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The world was not made to forgive blood. It remembered every offering, every oath sealed in iron and breath, every king who believed a crown could outweigh the cost of survival. Long before borders were drawn and prayers learned their proper shapes, a vow was struck beneath a red and listening sky, and the land has carried the echo ever since. It is said the curse began as mercy. It is also said mercy is the first lie power tells itself.

On one side of the plains rose the kingdom of Astra, built in pale stone and doctrine, its walls high enough to keep out beasts and doubt alike. Purity was its language, preached from glass-lit halls where silence passed for virtue and love learned to hide its teeth. Kings ruled there, but never alone; their blood answered to councils, to gods, to a watching people who believed the throne existed to remain untouched. In Astra, a ruler’s body was not his own. It was a symbol, polished until it reflected only what the world wished to see.

Beyond the walls stretched the Nightrun Plains, where the earth stayed dark with the memory of war and the wind carried the scent of iron. The Horned Kin made their lives there, scarred and enduring, bound not by temples but by survival and a curse older than their names. Their king ruled from horseback and firelight, his authority etched into muscle and bone rather than marble. Among them, wounds were counted as proof of living, and blood was not hidden—it was honored, shared, and remembered.

Between these worlds stood a truth neither wished to claim: the curse did not care for borders, belief, or righteousness. It demanded balance, not justice, and it always collected its debt from kings.

Aedon inherited the crown of Astra too soon, the weight of it settling on his shoulders before grief had time to cool. He was taught restraint as virtue and obedience as duty, his breath measured, his body guarded, his desires named threats long before he learned to recognize them as his own. The throne watched him as closely as he watched it, and the walls that protected him also learned how to close.

Kairas was born to a different burden. Crowned by blood and necessity, he learned to ride before he learned to rest, to kill without hesitation and rule without illusion. His people did not ask him to be clean; they asked him to endure. Yet even endurance frays when extinction waits at the edge of every season, and the curse tightened around his bloodline with a patience that promised nothing but loss.

When their paths cross, it is not fate that binds them, nor romance, nor choice made freely. It is damage already done, a bond forged in violence and watched by a world eager to decide what their bodies must mean. What begins in hatred does not soften easily; what is forced does not pretend to be love. Between them lies a truth neither can escape: some chains are strongest when they are first refused.

This is not a story of freedom found. It is a story of what survives when freedom is denied—and what the world is willing to burn to keep its curses fed.
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Chapter 1: Blood for a Crown
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The fire had burned down to a bed of coals that held their heat like a grudging oath, red at the center and black at the edges where ash kept trying to smother it, and the air around it carried the thin bite of night that refused to soften even with so many bodies packed close, hide and metal and sweat gathered into a ring as if proximity could make the cold forget them.

Kairas stood just beyond the reach of the warmth, where the heat stopped behaving like comfort and became only a faint pressure against his shins, and he kept his weight settled through the heavy breadth of his lower body with the stillness of a creature built for motion that had chosen not to waste it, the ground beneath him dry and compacted by hooves until it felt like a single hard surface rather than earth, unwilling to give and unwilling to forgive.

What was spoken belonged to no one and to all of them, as old as the blood in their mouths and as common as the iron smell that lived in every tent and every strap, and the one speaking it tonight did not raise his voice as if volume could earn reverence, because the reverence was already there in the way the circle held its breath, in the way even the youngest riders kept their hands off their weapons as if steel might interrupt the words.

A strip of red cloth had been tied around the speaker’s wrist, stained darker at the knot where old blood had dried into the fibers, and the mark drew the eye the way a wound does when it refuses to close, because it meant this was not offered as entertainment or warning but as invocation, a reminder pressed into flesh the way the tribe pressed vows into skin.

Kairas did not move closer, though the heat at the coals tugged at the cold in his bones with slow insistence, because closeness made listening feel like consent, and consent was not something he offered easily when the words were about chains.

The speaker’s hand hovered over the coals without touching them, fingers spread as if measuring distance, and the skin along his knuckles shone with the tension of that restraint, because heat and pain were where endurance began—where a body chose to remain rather than step back—and the circle around him tightened by degrees as the night seemed to lean in.

They spoke of a king who had worn horns before horns had become a lineage, before the tribe had learned how to name itself as anything but the last ones left, and the description landed in the air with a weight that made Kairas’s shoulder blades draw closer together, the old instinct to brace responding before any meaning reached for his throat.

They spoke of a human city that had not yet called itself Astra, of walls not yet stained by war, of priests who had still believed purity could be held in hands without spilling, and the contrast between those soft words and the hard circle of bodies around the coals sharpened into something faintly sour in Kairas’s mouth, a taste like metal left too long on the tongue.

The Red God came the way blood comes into water, not with the drama of impact but with the quiet certainty of spreading, and the speaker’s voice did not tremble as he named it, because trembling would have been denial, and denial had never saved anyone here.

They did not describe the god as kind, because kindness would have made it comprehensible, and comprehensible things could be bargained with, but the god in their tale was hunger shaped into worship, a presence that asked for kings the way fire asks for fuel, never explaining why the asking felt like law.

Kairas’s palms curled around the leather strap in his hand until the edge bit into the calluses, pressure building where the strap pressed across his skin, and the sting grounded him in a sensation that was simple and honest, because the words in the air were not.

The old Horned King in the tale was led into a shattered temple whose stones had been carved with mouths that never closed, and the image settled into the circle like a shared bruise, because every rider had been raised on the knowledge that the Shattered Temple was not just a ruin but a throat, a place that swallowed kings and returned nothing but obligation.

They spoke of the altar, slick from offerings long before that night, dark from blood that had soaked deep enough into the stone to stain the air itself, and Kairas’s nostrils flared as if scent could travel across centuries, as if the iron that clung to his camp was the same iron that had clung to the temple then, unchanged by time because time did not dilute sacrifice.

The Horned King bared his arm, and the blade was not ceremonial but real, because the Red God did not accept pretense, and the first cut opened the skin with the clean impatience of steel that knew its purpose, the blood spilling fast enough that it steamed where it met the cold.

Kairas’s forearm tightened, a faint ache flaring along the lattice of old scars there as if his body remembered being opened, remembered the sting of air on exposed flesh, and the sensation sharpened when the wind shifted, brushing over his skin with a colder edge that made the hair along his arms lift.

The human king in the tale was brought forward next, hands bound not in rope but in white cloth that made the binding look holy, and the detail pressed into Kairas’s awareness with a particular cruelty, because holiness had always been one of the sharpest lies humans wielded when they wanted chains to look like virtue.

The human king’s blood was called pure, and that word did not land softly in the circle, because purity was not a compliment here, it was a weapon, a way of separating flesh into worth and filth, and the speaker’s tone flattened on it the way a hoof flattens grass without pausing to consider what it breaks.

The Red God demanded crown for crown, and the temple’s mouths opened wider as if stone could taste anticipation, and the Horned King, already bleeding, placed his hand over the human king’s heart, feeling the frantic rhythm beneath ribs built for softness rather than war, the bluntness of the contact making Kairas’s own chest feel suddenly too exposed beneath his armor.

A breath shifted through the circle, not quite a sigh and not quite a flinch, and the fire responded with a brief hiss as a drop of fat from someone’s meat fell into the coals, the sound sharp enough to set Kairas’s jaw tighter, because it resembled the first sizzle of blood on heated stone, a sound that never belonged to peace.

The Horned King bent down and pressed his mouth to the human king’s mouth, and the kiss was not tenderness but sealing, because the Red God did not care for affection, only for binding, and the taste of iron between them was the only proof the god required.

The bond took hold immediately, not as a gentle thread but as a chain that tightened where it pleased, and the human king’s face went pale, his lips stained darker by blood that was not his, and the Horned King’s horns ached as if the god had reached through bone and fastened something unseen to the marrow.

Kairas’s own horns felt heavier with the telling, a dull pressure at their base as though the weight of his crown was not metal or bone but something lodged beneath the skin, and he adjusted his stance by a fraction, the ground grinding dry beneath his hooves, the movement small but necessary to keep the ache from becoming sharp.

They said the human king tried to pull away and could not, because the chain did not allow distance once it had tasted consent, and the Horned King, already chosen by hunger, laughed in the face of the struggle, because the Red God’s blessing always sounded like cruelty when it was spoken aloud.

The curse, the speaker named it at last, and the word carried more heat than the coals, because it was the only honest term for a binding that required kings to bleed so their peoples could endure, the only honest term for a law that fed itself.

Crown for crown meant the Horned King’s line would survive only if it stayed tied to a human king’s line, and it meant the human king’s purity would be stained by a beast’s blood, and it meant that every generation after would inherit not only a throne but the expectation of sacrifice, a future with a mouth already waiting to swallow them.

The circle remained silent as the speaker let the words settle, because silence was part of the ritual of remembering, and in that hush Kairas heard small things more clearly, the faint creak of leather as someone shifted, the dry rasp of a whetstone on steel farther back in the camp, the low distant sound of horses in the outer lines snorting into the cold.

The cost was never absent, and it arrived like a bruise pressed, because the human king’s kingdom turned its fear into doctrine, priests made laws out of disgust, and the stain of that kiss became a warning carved into sermons and into the bodies of those who dared to love where the church had drawn a line.

Kairas’s mouth tightened as if holding back a taste, the air catching in the back of his throat where cold made it raw, and the rawness made each breath feel louder than it should have, because even now, even here, speaking of human hatred carried the power to make the body prepare for a blow.

The Horned Kin endured, but endurance did not come as triumph; it came as thinning bloodlines and fewer children and more graves, and when the bond weakened or was refused the tribe’s bodies began to fail in ways that did not show on the surface at first, a slow unraveling that made warriors strong one season and suddenly fragile the next, as if the Red God collected his debt not in one clean cut but in a thousand small withdrawals.

The speaker lifted his hand higher, palm toward the night, and in the firelight the lines of his skin looked like cracks in old stone, and the gesture did not ask for applause, only for witness.

Witness was what Kairas had been forced into since he wore his own crown, witness to the way the tribe watched him as if his body was a wall between them and extinction, witness to the way the elders’ eyes lingered on his horns and then on the horizon, measuring time like a weapon.

The coals shifted as someone poked them, sending a small spray of sparks into the air, and the sparks rose and died quickly, bright for an instant and then gone, and Kairas watched them without blinking because the motion reminded him too precisely of a life burned fast to satisfy something larger.

It ended where it always did, with the Shattered Temple still standing and still hungry, with the Red God still unnamed by anyone brave enough to admit the truth of it, with the bond still written into blood like a sentence that could not be appealed, and the camp did not exhale as if relieved.

They began to move as if the telling had been a signal rather than a lesson, bodies rising from crouches, hands returning to straps and hilts, fur pulled tighter over shoulders, and the practical noises of readiness filled the space it left behind, because dawn did not wait for reverence.

Kairas turned away from the coals and the warmth fell off his skin immediately, the cold reclaiming him with a blunt efficiency that made his lungs tighten on the next inhale, and he drew the air deeper to keep it from turning shallow, because shallow breath invited weakness and weakness invited eyes.

His camp stretched outward in rings of shadow and ember, lines of spears planted in the ground like a field of thin trees, tents low and dark against the wide plain, and beyond them the horizon lay flat and endless, a black edge where the world held itself in suspense.

A rider stepped into his path with the careful deference of someone who knew better than to block him completely, and the man’s breath smoked faintly as he spoke, the sound of his voice rough from cold and smoke and too little sleep, telling Kairas the scouts had returned, that the road to Astra lay open, that the first human watchfires were visible from the last ridge.

Kairas answered with a nod that required no extra movement, because he had learned to keep his response contained, to give nothing away in the face of men who would follow him into death and then ask for more if he looked too much like he could bear it.

The rider hesitated, shifting his weight, and the leather at his shoulder creaked softly, and in that small sound Kairas felt the question that was not asked aloud, the question that always hovered in the camp before they moved toward human walls.

Will you do it.

The cold pressed against Kairas’s chest plate, seeping through the metal until it felt like a hand laid flat over his sternum, steady and impersonal, and the pressure sharpened the awareness of his heartbeat, the slow heavy rhythm that never matched the quicker pulse of the men around him.

He moved past the rider and the man stepped aside immediately, the deference clean and practiced, and Kairas walked toward the line where his own armor waited, straps hung over a post, metal dark in the low light, the smell of oiled leather thick enough to coat the tongue.

His hands closed around the breastplate and the metal was colder than the air, biting into his palms through the calluses until his fingers flexed reflexively, and he held it anyway, because pain was honest and predictable, because it kept the body awake.

When he lifted the plate and settled it against his torso, the weight pressed into him like an acceptance of responsibility that did not care whether he wanted it, and as the straps tightened around his ribs the pressure made the old scar beneath his left side flare faintly, a line of tissue that had never softened no matter how many seasons passed.

The flare did not become sharp, but it remained present, a low insistence that made each breath feel slightly narrower, and in the narrowing his awareness slipped closer without permission, because the body’s discomfort always opened doors the mind kept locked.

A human king waited behind stone walls, young by the measure of crowns, new enough to his throne that the scent of uncertainty still clung to him in every report, and the knowledge of that youth did not spark pity in Kairas so much as irritation, because the god did not choose carefully, only efficiently, and efficiency was another kind of cruelty.

Kairas’s fingers found the edge of his horn guard and adjusted it, the leather stiff from salt and blood, and the movement sent a small tug along the base of his horns, enough to make the dull heaviness shift into something more defined, as if the bone itself reacted to the idea of approaching Astra.

The bond was not formed yet, not with this king, not in any way that could be named aloud without making the camp’s hunger too obvious, and still his horns ached when the name Astra was spoken, as if the curse recognized its own direction before any prayer was offered.

He stepped into the saddle harness that fit around his upper body even though his lower half needed no saddle to carry him, and the leather crossed his shoulders and chest, the straps tightening until they pressed into muscle, securing the weapons at his side, and the snugness kept his posture erect without effort, a forced discipline that felt familiar.

His sword hung at his right, its hilt wrapped in dark cloth, and when he closed his hand around it the cold of the metal traveled through the fabric, grounding him again in weight and purpose, because whatever else he had been made to become, he would not ride unarmed into a human city.

The camp was waking fully now, not with chatter but with the steady sounds of preparation, hooves stamping, gear clinking, a low murmur of commands that kept the chaos from forming, and the plain around them held those sounds in a wide open way that made everything seem both louder and smaller, a handful of life moving across a vast indifferent surface.

He walked toward the front line where his captains gathered, their faces half-shadowed, their eyes reflective in the pre-dawn dimness, and as he approached they straightened without being told, the movement rippling through them like a shared instinct.

One of them, Varkan, stood nearest, scar running down his cheek like a red road, and his gaze slid over Kairas’s armor and then up to his horns, lingering there for a fraction too long before settling back on his eyes, and the attention landed with the weight of expectation more than respect.

Varkan spoke without ceremony, voice low, giving the final count of riders, the state of supplies, the distance left to cover before the sun rose enough to be seen from Astra’s walls, and every practical detail carried an undercurrent that did not need to be spoken, because practicality here existed to serve only one end.

Kairas answered in the same clipped tone, issuing commands that required no explanation, and as the captains dispersed the camp began to align behind him in disciplined rows, the movement of so many bodies producing a sound like a slow storm, leather tightening, steel shifting, breath moving in unison.

The first light began to seep into the sky at the far edge of the plain, not yet bright but enough to turn black into deep gray, and the air changed with it, growing colder for a moment as if the night fought to keep its hold.

Kairas stepped forward and the line moved with him, thousands of hooves pressing into the earth with a synchronized weight that traveled up through the ground and into his own legs, the vibration steady and immense, a shared heartbeat large enough to make the body feel small inside it.

They rode without song and without drums, because the approach demanded restraint, because announcing themselves too early would give Astra time to shape fear into organized defense, and the silence of their movement was its own threat, a predator’s quiet.

As they crossed the first ridge the wind changed, coming at them from the direction of human land, carrying a different scent that did not belong to the plains, damp stone and smoke from hearths, the faint trace of incense that clung to worship even at distance, and the smell made Kairas’s nostrils flare as if rejecting it could cleanse it from his lungs.

The horizon ahead began to lift, not with hills but with the first hint of walls, far off and pale against the darkening sky, and the sight of those walls settled into the camp like a hardening, a collective narrowing of breath.

Kairas’s armor pressed more firmly against his chest as he drew in air, the cold making the metal feel sharper at the edges, and the pressure kept him aware of his own body in a way that was both grounding and hostile, because bodies were what this curse always demanded in the end.

He kept his gaze fixed forward, refusing to let it drop to the human land spreading beneath the walls, because looking down invited a certain kind of imagining, and imagining made the task feel too much like choice.

The riders behind him maintained perfect spacing, close enough to feel like one organism and far enough to move without colliding, their breath visible now in faint streams, and the sight of it made Kairas’s own lungs tighten again, the air cold and thin where it entered, scraping the back of his throat.

Aedon, they said his name was, and the name arrived in Kairas’s awareness not as a thought but as a sensation, a faint pressure at the base of his horns that deepened when the walls grew clearer, and he adjusted his head slightly as if changing the angle could dislodge the ache.

The city’s outer fields lay quiet, no farmers visible at this hour, the ground still and damp with morning, and the absence of movement made the approach feel like stepping into a held breath, because humans hid when they feared, and fear was already present even if no one stood on the walls yet.

They reached the second ridge and the walls of Astra rose fully into view, white stone catching the earliest light so it looked almost luminous, clean in a way that felt deliberate, a display of purity made from rock and distance, and the sight of it made something tighten low in Kairas’s abdomen, a reflexive tension like preparing to take a blow.

The city did not smell clean from here, not truly, because no city ever did, but the illusion of it was strong enough to be felt, and that illusion was part of the war between them, a claim that humans were separate from blood even as their history was built on it.

Kairas lifted his hand and the line slowed without any shouted command, the discipline immediate, the shift in momentum sending a heavier vibration through the ground that reached up into his chest and settled there, deep and steady.

The first watchfires atop the walls burned low, orange points against white stone, and figures moved near them, small at this distance but sharp in their posture, the stiff watchfulness of men who had been told their world was pure and needed guarding from corruption.

Kairas let the riders hold at the ridge long enough for the cold to seep deeper, long enough for the silence to stretch until it began to feel like pressure against the teeth, because he wanted the city to see them not as a sudden storm but as a certainty approaching, inevitable and patient.

He looked down the line, taking in the set of shoulders, the tilt of heads, the stillness of hands on weapons, and in that stillness the weight of his crown pressed more firmly at the base of his horns, the bone ache answering the view of Astra with a slow relentless insistence.

What began at the fire ended in the Shattered Temple, but it did not stop there; it carried on along ridges and roads, in the tightening of straps, in the way a whole people held its breath around the body of one king.

Kairas turned his gaze back to the walls and raised his hand again, the gesture small and contained, and the line began to move, thousands of hooves stepping forward as one, the sound still muted by distance but gathering with every pace into something that could not be mistaken for anything but approach.

Dawn broke fully at their backs, light spilling over the plains like a blade drawn from a sheath, and ahead the white walls of Astra waited, brightening as if the city dared the sun to prove its innocence, while the riders below advanced not for conquest, not for glory, but for a single body behind stone that had not yet learned what it would cost to remain untouched.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: The Empty King
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The field had stopped moving long before it stopped making noise, the last charges already spent into scattered struggles that collapsed into mud and breath, yet the air still carried motion in the way it shoved against Kairas’s face, thick with smoke and damp earth and the copper sweetness that rose whenever a body opened, the wind dragging it all low across the ground as if trying to press every scent into the soil so nothing could be denied later.

His lower half stood braced in churned terrain that had forgotten what grass looked like, hooves sunk past the crust into the wet layer beneath, and each shift of weight pulled a slow suction from the mud that clung to him with patient insistence, as though the land wanted to keep him here until it finished counting its dead.

The sword in his hand had grown heavy in the particular way that came only after repeated strikes, not because the metal gained weight but because his forearm had begun to thicken with a steady burn, muscle tightening against bone where old scars interrupted the smooth pull of tendon, and the grip of leather under his palm had turned slick enough that he adjusted his fingers without looking, dragging the wrap against his calluses until it bit just enough to remind him he still held it.

Bodies lay in irregular lines where the retreat had broken, armor caved in, banners tangled, limbs turned at angles that did not belong to living things, and the dominant sound was no longer shouting but the soft wet chorus of breath from those not yet finished dying, air pulling through throats that bubbled, the rhythm uneven and stubborn, forcing the field to stay awake.

Kairas let his eyes travel across the nearest cluster without softening his posture, because softness drew questions and questions drew demands, and the heat under his breastplate remained a sealed pressure that had nothing to do with triumph, sweat trapped against skin and cooling too slowly in the cold wind so it turned clammy, a thin film that made the metal feel closer, more intimate, more like a second ribcage he could not remove.

A man in human colors crawled across the mud with a short knife still in his fist, the blade dark with someone else’s blood, and the soldier’s legs dragged behind him with a dragging insistence that suggested he did not yet understand they were useless, his breath flaring in white puffs that stuttered as he lifted his head, eyes wide with a frantic brightness that did not hold prayer but a simple refusal.

Kairas stepped closer, the mud resisting his forward movement with a slow pull that made his hip flex harder, and the soldier’s knife came up in a trembling arc that barely cleared the ground, the gesture more instinct than threat, metal scraping against a stone hidden beneath the muck with a thin sound that still managed to cut.

Kairas’s blade dropped in a clean line, driven from shoulder to wrist. Flesh resisted for a breath, then gave way, releasing into warmth as blood spilled and steamed in the cold. The soldier’s breath cut off mid-gasp, and the air around them felt suddenly wider.

Kairas twisted his wrist and drew the blade free. Blood slid along the steel in slow beads before falling into the mud, and he took a single breath, steady and empty, as if nothing in his body had noticed the kill.

The body’s weight settled and the mud accepted it as if it had been waiting, swallowing the fallen shoulder first, and Kairas’s sword remained angled downward for a moment longer than needed, red sliding along the fuller toward his guard in slow beads that gathered and dropped, each fall making a soft dark dimple in the wet earth.

Behind him, hooves approached in a controlled rhythm, not charging now but moving with the cautious discipline that came after a field quieted, and the sound blended with the distant clink of armor and the low murmur of his riders speaking in clipped phrases, voices roughened by smoke and exertion until even ordinary words sounded like grit dragged over stone.

A captain drew alongside him and stopped at a respectful distance without lowering his head too much, because kings here were not worshiped as gods but followed as burdens shared, and the man’s breathing remained loud enough to be heard through his helm, each inhale catching slightly as though his ribs objected to the expansion.

“The southern line broke,” the captain said, his voice steady but not calm, breath fogging the air between them before the wind tore it away, and he pointed with a gauntleted hand toward the far edge of the field where bodies clustered more densely, where the earth had been chewed deeper by panic and weight.

Kairas followed the line of the gesture without turning his torso fully, because turning invited vulnerability, and the movement of his gaze made the base of his horns ache faintly beneath the straps of his guard, a dull pressure that had no cause in the immediate world and yet arrived the same way it always did after a kill, as if something inside bone tightened in response to spilled blood.

“How many fled,” Kairas asked, the words leaving him in an even tone that did not rise at the end, because questions were not requests here but commands wrapped in grammar.

The captain’s jaw worked once beneath his beard, the motion visible even through the grime, and he swallowed hard enough that his throat tightened around the act, as though the count tasted wrong.

“Not enough to matter,” the captain answered, and his eyes did not brighten with satisfaction, only with the alertness of someone still listening for threats that might rise from the quiet.

Kairas inclined his head, and the movement shifted the straps across his shoulders, leather scraping against his neck where sweat had dried into salt, the abrasion sharp enough to cut through the numbness that tried to settle after violence, and he welcomed it because numbness was a lie that made later moments more dangerous.

He began to walk forward again, hooves lifting from the mud with slow effort, each step peeling free with a wet sound that clung to him, and the captain matched his pace on foot for a few strides before falling back, because the field belonged to Kairas’s body more than it belonged to any map.

The wind brought ash from somewhere beyond the ridge, a fine gray dust that landed on the exposed skin of his hands and made the blood on his knuckles look darker, older, as if the kills had happened long ago rather than minutes past, and the contrast settled like a cold film that made him flex his fingers, testing the stiffness where dried blood tightened across the joints.

A rider near the fallen banners dragged a wounded Horned Kin upright by the strap across his chest, and the injured man’s boots skidded through mud, his head lolling as if the neck refused to hold, and when he coughed the sound came thick, wet, too deep, the breath rattling on the way out.

Kairas approached, the air around the wounded soldier carrying a stronger iron tang, fresher and warmer than the blood on the ground, and the moment he drew close the injured man’s eyes sharpened with recognition, pupils narrowing as if trying to focus through pain that kept swelling behind the brow.

“My king,” the soldier rasped, and the words tore at his throat on the way out, leaving a faint spray of red at the corner of his mouth that the wind dried immediately.

Kairas did not reach out. Touching made bodies too real, and real bodies were harder to turn into numbers. The soldier’s breath hitched again, loud and wet, refusing to be ignored.

The man’s chest shuddered with each breath, shallow and uneven. Blood bubbled at the edge of his mouth, and his fingers tightened once, then loosened, as if the body had already begun to let go.

The rider holding him tightened his grip, the leather strap creaking, and said, “He took a spear beneath the ribs, he won’t stay upright,” with the brisk cruelty of practicality that was not unkind but unsoftened, because softness here would have been a waste of time the field might not grant.

Kairas stepped closer until his shadow covered the soldier’s boots, and the heat still trapped under his own breastplate met the cold air and made his lungs feel briefly too full, as if the breath had nowhere to go, and he looked down at the wound where the armor had split, the opening dark and wet beneath the torn edge, blood pulsing with each shallow attempt at breathing.

The soldier tried to straighten, tried to lift his chin as though presenting himself for judgment, and the effort made his face tighten into a grimace he did not voice, sweat shining on his brow despite the cold.

Kairas drew his dagger from his belt with a controlled motion, the small blade catching a thin line of light, and the soldier’s eyes widened for a fraction before he forced them steady again, breath scraping, because the tribe understood mercy even when it refused to name it that way.

Kairas pressed the dagger under the soldier’s jaw with a firmness that left no room for negotiation, the cold of the metal meeting warm skin and stubble, and the contact made the wounded man shudder once, a single involuntary tremor that traveled down through his shoulders, then stilled, his eyes fixing on a point beyond Kairas as though searching for something to hold onto that the world refused.

One swift cut, clean and practiced, and the soldier’s breath stopped mid-pull, the tension in his shoulders releasing slowly as his weight sagged into the rider’s grip, blood spilling in a quiet dark line down the front of his neck that steamed faintly before the wind flattened it.

The rider lowered the body carefully, laying it on the mud with an attention that looked almost gentle until the man stepped away without hesitation, his boots leaving deep prints that filled with dark water at once.

Kairas sheathed the dagger and the leather at his belt creaked, a small domestic sound in a field that no longer belonged to the living, and the sound sat in his ears longer than it should have, because now there was room in the air for such details.

He continued forward, passing broken spears and splintered shields, passing human faces turned upward with eyes half-open, the whites already filmed, and the sight of those eyes did not spark anger or satisfaction, only a dull awareness of how easily flesh became still.

The victory had been counted already by the way his riders held the ridge, by the way no organized enemy line remained, and still the field did not feel like possession, because possession implied something gained, and what lay beneath his hooves was only loss arranged in different colors.

A gust of wind pushed across the open ground and shifted smoke from a burning cart, carrying a wave of heat that brushed Kairas’s face and then vanished, leaving behind the acrid sting that tightened the back of his throat, and he breathed through it anyway, letting the irritation anchor him in sensation rather than letting the mind slip toward anything softer.

Somewhere to his right, a human boy cried out, not loud enough to be a threat and not low enough to be ignored, the sound thin and high with panic that had not yet learned resignation, and the cry ended in a cough that broke into wetness, the air pushed out of damaged lungs.

Kairas turned in that direction with a small shift of his shoulders, the movement rolling weight across his spine, and the horn guard tugged again at the base of his horns, pressure building as if the bone itself reacted to the idea of approaching a living human, a tension that had no place in battle and yet arrived as reliably as dawn.

The boy lay half under a fallen horse, the animal’s flank still rising and falling in shallow jerks that made its harness clink softly, and the boy’s hands clawed at the mud as if trying to drag himself free, fingers slipping, nails filled with black earth.

Kairas stepped to the horse first, because the horse’s breath was louder, because the animal’s pain carried a raw honesty that did not bargain, and he placed a hand on its neck, feeling heat trapped under sweat-slick hide, the skin twitching beneath his palm as the animal shuddered.

The touch was brief, but the warmth under his hand pressed into him with uncomfortable intimacy, and in response something in his chest tightened in a way that did not match the clean logic of war, a contraction low beneath the sternum that he did not allow to bloom into anything else.

He drew his dagger again and ended the horse’s suffering with a sure motion, the animal’s body jerking once and then settling, the sudden stillness making the air feel momentarily hollow.

The boy’s sob caught in his throat as the weight shifted, freeing his legs, and he tried to scramble backward, dragging himself through the mud with frantic movements that made his injured shoulder sag unnaturally, skin pale beneath streaks of blood.

Kairas watched him for a breath and the boy’s eyes locked on his horns, on the dark armor, on the height of him, fear widening the pupils until the irises nearly disappeared, and the boy’s breathing turned fast enough to whistle, air scraping through narrowed passages.

“Please,” the boy said, the word broken by breath, and he did not say it as a prayer to a god but as a plea to a body with a blade.

Kairas did not answer. Language led to bargaining, and bargaining led to softness the tribe could not afford.

For a breath, there was only the sound of the boy’s lungs dragging air through pain. Mud sucked softly beneath his shifting hand. Kairas remained still, letting the silence do what words could not.

The boy tried to push himself farther away, but his hand slipped and he fell sideways into a shallow puddle, cold water soaking into his sleeve, and the shock made him gasp, a harsh intake that shook his ribs visibly.

Kairas stepped forward until the boy’s retreat stopped not because he was brave but because there was nowhere else to go, mud and corpses hemming him in, and he crouched slightly, lowering his height enough that the boy’s breath hit Kairas’s face in ragged bursts, warm and sour and terrified.

The boy’s words returned in a rush, pleas without shape, and Kairas’s own body responded first with a familiar tightening in the shoulders, a reflex that prepared for a desperate strike, because fear made humans unpredictable and unpredictable things got kings killed.

The boy’s hand reached for something at his belt, fingers fumbling for a knife too small to matter, and Kairas’s dagger moved before the boy could grasp it, the blade pinning the boy’s wrist to the mud with a pressure that did not cut through skin but made the bone beneath scream, the boy’s mouth opening wide as a cry tore out of him and then broke into a wheeze.

Kairas leaned closer, and the cold air between them filled with the sharp iron scent rising from the boy’s torn side, blood leaking under his tunic in slow pulses that soaked into cloth and then into the mud, the warmth of it almost visible in the steam that lifted in thin threads.

“Stop,” Kairas said, and the word landed with the weight of command rather than comfort, his voice low enough that it forced the boy to strain to hear, forcing the boy’s frantic breath to pause for a fraction.

The boy’s chest still heaved, but the motion slowed slightly as pain overtook panic, and that shift was the only opening Kairas needed, because pain was quieter than fear and easier to control.

He withdrew the dagger and the boy’s wrist fell, limp with shock, and Kairas rose, letting the boy see the full height of him again, letting the boy’s fear sharpen into stillness, because stillness kept the field orderly.

Kairas turned away without finishing what his riders would have finished, because the boy’s wound was already doing the work, because the field did not allow the luxury of sparing enemies in any meaningful way, and the boy’s wet breathing followed him for several steps before it was swallowed by distance and wind.

The silence that replaced it did not feel clean.

He reached a slight rise where the mud gave way to trampled grass, crushed flat and slick with blood, and from there the field spread wider, the full scope of the slaughter visible in a single sweep, bodies and broken weapons scattered like remnants of an argument no one could remember starting, smoke columns rising in slow reluctant spirals that the wind tore apart.

His captains began to gather again at the edge of that rise, forming a loose semicircle that left space for him to stand without being crowded, and their faces held the aftermath in different ways, some with blankness, some with a hardness that looked like pride until the eyes betrayed exhaustion, but none with the bright relief that stories liked to pretend victory brought.

Varkan stepped forward, his armor splattered, his own horns smaller than Kairas’s but still marked with the same lineage, and he held a strip of cloth in one hand, white at one end and red at the other, as though it had tried to stay pure and failed.

“We have what we came for,” Varkan said, and his tone carried the rough satisfaction of a man who measured life in outcomes rather than costs, yet even he did not smile, because smiles on a field like this felt obscene.

Kairas did not ask what was meant, because he heard it in the air already, in the way his captains kept their bodies angled as if expecting the next command to be heavier than the last, and he felt it in the base of his horns where that dull pressure had settled deeper, tightening like a strap being pulled one notch at a time.

“The border fort is ash,” another captain added, voice hoarse, pointing toward the far distance where a low plume of darker smoke rose, thicker and steadier, and the smell from it carried faintly even here, charred wood and burning oil and the sick sweet undertone of cooked flesh.

Kairas nodded once, and the motion made the sweat on his neck shift under the leather, salt scraping, and the scrape anchored him again in the irritation of skin rather than the widening emptiness that waited behind the practical reports.

“And the prisoners,” a third said, glancing briefly toward the rear where riders corralled a small cluster of humans, their hands bound, their faces turned away as if not looking could keep their bodies from being real.

Kairas’s gaze moved to those prisoners and the sight did not stir interest, only the familiar awareness that prisoners meant bargaining, and bargaining meant delay, and delay meant the tribe’s slow decline continued one more season without relief.

“No prisoners,” Kairas said, and his voice did not rise, yet the words landed with finality that made one captain’s shoulders tighten as if bracing for disagreement.

Varkan’s eyes narrowed, not in defiance but in the careful calculation of a man who understood strategy and still wanted to test the edge of it, and he stepped closer, boots squelching once before finding firmer ground.

“Their king will hear of this,” Varkan said, and the mention of the human king made the pressure at the base of Kairas’s horns sharpen by a fraction, a dull ache becoming more defined, as if the curse itself leaned nearer when that figure was named.

“He will hear of it either way,” Kairas replied, and the words came out like iron, because iron did not negotiate and neither could he, and he turned slightly to signal the conversation’s end, because letting it continue would invite the tribe to believe they could shape his choices with arguments.

Varkan held the silence for a breath too long, then bowed his head once, a gesture of obedience that still carried weight because it was chosen rather than forced, and he stepped back, giving the command space to spread.

Orders moved through the line in low calls and hand signals, riders peeling away with disciplined efficiency, and the prisoners were dragged toward the edge of the field not with cruelty for cruelty’s sake but with the indifferent roughness of men who had learned to treat bodies like burdens.

Kairas watched the movement without shifting his stance, the wind pushing against his armor, and the emptiness arrived not as a dramatic hollow but as a slow thinning, a sensation like cold creeping beneath a cloak, the warmth leaving without any single moment of departure.

The field did not care that his army had won, the corpses did not sit up in gratitude, the smoke did not part to reveal meaning, and even the blood under his hooves did not feel like proof of power so much as proof of repetition, the same offering made again and again to a world that only ever answered with more hunger.

His chest tightened on the next inhale, a subtle resistance in the ribs as if the air had thickened, and he let the breath go slowly, feeling it leave warm and return cold, the cycle mechanical, uncelebratory, a reminder that bodies continued even when reasons thinned.

A rider passed near him carrying a banner taken from the human line, the cloth torn and dragging through mud, and the sight should have signified dominance, should have meant something his captains could later point to, yet the banner’s colors looked dull in the gray light, the fabric heavy with moisture and blood until it resembled nothing so much as a shroud.

Kairas closed his eyes for a brief moment, not to retreat inward but because ash had blown into them, grit scraping against the wet surface until it stung, and when he opened them again the sting remained, keeping his gaze sharp with discomfort that did not allow softness.

The ache at the base of his horns persisted, deepening in the same slow stubborn way a bruise deepens when pressed, and it spread faintly into the bones of his skull as if the curse was not content to sit quietly, as if it insisted on being felt whenever blood was shed in its name.

He turned his head toward the distant horizon where the land rose toward human territory, and the wind shifted again, bringing a faint scent that did not belong to this field, stone and incense carried from far away, the smell diluted but present enough to tighten the back of his throat.

That scent did not promise peace, it promised walls, it promised purity preached from high places, it promised a king he had not yet touched and could not yet claim, and the knowledge settled into his body like a second armor beneath the first, heavy and inevitable.

Kairas stepped forward off the rise, hooves sinking again into the field’s ruined earth, and the mud clung as if reluctant to let him leave, each step pulling at him with slow insistence, and as he moved the sounds of the dying grew quieter behind him, swallowed by distance until the field became only a stretch of broken ground in his wake.

The quiet ahead felt worse.

When he reached the ridge where his line was forming to withdraw, the air opened wider, wind stronger, and it pushed against his face with a clean cold that should have cleared the smoke from his lungs, yet the taste of iron remained on his tongue as if it had soaked into him too deeply to be washed out.

Varkan waited there, reins in hand, eyes fixed not on the field but on Kairas, and the set of his mouth suggested words held back, the kind of words that came later in tents and shadows when the tribe needed its king to speak what no one else could.

Kairas halted beside him, and for a moment neither spoke, the pause stretching with the weight of what victory had failed to provide, the wind filling the silence with the sound of distant banners snapping, cloth straining against rope.

Varkan finally said, quieter now, “The Red God has been fed,” and the words did not sound like reverence so much as resignation, breath fogging as he exhaled.

Kairas’s jaw tightened, the muscles at the hinge working once as if grinding down something bitter, and he answered without looking away from the horizon, “It is never satisfied,” because the truth of it sat in his bones more firmly than any teaching, and the ache beneath his horn guard pulsed once, slow and dull, as if agreeing.

He began to move again, the line of riders falling in behind him with disciplined quiet, and the field vanished behind the ridge not with closure but with concealment, the smoke still visible above the rise like a stain that refused to fade, while ahead the road stretched toward the land of stone and sermons, and the silence waiting there did not feel empty so much as hungry, poised to swallow whatever was left of him once the killing stopped.
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Chapter 3: A Crown Made of Glass
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The crown had been placed on Aedon’s head with hands that did not tremble, yet the metal still felt unsteady there, not because it shifted but because his scalp tightened beneath its weight as if the body refused to accept that a circle of gold could rewrite what blood had already decided, and the pressure settled behind his ears with a slow insistence that made every swallow drag slightly, as though the air itself had become more viscous the moment the last prayer ended.

Incense lingered in the vaulted hall long after the priests had stepped back, sweet at first and then sourer as it mixed with the warmer scent of bodies in close proximity, nobles packed shoulder to shoulder beneath stained glass that bled color onto their skin, and the heat from so many people did not soothe the chill of the stone but sat on top of it, trapped and restless, turning the space into a vessel that held breath and judgment in equal measure.

His robes were heavier than he remembered them being during the fitting, fabric layered to display wealth and purity and the disciplined restraint of a king who did not sweat, and the weight pulled at his shoulders until the bones ached faintly, the neckline stiff enough that when he drew a deeper breath the collar scraped his throat, grounding him in the abrasive truth that even comfort here had edges.

The congregation remained standing, not because they had not been dismissed but because the ritual demanded a longer stillness, an interval where the Crown’s presence was meant to settle into the room like light into glass, and their silence held a faint hum beneath it, the smallest noises amplified by restraint, the soft rustle of sleeves, a careful cough swallowed back, the tap of a ring against a goblet someone would not dare lift.

Aedon kept his posture contained as the final blessing was spoken, chin lifted enough to display certainty, hands resting on the armrests of a throne that had been built for generations of bodies older and broader than his, and the wood beneath his palms felt cool through the gloves, a smooth polished surface that offered no grip, no friction, as if it expected him to slide off the moment he relaxed.

The priest’s voice moved through the last lines of devotion with the measured cadence of someone accustomed to being believed, and when the words fell silent the sound did not resolve into relief but into a sharper quiet, because the prayer’s silence did not soften scrutiny; it only left the room listening to itself again.

Aedon’s breathing brushed audibly against the hush for a moment before he slowed it, the air in his lungs warm against a throat rubbed raw by incense and formality, and the awareness that people could hear him made the skin along his ribs tighten under the robes, as if the fabric had learned to behave like another layer of restraint.

He stood when the protocol demanded it, rising in a motion that appeared smooth despite the slight drag at his shoulders, and the crown pressed down more firmly for a breath as his posture shifted, metal finding its place with decisive weight, and he stepped forward from the throne dais with the measured gait that had been taught to him as a language, the language of stability, the language of a king who never hurried because hurrying suggested fear.

The hall opened around him, a corridor of bodies parting without rushing, and the faces he passed did not lower in uniform reverence so much as tilt in differing angles of interest, calculation, and the kind of devotion that felt less like love and more like possession, eyes glinting under the stained glass colors that made everyone look bruised.

A noblewoman’s perfume cut through the incense as he passed, sharp with florals that could not hide the underlying musk of sweat from hours standing still, and the scent struck his tongue like an unwanted sweetness, forcing a careful swallow that made the collar scrape again, reminding him that the body would always announce discomfort if given a chance.

A hand reached out as if to touch his sleeve, then withdrew before contact was made, the space between skin and fabric charged with the hesitation of someone who remembered the rules at the last instant, and that near-touch tightened Aedon’s shoulders by a fraction, the body responding before any meaning could be shaped into words, because closeness here carried the same danger as a blade.

When he reached the smaller door beyond the hall, the one reserved for the Crown’s private passage, the guard swung it open without a sound beyond the soft scrape of wood against stone, and cooler air met Aedon’s face immediately, a sharp contrast that made his skin prickle, the change in temperature lifting the fine hairs along his arms beneath the layers, grounding him in a relief that felt too visible to allow.

The corridor outside was narrower, lined with pale stone that reflected light without warmth, and the sound of the congregation became distant at once, muffled into a dull presence that remained like pressure behind the ears, while the immediate world reduced itself to the rhythm of his own steps and the faint clink of the guards’ armor at a respectful distance behind.

His advisor waited at the far end, hands folded, posture composed in the manner of a man whose body had learned to contain urgency without denying it, and the moment Aedon approached the advisor’s eyes flicked upward to the crown, lingering there the way a physician’s gaze lingers on a wound, measuring weight, checking for bleeding that could not yet be seen.

“Your Majesty,” the advisor said, and his voice carried the deliberate neutrality of a mask worn too long, the words shaped carefully so they could be repeated later without consequence, yet his breath came slightly faster than the formal pace of the corridor, a small fracture in the calm.

Aedon did not pause, because pausing would invite explanation, and explanation was always the first step toward surrendering control, so he continued walking and let the advisor fall into step at his right, the movement aligning their shadows on the stone floor for a moment before the light shifted and separated them again.

“Council convenes within the hour,” the advisor murmured, keeping his tone low enough that it merged with the soft drag of fabric, and as he spoke he offered a folded parchment without extending it too far, the gesture cautious, because paper carried more danger than steel when it held the right words.

Aedon accepted the parchment, the edge brushing his glove, and the contact was so light it should have been meaningless, yet the paper’s dry texture caught against the leather in a way that made his fingers flex, sensation snapping into clarity, because the body recognized the difference between ceremony and consequence even when the mind refused to name it.

He did not open it yet, not in the corridor where stone might carry sound, not where a servant could glance too long, and he kept walking until the corridor widened into the antechamber outside his private study, where a fire burned low in the hearth, its warmth contained behind a wrought-iron screen that kept sparks from escaping, an imitation of safety that still radiated comfort into the cold.

The door closed behind him with a soft thud, and the sound landed in his chest as a reminder of separation, the space suddenly smaller because the world outside could not be seen, only heard through muffled layers, and he set the parchment on the desk without sitting, because sitting would make the weight of the crown press differently, might make him appear too much like a man rather than a symbol.

The advisor stood near the door, posture respectful, gaze fixed on a point just above Aedon’s shoulder rather than meeting his eyes, the discipline of proximity carefully maintained, and Aedon watched that discipline as one watches a sword held steady, aware of the strength required not to waver.

The parchment opened with a quiet crackle, the dry sound loud in the enclosed room, and as Aedon unfolded it the paper resisted briefly, creases stiff with wax seal residue, forcing him to apply more pressure with his fingertips, the friction producing a faint warmth through the glove that felt inappropriately intimate for what he was about to read.

The first lines were written in a firm hand, the ink dark enough to suggest urgency, and the words carried the weight of a message that did not ask permission to arrive, because permission was a luxury reserved for those without power.

Aedon read the declaration once, then again, not because understanding required repetition but because the second pass made his jaw tighten in a different place, the body registering the shift from mere information to threat with a slow hardening beneath the skin.

The Horned King, it said, would ride to Astra with his riders at dawn if the Crown refused to honor the ancient curse; the offer was framed as necessity, not negotiation, and the curse’s name was written plainly, Crown for Crown, as if placing it on paper made it more lawful than any human edict.

Aedon’s throat tightened with a dryness that the room’s warmth did not ease, the collar pressing into his skin with every swallow as though the fabric itself attempted to remind him of the image he was required to maintain, and the faint pressure behind his eyes did not become pain but hovered there, a slow gathering, like water held back by a dam.

The advisor cleared his throat softly, not to interrupt but to signal presence, and the sound carried restraint that sounded practiced, because restraint here was another form of loyalty.

“The messenger came from the border,” the advisor said, and his voice remained steady, yet his fingers flexed once and then still, a small movement betraying the strain of carrying bad news in a place where news could topple men.

Aedon folded the parchment again with careful control, pressing along the creases until the paper lay flat, and the action required enough pressure that his fingertips warmed through the gloves, heat building where skin met leather, grounding him in a simple sensation that kept the words from turning into something that could fracture him.

“How long,” Aedon asked, and his tone stayed even, because unevenness would echo through the palace faster than any horse could ride.

“Three days at their pace, if they do not stop,” the advisor replied, and he did not add the obvious, that they would not stop, because the Horned Kin did not stop when hunger and survival drove them.

Aedon’s breath left him slowly, warm air brushing against the inside of his collar, and when he drew in again the room’s air tasted of smoke and old books, the familiar scent of his father’s study lingering in the wood and leather, a ghost of authority that did not belong to him and yet surrounded him with expectation.

The crown’s weight began to register not as an abstract symbol but as physical strain, pressure spreading across his scalp, the muscles at the base of his skull tightening as though resisting the metal’s demand to be held perfectly still, and the awareness made his neck stiffen, because stiffness was preferable to wobble.

Aedon crossed to the window without haste, each step measured, and the stone beneath the carpet felt colder near the glass, chill seeping upward through the soles of his shoes in a slow creeping line that made him more aware of his balance, of the way his body anchored itself to the palace when the world outside threatened to shift.

The curtains were drawn back enough to reveal the inner courtyard, pale stone and clipped hedges lit by the day’s thin light, and beyond the courtyard walls the city of Astra rose in layers of white architecture and stained glass spires, the illusion of permanence carved into every angle.

People moved below like orderly currents, servants carrying linens, guards changing posts, priests crossing in pairs, their robes flowing with disciplined grace, and the sight of that order pressed against Aedon’s ribs in a way that felt less like pride and more like weight, because order was a promise he was expected to keep whether he had chosen it or not.

He did not see the Horned Kin, not yet, because their land was beyond the walls, beyond the city, beyond the places where Astra allowed itself to pretend it controlled the world, yet the message on his desk made their absence feel like presence, as if the air outside the window carried a vibration his skin could sense before his eyes caught anything.

The advisor spoke again, cautious, “The Council will demand an answer,” and he did not say what kind, because the Council’s answers always arrived shaped like knives.

Aedon’s fingers touched the window frame, bare stone cold enough to sting through the glove, and the sting traveled quickly, sharp sensation climbing toward his wrist before fading into a dull ache, and that ache anchored him in the body’s immediate truth, because truth in politics always arrived layered and delayed.

The Council had been waiting for a moment like this, he could feel it in the way the palace’s air had tightened since his father’s death, in the way every bow held a fraction longer as if people needed to confirm the presence of a king before they believed it, and the message did not bring new danger so much as expose what had already been poised.

Aedon turned away from the window and the movement made the crown shift minutely, not enough to be seen, but enough that the pressure on his scalp changed, a subtle slide that tightened the skin behind his ears, and the discomfort made his jaw clench as if the crown itself were testing him, measuring whether his body could carry it without complaint.

“The priests will call it blasphemy,” the advisor continued, and his voice stayed low, yet the words sharpened the air as if spoken metal, because the priests’ judgments were rarely contained within their own walls.

“They will call it purity,” Aedon replied, his tone controlled, and the words tasted dry, because purity was always what Astra invoked when it wanted to justify cruelty.

He moved toward the hearth, not to warm himself but because the room’s heat was stronger there, and the warmth against his face changed the way he breathed, opening his lungs slightly, making the air feel thicker and easier, the body responding to comfort with a softness he refused to indulge.

The advisor shifted
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