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They told the city to pray and it learned to work instead.

Once, boys knelt with bowls and called the red rain holy. Once, mirrors breathed like throats and the copper basin tallied names the way ledgers count debt. In the ash of that age a king stood up: Elion, the quiet rudeness of endurance made flesh. He rebuilt roofs before reputations, taught doors to prefer bread to blood, and ran a kingdom on the scandalous belief that consent is stronger than prophecy. He did it while haunted—by a man he had sworn to, lost, and refused to bury.

Serath returned not as miracle but as mathematics: each touch a hazard, each choice a bill. He broke and was broken, learned to be necessary instead of legendary, and—when the city tried to balance its books with Elion’s life—paid with his own shadow. The basilica took it. Light forgot to anchor him. Doors hesitated. Work did not.

Between them moved Lys, Aven’s heir, a girl the city kept calling hollow because it feared what she might be full of. She said no in the correct register, turned worship into valves and windows, and declared herself what the wall demanded and the world needed: not an altar, a hinge. With vinegar, chalk, and a kiss given to make law honest, she sealed a door the blood had mistaken for a mouth.

The cult muttered. The Hunter’s Relic wrote its last name—Valehart—and was denied spectacle. Malchior’s appetite put on priest’s linen and failed to make a habit of any of us. Rhael taught weather manners. Cael bullied clauses into mercy. A city grew bored with dying.

When the seam in the sky opened and the rain remembered to be cruel, Elion and Serath closed it the way they close all things now—together, rude to drama and loyal to work. Later, when the ledger demanded a final price, Serath gave what light trusts least: his outline. Elion woke in a morning that did not know his name and chose to be useful anyway. In the market, a boy hummed the rookery line. His eyes were wrong in the exact right way.

The church tried to dress absence in sleeves and call it a prince; Lys made the rite her tool and not its hostage. A crown that once hunted men learned to be a brace. And at last a vow was written that doesn’t bleed: nine strokes of light, a white square kept by will, witnesses named as plainly as bread. The blood on the stones thought better of itself and became petals.

This is where Book Three begins: with a city that has learned to keep going without an omen; with a king the world keeps forgetting and a man light refuses to anchor; with a girl who refuses to be holy when policy will do. The curse remains only as muscle memory: shadow and shine arguing over custody, mirrors relearning furniture, stairs asking to be thanked before they hold.

There will be no altars here—only thresholds. No miracles—only consent and the dangerous patience of two men who have agreed to be ordinary together until the world admits it is saved. If legend lingers, let it be this one: not a crown, not a saint, not a storm, but a promise written where blood failed. A vow kept in daylight by hands that know their work. A city taught to survive by windows.

Turn the page. The hinge is set. The light is aimed. The hearts are already moving.
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Chapter 1: A Kingdom of Scars
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They called it a new kingdom, but the mortar remembered the old one.

Elion stood beneath the ribs of the rebuilt audience hall as workers fitted a final lintel into place. The stone smelled of lime and wet wool; lantern light ran along its edge like a thread being pulled through skin. Outside, hammers ticked and a mason sang a song without many notes. A breeze pushed grit against his boots and left a taste like coins in his mouth.

“Majesty,” said the steward, hovering with a ledger clutched to his chest. He had the polite terror of a man who loved numbers more than air. “If we move the tax from salt to glass, the rookeries will complain. If we move it from glass to feathers, the envoy will threaten to fly.”

“Then we will move it to nothing and cut something prettier,” Elion said. He kept watching the workers. “Pomegranates from the winter storehouses. Nobles can fast on stories.”

The steward blinked. “A levy of fruit?”

“A levy of pretense,” Elion said. “Write it kinder than that.”

He took the ledger, signed with a hand that had learned to keep its tremor private, and handed it back.

Three years was enough time to teach a city to carry its own weight and enough time for absence to harden into furniture. The realm woke earlier than it used to. Bread came out of ovens at a reasonable hour. Winged messengers crossed the palaces without having to thread between knives. On feast days they hung new banners from the rafters, strips of cloth braided from human thread and pinfeather, gold beside silver as if the arrangement had been obvious from the beginning.

And still, at night, the mirrors breathed.

He had removed most of them. The ones that remained were too old to move without breaking the stones that cupped them. He kept their faces draped when he could, and when he couldn’t he walked past them as if they were windows onto a crowded market. He made himself a king in rooms that wanted a man who needed saving.

The scar on his chest floated like ash under skin. It had faded to a pale crown during the second winter, the blood heat tucked away like a moth in cold wood. Some mornings he forgot it until his shirt brushed wrong. On some nights—dawn-grey, when the air felt like withheld speech—he woke with his palm pressed against it, as if the body wanted to be sure the past had not slipped free.

The steward cleared his throat. “There’s also the matter of the Cathedral of Day,” he said. “The tribes have offered labor in exchange for the reliquaries. Lord Hadrian says to leave the bones where they won’t start a riot.”

“Hadrian enjoys riots,” Elion said. He tracked the rise and fall of the wall as if it were a living thing. “He enjoys them most when he isn’t in the street.”

“So we—”

“We open the chapel,” Elion said. “We return the bones. If the city is going to live, it has to stop believing it is fed by ghosts.”

The steward looked as if he wanted to ask what, then, fed the king. He settled for writing faster and fled toward the door, calling for a boy to fetch wax and seals.

The envoy arrived as the lintel settled into place. Rhael folded his wings on the threshold so as not to dust the fresh mortar and bowed with his chin, a measure of respect that had grown from compromise into custom. He had more gray now, the strong kind that looks like winter cloud rather than ash. The single ring at his left wingtip flashed.

“Elion,” he said like a greeting shared between men who had once stood on opposite sides of a knife. “They complain about the levy. They will survive it. What they won’t survive is the dry spell running down from the northern terrace.”

“Vein?” Elion asked.

“Fever,” Rhael said, and smoothed his feathers the way men adjust jackets. “We’ll need to open channels before dusk. The sun is flatter than it should be, and the aqueduct bakes.”

“Bring rope and boys who don’t mind scraping their hands,” Elion said. “I’ll go with you.”

“You have dinner with the council,” Rhael reminded him.

“At dinner the council pretends they feed me,” Elion said. “The river remembers how.”

Rhael’s mouth twitched into what passed for a laugh. “The old women on the terraces will pass you apricots again and call you thin.”

“They’re right when they do,” Elion said, and reached for the gloves on the table. He put them on because they made him a man who didn’t expect blood when he touched anything. “Call Coren to meet us at the north gate.”

“Coren is three hills away,” Rhael said. “He took a patrol into the chalk valleys—hunters claim something is moving at the border, whitening the grass.”

Of course he had. Coren loved a clean threat he could draw steel at. Elion preferred the ones he might mend with a palm and a word. He said nothing of that preference. In a kingdom owned by work, every craft needed room.

He left the hall before the council could find him with napkins and unimportant grievances. The palace steps had learned to hold the weight of his boots without complaining. Kitchen smoke lifted and tilted; the smell of stewed fennel and pepper clawed at memory and found nothing to grip. A girl with straw caught in her hair bowed without stopping, the bow of someone who had been taught it as a reflex instead of a politics. Elion nodded back and kept moving.

The north gate opened onto terraced gardens that had once pretended to be orderly. Now they were honest: buckets everywhere, ropes looped like sleeping snakes, a boy balancing on a wall with a broom longer than he was tall. Beyond the terraces the aqueduct cut a line across the sky as if someone had drawn a sword over the city and hung it there to be practical.

Old women sat on the lowest wall like judges. Their hands were stained with fennel and light. When they saw Elion they made noises the way pigeons make noises when they know bread is coming.

“Majesty,” one said. “You’ll eat.”

“I will,” Elion said. “After the channels run.”

“After the channels run you’ll be tired and you’ll forget and then you’ll be thinner,” another scolded. “Rhael, put something in him.”

Rhael found an apricot as if he had expected the order, pressed it into Elion’s palm, and made a grand show of examining the pit to ensure it wasn’t a dagger. Elion bit, and juice ran along his wrist, sticky in a way that felt indecently alive. He licked it away and let the old women approve.

They set to work. Rhael took the wall, unraveling rope with practiced hands. Elion folded his cloak on a stone, balanced along the narrow channel, and used a shovel like a hook to draw damp silt away from the gate that had sealed itself to the heat. He wasn’t a large man, but he had learned to move as if he were a necessary tool. The sun leaned against his shoulder. He sweated like a laborer and snapped at anyone who apologized for seeing it.

“Majesty,” a boy called from the far end of the terrace. “There’s a blockage at the elbow. It’s not stone. It’s... white.”

Elion and Rhael reached the elbow together. A clot clogged the bend where the channel cut under the next terrace. It looked like chalk. When Elion touched it with the shovel the shovel scraped and came away with a grit that dissolved against the blade into something like frost. Rhael held the rope steady while Elion leaned farther and cleared it by feel.

“It’s not lime,” Elion said. “It’s—”

He didn’t finish the thought. He didn’t want to say the word winter where the old women could hear it. It felt too much like inviting.

They freed the elbow. Water pushed forward, slow at first, then with a sigh that sounded like relief imagined by a tired man. The terraces drank. Children laughed because the sound of moving water makes even sensible children laugh. Elion stepped back, let the channel run, and wiped dirt on his sleeve.

The world altered at the edges the way it sometimes did when the air decided to adopt a mood. For a moment the terrace sat at a slant familiar from dreams: sky at the wrong angle, voices a little behind their mouths, a shine to the shadow under Rhael’s wing. Elion braced for what would come on the heels of that tilt.

Nothing came.

“I’ll send boys to the next elbow,” Rhael said, normal again. “We’ll run the lot before night.”

“Do it,” Elion said.

He handed the shovel to a man whose arms were too thin for the work and took the broom from a boy who didn’t mind losing it. He didn’t intend to be a king with soft hands. He swept algae from the lip of the channel and let his body do the thinking. Sun slid slower. The old women began to mutter about pots. A dog arrived with the insistent happiness of a creature who expects bread from kings.

Only when the work had found its rhythm did the day begin the small cruelties.

A breeze slid along the back of his neck. It had a scent the city had learned to forget: metal and thyme and the last heat of a stone after a hand lifts from it. It put gooseflesh along his arms and sent his mind into rooms he kept shut.

Elion blew breath through his teeth and corrected himself the way a swordsman adjusts a grip. He brought the broom down and scattered a clinging line of green. He murmured something practical to the boy assigned to him, something about knots and rope and how to coax a stubborn gate with a song you sing under your breath because metal likes attention. The boy nodded as if this were scripture.

When the breeze came again it carried a cadence with it, a shape of sound he knew as a hand knows cold. It wasn’t a voice. Voices have edges. This was pressure against the ribs, a counterpoint to his heartbeat, the ghost of a word moving through the blood.

He didn’t say the name. He understood which names a city could survive.

Rhael straightened from the wall and turned his head like a bird catching change. Feathers lifted along his spine. He looked at Elion with a question he didn’t ask and a loyalty that didn’t require answers.

“Keep going,” Elion said. He made it sound like an order and like a favor, which is what most work is.

They kept going. They ran the terraces and rode the second channel until the sun slipped behind the western wall and flattened into a dull coin. Elion’s shirt clung. He shrugged out of it and wrung it like a rag, catching his breath with the calm of a man who had learned to exhaust himself before sleep could become an animal capable of biting.

A boy brought a tin cup. Elion drank and felt the water remember the shape of his throat. He tipped the rest onto his head and flinched at the shock. His hand, finding the familiar place on his chest, settled on the pale ridge of the old scar. Habit. Protection. Prayer.

Heat bloomed under his palm, not the flush of worked muscle, not the surface burn of sun. This heat had weight. It found the scar and pulled.

“Majesty?” Rhael said from the wall, and the word came across the terrace too clean.

Elion dropped the cup. It rang against stone and spun. He had enough pride left to catch it before it fell into the channel. The old women clucked as if he’d broken a plate.

“I’m fine,” he said, reflex before honesty. The heat swelled. The skin under his hand tightened the way skin tightens when a fever dreams of knives. He drew a breath and felt the breath catch on something inside him as if his ribs had grown a hook.

He took a step away from the channel. The terrace tilted again, not in the world this time but under his feet. He sat on the wall because kings can sit on walls if they choose, and because falling backwards into water would look like a boy’s mistake, and because he had been here before—on the edge of a day that pretended to be harmless.

Rhael was there without wing-noise, folding himself into the space beside Elion with enough discretion to be almost indecent. “Do you need the healer?” he asked.

“I need you to tell the old women I’m handsome,” Elion said, and measured his voice to carry the laugh for him. “They like me better when I’m a fool.”

“They like you fine,” Rhael said, not moving his gaze from Elion’s face.

The heat peaked. Pain opened like a flower unhappily forced. Elion gripped the wall with his left hand and kept his right pressed to the scar because some instinct shouted to cover it. Sweat ran cold. The terrace sounds shrank, as if air had stuffed wool into his ears; all that remained was the wet scrape of his breath and the precise sound water makes when it finds a new stone to argue with.

The scar tore.

Not skin—skin is civilized about this kind of thing. The tear felt deeper and older, as if something under skin had been threaded with barbed wire and the wire had chosen this daylight to pull free. Elion’s mouth opened without words. Heat flooded his chest; his fingers slipped on their own sweat and he found himself making a small, considerate noise that he despised for its politeness.

“Majesty,” Rhael said, quiet, steady, the voice you use with horses and men on the edge of doing something that will embarrass them. “Elion.”

He gripped Elion’s shoulder. Elion wanted to shrug him off. He wanted to lean into him until he could be held up by something other than will. He did neither. He kept his palm over the pain as if holding a lid on a pot and refused to go to his knees.

When he lifted his hand it was because he had to, because the heat had turned to wet.

Blood soaked the linen at the edge of the scar. It came slow at first, the sure, deliberate kind that proves a body is still working. It wasn’t the bright red that makes sensible men call for bandages. It was darker, like wine that has stood too long in a good goblet. The shape of it surprised him: a line that refused gravity, curving with intent, as if someone were writing with the point of a knife and he was the page.

“Elion,” Rhael said, and now there was real fear in the voice, the angered kind, because Rhael believed fear should arrive only with cause. “Say the word and I will carry you. I have carried kings before.”

Elion didn’t hear him. He watched the blood and understood that he wasn’t bleeding the way men bleed. He was being written on from the inside out. The line lengthened, split and crossed itself with a delicate certainty that made something in his throat want to weep with the audacity of it.

The old women saw, and one of them made the sign men make when they think gods have gotten too interested in their afternoon. Children parted from the channel with the caution dogs show fire. Somewhere a pot cracked as if the heat had reached it too.

The blood finished its thought. Elion looked down at his chest, at the pale skin and the faint crown-shaped scar and the new lines wet and clean over it. The letters were as neat as a clerk’s, as inevitable as the tide.

SERATH.
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Chapter 2: The Blood Mirror
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I came back in the quiet hour when the city speaks only to those willing to be ashamed of eavesdropping.

Bodies learn the world one ache at a time. The new one had its own language of pain: a low fire along the spine, a furnace under the skin of the throat, a glitter behind the eyes whenever I moved too fast. I made a catalog and named nothing in it mercy. Breath hurt. Breathing was dependence. I did it anyway.

Kesser, who had once fed me with a towel and a lie, stood at the mouth of the alley with a basket of old bottles. “You’re not supposed to be upright.”

“I am supposed to be impossible,” I said. “One small infraction won’t spoil my reputation.”

He peered at the ground near my feet. He’d been doing that since the morning I woke with a pulse he could argue with. “Still nothing.”

I followed his gaze. Sun found the alley and laid a stripe on the broken stones. A fly floated in it like a thought refusing to land. The light drew a hard line across my boots and offered nothing beyond them. Everyone else out in that street cast a gray twin. I cast none.

“No shadow,” Kesser said, unnecessarily.

“It will draw looks,” I said.

“You say it like you mean to keep it.”

“I don’t choose what follows me,” I said, and pulled my hood forward. I had sewn a ribbon of soot and chalk into the hem to make the edges softer, to coax the eye away from the absence where a man should be confirmed by darkness. It helped only if you already loved me.

Kesser held out a bottle from the basket. “For your pocket. So you remember to drink.”

“I remember too much,” I said, and took it.

He put his hand on my sleeve in the way boys do when they want to be brave without announcing it. “If you see him—”

“I won’t,” I said, faster than breath. The alley heard me and tightened. “I can’t.”

“The old man said the curse is quieter when you lie down.”

“The old man also thinks prayers are useful because they keep the mouth from making worse promises,” I said, and slid past him into the lane.

The city had grown new scaffolds over old bones. I counted changes as I walked: shutters repaired with glove leather, a gutter reinforced with a sword blade that had been bent to a gentler life, apricot pits planted in hopeful lines along a fence as if fruit could be bullied by symmetry. Voices had shifted angle. People said Majesty without fear in it. The air held lime and fennel, the scent of a meal almost ready. My body liked that. I distrusted my body.

I took the stairs at the edge of the rookery two at a time and paused under the beams to let the world be too bright. The sky leaned. Winged messengers arrowed between rooftops with a respect for wind that looked like faith. Down on the terraces a knot of children argued the physics of floating; one had constructed a raft out of stolen lids and a door. An old woman scolded them for their engineering, not their theft. The aqueduct sang a flat note and then, after a cough I recognized as a cleared elbow, found the pitch it liked.

I moved until the palace came into sight: rebuilt ribs, fresh scars, the immaculate belligerence of new stone. Craftsmen were still fixing the teeth along the outer parapet where the old mirrors had come down like a rain that remembered everything. I stopped in the shelter of a fig and used the leaves to make my shape less objectionable to light. No shadow fell at my feet. A sparrow flirted with my absence, darting in and out as if unsure there was anything to dislike.

“You should not be here,” said a voice behind me.

Rhael could cross a roof without a sound, but feathers tell their secrets to anyone they’ve spent a war with, and today they told me that his patience was genuine. He stood one pace off, wing curled to keep the attention of people who would later claim they had not been looking. The silver in his hair suited him the way winter suits a mountain you cannot afford to move.

“I go where gravity fails,” I said.

“Then avoid the palace,” he said. He considered my lack of shadow without commenting on it. “He’ll be on the north terraces. He likes to sweat in view of old women because they cook afterward.”

“I know,” I said.

“You shouldn’t,” he said, without unkindness.

“The city is small when you share a ribcage with it,” I said, and felt the truth of that in the warmth under my breastbone where another man’s name had been made into law.

“Will you see him?” Rhael asked.

“If I see him, one of us dies and the other one becomes a story that men mispronounce in taverns,” I said. “I came to confirm that I can resist being a man.”

“You’re failing,” he said softly, and his gaze slid to my hands. I had almost clenched them. Hands remember their own sins.

“Keep him away from the mirrors,” I said.

Rhael’s humor did not reach his mouth. “You lecturing me about glass is like the wind advising the sea.”

“The old curse has learned new grammar,” I said. “It used to speak in edges. Now it speaks in reflections.”

“And you speak in sentences that make me angry because I believe them,” Rhael said, and lifted his chin toward the terraces. “He’s there.”

Of course he was. Of course the moment I said I would not look, my body turned and looked.

He stood with a broom that had never deserved a king’s hands. Shirt dark with work, hair stuck to his temple, attention narrowed to the simple war of stone and water and the particular prejudice algae hold against straight lines. He was thinner in a way that made me want to be cruel to bread. He moved as if pain were something behind him he had decided to walk out of rather than something inside him he could not outrun. Children splashed near his boots with the shamelessness all children share: the audacity of believing water was made for them.

I made a sound I could pretend was a swallow. Rhael pretended not to hear it. That was why I had forgiven him everything.

“He bleeds,” Rhael said, carefully, as if the word were a bird one could frighten. “Sometimes for reasons he doesn’t share.”

“I know,” I said, before memory opened like a trap: the night a name burned from my chest to his, the look he gave a mirror when he thought he could be alone with wanting.

“Do not let him see you,” Rhael said. “There are old women with sharp tongues. They’ll invent a reason to call him to the wall, and he will obey them as he obeys everyone who sounds like history.”

“I am not a ghost,” I said.

“Tell that to your shadow,” Rhael said, meaning it only as a way to anchor me with anger.

I watched Elion wring water from his shirt and rub the back of his wrist against his mouth when he thought no one was looking. I watched him be gentle to a boy who had bent a broom handle by leaning on it wrong; he showed him how to stand, shoulders low, elbows soft, like a man about to make peace with a door. The old women made their nonsense blessings. Rhael’s people moved along the wall with the grace of thieves doing honest work. It was a scene I would have thought I didn’t deserve. The body thought otherwise. It leaned into the moment like a plant toward a window. I had to brace against the fig to keep from moving.

A breeze found me where I stood. It had teeth. In the breath-sharp ache of it I felt the pressure I had learned to dread: the old curse waking like a dog when a key sounds in a lock. My skin tightened, as if a net were being drawn. Light shifted. The edges of the terrace went too clean. Rhael’s wing threw the wrong shadow.

“Go,” Rhael said, not looking at me. “Now.”

The first rule of surviving a curse that wants you dead is to argue with nothing. I went. Not running. Running invites. I took the back stairs down into the service quarter and let the walls close around me like arms made of honest stone. Kesser met me halfway to the soap boilers with his basket clattering.

“You look like a man who did the right thing and hated it,” he said.

“Your education is proceeding badly,” I said.

“You should eat,” he said, which is what boys say when they don’t know how to offer closeness without pretending to be useful.

He smuggled me across the cupping of streets until the smell of lye and lavender knocked at my nose and a woman with burn scars on her forearms let us pass out of habit. I used steam to make myself uninteresting. Bodies love steam; curses tolerate it. I bowed to both.

“What now?” Kesser asked.

“Now I undo the oldest habit I have,” I said.

“Talking to glass?”

“Looking for him,” I said. “The glass is just a cheap way to be a coward.”

“But you can’t leave without—” He glanced involuntarily toward the palace. I didn’t make it easier for him by saying the name he didn’t know how to hold without dropping. “He bleeds,” Kesser said instead, with the bluntness of a boy who wanted answers in exchange for loyalty.

“Everyone bleeds,” I said, and took a shard from my pocket.

It was a poor piece of mirror: flat in the wrong places, bubbled, a carpenter’s offcut salvaged from a flood. I had taken it from the refuse behind the south gate because the old habit in me demanded a talisman, and the new habit knew better than to carry anything expensive. I wrapped it in a rag that smelled like soap and pennies and sat on the broken step of the boiler yard.

The shard gave back no shadow. Its face took my face and multiplied it wrong: too much mouth, a fault line down one eye, as if a blade had decided to become geography. I held it at angles that would have been prayers if I had faith in anything beyond pressure and consequence.

Kesser hovered until hovering felt like a man screaming politely. “If you’re hiding from him,” he said, “the palace is the wrong place to be.”

“The palace isn’t a place,” I said. “It’s a habit made of stone. It will find me whether I go to it or not.”

He swallowed the argument and gave me the bottle. I drank enough to pacify his fingers and tucked it back into my coat where it would be heavier than my resolve. Night stood up from behind the boilers and tested its weight.

“I’ll go see if the old man has a better lie for you,” Kesser said, and left, skirting puddles the way thieves avoid windows.

Voice distorts on brick. In the rising dark the city learned to mutter and seemed eager to teach me its new vocabulary. I followed the mutter along the narrow streets that wind like muscles under the palace’s skin. Once, men would have raised blades to see me there. Now they gave me the space you give any stranger who walks like an old sin, and I let them think their instincts a kindness.

The back gate opened for a cart of laundry. Laundry is the universal passport. I held the cart’s side and kept my head down while the stink of bleach and sweat made my eyes want to water. The porter swore at wheels and gravity instead of faces. We rattled into the service court beneath the kitchens and there the palace laid its heat over me like a hand that meant to be forgiving but didn’t know how.

Mirrors lived here once in colonies. Elion had exiled most of them. A few remained in their frames like noble prisoners: tall, old, backed with sheets of lead and ritual, exhaling their slow cold. I felt the pull of them like tide. I should have gone down into the cellars and waited for intelligence to feel like virtue. I went up.

Service stairs are where the invisible learn how to be useful. I climbed to the corridor outside the old chapel and stood in the spill of lamplight that made a road across the floor. The mirror at the end of the hall had seen coronations and murders and my hands more times than I could count. It had cracked and been soldered and cracked again. It had learned to keep secrets even from itself.

I stopped where I used to stop. The gesture had its own cruelty, a habit you put down once and pick up again to prove you can.

“Don’t,” I told myself. The word came soft, because I had never learned to shout at me in a way I obeyed.

I lifted the shard.

The mirror didn’t breathe. It waited.

Reflections are a kind of math. Light comes, bounces, leaves, carrying a report. Mine had once been errata: nothing consistent, a voice without outline. The new body gave me edges. The mirror returned them: a man with a pale mouth, a line of exhaustion that had become something like a choice, eyes that learned the color of the room and took it hostage. No shadow on the floor. No darkness tethered to my heels.

“Good,” I said. “Stay gone.”

Lampwick sputtered down the hall. A draught found the hair on my wrists and brushed it the wrong way. Someone passed behind a door, a shape and a voice I knew my body would have recognized even if it had been built last night. I kept my face still and let the presence pass like a wave that forgot to break.

“Do not look,” I said, not to the mirror.

I lowered the shard.

The mirror changed its mind.

No light shifted. No door opened. The glass simply decided it remembered more than it should and lifted that memory to the surface like a stain brought up by rain. It began as a smudge at my feet, a thumbprint of dusk where there should be nothing. The smudge stretched. It narrowed at the ankle, widened at the calf. It lifted a hand when I did not. It matched the angle of my jaw and the set of my shoulders with an accuracy that makes liars jealous.

The palace mirror gave me back a shadow I did not have.
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Chapter 3: Covenant of Thirst
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They started keeping count because work responds to math when prayer fails.

By the third morning, the sheets held a rust bloom where my chest met linen. It wasn’t much—enough to embarrass a surgeon, not a soldier—but it was precise. I woke neither cut nor bitten, the old scar at my sternum pale as a crown pressed under skin. Still, the ledger boy drew a line in the margin labeled “absences” and made me sign it like a debt.

“Majesty,” he said, not looking at my face, “we can switch to darker sheets.”

“Dark makes men lie,” I said. “Leave them white.”

He left in the way boys do when they’ve been asked to leave mortality on a table and go fetch wax.

Rhael arrived before the water boiled. He had taken to visiting at an hour when the palace hadn’t quite decided if it belonged to cooks or to kings. He smelled of wind and rope and the slice of air above roofs.

“You’re thinner,” he said by way of greeting.

“You’re early,” I returned, buttoning a shirt I could have sworn fit yesterday.

He looked at the sheets without apology. “You didn’t dream?”

“We call that a mercy,” I said.

He shook his head. “We call that a tactic. Night makes its own weather. You tell me when the wind changes.”

“Do you expect me to complain?” I said, tying the last button with a neatness that fooled no one.

“I expect you to let me count with you,” Rhael said.

I let him. We wrote it out between us: the time I slept, the hour the candles guttered, the soft ache low in my ribs when I turned and found nothing pushing against it from the other side. We drew a column for speculation. In it he wrote hunger and I wrote oath and neither of us underlined the words because there is a kind of honesty that becomes superstition if you dress it too quickly.

“Something draws,” Rhael said, folding his wing in so he wouldn’t brush the mirror. “Not visible. Not an animal. We’d have blood on the floor and teeth marks to practice anger on.”

“Not a man,” I said, because I had learned—too well—what men take when they come wanting. “If it were, he’d make noise. Men can’t help wanting to be seen stealing.”

“Not a priest,” Rhael added, mouth tilting. “They’d leave a blessing.”

We ran through the rest of the useless possibilities until my impatience sat up and asked to be fed. Rhael knew the expression. “Trap it,” he said. “Name it. Men built this palace to name things.”

“I’ll try copper and time.” I sent for a bowl and a knife and a length of white silk kept for rituals we no longer performed at public altars. The knife was kitchen steel, clean but honest, the sort that has cut apples and knuckles and onions in equal measure. The silk made even Rhael shift, wings twitching; old cloth remembers too much.

I took the bowl, pricked my finger, let ten drops fall into water. The red slid and diluted and then, against sense, hesitated as if remembering itself and wanted to be a shape. I put a hand to my chest to stop a thought and set the bowl on the table beside the bed.

“Close the shutters,” I said. “Not because it matters, but because it makes the room agree with me.”

Rhael barred the shutters with the easy grace of a man who has been the door and the wall both. He glanced once toward the mirror in the far corner where I kept a cloth draped. The cloth lifted a fraction in the draft, a sign of bad housekeeping or good omen depending on your mood.

“Say you need me,” Rhael said at the door. “And I’ll make the walls forget their manners.”

“I need you,” I said, because he had earned the sentence.

He left me to my traps and a day that tried to pretend it had other problems.

I went about the morning with a king’s stubbornness for the ordinary. The council argued the levy on salt; I told them to tax stories instead and made a joke about licensing gossip that slid under their skin and stuck. The old women on the terraces handed me bread I didn’t deserve. A scribe brought a note from the chapel: the reliquary bones had been moved without riot. Children had learned to call the new east wing by the name of the dog that refused to leave it. This is how a kingdom lives while something particular threatens to swallow you: you enumerate every unremarkable blessing until they form a wall.

At noon the bowl was pink water.

“Not evaporation,” I told the steward when he pretended to have lost his tongue and found it again. “Not a prank. It’s thinner.”

“Thin how?”

“As if I had swallowed it back,” I said, and felt the ridiculous, tender pull of the thought. “Or as if something else had.”

He looked at my hands to check if they shook. They were steady because they’d learned to lie better than my mouth.

In the afternoon I went to the hall of old laws. The archivists kept it cool and self-important. Blades of light cut between shelves as if someone had filed the sun into pages and let them stand there to remind us how borrowed our reading was. I moved through the stacks with a man’s caution in a room where the old vows still like to bite.

The thing I was looking for didn’t care for titles. Oath of Ash; Pact of Wells; Blood Hospitality—men had named it a dozen ways when they wanted to pretend past mistakes were doctrine. It had first been written on a hide that no longer remembers the animal it belonged to: two kings at a river mouth, one of shadow, one of too much light, tying wrists and tongues until thirst learned a new meaning. The copy I found was late and sanctimonious, but it knew the old clause.

“What the blood gives, the blood may recall,” I read, quiet enough to make the air lean closer. “What it recalls, it must return.”

“Return to whom?” asked a voice between shelves.

I didn’t startle. Starting is for men who believe their bodies are still theirs. “To itself,” I said, and closed the book he wasn’t supposed to see.

The High Seer preferred to ambush in rooms where the air belonged to her. Today she had settled for paper. She bowed just deep enough to be disarming. “Your Majesty,” she said, and made the word taste of piety. “You look unwell.”

“You mistake economy of blood for illness,” I said, and slid the old law back into its case.

“Economy implies choice,” she said, turning her head the way snakes do when they are being generous with their patience. “I have long believed your house spends too freely.”

“If you came to collect,” I said, “you’ve picked a poor hour.”

“You came to the right room for creditors.” She let her gaze skim the spines as if caressing them. “If something drinks you, make it holy. Make it ours.”

“It’s older than your god,” I said.

“Everything that hurts you is mine to interpret,” she said, and smiled. “May I have a drop? For study.”

“No,” I said, with a weight that made her blink.

She recovered in an instant. “Then keep fasting, Majesty. Either you will starve your hunger, or it will learn to be a better guest.”

“I don’t host well,” I said, and left before her shadow could touch my feet.

By dusk I had added copper to my list of failures. The bowl took back what I gave it and did not bother to explain the arithmetic. Rhael returned with news of white frost collecting in the chalk valleys and promises he would not call omens because he isn’t a poet when the air grows nervous. He looked at my face and shut his mouth on advice I wasn’t ready to hear.

“Tonight,” I said. “I sleep and I mean it. You’re on the roof. If I call, you break the sky.”

“That seems extreme,” he said.

“Good,” I said. “I am tired of reasonable.”

He left me intervals: a cup of salted water, a strip of sugared quince, a knife at the bedside he pretended not to see me slide under the pillow. I barred the door out of consideration for his sense that walls should work, then unbarred it because a man who has split a city with a vow doesn’t trust wood to decide his safety.

The room learned my breathing. That is how night begins: in the precise attention of stone. I blew the lamps until the air tasted of blown-out flame and lay down on my back because kings learn to sleep as if expecting to be raised to their feet at any hour. I watched the cloth over the mirror lift and fall like the flank of an animal. I told my heart to slow. I told my mouth to say no if asked a name.

At some point the body stopped being my accomplice and became my betrayer. Sleep found the join between duty and frightened animal and slid in as if it had a key. I went where the city keeps its water in dreams: down the long stairs to the cistern, where the candle soot stains the ceiling like a fresco for saints we haven’t invented yet.

He was there because dreams are practical. They take the shortest road between what you refuse and what you need.

“Don’t,” I said, as if he were my better self.

“You’re bad at commands you give yourself,” Serath said, and lifted his palm until it almost touched my chest. His face had changed since I last let myself imagine it; the edges harder, a strange exhaustion at the corners of his mouth. The lack of shadow that would have scandalized a church belonged to him like cleanliness. He didn’t cast anything. He made the world lean around him instead.

“You can’t,” I said, because the curse knows how to be literal. “If you take, you
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