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Aurelion remembers how to live without gods.

He once taught the sky to breathe with him. Now it breathes alone—and that is love enough.

Hearths have replaced altars. Breath rounds begin each shift. Ropes, ledgers, and stubborn hands hold what miracles once threatened to take away. Above the ridge, three disciplined stars trim the weather and refuse to be worshiped—remnants of a vow forged by a healer who would not be a saint and the two men who refused to let love become a throne.

This is the last book of the Heartbound Trinity. It returns to a city tempered by ash and law, where Workday of Names ties grief to repair and a sign over the public hearth reads, simply: HEARTH. DO NOT WORSHIP. ADD FUEL. TAKE HEAT. Here, the divine is memory, and memory is a practice. Here, romance is the discipline of care: a soldier who keeps doors honest, a scribe who turns language into tools, a dawn-bright heir who carries light like a ledger—not a banner.

Yet endings ask for courage of a quieter kind. The wars are over; the enemy is time. Hunger seasons, border haggling, and new movements that swear “love without possession” test a hard-won ordinary. Factions try to smuggle old longing into new rites. Banners reappear as ribbons. The city must decide whether remembrance will serve kitchens or invent steps to kneel on.

At the center, Eiden walks the parapet and chooses usefulness over spectacle. He keeps the seam of sky obedient with a breath and the city obedient with lists. Taren measures justice by hinges, not hymns. Saelis throws ink at any sentence that mistakes poetry for policy. Together they protect what their beloved built: not a kingdom, but a method. They will face the last alignment of the three stars; a child whose eyes catch light like coins; a garden that drinks rain and gives water back without flare. They will find that legacy is not a statue—it is a schedule that refuses to lie.

The Last Light of Aurelion gathers everything this saga promised: steel-and-ash magic grounded in labor; laws that were once prayers and learned to be instructions; an enemies-to-lovers fire hammered into an enduring bond that neither begs nor breaks. It is a love story that rejects ownership, a fantasy that risks being practical, and a farewell that trusts its world to stand without a hand on its spine.

For returning readers, this volume pays every debt: the cost of a vow kept in the dark, the ordinary heroism of saying “eat” at the right hour, the mercy of turning festivals into convoys. For new readers, the door is open. The count is simple: three beats, two holds. Take a bucket. Take a page. Learn the rules that save lives.

When gods die, what endures is the work we do for one another, the way a kiss can close a circuit, the way a promise can be spoken while lifting. The last light does not blaze; it behaves. Step into a city that learned to prefer tools over omens, and watch as love—unadorned, unfailing—teaches the sky to follow suit.

When the eclipse ends, the shadow still holds the light in its arms.
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Chapter 1: The Age of Golden Twilight
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We name a season by how it bites.

By third bell, autumn should have tasted like copper and pears. Instead the wind slid down from the high ridge and scraped the city raw. The square of Aurelion—new stone, new law, the anvil set in the center like a promise—shrank under a sky that refused to brighten. I didn’t look up. I kept moving.

The light used to answer me before I asked. Today it waited, as if deciding whether I was still worth obeying.  

“Next,” I said, kneeling to the child on the grain sacks. The boy’s fingers were blue under grime. His mother wrapped him twice in an old cloak and still shivered through the stitching.

I pressed my palm to the boy’s sternum and marked the rhythm we’d taught the valley. “In, hold. Out, hold.” The count steadied him. It steadied me. Light rose under my skin in a careful thread, the way I’d taught it to—ask, don’t take; warm, don’t burn. Color crept back into his hands. The boy blinked once and then smiled like breath was something he’d invented.

“Thank you,” the mother said, as if gratitude might pay a tax no one had asked her to owe.

“Feed him,” I answered, standing. “Salt soup. Bread. Heat from the body first, then the air.”

“Heat from where?” Herra asked, arriving with two soldiers and a slate. The head of our guard had frost in her lashes and impatience in her jaw. “The furnaces can’t keep a flame. Even the fishermen complain the river breathes cold like a beast.”

“We have coal.”

“Coal that sulks,” she said. “It glows and dies like a noble on an apology.”

“We build heat the way we build faith—close and loud.”  

She yanked her chin at the soldiers. They peeled off to shout the orders I didn’t have breath to carry.

Across the square, Saelis bent over a table of maps weighted with bricks. He had rolled his white sleeves to the elbow and smeared ink across the inside of his wrist where he’d changed the math twice. Every time a gust skated under the tenting, his hair lifted like it remembered the south. He cursed without raising his voice and wrote again.

I crossed to him, stepping over ropes and a child’s forgotten hoop. “Tell me you have a neat word.”

He didn’t look up. “Neat words are for days that obey.”

“What does this day do?”

“Bleeds gold and eats it.” He jabbed a circle on the map. “By noon we should have twenty degrees more than we do. The wind curve’s wrong. The Luxar line—” he tapped the stylus where he’d traced the path of sun— “is weak. I can’t balance it with Nythra without breaking the seam.”

“We don’t break the seam,” I said. “We promised.”

“I promised,” he corrected, mouth crooking. “You dragged us to honesty by the hair. Unfair.”

“You followed.”

“I follow when the alternative is you dying on a technicality.” He finally glanced up and his gaze did that thing—counted every hair at my temple, every missed hour of sleep, every vanishing ounce of light. He softened the smallest degree. Then he hardened on purpose. “What are your hands doing?”

“Stealing heat from the stupid places and giving it to the useful ones.” I picked up his chalk and drew a line from the market ovens to the bathhouses to the infirmary. “Shift kindling. Tighten the brick stoves. We keep the middle breathing.”

“We tried that at dawn,” he said. “The bricks chilled like old gods.”

“Then we make new ones.” I pointed to the forge row. “We pour thirty small heaters. Put them under tables, in corners, beside beds.”

“And what fuels them?”

I held out a palm. The thin coil of light there answered me like a well-trained dog. “We do.”

He caught my wrist. Heat traveled through his touch, deliberate. Saelis never takes anything by accident. “You can’t hand the city your veins again,” he said quietly. “Not when the sky looks hungry. Not when your light already—”

His hand stayed a moment too long, heat arguing through pulse alone.

Herra strode back, saving me from the rest. “Priests at the east bridge,” she reported. “The old soot-cloaks. They brought a bowl of ice and a sermon.”

“Of course they did,” Saelis muttered. “Let me guess the text: When fire fails, bow to shadow.”

“Close,” Herra said. “They’re naming this ‘the golden penance.’ Telling people to stay still and wait to be forgiven.”

I tossed the chalk. “Move,” I told Saelis, already walking. “If they freeze my city with a metaphor, I will take up priest-hunting as a sport.”

We crossed the square at a clipped pace, Herra’s soldiers trimming the crowd without drawing steel. People pressed in, faces pinched under the dim. Vendors pulled shutters closed even with the anvil bell ringing work hours. A baby wailed; an old man coughed in a rhythm that made my back teeth ache. The wind cut past the canyon edges and hit us oblique. I felt the city flinch like a body that had learned to expect discipline where comfort should live.

The east bridge wasn’t a marvel. We built it to be crossed, not admired: squat stone ribs, iron handrail, a leather banner with three interlocked circles hanging low over the water so even the river had to see our vow. The priests stood at the crown, gray sleeves rolled, bowl white with ice crystals that held shape too long.

The eldest raised the bowl as if it weighed more than sense. “The sky chills because men lean on light too much,” he cried. “Shadow keeps the world honest. Kneel. Stillness warms. Desire cools.”

“I have a better sermon,” I said, stepping onto the first rib. “Move or die.”

Murmurs rose from the bridge back to the square, the sound a city makes when someone refuses the script. The priest didn’t address me. He marked the air above the bowl, slow symbol on slow symbol. Old magic. Decent for bread, useless for weather.

I mounted the final span and stopped close enough to smell camphor on his sleeves. “Brother. Lower the bowl.”

“You beg winter to relent and wonder why it stiffens,” he said, gaze past me to the crowd. “You glowed for them and wonder why the sky grows jealous.”

“I haven’t glowed for anyone since the day we wrote law on the anvil,” I said. “I ask now. I wait. I do it the slow way so it lasts.”

He tipped his chin toward my chest. “That ring says otherwise.”

I curled my right hand. Saelis had forged the ring with Taren’s steadiness under his hammer; iron veined with gold, three shallow hollows that fit together without swallowing any one. It didn’t compel. It reminded. Today it felt heavy.

Saelis came up on my left. He didn’t smile at the priest. He smiled at me. “Stillness warms?” he said, loud enough for the river to judge him. “Here I thought friction did.”

A laugh ran through the front rank like a match along twine. The priest flushed, which on a cold day is its own confession. He lifted the bowl higher.

“All right,” I said. “Enough theater.”

I took the bowl. He didn’t want to let go. I didn’t negotiate. My fingers closed; he yielded or risked a wrestling match on the bridge. The ice burned my palms. I breathed the count and stilled the urge to answer cold with blind light. I focused instead on what didn’t bite: the iron under my boots; the pressure of bodies along the bannered rail; the line of Saelis’s shoulder against mine like a hinge that never sticks.

“Watch,” I told the crowd. “I’m going to cheat.”

I set the bowl on the stone cap, spread my hands over the ice, and asked the light to remember a hearth. Not conquest, not command. Memory. It listened. The top layer softened first; a hairline crack formed; water shivered free at the edge and pooled like a ready promise. I pulled back before anyone could become a believer and pointed at the water with my chin.

“Work,” I said. “Move. Rub hands. Share breath under cloth. Heat is a verb.”

The youngest priest scowled. “You pretend this isn’t our god’s displeasure.”

“We built a city on the seam between gods,” I answered. “Displeasure is the default.” I nudged the bowl toward him. “Carry this to the cookhouse and teach a dozen children how to count their breath.”

He glared at me, then at Saelis, whose patience thinned to a thread so delicate it cut. The young priest looked at Herra and decided she was the one most likely to break him for sport. He took the bowl and went, scuffing dignity on the stones.

“Speech,” Saelis murmured. “Crowd’s hungry.”

I faced the square. No dais. No trumpet. Just the weight of attention and a sky that refused to be day.

“We named this Aurelion because we were fools,” I said. Herra swore under her breath and the priests stiffened; Saelis leaned into the wind and listened. “We thought two realms stitched together would keep their bargain if we fed them law and bread. Turns out stitches itch. The world scratches.”

A few people laughed without liking themselves for it. Good.

“I will not buy your warmth with worship,” I went on. “I will not rip heat out of the bones of the men I love and pour it into your walls so you owe me. We will survive the stupid way: work, breath, friction, soup. We will cheat where we must and ask permission when we can. If the sky sulks, we ignore it. If it starves, we feed it the one thing that keeps gods honest: our refusal to kneel.”

Taren’s voice came from the edge of the bridge, flat and certain. “Shutters open at the bathhouses in ten. Quartermaster Kesh distributes blankets at the south gate. No one sleeps alone tonight.”

The crowd shifted. Orders always loosen muscle better than hope. People started moving before they remembered they’d intended to argue.

Saelis bumped my shoulder with his. “Your light is running out, isn’t it?” he said in a tone soft enough to pass for teasing if you didn’t know him. He turned the words so they cut less and revealed more. “Is that why you’re being magnificent and mean at the same time?”

“Magnificence and meanness are my base state,” I said. I tried to smile. It landed crooked. “My light is fine.”

He hummed, which meant he didn’t believe me and would let me lie until it cost someone else. “You’ll eat,” he said. “You’ll rest. You’ll let Taren bully you into a bath.”

“Taren can try,” I said.

“He never tries,” Saelis said. “He just lifts.”

We walked back into the city’s flow, and for an hour it almost worked. Sentries hauled wood. Children slapped their hands together and shrieked at how sound makes heat. Women rolled soup carts toward the squares nearest the river. Our stampers cranked out little iron heaters as if speed could bribe the cold. The wind held steady at cruel. The sky went from pale to paler and then to a color I’d never seen—gold that didn’t warm.

By late afternoon the chimneys wore crowns they hadn’t earned. The river’s surface filmed. Tools slipped in numb hands. I moved and moved and moved, because if I stopped, I would consider numbers I didn’t want to name: how much light I’d bled through my work; how much the ring weighed now; how slow the sky’s answer came.

At the infirmary tent a boy from the western farms lay on a cot, teeth chattering so hard the canvas ticked. His sister glared at me as if I’d invented winter to spite the poor.

“Hold his hands,” I told her.

She did. I took his feet. I meant to give him the smallest thread, to coax a capillary into remembering. The light came sluggish, the way it does from an old lamp that needs its wick trimmed. It warmed his soles and went nowhere.

“Again,” I said to myself and tried to be a wick.

The boy blinked and went lax. For a heartbeat I felt nothing in him. Then his body caught the tiny flame, and breath returned like a modest victory. His sister sobbed into his wool and then spat at the ground to punish herself for relief. She didn’t look at me again.

When I stepped out of the tent, Taren stood there with a bowl and a scowl. “Eat.”

“I can’t taste anything today,” I said. I took the bowl anyway because he would stand there until I did, and an entire city needed him elsewhere. The stew had turned skin at the edges that he’d stirred back in with a soldier’s lack of ceremony. I drank. It burned down and pooled somewhere that might one day be a stomach.

He scanned my face. He always does when the world gets loud. “How many?”

“Enough.”

He grunted. That meant he’d pretend to believe my math and break something if I was lying. He jerked his head. “Walk.”

We cut between the anvil and the grain store, through a lane that still smelled of wet mortar. The sky pressed lower; the gold thickened like bad honey. Silence fell on the roofs the way it does before snow, but no snow came. We stopped under the new arch that would one day hold a charter tablet if law behaved.

Saelis leaned there with his arms folded and his mouth half a smile. He let his gaze travel over me like a cataloging of faults he’d invoice later. “I heard you stole a bowl,” he said.

“It wasn’t nailed down.”

“Is anything?” His lashes lowered. He stepped into my space, nose nearly touching mine, not caring who saw. “The next time you decide to cheat in public, do it better.”

“You didn’t like the sermon?”

“I liked the part where you told gods to take a number.”

“You always like it when I’m rude.”

“I only love you when you are,” he said, and then—because he understands tension better than the wind does—he reached up with two fingers and touched the ring where it sat against my chest under my shirt. The band throbbed once, subtle as a second heart.

“Don’t,” I said, and he stilled.

“Eat again,” Taren said. He wasn’t asking.

“I just—”

“Eat.”

I took the last dun lip of stew and swallowed without tasting it. My hands shook when I passed the bowl back. I pretended it was the wind. Saelis watched my fingers and didn’t pretend.

“Say it,” he murmured.

“I’m fine.”

He laughed, a single, brutal sound. “Light of mine, you are the worst liar I’ve ever kissed.”

“The light of yours,” I said, aiming for arrogant and hitting tired, “doesn’t dim.”

“Oh?” He tipped his head, eyes narrowing with something like mischief and fear tangled. The sky went a shade darker without moving at all. He reached up and rubbed his thumb under my eye, where the glow always sits when I’m careless. “Is your light running out?”

I meant to answer with a joke mean enough to earn the smile he gives me when I make him mad. I meant to say something about all his fire finally warming my cold habits. I meant to lean, to let Taren’s shoulder take some of my weight, to watch the city move because we told it to.

Instead the gold over the roofs thinned like breath on a mirror.

Something inside my vision—usually steady as law—stuttered.

For the first time since the bond wrote itself in our bodies, the light behind my eyes went black.  

Above the square, the first frost began to fall—not from the sky, but from the breath no one dared to count.
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Chapter 2: The Fading Heart
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I caught him before his knees hit the flagstones.

One blink he stood beneath the new arch, mouth shaped around some petty cruelty he would have thrown at Saelis to keep us both from worry; the next his eyes went dark, not dim, dark, and the muscle at his jaw let go. I hooked a hand under his elbow and took his weight. Saelis swore and covered the stumble with his coat as if the whole square didn’t watch us. Herra started forward, teeth bared; I shook my head once. She read the order and turned to shout at a cart that didn’t need moving. That’s what command is—knowing when to play idiot.

“Move,” I told the nearest boys who pretended the arch required polishing. They scattered. I hauled Aurel up with both arms. He was not a slight man. He was a stubborn one. His body tried to help out of habit and failed in a way I did not accept.

“Don’t carry me,” he muttered, voice low enough to hide.

“Then walk.”

He took a step. It counted as walking only because I counted it. Saelis paced backward, clearing a path with the kind of smile he uses to convince men they chose their own surrender. We cut across the square and through the workshop lane. The wind slid its knife between my plates. I didn’t grip him tighter. I didn’t loosen either.

Inside his chamber the light was better only because I owned the shutters. I kicked them closed and set him on the bench near the brazier we’d bullheaded into life with half a wagon of dry slats. He sat hard and leaned forward with his hands on his thighs like a fighter who knows the count and hates it.

“Helmet off,” Saelis said to me without looking. He stripped off his own coat and threw it over Aurel’s shoulders. The coat slumped under the ring’s weight against Aurel’s chest. I unbuckled my gorget and set steel aside. The click of latches steadied me. I worked with what the world gave: leather straps, stubborn hinges, a pulse where there should be one.

Aurel watched my hands, then my face. “Say it,” he ordered, because he refuses silence when it can be forced into speech. “Say you told me to sleep and I didn’t.”

“You didn’t,” I agreed. “Sleep later. Breathe now.”

“I’m breathing.”

“You’re faking it.” I climbed onto the bench opposite him and pulled him forward by the back of his neck. He came because he trusts me with everything except the parts he wants to die dramatic. I pressed my ear under his jaw. Skin cold. The pulse there tagged along late, like a child chasing a parade already gone.

“Again,” Saelis said, already lighting smaller heaters and jamming them under the bench with the heel of his boot. “Check the other side. Check the wrist. Check the what-do-you-call-it—sternum.”

“A bone,” I said. “The sternum is a bone.”

“Everything is a bone until you put your mouth on it,” he said dryly, and because he knows where to aim, it drew a ghost of a smile out of Aurel. It died fast.

I took Aurel’s wrist. The ring brushed my knuckle. The hollows glowed once, soft and wrong. His pulse stuttered against my fingers, then skipped like a drunk choosing which rung to miss. I didn’t like it. I didn’t say so. I pressed the heel of my hand over his heart and waited. His breath went quiet. He always goes quiet when asked to be mortal.

“Take your shirt off,” I said.

“Buy me a drink first,” he said automatically.

“I already fed you. Shirt off.”

Saelis moved to unbutton him without asking. Aurel batted weakly at his wrists and got ignored for his trouble. The shirt came apart. The ring lay against his chest as if it had chosen a more important body. I didn’t look at Saelis. If I did, I would see fear, and if I saw fear, I would either break the ring or kiss him to stop it. Neither helped.

I bent and put my mouth to Aurel’s left chest. Heat from the brazier lapped my shoulders. His skin tasted like old metal and winter. I waited for the thud that always answered me there, steady as law, the rhythm that matched our work and our fights. I didn’t find it. I found a sound too soft to be trusted—a moth’s wing against a syllable. I frowned until my brow touched bone and whispered, “Louder.”

“I’m not a drum,” he said. The words shook.

“You’re what I say you are.”

He huffed and reached for my hair. His fingers threaded, slow. He always touches as if he’s smoothing down the world. It shouldn’t have felt like goodbye.

Saelis crouched beside us, elbow on his knee, mouth tight. “Tell me what to do that isn’t screaming,” he said. “Spare me the priest answer. Spare me your soldier answer. Give me something that tastes like ink and blood.”

“Bowl,” I said. “Hot water. Cloth. Sugar if you have it. Salt if you don’t.”

He stood and moved. When Saelis decides to behave, he turns action into an apology.

I stayed with my mouth on the left beat that refused to be one. I pressed harder to make sure I wasn’t being precious. It didn’t help. I rose, set my palm flat, and asked the bond to speak plainly. The ring warmed. The three small hollows filled with a low light that didn’t touch the skin around them, as if it didn’t owe us that courtesy. A pull started under my hand. It ran along my arm to the center of me and tugged again, patient. It felt like a river testing a new bank.

I gritted my teeth and pushed back. The pull thickened. There—the channel that runs from the ring into him, that runs from him into me, that runs from me into the world if I let it. It used to be a road. It wanted to be a mouth. The bond had begun to eat.

“Aurel,” I said. I rarely use his full name in private. He went still as if it were a rank I’d pinned. “When did you feel it?”

“Feel what?” he said too quickly.

“The drain. Don’t lie.”

He closed his eyes. His lashes shook. “Yesterday,” he said. Then, pitched lower: “Dawn. Then all day. I thought if I ignored it, it would go away like a bad envoy.”

“Envoys go away because I throw them out. Drains don’t.” Anger rose, clean and useful. I took its handle. “You don’t tell me to choose soup rations over stoves and then choose silence.”

“I had a city to trick into moving,” he said. “I had priests to mock. I had you.”

“You have me now,” I said, and turned my head to press my mouth there again as if pressure could order blood to behave. The heartbeat gave me one little thud like a coin tossed at a beggar. I wanted to bite. I didn’t.

Saelis came back with the bowl and cloth. He set the bowl in my lap because he trusts me with heat and knives; he doesn’t trust himself with waiting. He rubbed sugar into Aurel’s tongue with the edge of a spoon because he refuses tenderness to look noble. It looks useful on him instead.

“Hold,” I told Aurel.

He obeyed. He always does when he remembers obedience is softer than death. I soaked cloth and pressed it to his wrist, then to the hollow at his throat, then to the bend of his elbow. I watched for capillaries to choose life. Where desire is useless, habit helps. His skin pinked. His breath hitched.

“Again,” Saelis said.

“I’m not rubbing sugar into his mouth in front of you for fun,” I said.

“I wasn’t talking to you.” He met Aurel’s eyes and said, “Again,” and Aurel swallowed like he took orders from ink.

The ring’s light shifted. I didn’t like that either. It didn’t flare, which would be his habit. It steadied. It chose a level and held, like someone who plans to outwait us. I lifted the ring by its chain, just an inch. The skin underneath looked normal. Liars.

“Take it off,” Saelis said.

“No,” I said.

“Why?”

“If the bond is eating,” I said, “and I break the loop, it will take the fastest way to full. That might be him. That might be you. I don’t like either.”

“You like to keep the blade,” he said.

“I like to choose where it lands.”

Aurel caught my wrist. His fingers didn’t have their usual insult. “If it’s eating,” he said, sounding like he had already answered himself, “it wants more than my light. It wants marrow.”

“It wants what we promised it,” I said. “We told it we’d feed it honesty and work. It’s bored. It wants drama.”

“You’re not giving it mine,” Saelis said. He stood again, paced once, paced twice, a man who would riot if I allowed it. “We fix the seam. The Luxar line sags. The Nythra counter isn’t firm. We built a city that names law before hunger—maybe the world’s asking for an edit.”

“Later,” I said. “We fix him first.”

“You fix him,” Saelis snapped. “I’m going to bully the sky.”

He threw the door open and went, taking half the heat with him. He’ll be back. He always is, usually with a plan that shouldn’t work and does because he refuses to accept that maps don’t bend. I let him go because I couldn’t hold both of them and because if I told him to stay, he’d pretend to, and I hate pretend.

“I’m not fragile,” Aurel said, because he cannot allow silence around his body.

“You’re stupid,” I said.

“I refuse to be weak where men can see.”

“I refuse to let you be dead where I can.”

He tried to smile; it looked like a cut. “Lift me.”

I did. I stripped the coat back and got my arms under his shoulders and knees. He made an annoyed noise that has always sounded like yes to me. I carried him to the pallet by the brazier and set him down. He hissed when fabric hit skin. He hates to act like a patient. He did it anyway, which is why I love him.

“Breathe with me,” I said.

He rolled his eyes and obeyed in the same motion.

I put my hand back over his heart and set my own breath to a soldier’s count, slow and even. I didn’t push light. I let our rhythm rise. The ring warmed again, then cooled, as if it measured us. When I felt it lean toward hunger, I pressed. Not with power. With refusal. Sometimes no saves more men than yes does.

He groaned. “Hurts.”

“Say it again.”

“It hurts,” he grated, not because he needs the ritual but because he needs to prove it doesn’t break him.

“Good.” I shifted my hand a fraction. “How deep?”

“Past bone.”

“How far?”

“Past pride.”

That earned him my mouth again, less gentle. I kissed the left chest hard, not because romance demands it but because my teeth know where to threaten the world. He gasped. There—another little beat, a rasp at the edge of sound. Too soft. It existed. I took it.

Herra pressed in at the door, breath fogging, not quite entering. “How bad?”

“Bad,” I said. “Hold my doorway.”

“I can hold an army.”

“Then hold a door.” She stayed. Good soldier.

I reached for a strip of leather and jammed it between Aurel’s molars. He glared. I glared back. “I’m going to set a counter,” I told him. “You won’t like it. You will live.”

“Don’t,” he said, around leather. “Don’t touch the bond with tools you didn’t name.”

“I named this one. I named it after you.”

He swore and bit down. I took the ring between two fingers, worked the chain until it lay not above his sternum but across the left ribs where the hollow sits shallowest. The bond doesn’t like that angle. It prefers central authority. Too bad. I pressed my palm over the metal and my other hand over the back of my first, a weight he understands. I asked my own body to pull in reverse—a slow draw that would coax rather than seize. The bond shivered. It tasted me. It considered.

“Come on,” I said.

Aurel’s back arched. Herra took a step inside and then out again because she trusts the difference between intervention and insult. The brazier snapped. The bond found a trickle and tried to flood. I denied the gate and offered a vein. It took it. It drank from me. I let it sip until the tug in my gut warned of stupid, then closed my hand and shut it on that portion.

The heartbeat under my mouth firmed. Not loud. Not safe. Real. I took two breaths and then three. I kept my grip until my shoulders ached.

“Enough,” Aurel rasped.

“Not enough,” I said, but I stopped because he asked and because sometimes stopping is respect. I eased back. The ring cooled. The room held.

His eyes opened. They aren’t gold when he’s like this. They’re dark. They looked at me as if I’d returned from something he refuses to name.

“Say it,” he whispered.

“What?”

“That I’m not a god.”

“You’re not a god,” I said. I lowered my forehead to his and made sure he couldn’t misread the next words. “You’re my job.”

He laughed, ugly and perfect. “Marry me then.”

“We already did.”

Herra coughed. “Your Grace,” she said in a voice that meant I had to let duty drag a boot across my back, “the priests at the east bridge started a chant. People are sticking their heads out like turtles.”

“Saelis will ruin their day,” I said. “Just hold.”

“I always do,” she said, and vanished.

I turned back to Aurel. He reached for my wrist and pressed my palm to his mouth like a vow. He tasted the leather there and spat it out and smiled like a man who could still choose habits. “How long does your counter buy?”

“Hours,” I said. “Enough to not do something heroic and stupid before night.”

“Night won’t fall,” he said. He meant the gold. He meant the stupid sky. He meant the way the day refused to end.

“We’ll end it,” I said.

“We?” He made it a dare.

“We,” I said, and pushed his hair off his forehead with my knuckles. They shook. I didn’t hide it. He saw everything and still believed I could lift.

The door banged again. Saelis returned with frost on his cuffs and victory in his eyes an inch too bright. He dumped a stack of papers on the table and started talking before the door settled. “The Luxar line isn’t just weak, it’s shifted. The Nythra seam bulges. The city’s sitting on a fold like a badly made boot. If we anchor three points—forge row, east bridge, anvil—we can pin the light long enough to beat this stupidity back.”

“How?” I asked.

“With math and hate,” he said, flipping up a page. “And this.”

He slammed down a slate. Old words had burned up from beneath newer scrawl, letters curling through as if someone heated them from the other side. Aurel went still, then reached. The ring on his chest warmed under my palm. The letters flared as if answering that warmth and then steadied into a script I hadn’t seen since we were boys reciting threats as prayers.

Saelis didn’t look at me. He looked at Aurel because sometimes ink is the only blade that matters. He read, voice flat.

“‘When the light ends, the world will choose you anew.’”
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Chapter 3: The Successor’s Dream
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The old script burned up through my slate like a bruise. I didn’t need to read it a second time. Aurel did. He traced the words without touching them, the ring warming against Taren’s palm as if the letters fed on that heat.

“When the light ends, the world will choose you anew,” I said. I didn’t look at his face. I looked at the window latch because I trusted it more than prophecy.

“Choose me anew?” Aurel echoed, dry. “That sounds like dying with extra steps.”

“Or like an audit,” I said. “A renewal without the execution.”

Taren cut over us. “Keep him out of riddles and into breathing.”

Aurel answered before I could. “I am in breathing.”

“Don’t make me check,” Taren said.

I pushed off the table and gathered the maps. The gold outside the shutter bled thinner. We didn’t have a day; we barely had an hour. “We anchor the light,” I said, tapping the points. “Forge row, east bridge, anvil. We pin the line, then we trick the world into thinking it’s already chosen. No funerals required.”

“You sound confident,” Taren said.

“I sound fast.” I shoved the slate into my bag and grabbed the iron keys. “You,” I told Taren, “hold the bridge. Make noise. Heat breath, heat hands. You,” I told Aurel, “sit on the anvil like a king and do nothing dramatic. That’s the part you’ll fail.”

His mouth twitched. He didn’t fight. The ring’s hollows held a low, steady light that looked like patience. It looked like a trap. I kissed my thumb and pressed it to Aurel’s ear—an old habit he pretends to hate—and went.

The forge row sulked under the gold sky. Chimneys wore ghost crowns; the fires below them refused to honor the title. Apprentices braced bellows with bare shoulders. Coal glowed, then pouted. Men swore in every language we own. I shoved past them to the end hearth where we kept the Athel stock—iron from the north caverns that eats flame like a hungry lord. We used it to line crucibles. We didn’t forge with it because we liked living.

I unlocked the chest and lifted one Athel rod. Cold ran up my palm as if the metal had its own tide. I set it on the anvil and struck. The hammer jumped. The Athel swallowed the heat from the blow. The rod stayed dark, but my fist burned. The bite ran up my forearm and settled behind my sternum. I backed off a step and breathed through my nose until my chest obeyed me again.

“You cannot work that,” Master Olan said from the other side of the hearth. He planted his boot and sneered at the metal the way men sneer at the sea. “It eats days for breakfast.”

“It’s not breakfast,” I said. “It’s a diet.”

“Saelis.”

“Move.” I lifted the rod again, left-handed this time, and brought it to the hearth. The coal shied. The Athel smiled, which is a way of saying it didn’t do anything and made me do everything. Heat bled from the fire into the iron until the iron accepted it, grudging. I fed it another inch. I fed it again. When it finally glowed a false red, I slid it out and slammed it onto the anvil.

The Athel went dull at once, but the ring of the strike ran through my ribs. My own heat answered the metal’s hunger like a poor cousin answering a rich man’s invitation. I gripped the tongs tighter. The bite crawled my wrist, up to the old scar at the base of my thumb. The scar pulsed. I heard my own breath and hated it.

“Enough,” Olan said. “Find tool, not curse.”

“This is the tool,” I said. “We need anchors the light respects. It respects what can kill it.”

“And you,” he said, “respect nothing at all.”

“Wrong,” I said, and brought the hammer down again.

Footsteps hit the stone behind me with a rhythm I know better than my own year. Taren. He didn’t bother with courtesy; he shoved into my space and set his hand on my shoulder, fingers digging through linen into tendon. He leaned weight until I had to brace or break.

“Stop feeding it,” he said.

“It takes what it wants whether we starve it or not,” I said. “At least let me plate the anchors. The world likes rules; it likes hungry laws even better.”

“You’re shaking.”

“So write it down,” I said. “Noted: Saelis shakes. The day still ends.”

He stepped in front of me and stole the hammer. He did it with one hand. I hate him for that when I love him for everything else. He set the hammer down and took my wrist, squeezing until circulation argued. The Athel seemed to taste his heat and sulk, thwarted.

“Look at me,” he said.

I did, because he doesn’t use that voice unless he’s earned it. His eyes read my face like a problem to be weighted evenly. He saw too much. “If I must go out so you live, I will,” he said, steady, as if he told me the day’s password.

I wanted to laugh. My chest wouldn’t allow it. “You have the wrong man,” I said. “I am not the one the prophecy wants.”

“I didn’t read ‘you’ as singular,” he said. His thumb rubbed my pulse. The beat stuttered and then obeyed, cowed by his finger like everyone else. “Do your clever thing. Drag us toward morning. But don’t do it into the mouth of that iron.”

“This is the only mouth the world believes,” I said. He didn’t let go. Good. “I’ll work fast. I’ll clip it in three. It’ll take. We’ll anchor the line without ripping a soul.”

“Say the second part again.”

“Without
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