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The rain had never stopped.

It fell over the ruins of Eltair like breath drawn and never released—soft, patient, endless. In a small house that leaned toward the river, Thalen Vale wrote by candlelight, the sound of water filling the spaces where words failed him. The ink bled where the roof leaked. His hands moved with the gentleness of a man afraid to disturb ghosts.

They said he had outlived three kings. They did not know he still served the last one.

Outside, the world had learned to live with drowning. Fields had become mirrors, cities had become reflections of the sky. The living planted gardens on graves because soil was the only thing that still remembered warmth. And through that world walked a soldier who refused to heal himself, who offered his hands to every wound except his own.

Once, they called him the King’s Healer. Now they called him nothing.

He never corrected them.

Because every drop of rain still spoke the same name: Eiran of Vareen, the king who died as the man he never learned to be.

This is not a story of victory. It begins where victory has no meaning—when the swords have fallen and the living no longer know what to do with their hands. Thalen tends the wounded, buries the forgotten, and keeps the last candle lit for a voice that no longer answers. The rain listens in silence, steady as breath, patient as love that refused to die.

They say a healer’s house should be warm. His is quiet. Quiet enough to hear the ghosts pray.

And sometimes, when the thunder moves through the valley, he hears his King’s voice again—not as command, but as memory. “You never learned to live without me.”
To which he always whispers, “Then teach me now.”
The Last Soldier and His King is the final chapter of the Rain Cycle Saga—a requiem for love too late and forgiveness long denied. It is not about war, but what remains when war has taken everything else. It asks whether love that arrives after death can still redeem a life, and whether peace means forgetting—or remembering until it no longer hurts.

Eiran’s crown lies buried beneath the river. Thalen’s vow, written in blood and silence, endures like the rain itself: impossible to end, impossible to escape.

And so, as the storm folds around him, the healer writes one final confession—not to gods, but to the man who once taught him that mercy is stronger than power.

When his candle dies, the rain will carry the ink away.
But the rain remembers its lovers.
And in Eltair, they say that is enough.
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Chapter 1: The Rain That Never Stopped
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The rain had been falling for seven days without pause. It did not roar or rage anymore—it simply existed, as constant as breath, seeping into the bones of the land. Thalen had begun to think of it as a living thing. It watched him through the window, it listened when he spoke, it filled the pauses between thoughts with its soft, unending pulse.

He sat at the table by the fire, writing his evening record with the care of someone trying not to disturb silence. The candle burned low, its flame bending under the wind’s sigh. His handwriting trembled slightly, the ink blurring where drops from the leaking roof had fallen. Seventh day since the rain began. The well water tastes of iron. The fields are drowning. The villagers still work. He paused at the last line. The word still seemed too hopeful for a world that had forgotten what sunlight looked like.

He lifted his gaze toward the shuttered window. Beyond the glass, the forest shimmered with mist, branches bowed under the weight of water. The smell of wet soil drifted in—a scent both clean and mournful. Beneath it lingered the faint tang of metal, like blood dried on steel. He had not worn the silver armband in years, yet he swore he could still smell it.

The fire cracked softly. He dipped his pen again, but the words would not come. His hand stilled halfway through a sentence. The house was quiet except for the breathing of rain and the uneven rhythm of his pulse. Some nights, he thought he could almost hear a voice inside it—the low echo of someone saying his name through the storm. He told himself it was only wind.

A faint knock came, almost lost in the downpour. Three short, deliberate strikes against the door. He looked up, waiting to see if the sound would come again. It did. He set the pen down carefully, the ink still glistening wet on the page, and stood.

The wooden floor was cold beneath his bare feet. He crossed the room without haste, each step measured, as if afraid to startle the silence that had settled here for years. When he lifted the latch, wind rushed in, wet and metallic, carrying the smell of the forest and the storm’s breath.

A figure stood on the threshold, wrapped in a dark cloak heavy with water. The hood shadowed the stranger’s face, but a gleam caught Thalen’s eye—a silver band around the man’s wrist, old and worn, the same pattern once given only to soldiers of the royal guard.

“Shelter,” the man said. His voice was rough, cracked by cold or by distance. “Just for tonight.”

Thalen studied him for a heartbeat. The wind pushed at the door, impatient. “Come in,” he said at last. “There’s no road left till morning.”

The stranger stepped inside. The door closed behind him with a soft thud, and the storm withdrew, leaving only its breath against the walls. Water dripped from the stranger’s cloak onto the wooden floor. He smelled of earth, steel, and rain—an old trinity Thalen had tried to forget.

“You’ve walked far,” Thalen said, moving to stir the fire. The flames flared higher, gold light cutting across the stranger’s face. He was young, though weariness aged the edges of his eyes. Beneath the dirt and exhaustion, there was something disciplined about him—the straightness of his shoulders, the stillness of his hands.

“Farther than I meant to,” the man replied. His gaze flicked around the small room, taking in the cot, the shelves of herbs, the table scattered with dried leaves. “You’re the healer.”

“I was,” Thalen answered. “Now I’m just a man who knows a few herbs.”

“That will do.” The stranger sat when offered a chair, cupping the tea Thalen placed before him as if it might disappear. The steam rose between them, carrying the scent of chamomile and smoke.

Neither spoke for a while. The rain softened, drumming lightly against the roof in a steady rhythm. It felt almost like peace—until the stranger set the cup down and said quietly, “You served once. Didn’t you?”

Thalen’s hand hesitated halfway to the kettle. “What makes you say that?”

“The way you move. The way you listen before you answer. And the bandage on your wrist—too clean, too tight. A soldier’s habit.”

Thalen met his gaze, calm but distant. “I used to serve the living. That’s all.”

The stranger nodded, as if that were answer enough. He glanced toward the window, where lightning flickered behind the veil of rain. “They say this storm began the night the King died.”

Thalen’s throat tightened. He reached for the kettle again, though the tea was already gone cold. “People say many things when they can’t explain the sky.”

“But this...” The man leaned forward, eyes catching the firelight. “This isn’t sky. It’s memory. Every village I passed whispered the same story—the rain won’t stop because the King’s soul hasn’t found rest.”

Thalen looked down at the floorboards. Water from the stranger’s cloak had gathered in a small dark pool near his boots. The reflection of the fire trembled in it, shaped like a heartbeat. “And you?” he asked softly. “Do you believe that story?”

“I believe,” the man said, “that curses don’t come from gods. They come from men who can’t let go.”

Thalen felt the air change. The fire hissed as if something unseen had passed between them. “Who sent you here?”

“No one sent me.” The stranger reached into his cloak and drew out a small bundle wrapped in cloth. He unfolded it with care, revealing a silver insignia—the royal crest of Eltair, dulled by time but unmistakable. “I found this near the northern ruins. It belonged to the commander of the King’s guard.”

The world narrowed to the glint of that symbol. The air carried a faint trace of iron, sharper now, unmistakable. Thalen’s pulse slowed to match the rhythm of the rain.

“That man is dead,” he said.

“Perhaps.” The stranger’s gaze held his. “But the one who wore this left a trail even the rain couldn’t wash away.”

Thalen forced his breath steady. “And if you found him?”

The stranger stood, the firelight casting long shadows up the wall. “Then I’d ask what I came to ask tonight.”

He stepped closer. His voice lowered, each word deliberate. “I’m looking for the Fallen King.”

Thalen’s hand closed around the edge of the table. The storm outside rose, battering the shutters like a heartbeat breaking free.

“You’re years too late,” he said.

“Maybe,” the man answered. “But if he’s truly gone, tell me this—why does the rain still speak his name?”

Thunder rolled, deep and distant. The flame in the hearth bent low, then steadied again. Thalen said nothing. He felt the weight of the silver insignia on the table, the faint shimmer of its reflection dancing against his fingertips.

The stranger watched him a moment longer, then added, almost gently, “They said the King had one man who never stopped listening when it rained. I thought you might know where to find him.”

Thalen didn’t look up. His heartbeat was loud enough to drown the rest. The rain pressed harder against the windows, a steady whisper that seemed to breathe with him.

When he finally spoke, his voice was little more than air. “I knew him once.”

The stranger’s expression softened. “Then tell me what became of him.”

Thalen met his gaze. For a heartbeat, he thought he saw recognition there—something old and unspoken, something that belonged to another life entirely.

“He died,” Thalen said. “As all kings must.”

The stranger’s mouth curved into a shadow of a smile. “Then I’ve come to the right place.”

And before Thalen could ask what he meant, the man’s next words broke like thunder through the quiet.

“I’m following the rain,” he said. “It led me here. To the last soldier who ever loved his King.”

The candle guttered. The storm leaned closer, pressing its voice against the windows, whispering something only Thalen could hear. He didn’t answer. The rain did that for him.
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Chapter 2: A Kingdom Buried in Water
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The city breathed in damp, shallow pulls. Water gathered in its broken ribs and let itself fall, one drop at a time, from the undersides of arches that once held banners. I stood at the gate with my cloak tight at the throat and let the rain darken me until I belonged to the ruin. No heralds. No riders. Only the sound of my feet and the soft applause of puddles when I moved.

By the old granary wall, ivy had learned the shape of fire. Black soot traced the stones like fingertips. The smell here was always the same now—wet rust and old smoke, iron sleeping in its own memories. I put my hand to the wall and felt the chill travel through my palm into the bones of my wrist. The drip from a cracked gargoyle kept time. It sounded like a slow, grudging clock.

“Highness.”

I did not turn at the title, only at the voice. Maerin stood with her hood thrown back, hair caught in rain, her hands full of ledger papers she’d given up trying to keep dry. She had been a counselor to kings. Today she counted sacks of barley and the bandages we had left.

“Don’t call me that,” I said.

“What shall I call you in public, then?”

“In public, leave me unnamed.”

She took in the street behind me—the gutted smithy, the flooded square, the statue whose face had broken clean away. “Unnamed men still bleed,” she said. “You should have waited for an escort.”

“I needed to see it before the mapmakers lie to me.”

She followed my gaze. “They won’t lie.”

“They’ll polish.”

Her mouth softened at the edge, a familiar warning. “You’re pale.”

“Everyone is,” I said, and began to walk.

She matched my pace. We did not speak for a row of houses, the two of us paced by the tap of water from eaves and the brief hiss of wind around corners. Children slept behind doors. Men with bruised knuckles argued quietly in alleys. A dog nosed the gutter, sneezed, and trotted away. The city had learned to keep its voice low.

By the temple stairs, Maerin stopped. “I’ll go back,” she said. “There are grain tallies to mend and a mason who insists the bridge can be fixed by prayer.”

“Promise him lime instead,” I said.

Her eyes flicked to my face. “If you tire—”

“I will sit down and continue to be tired from a lower vantage,” I answered.

She smiled despite herself. “Human at last.”

When she left, the square felt wider. The rain softened until I could hear the smaller sounds—the slap of water falling into water, the wet breathing of the river behind the market, the shiver of my own breath when I did not hold it down.

I crossed toward the palace quarter on a road that no longer knew its name. Boots sank above the ankle in places where the cobbles broke apart. The old gate, once shined to blindness by guards with nothing better to do at dawn, was bent like a bad knee. A man I knew from the baker’s lane stood beneath it and tugged his cap when I passed, then pretended he had been tipping it to the rain. I let him keep the pretense.

The courtyard beyond held a lake where soldiers used to drill. Flies dared the weather to knock them out of the air and circled in a slow, stubborn scribble over the water’s skin. I stepped along the margin, breath measured, and did not look up until the mountain of stairs rose ahead. Water took them a step at a time.

Each ascent grew my lungs tight. The sickness usually waited until night to announce itself with fever and the taste of copper; today it had decided to begin at noon. I kept going and I did not think of bed. A king’s body, Maerin once told me, belongs to everyone until it fails; afterward, it belongs to history. I had no interest in either owner. I tried to belong to the rain.

At the top landing, the hall doors hung open. I stood on the threshold and waited for the memory to pass. It did not. The smell of wet stone pressed close. Water ticked from the coffered ceiling onto the cracked tiles with the patience of a scribe entering names.

Shapes emerged as my eyes adjusted—the throne’s carcass at the far end, the bare plinth where the mirrored fountain used to be, an overturned brazier, the scatter of something small and askew near the left colonnade. I went toward the scatter with the feeling I was interrupting an argument that had ended without a winner.

It was not debris. It was teeth of gold and iron. A circlet torn into two jagged halves and trodden into mud that had no business here but had made its way in anyway, carried by boots, by flood, by insistence. The filigree was familiar enough to stop the breath I’d been rationing. I knelt without calculation and put my fingers under one edge and lifted.

The crown came away from the tile with a soft, wet sound. The weight of it surprised me. Gold holds a kind of stubbornness even when broken; it remembers heaviness the way bone remembers impact. Mud clung to the inner rim where the velvet once sat. Water gathered in the cracks, shook, and fell.

I smelled it then. Not just rust. Not just rain. The thin metallic sweetness of old blood waking.

It moved through the fissures in a slow thread, darker for having slept so long without air. I tightened my grip to keep from dropping the thing. The fractured points bit my palm, not hard enough to break skin, only hard enough to press their history into it.

“Maj—”

I turned sharply. A boy stood at the arch, perhaps fourteen, hair plastered to his forehead, shirt stuck to his shoulders. He had been delivering kindling to the kitchens before the kitchens stopped pretending to cook. He stared at my hands, not my face.

“Does it hurt?” he asked, voice thin and too clear in the wet air.

“Not yet.” I set the crown’s halves on my knees and tried to steady the small tremor that had started somewhere in my forearm and found its way out. “You should be inside.”

“I am inside,” he said with a logic that did not require palace walls to make sense. “Ma says if the rain wants to drown us, doors won’t matter.”

I huffed once. “Your mother is a realist.”

“She says realists have fewer surprises.” His gaze flicked to my throat, to the place where the cloak hid the scar he knew without seeing. He swallowed. “Do you want help carrying it?”

“No,” I said. “But I’ll take your eyes.”

He frowned. “My eyes?”

“Watch the steps,” I said. “Tell me which ones pretend to be stone and are actually water.”

He came forward carefully, as if the crown might lunge, and stood at my side. “Step three from the top,” he said. “And there’s a crack on the seventh.”

“Seventh will be the death of many men,” I said. “It always is.” I stood with the broken halves cradled and began to carry them out, one in each hand like bowls with nothing to feed.

The boy kept pace, pointing where the tile made lies. By the doors, he hesitated. “Will you fix it?” he asked. “When it dries.”

“No,” I said, and the answer surprised me with its ease. “I will not fix it.”

“Is there another?” His eyes widened as if crowns multiplied like bread when needed.

“There is always another,” I said, and managed to make it sound like neither comfort nor threat.

He ran, then, with the peculiar speed of boys who have been granted a secret and don’t know where to spend it. I watched him go until the corridor curved and took him. The tremor in my arm refused to be reasoned with. I set one half of the crown on the plinth and held the other up to the light that had argued a small victory out of the clouds.

The seam where it had broken was not clean. Someone had wrenched it. The velvet was gone. The welds where the inner band met the outer work had failed along old stress lines. I could have an apprentice metalworker tell me more in an hour. I did not want to know more. I wanted only the quiet answer of weight: this is heavy and you are not as strong as you pretend.

I put both halves together to measure the daylight between them. The edges kissed and refused to marry. When I drew them apart, a smear darkened my thumb. The blood again, thinned by rain, stubborn as a rumor. I wiped it on my cloak. The stain still showed.

A cough began low, where my chest had learned to keep such things secret, and rose until I pressed my forearm to my mouth to cage it. Air scraped raw. Bright dots crowded the edge of my sight and hung there, patient. I breathed shallow until they left.

When I could stand without listing, I carried the crown to the antechamber where the storeroom once held festival lanterns. The room smelled of damp cloth and candle stubs. Water knocked insistently from a crack in the cornice, drip after drip into a bucket someone had placed beneath and forgotten. The sound had the precise cruelty of a metronome.

I laid the halves on a folded canvas and straightened my spine with care. Pain tugged behind my ribs like a small, repetitive hand. I ignored it and moved to the open arch to look down at the courtyard.

Two women argued under a portico about flour. A man tried to light a brazier with damp kindling and swore softly when it went to smoke and stayed there. A little girl leaned from a balcony to catch rain in her mouth and laughed at its taste. Life still happened, in defiance, in small economies of light and warmth. Survival performs; living asks to be felt.

Steps came behind me, brisk, forgiven by the noise of the rain. Maerin again, a different ledger, a different crease between her brows.

“You shouldn’t have carried anything,” she said when she saw my hands.

“I carried something too often once,” I said. “I’m practicing carrying it correctly.”

“Broken?”

“Honest.”

Her gaze slid to the crown halves and then away as if she had walked in on a body lying very neatly under a sheet. “We should store them where people won’t treat them like relics.”

“We should leave them where people can see what they did,” I said, and heard no anger in my voice, only a fatigue so clean it almost sounded like mercy.

She studied me, not as a counselor measuring a king, but as a woman measuring a man she refused to lose because she had lost too many. “Your color is wrong.”

“So is the sky’s,” I said. I leaned back against the arch and let it hold a portion of my weight. The stone pressed cold through cloak and shirt into the line of my shoulder blades. “How many sacks?”

“Enough for ten days if no one steals,” she said. “Enough for six if everyone remembers how hungry they will be tomorrow.”

“Teach them to count by hunger,” I said.

“I am,” she answered. “And you will eat.”

“I will,” I promised, and both of us knew promises do not change appetites.

She set the ledger down and took my wrist without ceremony. Her fingers found the pulse that always betrayed me. She felt the quick stutter and the stretch of the pause after it. “You will lie down after this.”

“After this,” I agreed, “I will walk to the river.”

“You are not a river god,” she said.

“No,” I answered. “But I am something the river buried and forgot to keep.”

Her mouth opened to argue. In the end she only nodded, as if to say, Try not to drown standing up. She left me to the wall and the drip and the soft argument of rain against stone.

I went to the river by the long path so the city could speak in smaller sentences. At the baths, water had colonized the mosaics and dragged their fish into new shapes. At the script-house, soaked books swelled like ribs under skin. At the old prison, the iron rings in the wall smelled so strongly of rust I felt the taste of it coat the back of my tongue. Breath in. Breath out. I kept my pace deliberate, a soldier’s economy, a patient’s stubbornness.

On the last stair down to the quay, my knee buckled. I caught the rail and held it until the sweep of dizziness passed. A filigree of black traced the blue veins in my wrist where the poison loved to write its name. I pressed my thumb to the line until the pulse steadied under it.

An old fisherman sat under the arch, mending a net that had more air than rope. He glanced up and squinted as if trying to place me among the many faces of men who had failed this city. He did not find my name and was kind enough not to try.

“River keeps good silence,” he said.

“Better than people,” I said.

“People fill it,” he answered, and tied a knot. His hands were slow, beautiful in a way that made argument stupid.

I watched the water for a long time without counting. It carried down branches and upland dirt and three red apples that had escaped a crate. Drops fell from the arch in a strict rhythm. Somewhere behind me a gull laughed like a child who had seen something forbidden and had decided to like it.

My ribs ached. My skin felt one size too small. The air under the arch was ten degrees colder than the open rain and smelled of damp stone so purely it stripped every other scent from thought. I closed my eyes and let the city stand without my looking at it. I refused to perform for it. I allowed myself to exist beside it.

When I opened my eyes again, a small shape had lodged where the current snagged around a submerged beam. Mud, at first glance. Not mud. Velvet darkening as it drank. A circlet’s broken lining washed loose by water, a remnant the crown had shed on its way to becoming honest. I reached with the net handle the fisherman loaned without question and coaxed the thing to the steps. It sagged in my hands, ruined, soft as a secret. I set it on the stone and watched water drip from it through the wide seams.

“Fit for a king?” the old man asked gently.

“Fit for someone who remembers why it broke,” I said.

Light moved behind the cloud, not brighter, just less unwilling. I stood and the world tilted—slow, forgivable. The fisherman put a hand to my elbow and steadied me with the ease of a man who could do it with his eyes closed.

“Eat,” he said.

“I will,” I lied.

“Live,” he added, and there was nothing in his tone to defy.

I walked back along the quay toward the stair and felt the rain settle on my face in a finer grain, almost like breath. The drip from the arch slowed, counted its last, began again elsewhere. The city’s silence was not empty. It was a net waiting for anything that could still be saved.

By the time I reached the first landing, Maerin had found me with a cloak I recognized from years ago, the one with the stitching my mother had done inside the collar. She fastened it at my throat with hands that did not tremble. I let the warmth have me. I let the weight be what it was.

“Tell me the truth,” she said.

I looked past her at the river, at the crown halves I could not unsee, at the black seam in my wrist that had begun to darken again like weather. The answer was heavier than speech, but it was no longer a thing I could delay.

“I’m not sure if I’m still a king,” I said, “or just a man who survived without knowing why.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: The Healer’s Quiet House


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


The rain had thinned, but it never stopped. It whispered against the roof like breath drawn through teeth—steady, quiet, unwilling to leave. Every morning began the same: the smell of wet wood, the creak of the shutters half-swollen from moisture, the faint tremor of the air before dawn broke into its slow gray. In that silence, Thalen rose.

The house was small, built from old planks scavenged from the wreckage of larger homes. A single room divided by hanging cloth, a hearth that smoked when the wind turned wrong. But people found it. They always did. The villagers called it “the Quiet House,” as if the name itself could keep the ghosts from knocking.

He had never asked for payment. They brought him what they could—bread gone hard, herbs from the edge of the woods, a handful of copper coins left in a wooden bowl by the door. He accepted none of it. The bowl stayed full.

By midmorning, the air was damp enough to blur the ink on his pages. He kept his notes near the window for light, though the rain found its way inside, thin drops sliding across the wood. Each sound landed differently—some sharp, some round—like a rhythm too slow to be music.

He bent closer to the page.

“Fever from the wound in the right thigh. The pulse uneven. A smell of rot. Burn the cloth before the flies wake.”

The ink bled as he wrote, the edges feathering into the paper. The drop that followed fell from the ceiling, right into the curve of a letter. It spread the black into a dark bloom that looked almost red. He stared at it until the rain filled the space around thought.

He could smell it now—ink, water, and something faintly metallic. Blood had its own memory, even when it was only imagined. He turned the page before it could dissolve completely and pressed it under another book to keep it flat.

A knock came. Three soft taps, uncertain.

When he opened the door, a boy stood there, bare-footed, rain dripping from his hair to his shoulders. The boy could not have been more than nine. He held a bundle of cloth close to his chest.

“You’re the healer,” the boy said. His voice was small, but sure.

Thalen nodded once. “Come in before you drown.”

The boy stepped over the threshold. Water followed him in thin tracks across the floor. He placed the bundle on the table. Thalen reached to unwrap it, expecting an arm, a wound, a fevered child. But inside was nothing. Just a hollow fold of cloth, damp and cold.

The boy’s hands twisted in front of him. “It’s my father,” he said. “He—he’s gone. But his shadow won’t leave.”

Thalen looked up slowly. The boy’s eyes were clear, not fevered, not dreaming. “Your father’s shadow?”

“Yes.” The boy’s lip trembled, but he did not cry. “It stays by the wall at night. It breathes. I can hear it.”

Thalen said nothing for a long time. The fire crackled behind them, each spark short-lived. Outside, the rain shifted direction, whispering against the eastern wall.

“Where do you sleep?” Thalen asked.

“By the hearth,” the boy said. “It watches me.”

He moved to the shelves and took down a jar of crushed rue. His hands knew what to do even before his mind did—measure, mix, heat. The ritual itself brought calm, as if the act of creating something that healed could still mean more than fear.

He gave the boy a small vial. “Burn this when you dream. It will make the shadow quiet.”

The boy held it like a relic. “How much do I owe?”

“Nothing.”

“But they say you take blood for payment.”

Thalen’s hands froze above the herbs. “Who says that?”

“The miller’s wife.” The boy lowered his voice. “She says you use it to keep the dead from taking you.”

A slow, bitter ache tightened in Thalen’s chest. “Does she now?”

The boy nodded. “She said the rain follows you, that it’s the blood of the ones you didn’t save.”

Thalen let out a breath through his teeth, quiet enough not to frighten the child. He knelt so their eyes met. “Tell her this, then. Blood doesn’t keep me alive. It keeps me honest.”

The boy blinked, unsure if that was comfort. Thalen stood and poured another cup of water from the kettle, though the steam was thin and gray. He set it before the boy. “Drink. It’s warm.”

The boy obeyed. Rainwater slid down the windowpane behind him, tracing long, crooked lines that looked like writing only the storm could read.

When the boy left, the house felt smaller. The rain grew louder, the sound pressed closer to the walls, as if the storm had learned where to find the cracks. He turned back to his desk.

The war journal lay open where he had left it. The ink had run further, lines dissolving into a shape that was no longer words but veins. He touched the edge of the paper. It was soft with water. When he lifted it, part of the page tore away and stuck to his fingers. The mark it left behind looked almost like a handprint.

He could still hear the boy’s voice. “His shadow won’t leave.”

He turned to the hearth and stared at the fire until the colors began to blend. In the glow, every movement of flame cast another image against the wall—a hundred silhouettes, flickering, overlapping. He blinked, and one of them stayed.

He knew the outline. Broad shoulders, familiar stance, the angle of a head tilted slightly in thought.

“Alaric,” he whispered.

The name felt foreign on his tongue, a word worn smooth by too much silence. He didn’t move. The shadow didn’t either. The fire cracked once, a spark snapping into air, and for a moment the shape almost smiled.

He rose. The sound of rain grew sharper, closer to a voice. His heartbeat matched it without meaning to.

“You’re gone,” he said softly, to the shadow, to the rain, to the ghost of something he hadn’t allowed himself to name in years.

The flame bent low, stretching the shape taller, thinner. The whisper that came next could have been wind, could have been memory.

“You never stopped healing, did you?”

Thalen’s breath caught. He stepped closer until the heat brushed his face. “You’re not real.”

“Then why do you still answer?”

He pressed his hand to his chest. His pulse was strong, but too quick. The air in the room thickened. Rain found its way through the cracks above the hearth and began to fall in small drops onto the coals. Each drop hissed, releasing a sound like breath drawn through pain.

“You would heal anything,” the voice murmured. “Even what doesn’t live anymore.”

“Enough.” His voice was rough, more command than plea.

The sound faded, leaving only rain and the smell of wet ash. He stood there until the fire steadied, until his heartbeat slowed enough to belong to a living man again.

When he turned back to the table, the open journal had changed color. The ink, once black, had spread into deep crimson where the water met it. It looked almost deliberate, as if the rain had finished his sentence for
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