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They boarded every mirror before dawn. Coren hammered the last plank into the royal hall while ash still hung in the air, and the palace learned a new rule: anything that gleamed could kill you.
“Buckets there. Sand on the seams. If it shines, smear it,” he snapped, and men obeyed because the storm had taught even pride how to bow.
Under the patched oculus, a single lamp burned on a hook above a pallet. The wick was woven from red thread—thread that hadn’t existed yesterday. The flame stood small and exact—no flicker, no smoke—as if trained not to flatter. Veres slept beneath it, chest lifting slow, lips cracked from vows; the air near him still carried the scent of metal and prayer. The ring on his finger refused to fit and refused to fall.
Mira crossed the hall with her stick tapping once, twice—each tap measured like a pulse she meant to control. She counted boards, torches, men. She did not count prayers. At the pallet she paused, looked up at the new seal—a thin skin where blood had become law—and breathed through her nose like someone tasting rain they didn’t order. “He wakes when the city earns it,” she said, and left the room to make earning possible.
Seros rehearsed grief on the temple steps. He sent wine to men who remembered him better after the second cup, and silence to women who measured him with sharper eyes. In private, he smiled at the boarded windows. Light had once belonged to him. He meant to rent it out again. He had always known the price of light.
Denor wrote a sermon about vessels and light and lost his draft to a mop. He rang the bell anyway. The baker’s daughter snorted and kept kneading.
The lower courts adapted the way they always did. Buckets stood where vases once preened. Mothers washed hair with leftover ash because the water tasted of iron. Lantern-makers glued paper over glass and called it fashion. Boys learned a new game: throwing pebbles at planks and counting dull knocks instead of echoes.
Coren made a chair he hated into a command post. He turned lists into breath: grain, nails, names—because silence was heavier than grief. He turned breath into orders. He spoke little and saved his voice for the one man who didn’t answer.
“You’re not allowed to make this a miracle,” he told the lamp. “We did the work. You hold it.”
The flame held.
On the second night, a line of pale light appeared along Veres’s throat, ear to ear, not bright—precise. Coren didn’t touch it. Mira didn’t blink. Denor blessed oil he wasn’t allowed to pour. Seros arrived with a chair for penance, left it as an alibi, and retreated before the line could teach him anything.
Nobody asked where Lirian was, because the hours could only carry one lie at a time—and everyone feared what truth would cost. A laundress swore a wet footprint crossed the kitchen at second bell and dried wrong. A watchman thought he saw a hood on the north road and decided not to be brave about it.
The city held. It held because men shared ladders and called it brotherhood, because women traded bread for quiet, because the lamp refused to waver. Two stars tracked the black roofs together. The third did not return.
Near midnight, a draft slipped under a shutter and touched the flame. It leaned and righted—no drama. The line at Veres’s throat trembled like a string tuned by an invisible hand. Coren straightened in his hated chair, one palm on the table, ready to throw a bucket at a problem no bucket could solve.
Something moved in the corner that had no business moving. No footstep. No shine. Just a shadow remembering a shape.
It bent close to the sleeping mouth and set a price in a voice the room pretended not to hear.
“You will have the tenth kiss,” it whispered, “when love has nothing left to lose.”
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Chapter 1: The Wake of Silence
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I sit. I don’t blink. I count his breaths.

Lirian lies on his back on the narrow bed we dragged up from the armory because the healers refused to put a river prince in the royal chambers. His chest rises shallow, falls slow. The skin at his throat shines with the oil they use after blood rites. The cut over his sternum has been bound twice and still leaks through linen like a stubborn truth.

I change the bandage myself. I press my palm to his sternum until the bleeding stops. I feel the drum of his pulse under my hand. It answers mine, off by a beat. Irrational. Unwelcome. There all the same.

A foot scuffs outside. My shadow captain posts two men on the door and two in the corridor. No one enters without my word. The rumor reached the kitchens before the physician rinsed his hands: the Eryndor prince used forbidden magic. The words travel faster than truth ever will. They find mouths and grow teeth. The palace likes teeth.

Coren slips in along the wall. If he’d been born a miller, he would have turned the wheel with the river’s own patience.

“Four gossips on the south stair,” he says, low. “Two couriers sent to Queen Mira’s apartments. Seros hasn’t slept.”

“Of course he hasn’t.” I wring the reddened linen into a bowl and drop it. “Let the gossips talk and catch who pays them. Stop the couriers.”

He nods once. “I cut one message already. ‘He gave his heart to the enemy,’ it said. With a drawing.”

“Burn it,” I say.

He looks at the cut at Lirian’s chest. His voice stays flat. “You let the priest do it?”

“I didn’t let him do anything. Lirian lifted the knife and made the oath without trembling.” The memory hits like a fresh bruise: the steel point, the red bloom, the way Lirian’s eyes never left mine. “The rite worked. It stalled the curse.”

“And fed a new rumor,” Coren says.

I strip another bandage and lay it over the wound. My hands don’t shake. They do not get to shake. “Rumor can starve. He will not.”

“Council asked for you twice,” he adds. “They say the rite breaks law.”

“They can recite statute outside my door,” I say. “If any of them step inside, throw them back down the stair.”

I take Lirian’s left hand and turn it palm-up. The lines on his skin catch lamplight. The vein along his wrist jumps, steady. A fine thread of blood runs from under the dressing and beads at the bend of his elbow. I wipe it with my thumb. The bead breaks. My own mouth tastes like metal as if my tongue remembers last season’s battlefield and not the bedchamber we fortified like a cell.

The bed sags when Coren leans a shoulder to the post. “You haven’t moved since dawn.”

“I will when he wakes.”

“He may not,” Coren says, honest to the bone. “You still have a crown to run.”

“I’ll run it from here.”

He studies me and swallows whatever else he wants to say. “Then I’ll run the stair.”

He slips out. The door closes. Silence lands hard.

I draw a chair close enough that my knee touches the bedframe. His hair has come loose over his ear. The silver catches the lamplight and sets his face in sharper lines. He looks younger now than he did when he held a knife on his own heart and didn’t flinch. He looks like a man who never chose a river over a crown and never watched his city burn. Lies. He chose. We both did.

“Drink,” the physician said earlier, pressing a cup to my hand like I would forget how to swallow. I set it away. If I drink, I’ll blink. If I blink, I’ll sleep. If I sleep, he might stop.

Footsteps return, harder. The door opens without a knock. I stand fast enough to tip the chair.

Maedon enters first with two councillors and the King’s Confessor, old Priast Denor, who wears black and piety like armor. Seros slides in behind them with his court smile already set.

“High Prince,” Maedon says. “We convened the council in the lesser hall. The city breathes on rumor while you play nurse.”

I put my hand flat on Lirian’s sheet, over his ribs. “Use the greater hall. It fits your voice.”

He flares, as expected. Denor steps forward before Maedon can spit. “My son,” the priest says, eyes on Lirian. “You let a heretic spill heartblood under a royal roof.”

“An heir,” I correct. “And he’s not a heretic.”

“The rite belongs to temple hands alone,” Denor snaps. “And it is used to bind oath to god, not body to body.”

“Then we have a difference of doctrine.” My tone never lifts. “I declare his life under crown protection. The rite stands.”

Seros comes closer, his gaze warm enough to scald. “Brother,” he says softly, “the kitchens whisper ‘demon.’ The barracks whisper ‘witch.’ Keep him and they will whisper ‘usurper’ for you.”

I step between Seros and the bed. “Keep talking and I’ll give them something better to whisper.”

He blinks, hurt curling sweet at the corner of his mouth. He turns that look to the priest. “He threatens me.”

“I instruct you,” I say. “Leave.”

Denor raises a hand instead, palm out over Lirian as if he owns the air above him. “I will test for corruption.”

“You will not touch him.”

The priest’s eyes narrow. “You lay yourself between crown and altar?”

“I lay myself between vulture and meat.” I reach to the knife at the tray and set it, quiet, on the table where all of them can see the edge. “You test him and fail, the rumor doubles. You test him and succeed, and I still will not let you drag him to the square. Either way the palace drowns in its own mouth. You want to clean conscience. I want to keep the city from breaking.”

Maedon’s hand grips the doorframe until the wood creaks. “You’d hide sorcery because you fancy his face. The army will—”

“I will command the army,” I say. “As I did when you wanted to cut throats in a field and call it justice. You will not move him.”

Seros lowers his lashes. “You set the city on fire for a pet.”

I look at him long enough that the veneer cracks. “Say ‘pet’ again,” I answer. “I will remove your tongue myself.”

Denor draws breath enough to grant himself courage. “If you bar me, I declare interdiction.”

“Do what you like in your chapel. In this room the law answers to me.” The knife gleams on the table. I don’t have to lift it. I keep my stance between them and the bed and let the habit of command do the work my blade would.

Silence pulls. They weigh chances. Maedon wants to order the guards. He sees Coren’s men at the threshold and reconsiders. Seros wants to slip close and press a thumb to the dressing just to watch me flinch. He sees my hand and thinks better of it. Denor wants God on his side. God is not here.

“Out,” I say.

Maedon leaves with a curse. Denor leaves with a scripture. Seros lingers a heartbeat too long.

He looks at Lirian’s mouth and then at mine. “You can’t hold what isn’t yours,” he says, soft, almost kind.

“I can bar the door,” I say.

He smiles. “Doors burn.”

“Then try fire,” I say. “See who it licks first.”

He goes. The latch falls. The room exhales.

I lower back onto the chair. The argument leaves a hum in my bones, the kind that usually follows the first charge. I put my hand back where it belongs—on the sheet, on the slow rise and fall. Lirian’s breath drags like a blade across grit. I count to ten with him, then keep going because numbers order a world that won’t keep still.

The lamplight dulls. Rain ticks at the shutter. I flip the soaked cloth for a fresh one and dab at the edge of the bandage until the red stops showing. I tuck the corner. I anchor the gauze. I have dressed worse wounds in worse rooms with worse men watching. This one demands more care for reasons I will not say aloud.

The door opens again, softer. Coren slides through with a sealed pouch and a cut on his knuckle.

“Council moved to the lesser hall,” he says. “Mira sits behind a screen. Seros stands at her shoulder. They will call for a vote to remove your authority over royal prisoners.”

“They can vote in their dreams,” I say.

He nods. “I also caught a girl from the laundry with a vial. She says a scullion asked her to bring it up here.”

“What’s in it?”

He holds it to the light. The liquid threads the glass. “Nothing that keeps men breathing.”

“Hold her. Find the scullion. Pull the string.”

“I already started.” He sets the vial on the mantle and glances at Lirian again. “He doing it on purpose?”

“What.”

“Making you look at him even when he sleeps.”

I don’t answer. He doesn’t need it. He sets the pouch on the table. “Also, the Confessor sent for two temple acolytes. They carry censers. They will try scent before blade.”

I stand. “They will not.”

“We can shut the west passage or flood it with steam from the baths,” he offers, practical as a ledger.

“Flood it,” I say. “If they cough, they can’t chant.”

He nods and goes. The latch lifts and falls twice more with quiet messages, quick hands, the small grind that means a beam slid into a socket. The room becomes itself again: a bed, a chair, a bowl with red water, a prince who won a war and a man who lost one, sharing air.

I take his hand fully this time. I wrap my fingers around his and feel the heat he kept when he bled for me. He did it without begging. He did it without price. He watched the knife dig and held his breath through it. He gave what the curse wanted to keep. He gave it to me because I asked him without words.

“You stubborn idiot,” I say into our joined hands. “You should have let the priest do it.”

His lashes don’t stir. His mouth stays set in that fine, tired line he wears when he lies and calls it patience.

I talk anyway. Low enough that if he floats near the surface he can hear me and if he’s far, it won’t matter.

“You saved yourself with a rite you shouldn’t know and I saved you with a law they want to break. They’ll call both treason by breakfast.” I breathe and feel his answer. Off by a beat. “I don’t care.”

The shutter ticks. A draft crawls. I stand to fix it and sit back fast when his breath hitches.

“Lirian.” I lean in. “Hear me.”

Nothing. A pause. Another breath. The same slow fight. I force my pulse to settle so it doesn’t drag his with it.

“They will say you bewitched me,” I tell him. “They will say I caught plague from your mouth. They will say I want your river, your city, your throat. They will be right about two of those.”

My voice goes hoarse. I drink, at last, a mouthful of water that tastes like old copper. I set the cup down where he can reach it when he wakes. When.

Coren’s men thump once in the corridor—the signal for handled. The air smells faintly of steam and damp ashes. The palace will talk itself to sleep without getting in here tonight.

I lie. I doze with my eyes open and wake when his fingers twitch under mine.

I look hard. “Lirian?”

His mouth parts. A line of breath slips through. His eyes do not open. The pulse at his wrist runs faster for a count of three, then steadies. I hold him to that rhythm like a captain holds a boat against a current.

The door shifts again. A boy from the night staff slips in on soles that learned to move silent. He carries a tray with broth, bread, a cup. He sets it down and stares at the figure on the bed the way a child stares at a storm door.

“Out,” I say.

He doesn’t move. He looks at me. His lip trembles. “Is it true?” he blurts. “He gave you his heart?”

I step toward him. He flinches but doesn’t run. It is not courage; it is hunger for a story that makes sense in a city that doesn’t.

“It is true he bled and I stopped it,” I say. “It is true you will lose your position if I catch you repeating anything you see in this room.”

He nods so hard the tray rattles. He goes. The latch sets. The broth steams. I don’t touch it.

I look back at the man on the bed and see the river, the ford, the oath, the knife, the kiss I’m not allowed to think about because it would break the calculation I built my name on. I see the way he looked at me when the blade touched bone: no pleading, only a demand that I be worth what he was about to do.

My palm returns to his sternum. It feels like prayer when I don’t have a god to answer.

“You hear me,” I say, not loud, not soft. “You come back the way you left. Awake.”

His lips part. A sound catches low in his throat, too small to claim. My breath stutters anyway.

“If you wake,” I say, “I will carry you into the council myself. I will make them speak law to your face.” My mouth twists. “If you don’t, I will tear this palace plank by plank until I find where your breath went.”

Another hitch. Another breath. He turns his head a fraction toward my voice. Not enough. Enough for me.

I lean close, reckless and careful at the same time. My voice falls to the only place it belongs—into the small space between us, where law and rumor and war can’t crowd.

“You gave your heart to me,” I whisper. “How do I give it back?”
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Chapter 2: Feast of Shadows
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Dawn does not ask for witnesses; it finds us anyway. The palace remembers last night’s silence the way a city remembers floodwater—by the marks it leaves on doors. I do not hide. I take the hall because princes who vanish teach rooms to lie. Lirian breathes in the chamber behind me where the lamps learned to lower their heads, and the council, starved of rumor that will open a vein, will have to make do with law. I am here. I was here. I will be here until the city learns to keep time with breath instead of bells.

I wake to the weight of a hand on my sternum and the ache under the bone where the knife went in. Breath drags through me like I owe it money. The ceiling sits too close; the lamplight cuts. By the time I fix on the man in the chair, the ache sharpens into a point and drives inward.

“Don’t move,” Veres says, voice low, as if speaking louder might spill me. “You’re awake.”

His hand isn’t heavy. It’s only there. I could lift it if I wanted. I don’t want.

“You look terrible,” I tell him. My mouth tastes like copper and bad sleep.

“You look worse,” he answers. His hair is tied back with a strip of torn linen. His jaw shows a day’s neglect. His eyes are the same dark as the last thing I saw before I let the knife bite. He doesn’t blink. I count his breaths because mine don’t behave yet.

I test my fingers. The right hand obeys. The left trembles. The tremor runs up my forearm and sets a rhythm of its own under the skin.

“How long?” I ask.

“A day,” he says. He shifts but doesn’t move his hand. “Nearly two.”

The pain slides under the words and settles, not gone—only watching. I take the measure of the room. A narrow bed. A chair pulled too close. A bowl of red water gone brown at the rim. Two guards beyond the door by the sound of their boots—shift, stillness, the soft cough of a man who swallows what he wants.

“Who knows?” I ask.

“Everyone,” he says dryly. “Which is to say no one knows anything true.”

I let my lashes fall and force them up. If I close them, I might slip under again. I can’t afford it. The curse circles like a dog that thinks it’s owed.

“I’m thirsty,” I say.

He reaches for the cup without lifting his hand from me. He manages it anyway; one wrist stretches, the other steadies. He tips the rim. I sip and stop. Cold runs down and hits the new place inside me where power used to sit.

“How bad?” I ask.

His lack of answer tells me more than a speech. He sets the cup back and finally lifts his palm. Relief is ridiculous. The loss of it is worse. His fingers find mine instead. Warm pressure. He doesn’t lace; he anchors.

The first beat I feel is his—firm, disciplined, more command than pulse. The second is mine, crooked by half. The curse finds the gap, hooks in, twists. Pain jumps like a fish and sinks its teeth into the tender muscle behind my breastbone.

I don’t let my face show it. He sees anyway.

“What is it?” he asks.

“The rite left... noise,” I say. “It will pass.”

“Noise,” he repeats, unimpressed. He watches my mouth for the lie’s edge.

I tilt my head enough to pretend comfort. “Did the Confessor come?”

“Twice.” His mouth flattens. “I sent him away twice.”

“And your brother?”

“Once.” His tone cools a degree. “He called you a pet. I invited him to keep his tongue if he wanted to continue speaking.”

Warmth tries for my throat. I swallow it. Heat takes energy. I can’t spend it.

“I owe you—”

“You owe me the same trouble you already give,” he says, and ruins thanks with the clean cut of refusal. “Can you sit?”

“Yes.” I try. The world tilts. The knife-point in my chest becomes a thorn and pulls threads through me as if to stitch me to the bed. I roll my shoulders until the tremor passes and push up again. He moves when I do—not hovering, not helping—simply there. I manage halfway. He sets the heel of his palm between my shoulder blades and eases me the rest. Our heartbeats misalign at once—like two marches called to step on different drums. The curse hears the clash and laughs.

“This will be a problem,” I say through my teeth.

“What will?”

“Touch,” I say, and hear the mistake too late. His thumb stills where it rests. The pain swells around the word Veres before I speak it, as if the curse knows him by shape. I school my breath down. “I need to move,” I add.

“You need to do what I tell you,” he says, expecting a fight he’ll win.

“I need to stand, or I’ll forget how,” I say. “And I need to forget that the rite took more than blood.”

He lifts the edge of the dressing and studies the skin around the cut. He doesn’t wince. He never does that for me. “What did it take?” Not a question so much as a plan checking its weights.

“Nothing you need,” I say.

He lets the cloth fall and leans back enough to take my face full. “You’re a bad liar.”

I am. I learned honesty as a weapon long before I learned deceit as a shield. “It took years,” I say, low. “Not all. Enough to make me slower if I’m foolish. I don’t plan to be foolish.”

He swallows. His grip tightens by a hair, enough to force the curse to notice again. I bite the inside of my cheek and ride it. He sees the fraction and steps back without letting go, as if distance could teach gentleness.

“Do they know?” he asks.

“Only you.” I collect what steadiness I have and put it in my voice. “And it stays that way. If the court thinks my river runs shallow, they’ll try to walk across.”

“They already try,” he says, dry again, but he eyes me as if measuring new depth. “Stand, then.”

I swing my legs over the side. The floor is cold. He slides the chair back with a push of his boot, clears space. I brace with my good arm and lever up. My breath stutters twice, then catches. I put weight down. My knees hold. The room leans and corrects. The thorn drags along the inside of my ribs but doesn’t tear.

“One step,” he says.

I take it. The second costs more. I calculate the third and find the numbers poor.

“Enough,” he says.

“Two more,” I answer. “I can’t face the council from a bed.”

He huffs something that wants to be a laugh and refuses. “You’re not facing the council.”

“Your brother called me a pet,” I say. “I don’t let someone’s dog name me.”

“Then call him something that makes him bleed,” he says, voice flat as a blade. “Not now.”

He gives his hand without asking. I take it because refusing wastes time. Our pulses collide again. Pain flares hard enough that the edge of my vision salts white. I blink until color returns. He marks the delay and says nothing.

Coren opens the door far enough to put his head through. His braid is damp; steam hangs off him like a trick he forgot to put away. “West passage is unkind to singers now,” he says, pleased in a quiet way. “The Confessor went back to the chapel to cough. Council moved to the lesser hall and sent a page to ask if the river prince will receive test and censure or confine himself to private disgrace.”

Veres doesn’t look at me when he answers. “Tell them we receive nothing. Tell them if they send another page, I’ll draft him into the baths.”

Coren’s gaze flicks to my bare feet, my balance, my breath. He tips his chin a fraction. “How do you feel?”

“Like I won,” I say.

He likes that answer but doesn’t smile. “The kitchen boy who asked the laundry girl to carry poison has an aunt in Seros’s employ. We tug. It knots.”

“Cut the knot,” Veres says.

“I intend to.” Coren’s eyes shift to our joined hands and then to the bowl with old blood. He has a soldier’s appetite for particulars he won’t use unless asked. “Do you need a litter?”

“I need a shirt,” I say. “And no eyes.”

Veres moves to the chest, opens it, pulls a black tunic with simple ties. He turns without asking and holds it open. I let him. Lifting my arms costs; I spend it. His knuckles brush my ribs. The curse pulses again in time with his touch as if it has learned his name from the way my mouth shapes it.

“Stop thinking,” I tell myself under my breath, as if I can order my own head like a unit on parade.

“What,” he asks.

“Nothing,” I say. “Tie it.”

He does. His fingers are quick and sure. The bow sits crooked. He fixes it. The small neat act should be nothing. It isn’t.

“Boots,” Coren offers, producing a worn pair from somewhere behind the door.

I sit long enough to breathe, pull them on, stand again. Sweat beads at my hairline. I wipe it with the back of my wrist and pretend I meant to.

“We go nowhere,” Veres says. “We let them stew.”

“We go to the east gallery,” I say. “You stand a span away. We walk once and then I lie again. If anyone sees us, I will laugh at their faces and they will tell the city I’m immortal, which is useful in a week like this.”

“Your idea of useful makes priests bury their own books,” he says, but he looks at Coren. “Clear the gallery.”

Coren vanishes. A breath later the hallway sounds change: guards scrape, a maid hurries the other direction, a latch clicks twice; then stillness returns with new shape.

Veres loops my arm without missing. We take the corridor slowly. I keep my spine up. I put my heel down first every time so no one can say I drag. The window at the end of the hall throws a thin light across the flagstones. My shadow looks taller than I am. His shadow eats it.

We reach the gallery. The city smears outside through rain. The statues along the inner wall are judges from a century that forgot how to be kind. Their stone eyes watch. Coren’s men block the north entrance with a ladder and a smear of plaster to suggest repairs for anyone who wanders.

“Walk,” Veres says, the voice he uses to start a column.

We walk. On the third step, the curse cuts—not from the movement, from the thought I let touch down for half a second: the way he looked at me in the lamplight when I was noise and knives. It strikes under the bone and shoves. Air is there. I don’t catch it.

I would drop if he hadn’t already tightened his arm. He holds—not a cradle, not a cage—just force in the right place. Our pulses meet and go wrong again. Sweat runs down the inside of my shirt. My mouth opens without permission.

“No,” I say, and the word sounds ridiculous against a pain like this.

He hears the edge under it and drags me into the alcove behind the third judge, out of sight from the length of the hall. He pins me with his shoulder while he frees his hand. His palm finds my wrist. He counts. “In,” he orders. “Out. Match me.”

“I can’t,” I say. I try anyway. He slows his breath to the point of discomfort. He makes a metronome of his chest. He lowers, lowers further, so I have to choose between air and pride. Pride likes to live. It chooses air.

The curse resists. It prefers me frantic. It snaps at his steadiness and rakes me for reaching. I don’t let go. I take the count like a rope. In, two, three. Out, two, three. Our heartbeats refuse each other, but the breath builds a bridge where the blood will not. The thorn loosens by a notch.

“Look at me,” he says.

“I am,” I say, and hate that it sounds like surrender.

He doesn’t smile. He gives me the one thing he has that the council can’t set on fire—attention without demand. The pain backs down to a grind. My knees shake; I let them.

“Again,” he says.

We do it until my breath obeys me more than it fights. He releases my wrist exactly when I’m ready to miss it. He steps back to the distance he promised and doesn’t apologize for the space or the touch that came before it.

“Coren,” he says to the air.

Coren appears with a towel that wasn’t in his hands a moment ago. “You lasted longer than I wagered,” he says, hiding apology under the joke.

“I always outlast your wagers,” I tell him, and take the towel. I blot sweat. I stand straight. I show less, not none.

Footsteps patter at the far end. A page stumbles into the gallery and sees three people who are not supposed to be where they are. He freezes. He is fourteen and has ears wider than his station.

“Don’t run,” I say.

He doesn’t. He comes forward in fits. He holds a folded paper like it might bite him. “Message,” he manages, eyes fixed on the floor between my boots. “From the lesser hall.”

Veres takes it. He reads, face unchanged. He hands it to me. It says, in a hand that pretends to be the law’s and fails: PRESENT THE PRISONER FOR TEST OR BE DEEMED ACCOMPLICE.

I fold it twice and tuck it into my sleeve. “Tell the hall the river prince is not a prisoner,” I say. “Tell them the river prince will attend court when the court remembers manners.”

The boy’s mouth opens. Closes. He looks at Veres because men who grow up in palaces learn which voice matters and when. Veres nods once. The page runs.

“You shouldn’t have said that,” Veres says.

“I should have said worse,” I answer. “But I’m out of breath.”

We start back. I make it to the second arch before the pain finds a new angle. It spears under my ribs and climbs toward my throat as if it wants to pull words out with a hook. My hand goes to the wall and comes away wet. I look down. The tips of my fingers shine red. The cut has seeped through the fresh bandage and tracked to the edge of my palm.

“Stop,” Veres says, already there, already reaching. He catches my bleeding hand with more care than he gives his crown. The contact makes the curse snarl. The pain slices so clean I lose the sound around me for a blink.

“You shouldn’t touch—” I begin.

“Shut up,” he says, which is fair.

He presses his thumb to the base of my fingers to slow the flow, then lifts his other hand to reach for cloth. Our pulses buck; the breath we just taught ourselves falters. I double over the pain but don’t fold. He keeps me braced, his forearm a bar across my back, his mouth near my ear without heat or plea. We stand like that a count of five, another five, and the blood still leaks between his fingers.

His support is too much and not enough. I twist out of his hold, palm up, and slide a ring off with my clean hand—the one without red. The ring is plain enough to pass a market stall if a man didn’t know the crest etched inside: three towers under a crown. I turn it once on my fingertip, a stupid act of proof that I can still do a small thing.

“Lirian,” he warns.

“It’s fine,” I lie.

I hold the ring to see how steady my hand is. It shakes. A drop gathers at the fingertip, fat as a fruit fly, and falls. It hits the gold. The metal hisses like a held breath. Heat climbs my palm.

The crown melts first.
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Chapter 3: The Fifth Kiss
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I taste metal before I taste the room.

Lirian braces against the arch, breathing through his teeth, blood slicking the inside of his palm. The melted ring lies on the flagstone like a dropped coin, its crown collapsed into a smear of gold. Coren has already swept his men to the end of the gallery. The corridor hums with voices and then goes quiet as the guards angle their bodies to block it. We buy seconds. I take them.

“Back,” I tell him, steering him into the alcove behind the third judge—the only place in this palace that doesn’t watch. He resists for a breath and then lets me move him. His skin runs hot where my hand catches his elbow. Heat like fever, not like want. It doesn’t matter which; both burn.

He looks at the ruined ring. “I liked that one.”

“You have others.” I pull a clean cloth from inside my coat and strip the old dressing from his chest with the other hand. The cut seeps. His pulse won’t match mine; it trips across my skin like a drunk over loose stones. “Show me your hand.”

He shows it. Red beads at the nail of his ring finger, gather, fall. He fists; the flow slows. He relaxes; it starts again. The curse learns his habits and turns them.

“Two acolytes coming north side,” Coren ghosts from the hall. “I’ll take them to the baths and drown them in steam.”

“Not literally,” I say.

“Literal if needed,” he replies, and disappears.

Lirian studies my face. He hates needing help. I’ve given him none he didn’t earn. I lift his bleeding hand above his heart and press the cloth to the cut. “Hold.”

He does. The pain shows at the corner of his mouth and nowhere else.

“We can’t keep you upright and invisible if every thought you have triggers blood,” I say, low enough the stone hears it as much as he does.

“Then I’ll stop thinking,” he says, as if the line might break something open inside me that the knife didn’t.

“Try. See if your skull thanks you.” I watch the cloth darken. I watch the beat at his throat stumble and hunt for a lane. I need a lever that isn’t threat or lie. I have one—the first weapon he gave me, the only thing that made the curse bend.

I step closer. He notices before I move and doesn’t move anyway.

“We need to test it,” I say.

He hears the word I didn’t say. Mouth, not blade. He looks at the cloth, the gold smear, my hands. A twitch of lashes betrays the last time I used my mouth to pull death out of him—river up to his knees, stubborn, cursing me in a language I don’t speak. I kissed him and the black coil under his ribs unwound enough to let him breathe. Once. Twice. Four times across a year counted in battles.

He breathes in. Out. “Here,” he says, because if I call it a plan he will meet me there.

I set my palm to the brace of his jaw. His skin burns under my fingers. His eyes stay on mine. Our heartbeats clash. The curse rises to listen.

“Listen,” I tell it, the way a man speaks to a horse that thinks of bolting. I don’t know if it understands. I don’t care. I lower my head.

The first touch lands careful. I don’t take; I offer. His mouth opens on a breath that isn’t yes and isn’t no. It’s survival. Heat rolls through him. The ache under my own ribs answers. I press fully and wait for the old draw—the slide of poison up like smoke under a door.

Nothing moves.

I change pressure. I angle. I ask. He gives—not sweetness, cooperation. It feels like bribing a gatekeeper while a city burns behind the doors. My heartbeat digs at my teeth. I pull back a breath and the wrongness shows its teeth.

My lip splits.

Not clumsy eagerness. A line opens hot. Blood salts my tongue. It doesn’t taste like his. It tastes like mine. The curse shoves and takes the offered path backward—through me.

He goes still, tries to break away. I don’t let him until I understand it.

“Veres,” he says against my mouth, rough.

“Hold,” I answer, sealing my mouth over his again. If my blood wants out, I won’t give it to the floor.

His hands come up—not to shove but to frame my ribs. He grips hard enough to anchor me and, by accident or intent, hard enough to make me feel the bruise the knife left on the memory of my body. His pulse hammers. Mine stutters.

Warmth tracks my chin. The curse pours through the wrong door—out of me—leaving my mouth raw. It doesn’t soothe him. It doesn’t touch his pain. It takes mine and multiplies.

“Enough,” he bites, catching my shoulders. “Stop.”

I step back because blood down my collarbone isn’t strategy. The cloth on his finger hangs heavy, dark. He rips it off and stares like I’ve turned a blade on myself for sport. He lifts his free hand and, without thinking of court or rumor or the word sacred, presses his thumb to my lower lip and wipes the blood away. It paints him.

The ache under his sternum answers that touch. He pales. His knees dip.

“I’ll stand,” he says through his teeth. He tries. He uses the wall with one shoulder and anger with the other.

The cut in my lip breaks when I lick it. The curse laughs in my mouth like a bad god.

“Still alive?” Coren coughs from the corner.

“Out,” I bark. He fades. Lirian keeps wrestling breath.

“We try a different approach,” I say. “The rite changed the path. The kiss can still pull, but it takes from the nearest wound.”

“You,” he says, as if he has to block the logic before I make it habit.

“Me,” I say. If it goes out of me, it goes into him unless I give it someplace else to go. Redirect the draw. Divide the pain. Ships steady when you balance the load.

“What do you want?” he asks.

I hold out my hand. “Your mouth. Yes or no. No middle.”

His mouth hardens. He hates orders and understands them. He lifts his chin. “Yes.”

I sheath my knife on one breath and unsheathe it on the next. He doesn’t flinch when the edge kisses my tongue. A neat line. Copper, winter. I spit once to clear my mouth, step into his heat, catch the back of his neck, and bring him down.

The second kiss—no, the fifth—lands sharp. Blood meets blood. He opens on instinct and takes me like a choice. The pain rears, then breaks. The curse hits a wall and staggers. Out of him, into me. Out of me, into him. It splits, forced through two narrow gates.

His breath surges. Mine stutters, then finds his pace. Our heartbeats still refuse each other, but our mouths make a rhythm and hold it. For a count of three, everything narrows to heat, salt, pressure, air. For a count of three, he stops shaking.

Then the curse takes offense.

It spears through the thin skin where my tongue touched blade and pours into me like a dare. Pain flares at the base of my skull and rides my spine. I keep my mouth on his because breaking the seal would snap the line and he will go under.

He makes a sound I have never heard from him—startled and furious. He answers by biting enough to open his own lip. Blood slicks between us. He gives what he didn’t plan to. The pull equalizes. The pain redistributes. It doesn’t vanish. It shares.

Air becomes a second language. We keep the first. He braces his forearm at my lower back and hauls me closer to keep the seal. I grip his shoulder and feed him breath between pulls because I taught my body long ago to give while it fights.

“Count,” I say into his mouth.

He obeys—wordless, measured in the push of his tongue, the catch of his jaw, the refusal to be first to break.

My lip floods and slows. His chest eases. The thorn under his sternum doesn’t dissolve, but it blunts. I feel it in the way his ribs move against my hand—less flinch, more breath. I taste the shift and press the advantage, not kind, not cruel—competent. He has seen me like this only with armies. He lets me use it on him and doesn’t call it pity.

We break when the angle stops working. We don’t step away.

He stares. His pupils widen until his eyes go almost black. Blood streaks his mouth, a bright red line. My chin is wet. A drop hangs and falls, leaving a small star on the stone.

“Again,” I say.

He nods. We do it shorter, sharper—men lighting tinder in rain. We take until the pull threatens to tip and then stop. We do it again. Coren’s shadow flickers and keeps its peace. Time ticks the run of our breaths and counts us through.

The pain refuses to leave. It learns our trick and sulks. Good. A sulking enemy still listens.

I press my brow to Lirian’s for a second because the world wants something that isn’t war. He huffs a sound that might be a laugh if it had more room.

“How much,” I ask, “did it take?”

He checks his breath, considers lying, doesn’t bother. “Less,” he says. “Enough to make standing better than dying.”

“High praise.”

“From me? Yes.”

Bootsteps scrape far down the corridor. Voices rise, muffled. A woman laughs on the south stair, too loud for a palace that stinks of priests. Coren arranges accidents. I let him.

“Can you walk?” I ask.

“Yes,” he says, and proves it by taking one step past me without my hand. He almost fools me. On the second his knees soften. I slide my palm to his hip and brace. He accepts the touch like he ordered it. We angle back through the arch.

At
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