, necks craned. Children were hoisted up in arms to see better. Worshippers crowded the side doors. Others had remained outside and followed by rumour, by bells, by the certainty that today something important was happening.

— Look at her... — whispered a voice somewhere in the crowd.

— She looks like a star. — another answered, tears already forming.

The words reached Lirene from the side like little sparks. Each compliment clung to her skin like a new obligation: if she looked like a star, she could not falter; if she was living light, she could not darken in public. She kept her chin at the trained height, neither too high nor too low. She counted the steps to the first stair of the altar in her head. She had rehearsed that ascent so many times her body ought to move on its own. Even so, between the second-to-last and last step, the world seemed to tilt a little. For an instant, she was certain she would fall. She did not. Her body still obeyed.

Miren was a few steps below, with the other ladies, but her gaze found the princess’s easily. It was a silent anchor: keep going. I’m here.

At the level of the altar, the chants softened, as if someone had turned down the volume of the world. The priest came down one step to meet her without losing any of his grandeur. He had a kindly face, lines of age around his eyes as though smiling were his main occupation.

— Lirene Eltherion — he proclaimed, and his voice seemed to fill every corner. — Daughter of Elyren, daughter of the Moonlight. Today, before the people and the City that breathes, you place yourself under the light so that all may see the love with which you are kept.

Beautiful words, words she knew by heart, repeated in rehearsals, murmured in prayers, written on catechism pages she had memorised when she could barely reach the bench. Even so, hearing all may see sent a shiver up the back of her neck. All would see the light. All would see the love. All would see her.

She knelt where she was told, with the built grace of someone trained from childhood. Her knees met the prepared cushion: soft, but not too soft. Nothing in the house of Moonlight was ever too soft. The discomfort was part of the design.

— Pray with her — the priest invited, turning a little toward the congregation.

A collective murmur rose, filling the spaces between the columns.

— That no shadow may touch her heart. That her body may be a pure instrument of grace.

Pure instrument. The phrase landed in her mind with the weight of something she had heard a thousand times and never looked at too closely. As if the body were a tool, not exactly hers. Lirene focused on her breathing. She inhaled and caught the smell of incense burning at the edges of the nave; exhaled and noticed the too-sweet perfume of some ladies in the front rows; inhaled and felt the cold of the stone rising from the floor; exhaled and felt the dress limiting the expansion of her chest. Somewhere, a candle crackled. Elsewhere, a child was hushed.

For one forbidden second, she wondered what it would be like to be among the people, on some ordinary pew, only watching. To be anonymous. To wear a dress of any colour, sit sideways, whisper in someone’s ear: I’m tired, but at least the view is beautiful. The thought had barely formed before guilt came faster, cutting it off at the root. It was not fair to want anything else. Moonlight had chosen her. The kingdom needed her at the altar.

The music changed.

All the candles flickered at once, as if an invisible wind had crossed the nave. The temperature seemed to drop and, at the same time, the air grew heavy. The silver stained-glass windows, until then merely beautiful, began to shine for real. The light intensified from within, as if Moonlight itself had pressed its forehead to the cathedral ceiling. The glow that had been reflection became presence. A stronger beam detached itself from one of the windows and came down like a white-silver finger toward the altar.

It found Lirene.

At first it was only heat. A heat unlike sunlight — more concentrated, more directional, less tolerant. Within seconds, it stopped being temperature and became violent contact, a sharp burning that settled in her shoulders and chest, precisely where the cut of the dress left her skin bare. Her skin answered with a living throb, without smoke, without flame, without anything the world could easily call a wound. It was as if very fine needles were being pressed in slowly, turning just enough to remind her they were there. Her muscles wanted to recoil, flee to the shadow, any shadow. Her knees threatened to give under the weight of that finger of light. A tremor was born deep in her body and climbed her spine, fine and insistent.

She knew she could not move. Not before all of Thalorien. Not with her father, her mother, the councillors and the priest watching, with the people packed to the last pew to see the miracle. Her fingers closed hard at her sides, hidden by the skirts. A nail caught in the fabric. She tried to anchor herself in small things: the pressure of the official ring against her skin, the pattern of the embroidery under her palm, the rhythm of her own pulse. If she could count to ten without fainting, perhaps the pain would lessen. Perhaps the body would understand the message.

One... two...

— Beautiful... — someone whispered in the nave, enraptured. — Look how she shines.

The word beautiful cut through the pain and reached her mind like a provocation. It was not beautiful. It was sharp. It was an intolerable pressure dressed in brightness. But if everyone said it was beautiful, if everyone wept and stretched out emotional hands, perhaps the fault lay in her body, too weak to keep pace. Perhaps that was it: she was the one unworthy of the miracle.

Three... four...

Her eyes began to burn. She did not know whether it was the light or the tears that could not fall. She almost shut them. In time, she remembered the instruction: look at the light, never flee from it.

Down below, at the foot of the steps, Miren took an almost imperceptible step. She moved as though she were merely adjusting the hem of the princess’s dress, an ordinary gesture of service, but she placed her body slightly forward. If Lirene collapsed, she would fall toward her, not onto the stone.

Five... six...

The priest noticed the tremor. His experienced eyes took in the rigidity of her shoulders, the slight sway of her body beneath the beam. For an instant, his gaze wavered, as though he too sensed there was something too much in that intensity. Then, as if remembering his own role, his smile broadened. He raised his voice higher, donning the ready-made narrative like a cloak.

— Behold! — he exclaimed, opening his arms to the congregation as though presenting a work of art. — Not even her body can contain the love that Moonlight pours out today. Such is the grace that her flesh trembles.

The nave answered with a collective sigh, a sound that seemed to swallow the air. Some people wept openly. Others lifted their hands toward the altar, as though they wished to touch it from afar. The idea spread faster than the pain on her skin: if it hurt, it was because it was so much love.

— She endures it — someone murmured, moved, near the central aisle. — Our princess endures everything for us.

Seven... eight...

The pain did not lessen. On the contrary, it spread. It left the exact point on her chest and shoulders and ran down her arms, the base of her neck, her back. Each word from the priest, each grace, each love, stuck to her like another layer of weight. If everyone was feeling grace, and only she was feeling it as violence, then something in her was wrong. Perhaps she had not prayed enough. Perhaps she had not purified her thoughts as she should. Perhaps she had been silently ungrateful.

She swallowed the sudden urge to say it hurts. The words rose to her throat like a sob and jammed there. Instead, she forced a small smile — enough to look serene, not enough to show too much teeth.

— Moonlight loves you too much, daughter — the priest concluded, lowering one hand to touch her head lightly. — Receive that love with gratitude.

Gratitude. Lirene nodded, because that was how she had been taught. Gratitude for the pain. Gratitude for the privilege of being the target. Gratitude for not fainting there, for managing to hold on ten more seconds, then more.

While she pretended her body was not collapsing, the nave exploded into applause. People stood, repeated lines from the prayer, began to murmur, softly, that they had never seen such strong light, that it was a sign of new times, that Elyren truly was blessed. The words miracle and purity leapt from mouth to mouth, gathering strength.

When the light finally softened, retreating to its usual beams, her skin went on pulsing, now hidden under the heavy fabric. Every movement was a reminder that something had been left there. Not proof to display to the kingdom, but an insistent physical memory, a hot, localised sensitivity that the dress made impossible to forget.

The rest of the rite passed in words she barely registered. The priest’s voice became cadenced noise, a backdrop of blessings and formulas. Lirene answered at the moments she had been trained to answer, repeated known vows, made the right gesture at the right times. Inside, she tried not to think about how the contact with the light still throbbed beneath her clothes.

When she rose, her knees protested with a dull pain. Her whole body felt made of cracked glass, holding its shape by sheer obligation. She came down the steps slowly, as rehearsed, her head slightly inclined, the trained smile of someone who had just received a great honour. The world saw reverence; only Miren noticed the stiffness of her hands, the way she placed a little more weight on one side of her body so the fabric would not rub as much against the sensitive area.

The nave filled again with sound: pews scraping, clothes rustling, children crying, people standing all at once. The smell of incense mingled with the sweat of the crowd and expensive perfume.

— It was beautiful — sighed a woman in a pale veil, hands pressed to her chest, as Lirene passed. — I’ve never seen light like that.

— It was as if Moonlight were only for her — agreed a man, moved.

— They say that doesn’t happen to just anyone — another voice commented, quieter, with a thread of envy. — You have to be very pure.

The phrases stuck to her like little polished blades. Very pure. Only for her. If purity hurt like that, was it because she was still not ready? Or because Moonlight really was like that, and the mistake was to think love should not wound?

Outside the cathedral, the noise was even greater. The cold air touched Lirene’s hot face, carrying the smell of the city: dust, stall food, smoke, the sweat of people who had spent hours on their feet. Bells rang in some nearby tower, answering the end of the rite. Pigeons took flight when the main doors opened all the way.

On the staircase, the people crowded together, trying to see the royals up close.

— May the light follow you, Your Highness!

— Elyren is blessed!

— Now nothing bad will ever happen to us again!

Someone began to sing, almost without planning it, a simple market tune, with easy words about a princess in the light. The voice was out of tune, but the refrain caught quickly. Before Lirene reached the last step, several were already repeating the same image in chorus: Moonlight princess, our living light. The words struck that sensitive spot beneath the dress like fingers prodding an invisible bruise.

The retinue arranged itself by instinct: guards in front, clearing a path and containing the enthusiasm of outstretched hands; the nearer nobles forming a living corridor around the royal family. Lirene made the right gesture, learned since childhood — the slight inclination of the head, the gentle gaze that swept the crowd without fixing on anyone, the smile that did not show too much teeth so as not to seem vain. Inside, any smile was a stretch across inflamed muscle.

As she climbed into the carriage, still hearing fragments of the newborn song outside, she thought that, in a few days, perhaps someone would be repeating it in some tavern, laughing and drinking, retelling that day in the cathedral as a beautiful spectacle. She herself would be only a piece of the story, a painting hung on the wall of other people’s memory. Inside, though, the painting smelled of incense, sweat, and cloth scraping against a pain the world would call a blessing.

The palace of Elyren received the retinue with chandeliers lit, curtains open, and floors as polished as the cathedral’s. The echo of footsteps spread through the corridors, mingling with the whispers of servants moving aside to let them pass and the distant murmur of the city, still alive outside. Lirene walked beside her parents for a while, keeping the pace. Every breath still scraped her chest in the exact place where the light had touched. She tried to disguise the way her shoulders occasionally drew inward. The more she thought about not shrinking, the more her body wanted to.

At the first bend, a councillor stepped ahead. The smile he opened was careful, shaped to look like affection and respect at once.

— Your Highness. — He inclined his head, addressing her and her parents in almost the same reverence. — The rite was... perfect. The kingdom needed to see something like that after so much uncertainty.

Perfect. The word danced around the pain, trying to erase it. Lirene’s mother nodded, satisfied, her fingers resting lightly on her husband’s arm.

— Our girl was born for this.

The councillor turned his eyes directly to Lirene.

— Your trembling at the altar — he commented in a confidential tone, almost complicit — was moving. You could feel the weight of the grace. Just be careful, next time, not to let the nervousness show too much. The city feels everything.

Nervousness. The word covered the pain with the wrong explanation. She wanted to say it was not nervousness, that it was concrete pain, sharp, still alive beneath her clothes. The right words even arranged themselves in her mind: it hurt so much. But they jammed before they could pass her throat. Crossing that point felt like a break in protocol graver than anything Moonlight might do to her skin.

Even so, something escaped, a thread of it:

— The light... was strong.

The councillor laughed softly, as though she had told a small tale of divine mischief.

— It is a sign that Moonlight loves you too much, Your Highness. Not everyone can bear that intensity. You did. That says a great deal about you.

He handed the pain back to her as a compliment. She almost thanked him — out of reflex.

Her mother leaned a little toward her daughter, eyes bright with pride and something that looked like warning.

— Your duty now is to rest, pray, be grateful. Don’t go thinking about whether it hurt more or less. It will sound like ingratitude.

Ingratitude. Another stone thrown into the middle of her thoughts.

— Of course, Mother.

The councillor made one more bow and went on down the corridor, already sliding into conversation with another noble about how Elyren was entering a new era of blessings. The words living proof and miracle floated in the air as he moved away.

Miren, who was coming a few steps behind carrying part of the skirts so they would not drag so much, drew close enough for Lirene to hear her.

— Want to go straight to your room? I can send tea, ointment...

— It’s all right — Lirene replied on automatic, with the phrase she had learned to use when she wanted to kill the subject. — Moonlight just... wanted to remind me that it is watching.

That made it more acceptable. The sentence fit the world. It hurts to say, she thought, because it sounds like repeating the hand that squeezed too hard. But not as much as saying out loud that something was deeply wrong with that love.

— Even so, go to your room — Miren insisted, in a tone that almost pierced formality. — Let the city breathe you a little less today.

The idea of withdrawing, of existing somewhere without hundreds of eyes, was tempting enough to hurt almost as much as everything else. Lirene nodded. She took her leave of her parents with a formal gesture, heard one last recommendation — rest, tomorrow it starts again — and followed the corridor toward the wing of rooms, Miren at her side, their steps muffled by the carpet.

The room felt too large when the door closed behind them, sealing off the noise of the palace into the background. The silence was not complete; it came filled with the low creaks of wood, the distant whisper of the city, the sound of her own breathing. The mirrors scattered across the dressing table gave back several miniature versions of Lirene: all in veil, all in the perfect dress, all with the same exhausted smile that no longer fit her face but still did not know how to leave. Moonlight came in through the tall window, breaking itself on the cracked glass and polished surfaces as if insisting on not leaving her in peace even there.

— Sit — Miren said, indicating the edge of the bed with her chin.

Lirene obeyed, feeling the mattress give under the weight of the stiff dress. Her shoulders thanked it for one second before the fabric reminded her it was still rubbing where it should not.

— I’m going to take this off slowly, all right?

With each pin removed from the veil, her head seemed less tight. When the fabric finally came down, her scalp breathed. Miren set the veil aside with a care that did not match the quiet anger in her eyes. Then she began to deal with the bodice: ties, buttons, little traps of cloth designed never to come undone on their own. With every inch that loosened, Lirene felt the air going a little deeper, until it met again the exact point of the pain.

— It hurt a lot.

The words escaped before she could swallow them. They came out low, almost a secret, as if she were confessing a sin.

Miren stopped for a second, her hands suspended in the middle of the movement, and the silence that settled there carried everything no one had said in the cathedral. She did not answer with a lesson, nor with it’s for your own good.

— I saw — she said at last. — It wasn’t nerves.

Hearing someone say that out loud was almost a shock. As though the ground, for one instant, stopped slipping under her feet. The validation was so unexpected that Lirene felt like crying, like letting everything come apart there — veil, dress, role — and leaving the pieces scattered on the floor.

— But... the priest said...

— I know what he said. — Miren resumed the motion, gentle, sliding the fabric off her shoulders as carefully as she could. — He’s good with words. It’s his job.

The bodice came down, revealing her shoulder and part of her chest. Her skin was taken by redness and sensitivity, with a silver sheen so faint it might vanish under another light, as if Moonlight had left not a mark but a physical memory still lit in the flesh. It was not bleeding, did not settle into clear outlines, did not offer the world stable proof. Even so, it was visible. Hot. Real.

Miren could not hide her shock. Her eyes widened for only an instant before neutrality returned like protection.

— That’s not a kind of love worth the name — she let slip, very quietly.

Lirene looked at her own body in silence. It did not disappear when she blinked. It was not nervousness, not fantasy. It was there, throbbing. Her first reaction was guilt.

— Maybe I wasn’t prepared enough — she murmured, staring at some point on the wall. — If I had prayed more, if I hadn’t thought...

— Hey. — Miren took a clean cloth, a small pot of ointment left there for beauty emergencies, wet the cloth with cool water and came closer. — Don’t start fighting yourself. They already do that all day.

The cold water stung at the first touch, as though her skin still rejected any contact. Then, little by little, it eased a little, pulling part of the fire into itself.

— They only want what’s best for the kingdom — Lirene recited, not looking directly at her friend, as though repeating an answer from catechism. — Moonlight knows what it’s doing.

It was the safe sentence, the one no one questioned. Spoken aloud, however, it sounded hollower than it did in lessons and prayers. Miren bit her lip, choosing her words carefully.

— The kingdom could want what’s best for you too — she said in a whisper almost swallowed. — But maybe that’s too much to ask of so many people at once.

Lirene let out a fragile, brief laugh that never reached her eyes. Laughing at something like that felt dangerous, like playing with a knife. Looking too hard at her own pain felt dangerous too. The childhood stories spoke of people who had looked too long at Moonlight and gone mad. Sometimes she wondered whether looking into herself led to the same place.

— If I start thinking like that, I’ll go mad — she admitted, on a breath.

— Or you’ll become too lucid to fit — Miren shot back, with one thread of irony and another of fear. — And then... well, we still don’t have a rite for that.

The silence that followed was dense, full of what neither of them dared imagine. Miren finished spreading the ointment, covered the sensitive area with a light cloth so that the nightdress would not rub directly against the skin. Then she began to tidy the room with automatic gestures — moved the heavy dress out of the way, folded it with a care that did not match the disarray inside, took the veil out of sight, as if merely looking at it already hurt.

— I’m going to fetch the tea — she said at last. — If anyone asks, you’re praying.

Of course. Praying. It was always the right answer.

When the door closed and Lirene was left alone, the room seemed larger still. The moonlight through the window cut the space into light and dark bands, reflecting itself in the cracked mirrors of the dressing table. From where she stood, she could see her image repeated in fragments: a piece of face here, a hand there, the suggestion of that sensitive redness in a more distorted reflection.

She rose slowly, testing the weight of her body without the dress. Every movement pulled at the pain in a different way, but it was a pain she could stack in a corner, if she were disciplined enough. For now, at least. She went to the dressing table. The cracks in the glass drew multiple Lirenes, all slightly displaced from one another. In none of them did she look whole.

She lifted the hand that did not hurt and touched the outline of the sensitised skin lightly with her fingertips. The touch rekindled the heat, as though saying: I am still here.

It hurts, she thought. Really. It isn’t nervousness, it isn’t fantasy, it isn’t an impressionable girl’s exaggeration. Her body was shouting a truth the whole world outside was trying to rewrite.

This isn’t right began somewhere low, in a place deep inside that she rarely accessed. It rose slowly, passing through the same inward corridors where so many other sentences had already been swallowed. It reached her mouth, touched the back of her teeth. If she said it out loud, even if only to the mirrors, something would move in a way that might not be undone. The fairy tale would crack at a point she still did not know whether she had the courage to face.

Her fingers were trembling. The hand over her own skin was trembling. She opened her mouth.

The room waited.

The moonlight cut the scene in beauty too lovely for so much pain.

No word came out. The only sound that escaped was a short sigh, which could have been anything — relief, exhaustion, prayer. If someone had been outside the door, they would have thought only that she was giving thanks.

Lirene closed her mouth again. She pressed the cloth over the sensitive area, as though trying to keep it in place. As though, by covering it, she might convince herself that it was only one more detail among so many symbols, and not a warning inscribed on her body in a way that might disappear to other people’s eyes but not to hers. The mirrors gave the gesture back to her. In every one of them there was a princess who knew, somewhere deep down, that this should not hurt. And who, even so, chose silence.

The moonlight kept coming in through the window, insistent, drawing a crescent of light across her face that no one, besides those mirrors and Lirene herself, was there to see.
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​THE CITY THAT BREATHES
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Miren leaves the inner wing of the palace with her body still carrying the previous day like a damp garment across her back. Every muscle remembers the Moonlight gleaming on stone, fabric, skin; the white light spilling across Lirene’s room until it found the princess’s face, too perfect, too tired. The task they shoved at her still sounds too vague to be innocent: see how the city is.

That’s all. See. Pay attention. Bring back impressions.

No one explained whether she was meant to tell what the people feel, what they repeat, what they invent. No one explained whether there was a right answer. The only certain thing is the feeling that, if she came back with the wrong impression, someone would smile in a sweet voice and ask again, baring more teeth.

In the courtyard, the Moonlight falls in perfect slabs across the pale stones. For an instant, the image of Lirene sitting on the edge of the bed overlays the ground: the same silver light, the same display-case sheen polished until it hurts. Miren almost turns back just from remembering the princess’s tired smile, that smile of someone who says it’s fine because she has learned that anything different from that becomes a problem.

At the foot of the great staircase leading down to the gates, Aric is already waiting for her. He is leaning against the stone balustrade as though he were there by chance, his body too loose for someone who knows the timing of every step far too well. His coat is simpler than the ones he wears in the halls, but the discreet embroidery at the cuff gives him away, to any eye used to it, as a lesser noble either on duty or on the run.

When Miren approaches, he straightens in a movement that feels almost rehearsed, a half-smile already in place on his face.

— There’s still time to pretend you forgot the way — he says quietly. — I’ll come up with a pretty excuse.

She slows before the gate as if she had run into something invisible. Lirene’s look from the night before comes back whole: the princess lifting the hem of her nightdress to her ankle to show a fresh mark from the Moonlight, laughing weakly and calling it just a slightly stronger caress.

Going down without her tastes like a small betrayal, the kind that does not show up in any official document. It feels like she is going to watch a spectacle for which Lirene will never receive an invitation.

— Someone has to know what they’re singing down there — Aric insists, reading the hesitation on her face. — Do you think they’re going to send a written report?

Miren lets out a breath that is almost a laugh. She clings to humour because it is better than admitting fear. A few metres away, the gate rises like a bottleneck of stone and iron. Two soldiers guard the passage, their expressions neutral, their spears propped with the familiarity of men who spend the whole night there.

The silver light climbs the shafts of the spears, lies across the breastplates. With each step, Miren feels the weight of the walls falling behind her, and the sense that, beyond that opening, whatever happens will have no heavy curtains to muffle it.

She adjusts her posture as though putting on a role: straightens her skirt, lowers her chin a little, relaxes her shoulders until she looks smaller. She puts on the body of a servant merely passing through on an errand, the same one so many guards have seen going up and down with messages, flowers, trays. Before she reaches the soldiers, she tightens her grip on the strap of her bag as if she could anchor herself there, and chooses to look neither up nor down.

She passes like someone who has passed this way a thousand times.

Aric follows half a step behind her, a careful position that keeps him within reach and, at the same time, offers his own body as a casual shield. He greets one of the soldiers with a quick nod, too familiar for someone who ought to be only a stranger on the rounds. There is history in that nod — previous nights, jokes, favours — but Miren does not ask.

The guards make room. They do not ask for papers, do not call anyone sir or miss. Even so, she feels on her back a look that takes note. It is not a clear threat, nor a smile, nor disapproval. It is the kind of silent recording that later turns into corridor gossip: the princess’s maid went down to the lower city last night with the Serath.

She can almost hear, in the future, the intonation with which it will be repeated.

On the other side of the gate, the ground changes. The stones are less smoothed, more uneven, stained by years of footsteps, mud and rain. When the sole of Miren’s shoe touches the first stone of the street, the world seems to rise by a tone.

Before seeing the differences, she hears them.

Overlapping voices, hawkers singing their cries through tired throats, laughter breaking out in different places, the constant noise of people living at a volume the palace never allows. The air smells of bread baking and old fish, woodsmoke and grease, people who have worked all day.

Aric lowers his voice even further, as though the street might choose whether or not to listen.

— There. Officially, you’re out of the aquarium.

Miren swallows the reply she wanted to give — something about fish, cats, and which one of them was the cat in question — and keeps walking, letting her body learn on its own the rhythm of that side of the city.

As they go down, Thalorien comes closer in details. It is no longer the city seen from a balcony, with rooftops lined up in pleasing perspective, but a tangle of washing lines stretched over alleys, improvised stalls, and open windows with people leaning on the ledges.

Vendors shout offers of bruised fruit, stale bread, fabrics that would never touch Lirene’s skin. Children cut across their path as if the street were a river they knew by heart: they dodge adult legs, leap puddles, vanish through doors Miren would never have noticed.

The Moonlight slices across crooked roofs and loaded washing lines, creating shadows that swallow and give back people in a rhythm of their own. The arranged image the palace offers of the same city — everything distant, silent, domesticated by height — does not fit there.

In the corner of a smaller square, a minstrel is trying out verses with the patience of someone who knows that, if he lands the refrain, the coins will come. He is sitting atop a crate, a simple instrument in his lap, fingers picking out an easy melody. Miren barely needs to draw nearer to recognise the words.

Yesterday they came from priests’ mouths, polished, accompanied by incense. Today they have been turned over to the beat of a tavern.

— Moonlight’s bride, so pure, so bright... — he sings, setting his voice, only to add, laughing: — ...even debt looks enchanted tonight.

Two children repeat the last line in tuneless song, turning it into a playground chant. One gets part of it wrong, swaps out debt for some silliness, but the idea sticks: princess, Moonlight, debt, marriage.

Miren feels her body react before her mind does. The impulse is to correct him: it is not quite like that, it is not debt, it is an agreement. Inside, the words are others — pact, alliance, protection, balance — terms that do not fit into a short verse, much less into the mouth of someone with missing teeth and calluses on his hands.

Aric tilts his head slightly toward the musician, as if pointing out a new display window.

— So? — he needles, lightly. — Is this how you imagined the people would tell the story?

She clamps her tongue between her teeth. The reflex is to answer with the official version, where the marriage is miracle and honour, but the smell of burnt grease and sweat does not suit the vocabulary of a sacristy.

— At least they kept the so pure, so bright — she says, pulling one corner of her mouth into a controlled smile. — It could be worse.

Inside, she starts making lists. Things that are only street jokes. Things that sound like dangerous rumours. Things Lirene could hear without coming apart; things that must never come near her.

She corrects no one aloud. The sensation is physical: if she opens her mouth there to defend the princess, every eye in the square will turn, and then she stops being a neutral figure in the crowd and becomes the one who cannot take a joke.

In Thalorien, people who cannot take a joke become examples.

Aric notices the internal calculation, the way she swallows the correction, and seems satisfied with the result. He changes the subject to the price of some fruit, argues over whether the apples are past their best or whether the seller is trying to palm off old produce, as if they were just two friends out for a walk, not a maid on an unofficial mission and a lesser noble smuggling information.

The path narrows. Streets that were already tight become corridors between adjoining houses, crowded with balconies improvised from flowerpots, cloths, people. The palace is not only above; it seems to belong to another country.

Miren feels her own body shrinking. It is not only the physical space. It is the sensation of fitting too well into the wrong costume. Here, every stitch gives away where she came from: the better fabric, the cut too well fitted for someone who sleeps in a shared room.

Ahead, the staircase leading to the lower city opens like a stone throat swallowing people. Lanterns mark the uneven steps, casting patches of yellow light across clothes, faces, sacks of cloth. From there on, the smell changes completely: less incense carried by the wind, more cooking smoke, sweat, cheap alcohol, frying oil, something sour underneath that might be rubbish or despair.

Aric goes down first, like someone who knows every step. He greets people by name or by nicknames Miren has never heard: an Uncle Benno who does not look like anyone’s uncle, a Lua who sells fish, a Coxa who takes up half the passage. A woman in a grease-stained apron slaps his arm playfully, laughing at some joke from another night.

A boy runs past, deliberately brushing against Aric’s coat and slipping something fast into his hand — paper, coin, message, it does not matter — before vanishing back into the staircase. Miren pretends not to see. Aric pretends too, closing his fingers around it as if he were only adjusting his cuff.

— I’m home — he whispers over his shoulder, with the smile of someone who likes that chaos far too much. — Stay close to me and no one will bother you.

No one is an exaggeration, Miren knows. Even so, she clings to the promise the way someone clings to a slippery banister.

Trying not to seem so out of place, she adjusts the way she walks. She copies the decisive steps of people who live there: walks firmly, lets her gaze sweep the surroundings without staring at anyone in particular, takes up space as though she had the right to, even without feeling that she does. It is a new mask, one that still does not sit properly; her body hesitates half a step when she hears laughter that is too loud, tightens on the strap of her bag when she feels someone pass quickly behind her.

They pass a small group of traders leaning against crates, ceramics, barrels. One of them lets his gaze travel up and down Miren’s body in an appraising motion: not princess silk, but not the worn skirt of someone who sleeps in a tenement room either. Maybe fit for both tables, maybe fit for neither.

At the top of the staircase, almost swallowed by the shadow of the stone, two guards watch the descent. They say nothing, but their presence weighs. Aric ignores them with studied disinterest, the kind of inattention only someone who has been seen many times can afford.

Miren lays a hand on his arm for a second as they pass, the gesture of someone who needs help over a treacherous step. It is an old trick, learned in the corridors of the palace to escape curious looks: becoming, for a few seconds, someone who inspires care instead of suspicion.

Someone, somewhere on the stairs, murmurs:

— Look who came down.

She is not sure whether it is about the two of them, about Aric, about some other more important figure. The sentence gets in anyway and does not come back out. The city sees. The city records. The city remembers.

At the foot of the staircase, a heavy wooden door rises before them. From the crack beneath it leak warm light, the smell of beer, the sound of music and loud conversation. The kind of warmth that does not exist in the palace, where even the temperature is watched.

When Aric pushes the door open, the impact of sound, smell and heat is almost physical. For one second, Miren feels as if she has plunged into water that is too hot. The lower city, in there, swallows her whole.

The tavern’s main room is an organised heap of tables, smoke and crumpled stories. Bards occupy an improvised stage in one corner, balancing on top of wooden crates. The bar works as a defensive line between the owner and the chaos; behind it, mugs, jugs, plates and debts pile up in an order only he understands.

At the back, denser shadows shelter discreet negotiations, card games, exchanges of sacks that do not like the light. Between one toast and the next, names from the palace come up as the characters of jokes, never of prayers.

Aric leads Miren to a table that, in his eyes, is neutral: not so hidden that it looks like conspiracy, not so central that it attracts attention. To her, it feels like the middle of the world. From there, she can see the stage, half the room, the main door and the side door. If she is discreet, she can follow almost everything.

— If you sit with your back to the door, we can forget we’re visitors — he explains, pulling out a chair.

Miren sits, forcing her body to relax against the sticky wood. Her hands rest in her lap, but her fingers rub against each other in a nervous rhythm, almost imperceptible to anyone who does not know her. She tries to do what she always does beside Lirene: pay attention to everything at once.

Laughter bursts and dies, cards slap onto gaming tables, cutlery scrapes across clay plates, verses rise and fall without ever becoming fully clear. The air is thick with smoke, the smell of fried onion, cheap wine, the sweat of people packed too close together.

The musicians strike up a song that at first sounds like some ordinary ode to the beauty of the Moonlight bride. The bard’s voice is smooth, trained to stick in the head of anyone who drinks. Some people follow the refrain without even thinking; others beat their hands on the table, turning the wood into a collective drum.

— The princess shines, Moonlight’s jewel... — the bard intones, and Miren feels her shoulders ease a little; it could be worse — ...her body, her honour, her altar have their price.

The table beside them explodes in laughter. A man repeats the line, but swaps altar for a word no one would say aloud in a sacristy. The melody stays sweet, exactly the same. The meaning does not.

What hurts Miren is how natural it all is. No one there seems to think they are saying anything terrible. It is only one more way of measuring their own anger in rhyme, and anger in rhyme is easier to swallow than raw anger.

Aric leans toward her, speaking close enough that his voice does not carry beyond the table.

— Listen to what they put after shines — he suggests. — That’s where the poison lives.

She looks at the empty cup in front of her as though it were a mirror. She sees her own expression trying to find the right tone: not too offended or she will look weak, not too amused or she will look like a traitor.

— At least they still like her pretty — she says, tugging one corner of her mouth into a half-smile that tries to imitate the others. — Imagine when they get tired of that.

Aric laughs, but his eyes stay alert, weighing her reaction carefully. He sees the muscle locked in her jaw, the hand squeezing the edge of the table until her knuckles pale. No one else needs to see.

The song goes on, mixing praise for Lirene’s beauty with insinuations about debts, wars, the kingdom’s overdue accounts. Each verse is answered by cups striking wood, as if the whole room were marking an agreement.

Little by little, Miren realises that the place functions like an inverted court. In the palace, words are polished until they do not hurt. Here, they are sharpened until even praise cuts.

A man comes up to their table carrying his own cup. His face is half hidden by shadow and stubble; his clothes are too simple for a noble, too orderly for a pauper. Miren does not recognise him, but Aric opens a familiar smile, the smile of a drinking companion.

— I thought you only came down when things were very bad up there — the man says, nudging Aric with his elbow. Only then does he look at Miren, curious. — And you brought company.

Aric makes
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