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Eldermoor never called its decisions cruel, because cruelty would require intent, and intent would require someone to admit they wanted harm rather than order, so the city learned to speak in softer terms that slid into the body without catching on the mind, words like care, protection, stability, each one shaped to sound like shelter while it narrowed the space a person was allowed to occupy. The bells that marked the hours did not ring to warn or celebrate, only to confirm that time still belonged to the same hands, and the people moved beneath that sound with the practiced calm of those who had learned that calm was not peace but permission to remain unchallenged.

In Eldermoor, affection had always been treated as a kind of weather—unpredictable, dangerous, capable of swelling into storms that disrupted the streets and made the walls feel less certain—and the Sanctum, the city’s moral spine, had built an entire language around preventing storms without ever admitting what it feared. Its rituals were clean, its records immaculate, its faces composed, and the kind of violence it practiced never raised a voice; it arrived in parchment and seals, in careful hands that never shook, in procedures that sounded reasonable enough to stop arguments before they formed, and in the quiet agreement of a crowd that did not need to be forced when the system offered them the comfort of believing everything done was necessary.

They did not say curse when the Apple was mentioned, because a curse suggested punishment and punishment required guilt, and Eldermoor had grown too polite to speak of guilt directly. They called it a choice, an intervention, a correction for those whose hearts threatened to attach too deeply to the wrong places, to the wrong people, to the wrong idea that a life could belong to itself. The Apple was not a fruit in any ordinary sense; it was a mechanism wrapped in myth, a tool dressed in softness, and once it entered a person’s story it began to rearrange the story from the inside out, taking the most tender words first, then the context that made feeling coherent, then the meaning that made memory more than information, until what remained could be described as stable.

Corvin had been raised with the understanding that stability was the highest good, a virtue measured in posture and restraint and obedience that looked almost indistinguishable from grace, and he had learned early how to keep emotion behind his teeth and his hands still even when his pulse betrayed him. What he did not learn—what no one was taught to learn safely—was what to do when the body refused to follow the city’s grammar, when a breath changed without permission, when proximity became a problem the mind could not solve, when the simplest human pull toward another presence turned into evidence.

Alaric belonged to the structure that enforced those virtues, a prince shaped into a weapon and then polished into procedure, expected to protect the city’s order without revealing the cost of that protection to anyone, including himself. He did not speak in reassurance, because reassurance implied emotion, and emotion implied partiality, and partiality was the first crack in any system that needed to appear clean. He was trained to stand at the correct distance, to watch without seeming to watch, to sign without being seen as the hand behind the outcome, and when he stepped into Corvin’s life, it was under the title the Sanctum preferred most—oversight.

What followed was not a romance the city could acknowledge, and it was not a tragedy loud enough to be condemned, but something quieter and harder to erase, a persistence that survived not because it was blessed, but because it was never properly named, and in Eldermoor, the things without names often lasted longer than the things the system could classify.
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Chapter 1: A Mercy No One Questions
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The bell did not strike like a warning, because warnings asked to be heard as choice, and the Belfry of Eldermoor had never learned the shape of that mercy, so the sound arrived as a fact instead, a slow, weighty toll that rolled through the stone quarter and into the narrow spaces between ribs, pressing against Corvin’s sternum with a pressure that felt older than the day itself, as though the city had been holding the breath for him long before he reached the steps of the Sanctum and decided, by habit rather than conviction, to climb them.

Moisture clung to the air in a way that made his skin read every shift in temperature as intrusion, and the cold was not sharp enough to wake the body into alarm but steady enough to keep him aware of his own boundaries, a damp insistence that gathered at his wrists where his sleeves ended, threaded along the inside of his collar, and settled in the hollow at the base of his throat where his pulse insisted on being counted, each beat thickened by the bell’s rhythm until his breathing adjusted without permission, longer on the intake, careful on the release, as if the air could be rationed by attention alone.

The outer doors of the Sanctum stood open as they always did on days when judgment moved without announcing its name, and the opening looked like hospitality until Corvin reached the threshold and felt the change in the sound around his boots, the way the street’s echo softened into something that held rather than returned, swallowing each step with patient discipline, teaching his body that noise here did not travel as proof but as confession, so he set his feet down with more care than the climb required, letting the soles meet stone quietly, letting the weight transfer slowly, giving the building nothing it could use.

Chalk dust marked the floor in pale lines that looked clean from a distance and revealed their grit only when he drew close enough to see where the particles had settled into the small seams between stones, a faint white residue that caught at the edge of his boot and rose in a fine breath when he shifted, and the dust had a dry smell that cut through the dampness as if to remind him that rituals did not belong to weather or comfort but to intention, the kind that erased people by declaring their shape unacceptable.

He kept his hands visible because his body understood rules better than his mind allowed itself to, palms loose at his sides, fingers slightly curled against the cold, and as he walked deeper into the nave the sound of the bell faded into the stone until only the afterpressure remained, a phantom vibration under his skin that made the bones of his jaw feel too heavy, as though he had been given an extra burden and expected to carry it without comment.

People were already gathered in the pews, arranged with the quiet obedience Eldermoor preferred from its living, and the stillness they held did not read as reverence so much as agreement, because no one shifted to make room for him with the quick discomfort of sympathy, no one lifted a gaze long enough to be caught, no one gave him the small human acknowledgment that would have made the moment feel personal rather than procedural, so the crowd became an extension of the building, bodies turned into another kind of stone that watched by not watching, and Corvin felt the attention in the back of his neck anyway, the skin tightening as if the air there had thickened.

At the front, beneath the arch where the light thinned into gray, Arch-Seer Maelion stood with his hands folded inside the sleeves of his ceremonial robe, posture balanced in a way that suggested he did not need the ground to hold him, and the seer’s face carried the same calm it always did, a calm that made space for no one’s urgency, no one’s hunger, no one’s grief, while behind him a narrow table had been laid with objects that looked ordinary until you noticed they had been placed with the careful symmetry of a spell, a bound ledger, a fresh quill, a small bowl of chalk, and a seal resting on folded cloth like something that would soon be pressed into flesh.

Corvin stopped at the mark where the chalk lines crossed in a faint knot beneath the nave’s center, the place where bodies were asked to stand when they were being turned into examples, and the dust rose again with the shift of his weight, coating his boots in a pale film that made him feel as though he had already been named by the floor, already been written into the Sanctum’s language before a single word was offered aloud, and he kept his shoulders lowered, his chin level, because to brace would look like defiance and defiance was an invitation to be corrected.

Maelion did not greet him by name, which would have implied familiarity, and did not ask if he understood why he was here, which would have implied there was room for misunderstanding, so the seer began with the measured cadence used for blessings and sentences alike, voice neither loud nor soft but placed precisely so it could be heard without appearing to intrude, the way authority in Eldermoor preferred to enter a room as if it had always been there.

“Corvin of the Stone Quarter,” Maelion said, and Corvin felt the words settle on his skin like damp cloth, not heavy enough to drag him down yet heavy enough to cling, “you have been called under the Sanctum’s care for the sake of continued stability, both of your person and of the city that shelters you.”

The phrasing carried sweetness only if you did not listen to where it ended, because stability was not a kindness offered to a man, it was a condition demanded of him, and Corvin’s throat tightened with a faint dryness despite the wet air, his tongue pressing briefly against the roof of his mouth as if to check that it still belonged there, that he still owned the act of swallowing.

Maelion lifted the ledger with both hands, not because it was heavy but because the weight of it needed to be shown, and the leather creaked softly, a private sound that moved through the nave more intimately than the bell ever had, because it was the sound of something opening to reveal what had already been decided; Corvin watched the seer’s fingers, pale and steady, and felt an involuntary echo in his own hands, a slight tightening in the joints as though his body were preparing to be held.

“There has been concern,” Maelion continued, turning a page with the slow care of someone handling relics, “that you carry within you a pattern of attachment that has proven, in its nature, difficult to contain.”

The word attachment did not burn, because it was not meant to, and that was part of the cruelty that passed for mercy in Eldermoor, the way they lifted the edge from the blade and called it gentler, the way they replaced sin with pattern and punishment with care until the person inside the words became irrelevant; Corvin kept his face still while something small and sharp moved along his ribs, a pressure that tried to rise into anger and was met by the city’s invisible hand, the reminder that anger here did not correct injustice, it only marked the one who felt it.

He drew in a breath that tasted of stone and chalk, felt it scrape faintly at the back of his throat, and on the exhale he let his shoulders loosen a fraction, not to relax but to appear compliant, because compliance in Eldermoor was not surrender but camouflage, and camouflage was how people survived when they were being measured.

Maelion’s eyes settled on him with a kind of patience that carried no warmth, and Corvin felt that gaze like a cool palm on the back of his neck, steadying him in place while the seer’s voice continued to lay structure around his life.

“We do not name you criminal,” Maelion said, as though naming were the only act that could cause harm, and the phrase moved through the crowd like a balm offered to those who needed to believe in their own softness, “and we do not call your circumstance a fault, but rather a condition requiring guidance, so that you may continue to live without the burden of a desire that would, left untempered, erode your clarity.”

Clarity was another word that looked kind from afar, and Corvin felt the urge to ask whose clarity they meant, because his own mind had been clear enough to know what he wanted, and if wanting had become a threat then perhaps clarity was simply the city’s name for obedience, but he kept that question inside his teeth, held it there until it softened into something that could be swallowed, because Maelion’s calm was an invitation to make any resistance seem irrational.

A lesser priest stood to the side with a small wooden tray, and as the priest shifted his grip Corvin saw the seal more clearly, the wax stamped with the Sanctum’s sigil, a circle cut by a vertical line that looked like a blade dividing a whole into two acceptable halves, and the sight pulled a low chill into Corvin’s belly as if the body recognized the object before the mind could assign meaning, because objects like that were always placed near endings.

Maelion angled the ledger slightly, as if revealing scripture, and Corvin caught the dark lines of ink across the page, neat and controlled, and the thought that his life could be summarized in a few contained strokes made his chest tighten with something that was not panic but a dull, persistent disbelief, the kind that pressed the breath shallow without turning it frantic.

“You will be placed under supervision,” Maelion said, letting the words fall without haste, “not as restraint, but as protection, to ensure that no further harm is done to you by the forces you have, until now, been left to navigate alone.”

Protection was a word Corvin had heard as a child when gates were closed early, when crowds were told to go home, when lovers were seen and quietly separated, and the familiarity of it did not soothe him but unsettled him, because protection in Eldermoor always meant someone else held the key; he held his hands steady at his sides, felt the damp cold seep into his knuckles, and let that sensation anchor him in place while the seer continued.

“The Crown has agreed to accept responsibility for your well-being,” Maelion said, and the crowd did not react, because reaction would have implied surprise, and surprise would have implied the world was not arranged as it should be, “and you will reside where your condition may be monitored with appropriate care.”

The words appropriate care landed with their own weight, because they did not describe what would happen so much as declare that whatever happened would be justified by the phrase itself, and Corvin felt his stomach pull inward as if his body were preparing to make less room for itself, an instinctive shrinking that made the air feel too large around him, too full of witnesses.

A thin sound moved across the pews as someone’s sleeve brushed stone, and the quiet was so complete that the minor friction became an event, making Corvin acutely aware of how still everyone was trying to be, how the entire room was cooperating in turning his life into a smooth transition, and the cooperation pressed on him more heavily than overt hostility ever could.

He lifted his gaze from the ledger to Maelion’s face, careful not to do it too quickly, careful not to make it look like challenge, and the seer met his eyes with the same calm, the same refusal to acknowledge any human mess that might exist behind the procedure, and Corvin heard his own voice before he intended to release it, low and controlled, shaped to fit the room’s rules.

“Is this required,” Corvin asked, and he did not say must because must would have implied someone was forcing him, and the Sanctum did not like to be seen as hands on a throat, “or is it offered.”

A small pause followed, not long enough to become scandal, but long enough to let the question settle into the air and be weighed, and Corvin felt that pause as a tightening in his chest, a shallow catch in his breath that made the cold at his throat feel sharper, because the room did not like questions that outlined the shape of consent.

Maelion closed the ledger halfway, fingers pressing the leather as though soothing it, and when he spoke his tone remained unchanged, which was another kind of answer, because emotion was what a person offered when they were uncertain, and Maelion did not allow himself uncertainty.

“It is required,” Maelion said, and then, with the practiced gentleness that made cruelty pass as civility, “and it is offered, because what is required in service of preservation becomes, by its nature, a mercy.”

The phrase was elegant enough to invite agreement, and Corvin felt its elegance slide along his skin like a thin film of oil, making it harder to grasp anything solid, making it harder to argue without seeming coarse; he nodded, once, because refusing to nod would mark him as unstable, and instability was precisely what they had already named him.

The priest with the tray stepped forward, the movement controlled and small, and the chalk dust shifted under the priest’s sandals in a faint white bloom, and Corvin watched the dust rise and fall again, watched it settle back into the seams as if returning to a place it had always belonged, and that small settling made something in Corvin’s stomach twist, because it looked like acceptance.

“You are not being punished,” Maelion said, as if speaking the denial was enough to erase what his body already understood, “you are being relieved of a burden that would otherwise consume you.”

Corvin let the words pass over him while his fingers flexed once, subtle enough not to draw attention, and the motion released a sharp pinch of cold at the joints, grounding him in sensation rather than interpretation, because interpretation was where anger lived, and anger was the one thing he had been told, without being told, that he could not afford to show.

The tray’s contents were revealed in the shift of angle, and Corvin saw the folded parchment resting beside the seal, the edge of it thick enough to suggest multiple pages, and his pulse adjusted again, quicker now, not racing but insisting, and the insistence made his breath move with more effort through his throat, as if the air had turned slightly thicker.

“The terms will be read,” Maelion said, and he did not ask if Corvin wished to hear them, because wishing was not a recognized currency here, and the seer gestured to another figure stepping from the side aisle, Brother Caelen, the lower priest whose eyes carried a nervousness that did not belong in the Sanctum’s front spaces.

Caelen held the parchment with both hands, and his grip was too tight for the gesture to be purely ceremonial, the knuckles pale where he pressed the paper, and when he began to read his voice did not carry the same smooth authority as Maelion’s, which made the words sound sharper, more human, more dangerous.

“By decree of the Sanctum,” Caelen read, and Corvin heard the faint tremor in the priest’s breath between phrases, heard how the tremor was swallowed each time he forced his voice steady, “and with the assent of the Crown, Corvin of the Stone Quarter is hereby placed under continuous supervision for the prevention of further destabilizing attachment, to be housed under royal jurisdiction until such time as the Sanctum determines the condition to be resolved.”

Resolved was a word that suggested an ending, and Corvin felt his jaw tighten faintly as if bracing against a blow that had not yet been named, because resolved did not mean healed, it meant managed until it no longer inconvenienced the city; he kept his eyes on Caelen’s mouth rather than the parchment, watching how the priest’s lips shaped each phrase, watching how he had to push certain words out as if they resisted being spoken.

“Supervision shall include,” Caelen continued, “restriction of unmonitored movement within the city limits, mandatory attendance of ceremonial evaluations, and the assignment of a royal supervisor empowered to intervene in the event of noncompliance, whether deliberate or incidental.”

Incidental noncompliance sounded like a contradiction, and Corvin felt a tight, involuntary hitch at the back of his throat, because if even accidental missteps were punishable then there would be no safe way to exist, only a constant state of being watched for error; he let the hitch become a slow swallow, felt the dryness scrape, and held his face still.

Caelen’s gaze flicked up once, brief as a sparrow’s startle, and for that single beat Corvin saw something like apology in it before the priest looked back down, and the briefness of it made Corvin’s chest tighten more than a longer expression would have, because it suggested Caelen was not allowed the relief of being honest.

“The subject,” Caelen read, and the word subject pressed cold against Corvin’s skin as if the air itself had spoken it, “shall be treated with dignity, and no language of condemnation shall be applied, as the measure is enacted solely for protection, preservation, and the maintenance of moral clarity within Eldermoor.”

Moral clarity was the Sanctum’s favored phrase, the polished surface they held up to the city so everyone could see their own reflection and feel clean, and Corvin felt his fingers curl more tightly at his sides, nails pressing into the skin of his palms through his gloves, a small sharp sensation that kept him from speaking, because speaking would be to offer the room the proof of instability it wanted.

The bell’s echo returned faintly through the stone at the end of Caelen’s sentence, as though the Belfry were confirming the words with its own slow authority, and Corvin felt the vibration along his teeth again, a phantom hum that made his mouth taste faintly metallic, and he wondered, with a numb steadiness, whether his body would ever stop reacting to being named as a problem.

Caelen folded the parchment carefully, as if tenderness could be performed even when real tenderness was forbidden, and Maelion accepted it with a nod that acknowledged the ritual rather than the man, then turned his gaze back to Corvin with the calm of someone who believed he had just saved a life.

“You will not be asked for permission,” Maelion said, and he spoke the truth the way others spoke comfort, measured and even, “because permission implies choice, and choice, in this matter, has already been proven harmful.”

The statement slid beneath Corvin’s ribs and settled there like a stone dropped into shallow water, displacing nothing visible while changing the pressure of everything underneath, and he felt his lungs respond by drawing a breath that did not fully expand, as if his body were trying to become smaller inside itself without making a scene.

He let his gaze drift, slowly, across the pews, not to search for a face that would offer help but to anchor himself in what was real, in the damp stone columns, in the candle smoke thinning into gray, in the chalk lines that trapped him in a polite circle, and as he looked he noticed how no one met his eyes, how the crowd’s stillness was not fear but discipline, and the discipline was what made the moment feel unbreakable.

A memory tried to rise, not an image but a sensation, the feeling of standing too close to someone in a narrow street and sensing the city’s attention sharpen around them like cold air at the edge of a blade, and the sensation tightened his skin now, as if the memory had returned to remind him that the city’s rules were not new, only newly focused on him.

Maelion extended a hand, palm open, inviting Corvin to step forward toward the table, and the gesture looked gentle, even hospitable, but Corvin felt the invitation as a tightening around his ankles, because moving closer meant entering the space where objects became acts, where seals became marks, where ink became law; he took one step, then another, slow enough to be respectful, and the chalk dust rose again and settled on the hem of his coat like pale ash.

Up close, the seal’s wax looked softer than it should, as if warmed by the room’s breath, and Corvin felt a low chill cross his spine, because soft things could still imprint, and the softness suggested the imprint would be clean, irreversible, and easy to justify.

“The Crown will receive you,” Maelion said, fingertips resting lightly on the ledger as if it were a holy text rather than a record of controlled lives, “and you will be given quarters suited to your needs, with oversight designed to keep you safe from yourself as much as from any external harm.”

Safe from yourself was the part that made Corvin’s stomach turn, because it named him as the threat without ever saying it, and he felt heat rise briefly under his skin, not enough to flush his face but enough to make his chest feel too tight, too full of something that could become anger if he let it, so he focused on the cold of the stone beneath his boots, the damp air at his wrists, the chalk dust that clung to the seam of his glove.

“Will I be permitted to return to my home,” Corvin asked, and he kept his tone even, kept his phrasing formal, as if asking about logistics rather than life, because if he asked like a man pleading he would be treated like a man pleading, and pleading did not change a decree.

Maelion’s mouth softened into something that might have been sympathy if it had contained any uncertainty, and Corvin felt a coldness settle deeper in his belly at the sight, because sympathy in Eldermoor was often the face worn by inevitability.

“Your belongings will be collected,” Maelion said, “and transported under supervision, so that you may be spared the strain of transition.”

Transition, again, as if the word could smooth the edges of being removed from one’s own room, one’s own street, one’s own familiar silence, and Corvin’s throat tightened as he imagined strangers touching his things with gloved hands, lifting fabrics that carried his scent, opening drawers that held the private evidence of his existence, all done politely enough that no one would have to call it violation.

Caelen stepped closer, holding a small pouch of chalk dust, and Corvin felt the priest’s presence as a change in air pressure near his shoulder, a slight warmth where bodies met proximity, and the warmth did something complicated in Corvin’s chest, because warmth was supposed to mean comfort and here it meant surveillance, someone standing close enough to catch any sign of instability.

“We will mark the terms,” Caelen said softly, and he did not look Corvin in the eye when he spoke, which made the softness feel more dangerous, because softness without honesty was just another tool, “only as a symbol of protection, nothing more.”

Corvin nodded again, because nodding was easier than speaking, and because the act of nodding kept his mouth from shaping words that might sound like refusal; Caelen’s fingers dipped into the pouch, and the chalk dust, dampened slightly to cling, touched Corvin’s wrist with a cool, gritty brush, the sensation immediate and physical, and Corvin’s skin tightened beneath it as if attempting to pull away without moving.

The mark was drawn as a simple line encircling his wrist, pale against skin, and the chalk felt cold enough to make his pulse jump, a brief sharp thud against the powder’s touch, and Corvin’s breathing shortened by a fraction, not from fear alone but from the intimacy of being touched by a stranger under the premise of care, because care here meant a claim.

When Caelen lifted his hand away, a faint residue remained on Corvin’s skin, and Corvin felt it as a constant reminder, gritty and present, catching slightly when he flexed his wrist, and the sensation made his body want to rub at it, to wipe it away, to reclaim the skin, but he kept his hands still, because any gesture toward removal would be read as resistance, and resistance would confirm the Sanctum’s narrative.

Maelion watched the marking with satisfaction that did not show as pleasure, only as completion, and when he spoke again his voice carried the same calm certainty.

“You have been granted mercy,” Maelion said, “in a world where others in your position have been met with harsher ends.”

The comparison pressed a quiet threat into the word mercy, a reminder that the alternative existed and could be chosen if Corvin failed to behave, and Corvin felt his back straighten not in pride but in the instinct to hold himself together under pressure, the muscles along his spine tightening as if to keep his skin from splitting.

“I understand,” Corvin said, and the words tasted wrong, because understanding was not what he felt, not truly, but the statement served as a bridge between what he could not change and what he still needed to survive, and he shaped the sentence carefully, giving it the smoothness Eldermoor demanded, letting it land without rough edges.

Maelion inclined his head as if Corvin had just agreed to a benevolent offer, and that small gesture made Corvin’s stomach sink, because it meant the system could move forward without friction, and friction was the only proof that harm was being done.

A faint movement at the side of the nave drew Corvin’s attention, the soft scrape of metal against stone, and he turned his head just enough to see the figures who had entered through the side door with the quiet authority of men who did not need the Sanctum’s robes to be obeyed, guards in dark cloaks, the Crown’s colors muted, swords at their hips, posture disciplined in the same way the city’s silence was disciplined.

At their center, half a step behind the lead guard, stood a man whose presence altered the air around him without any visible effort, as if the room recalibrated itself to accommodate his weight, and Corvin felt the change first as a tightening in his chest, then as a faint heat along his palms, the body responding before the mind assigned title.

The man’s hair was dark, held back neatly, his face cut with the controlled severity of someone raised to carry consequence, and his gaze moved across the room with the precision of a blade’s edge, not seeking comfort, not offering it, and when his eyes found Corvin there was no surprise in them, only recognition of a task already placed in his hands.

Maelion’s voice shifted, barely, into a register that carried deference, and the change was subtle enough that it might have been missed by anyone not trained by survival to notice small shifts in power.

“Your Highness,” Maelion said, and the words hung for a moment like incense, filling the space with a new hierarchy.

The prince stepped forward, boots striking stone with a sound that held steadiness rather than threat, and Corvin felt the rhythm of those steps under his own skin, a low vibration that traveled up through the floor into his bones, because the Crown’s authority was physical in Eldermoor, something you felt in the body before you understood it in the mind.

Prince Alaric stopped a few paces from Corvin, close enough that Corvin could see the fine seams of his gloves, the faint wear on the leather at the knuckles, close enough to sense the controlled heat of his body through the damp air, and the proximity did something uneasy to Corvin’s breathing, making the inhale feel shallower, as if drawing too much air in the prince’s presence might be interpreted as taking too much space.

Alaric’s gaze lowered, briefly, to the chalk ring around Corvin’s wrist, and Corvin felt exposed by that glance in a way that had nothing to do with nudity, because the mark made him legible as property, and the prince’s attention made the property feel claimed.

“I have been informed,” Alaric said, voice even, controlled, and his tone carried no judgment while still making it clear that judgment was not required for action, “that you are to be placed under my oversight.”

The sentence was stated like a line from a decree, and Corvin felt the urge to ask whether the prince wanted this task, whether he agreed with it, whether there was any human opinion inside that calm, but the prince’s posture offered no opening, shoulders squared, chin level, hands resting near his sides with a restraint that looked practiced rather than natural.

Maelion nodded, satisfied, as if the transfer of responsibility were the completion of mercy rather than the beginning of captivity, and the seer’s hand moved to gesture toward Corvin as though presenting him.

“Corvin will be housed under royal jurisdiction,” Maelion said, “and supervised according to the terms you have received.”

Alaric’s eyes returned to Corvin’s face, and Corvin met the gaze because looking away would mark him as fearful, and fear could be interpreted as instability, and instability could justify anything; the prince’s eyes were pale enough to look like winter light on stone, not cold from cruelty but from distance, the kind of distance that allowed a man to do what needed to be done without drowning in the human cost.

“You will come with me,” Alaric said, and his tone did not soften into reassurance, did not shape itself around comfort, and the lack of comfort made the command feel cleaner, more honest in its own way, because reassurance in Eldermoor was often the first lie.

Corvin’s body responded before he moved, shoulders tightening, breath catching faintly, and the chalk dust on his wrist seemed to grow heavier, more present, because now it had been seen, now it was not just a mark but a signal that the Crown recognized; he let the breath go slowly, kept his hands still, and nodded once, the gesture contained.

“Yes, Your Highness,” Corvin said, and he kept his voice level, polite, because politeness was armor here, and armor was how you kept the world from finding the softest parts.

The guards shifted subtly, opening a path, and the crowd in the pews remained still, still watching by not watching, and Corvin felt the weight of their compliance again, the way the city’s people participated in cruelty by refusing to make it messy; he turned toward the side aisle with measured steps, and the chalk lines beneath his boots faded behind him, yet the sensation of standing inside them remained, as though the circle had moved from the floor to his skin.

As he passed Caelen, the lower priest’s breath hitched, a small sound swallowed immediately, and Corvin felt it more than heard it, a tremor in the air that brushed his sleeve, and for a moment he sensed the priest’s closeness as heat against damp cold, a human presence that wanted to do something and could not, and that inability made Corvin’s ribs tighten, because it meant even those who doubted the Sanctum were still part of the mechanism.

The corridor beyond the nave narrowed, stone walls closing in with the damp scent of old water, and the bell’s sound was gone now, replaced by the muffled rhythm of boots and the soft rustle of cloaks, and Corvin felt the shift from public ceremony to private enforcement as a tightening in his stomach, because private spaces were where the city’s rules became harder to appeal against.

Alaric walked half a step ahead, not close enough to touch, not far enough to suggest Corvin had any real autonomy, and the distance between them felt measured by policy rather than instinct, a careful line that kept the prince from appearing cruel while still ensuring Corvin could not forget who held control; Corvin’s wrist itched faintly beneath the chalk, and the itch became a point of focus, a small physical insistence that kept him from drifting into the larger terror of what had just been done.

“You will be given rooms within the eastern wing,” Alaric said as they moved, voice low enough not to carry back toward the nave, “and you will be expected to remain within designated corridors unless escorted.”

The phrasing designated corridors had a cold neatness to it, and Corvin felt the shape of his world narrowing with each word, hallways turning into fences, doors turning into permissions; he kept his gaze forward, watching the damp sheen on the stone, watching how torchlight trembled across it, and let the visual anchor him, because looking at the prince’s profile would make the situation feel too personal, and if it became personal it would become harder to maintain the forced calm Eldermoor demanded.

“May I ask,” Corvin said, and he did not phrase it as a challenge, only as a request for clarification, because clarification was safer than protest, “how long this supervision is expected to last.”

Alaric’s stride did not change, but Corvin heard a slight pause in the prince’s breathing, a controlled holding back of air that suggested the question touched something inconvenient.

“Until the Sanctum deems the condition resolved,” Alaric said, repeating Maelion’s language as if the repetition could keep the words from becoming his own, “there is no fixed term.”

No fixed term was a sentence that could have been short and brutal, and Corvin felt the brutalness anyway, settling into his muscles as a heaviness that made each step feel slightly slower, as though gravity had been adjusted just enough to remind him he was carrying something new; he did not stop walking, did not falter, because faltering would invite a hand to guide him, and he did not want to be guided.

The corridor opened into a covered passage that looked out onto an inner courtyard, and the air changed there, colder and cleaner, the dampness mixing with the faint scent of moss and old iron, and Corvin’s lungs responded with a deeper inhale before he could stop it, the body greedily taking space when given it, and that involuntary breath made him feel exposed, as if the prince could hear the hunger in it.

Alaric glanced back, not fully turning, just enough to register Corvin’s presence, and Corvin felt the glance as a small tightening at the base of his throat, as if the air itself had been touched.

“This is not a punishment,” Alaric said, and the phrase sounded like procedure, not comfort, “if you comply, there will be no need for force.”

Force was the first honest word anyone had offered him today, and the honesty landed cold and clean, cutting through the Sanctum’s language of mercy like a blade through damp cloth; Corvin nodded once more, the gesture contained, and he kept his face still, because any expression could be interpreted, and interpretation here became evidence.

“I intend to comply,” Corvin said, and the sentence felt like placing his own wrists into someone else’s hands, yet he shaped it with the same calm he had been trained to use, letting the words lie flat, letting them appear reasonable.

They continued across the passage, and Corvin heard the city beyond the walls in distant fragments, a cart’s wheel on stone, a muted voice, the faint call of a vendor swallowed quickly by the morning fog, and those ordinary sounds felt unreal now, as though they belonged to a life he had been allowed to watch but not inhabit.

A door ahead stood open, guarded by two men whose eyes did not linger on Corvin’s face, only on his wrist, and Corvin felt the mark again as grit against skin, a physical claim that made him legible without requiring his story; he stepped through, and the air inside shifted, warmer by a degree, carrying the smell of oiled wood and clean linen, the kind of warmth that might have been comfortable in another life, and here it felt like confinement dressed as care.

Alaric stopped in the center of the room, turned fully now, and Corvin saw the prince’s face more clearly in the steadier light, the controlled neutrality, the faint shadow beneath the eyes that suggested sleeplessness or restraint, and Corvin felt an unexpected pull of curiosity that he kept contained, because curiosity could become familiarity, and familiarity could become the kind of attachment Eldermoor feared.

“These rooms will be yours,” Alaric said, gesturing once, minimal, “you will receive meals here, and evaluations will occur according to the schedule the Sanctum provides.”

Corvin’s gaze moved across the space, taking in the bed made too neatly, the small desk by the window, the washbasin, the single chair placed with an intentional emptiness beside it, and the dominant image that stayed in his mind was the window itself, glass fogged faintly by the damp air outside, the world blurred into gray so that even looking out would not grant him clarity, only a reminder that the city remained just beyond reach.

He stepped toward the window without asking, slow enough that the movement could be read as inspection rather than attempt to flee, and when he placed his fingertips against the glass the cold bit softly into his skin, a clean sting that traveled up his fingers and settled into his wrist where the chalk mark lay, making the mark feel colder too, as if the glass recognized it and answered.

“This is swift,” Corvin said quietly, and he did not say wrong, did not say unjust, because those words would require an audience willing to hear them, and the only audience here was a prince who had been assigned to watch him.

Alaric’s silence lasted long enough to become a presence in the room, heavy and disciplined, and Corvin felt the silence pressing against his shoulders like a cloak set too firmly, guiding him back into the posture Eldermoor preferred; when the prince finally spoke, his voice was measured, almost flat, and the restraint in it made the words feel heavier.

“The city does not move slowly when it believes it is preserving itself,” Alaric said, and the phrasing believed carried the faintest hint of distance, as though the prince had not said we, “you were not brought here to debate the decree.”

Corvin kept his fingers on the glass, let the cold continue to bite gently, because the bite was real, and real sensation was easier to hold than the shifting meaning of what had happened; he nodded once, and the motion made his neck feel stiff, as if the muscles were holding back a tremor.

“I am not debating,” Corvin said, and the statement was true in the only way truth was permitted here, “I am attempting to understand.”

The prince’s gaze settled on Corvin’s hand against the window, then on the chalk ring at his wrist, and Corvin felt the look as pressure along the inside of his forearm, a sensation that made his skin want to turn away, and he did not move, because stillness was the only control he had left.

“Understanding will not change the terms,” Alaric said, and the lack of reassurance in his tone made the words clean, almost clinical, “but you may ask what is procedural, if it helps you comply.”

The offer was narrow enough to be safe for the prince, and Corvin felt the narrowness as a tightening in his chest, a polite corridor of language with no door at the end; he withdrew his fingers from the glass, and the cold lingered on his skin even after the contact broke, a ghost sensation that reminded him how quickly warmth could be taken away.

“What is the nature of these evaluations,” Corvin asked, and he kept his voice even, kept his posture composed, because if he sounded afraid they would call it instability, and if he sounded angry they would call it defiance, “and who conducts them.”

Alaric’s eyes did not soften, but Corvin noticed the prince’s jaw tighten faintly, a small physical adjustment that suggested constraint rather than irritation, and the sight made Corvin’s breath hitch with a brief, unexpected recognition that the prince was not untouched by this, only disciplined enough not to show what it cost.

“The Sanctum,” Alaric said, “and those they designate, including your assigned priest, will assess your stability and adherence, and I will be expected to report any irregularities.”

Irregularities was another word polished into gentleness, and Corvin felt the dull weight of it settle behind his ribs, because it meant his life would be measured for errors he might not even perceive, and those errors would be carried by a prince’s voice into a ledger that would decide how much of him was allowed to remain.

A quiet stretched between them, not empty but filled with the faint sounds of the room settling, the whisper of fabric as Alaric’s cloak shifted with his breathing, the soft hiss of air at the window seam, and Corvin stood in that quiet until he felt his forced calm begin to take shape, not as peace but as containment, a lid pressed down over something that might boil if given enough time.

Alaric turned slightly toward the door, the movement subtle, suggesting the conversation had reached its permitted end, and Corvin felt a sharp pull of something like urgency, the instinct to say something that mattered before being left alone in a room designed to keep him manageable, yet the instinct met the city’s rules inside his body and slowed, becoming careful.

“One more question,” Corvin said, and he kept the request gentle enough to pass as compliance, “will I be allowed to receive visitors.”

Alaric paused with his hand near the door latch, and the pause felt heavier than the question had deserved, as if it had touched a boundary not written on paper, and Corvin felt his throat tighten again, the air drying despite the dampness, because he understood suddenly that visitors would mean witnesses, and witnesses would mean the city’s fear sharpened.

“That will depend,” Alaric said, and his voice remained steady, but Corvin caught a slight lowering of it, the smallest indication of caution, “on whether contact is deemed beneficial or destabilizing.”

Beneficial or destabilizing, as though human connection could be sorted like tools, and Corvin felt a slow sinking in his stomach, a forced acceptance beginning to settle simply because there was nowhere else for it to go; he nodded, once, and held his face still.

Alaric opened the door, and the corridor’s colder air spilled in, brushing Corvin’s skin with a chill that made him acutely aware of the room’s warmth as enclosure, and before the prince stepped out he looked back one last time, gaze catching on Corvin’s wrist again, then lifting to Corvin’s eyes with a precision that made the moment feel like a line drawn.

“You are under my oversight now,” Alaric said, and the statement was not a reassurance and not a threat, only a fact placed carefully into the space between them, “do not make me choose between procedure and force.”

Corvin’s breath held for a half beat, body responding to the closeness of the words more than their meaning, because the prince’s voice had been near enough to feel like pressure against the skin, and Corvin released the breath slowly, keeping his posture composed.

“I will not,” Corvin said, and the sentence landed quietly, the calm inside it forced into place like a hand smoothing fabric over a wound.

Alaric left, the door closing with a soft click that echoed once through the room and then again more faintly, the second reverberation lingering half a beat too long before dissolving, and Corvin stood still as the sound settled into the stone, feeling the room’s silence gather around him like damp cloth, heavy with the knowledge that this was not an ending but a new containment.

He lifted his marked wrist slowly, watched the chalk line catch the gray light, and felt the grit against his skin where the powder had dried, and the dominant image in his mind was not the seal, not the ledger, not the prince’s pale eyes, but that pale ring itself, a thin circle of dust that looked harmless until you understood it was a boundary drawn on flesh, and as he stared at it his breathing steadied into a rhythm that resembled calm closely enough to pass, even as the pressure beneath his ribs remained, unresolved and patient, waiting for the first moment he touched the mark by accident and discovered what it meant to be cared for.

Outside the window, the fog thickened, and somewhere beyond the walls the Belfry bell began to toll again, slower this time, as though the city were taking its time to savor the sound, and Corvin did not move his hand away from the air between himself and the glass, holding it there as if expecting the cold to return on its own, because the city had already shown him it could press its boundaries into his skin without asking, and he had the unsettling sense that this was only the first line it intended to draw.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: The Prince Who Does Not Reassure
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The room held its warmth the way a hand holds something it does not intend to give back, close and quiet and arranged with such deliberate neatness that Corvin’s skin stayed aware of where the air ended and the walls began, and the chalk ring around his wrist remained gritty beneath the sleeve as if the mark had not dried into dust but into a thin band of stone, pressing lightly whenever his pulse lifted, so that even stillness carried a faint abrasion that kept the body from forgetting what the Sanctum had called care.

Footsteps in the corridor arrived in measured intervals, the cadence too even to belong to servants, too heavy to belong to priests, and the sound dragged a thin line of tension along Corvin’s spine before the door latch turned, metal shifting against metal with a controlled economy that made the opening itself feel authorized; cold air from the passage slid into the room in a narrow sheet, brushing the back of his neck and the exposed skin at his wrists with a chill that sharpened the contrast between shelter and confinement, and his breath adjusted without permission, the inhale shortening as if the air outside the room might carry witnesses.

The guards entered first, cloaks damp at the hems, armor muted beneath dark fabric, and Corvin heard the small familiar noises of their movement—the whisper of leather straps, the dull tap of a scabbard against greaves, the faint chime of a buckle settling back into place—sounds that belonged to men trained to make violence quiet, and the room absorbed those sounds as if the stone had been taught that weapons were part of ordinary life; behind them came Prince Alaric, heavy cloak thrown over one shoulder, the fabric darker than the corridor’s shadow, and the weight of it shifted the air around him so that the room felt narrower despite its careful space.

Alaric did not announce himself again, did not offer a greeting to soften the entrance, and his gaze moved over the room with the same precision he had used in the Sanctum, pausing briefly on the window, the desk, the chair, then settling on Corvin’s wrist as though the chalk were a seal the prince could read; Corvin felt that glance as pressure along the inside of his forearm, a slight tightening of skin that wanted to pull inward, and he kept his posture composed, shoulders low, hands visible, the body trained to behave when being assessed, because the city rewarded those who did not make their fear messy.

“You will dress,” Alaric said, voice level and unadorned, and the lack of courtesy made the command sound less like personal intrusion and more like policy spoken aloud, “and you will accompany me to the eastern hall where the Crown’s terms will be registered.”

The words landed with the same tidy neatness as the room’s arrangement, and Corvin’s stomach tightened anyway, because registration implied permanence, implied ink and ledgers and signatures that would bind him in ways chalk could only suggest; he moved to the wardrobe without asking permission, slow enough to look cooperative rather than hurried, and the fabric of his sleeve dragged lightly across the chalk ring, the grit catching for a breath before releasing, a small physical reminder that his skin belonged to a new set of hands even when no one touched him.

The guards remained by the door with disciplined stillness, eyes forward, presence broad as a barrier, and Alaric stood near the desk as if he had chosen a position that allowed him to watch without appearing to crowd; Corvin felt the prince’s attention more than he heard it, a quiet weight that settled at the back of the neck and along the shoulders, tightening muscles without a visible cause, and as he pulled a fresh shirt over his head the cloth brushed his damp hair, cooling it against his scalp so that his breath caught briefly on the exhale, the body reacting to the sensation in a way that felt too intimate under another man’s gaze.

The sword at Alaric’s side shifted when the prince adjusted his stance, the scabbard’s leather giving a soft complaint, and the sound traveled through Corvin’s ribs with a strange clarity because it was not loud enough to be threatening yet not quiet enough to be ignored, a reminder that the Crown’s authority did not rely on persuasion alone; Corvin fastened his cuffs with fingers that remained steady in appearance, though the joints held a faint stiffness that came from being watched while doing something as private as dressing, and the stiffness made his wrists ache just enough to keep him conscious of each movement.

When he turned back, Alaric’s gaze did not move away, and Corvin felt heat gather beneath his skin in response to that sustained attention, not comfort but the body’s involuntary insistence on being aware of proximity and power; the prince’s breathing remained controlled, quiet enough that Corvin had to listen for it, and the control itself made the room feel colder, because uncontrolled breath was one of the few honest things a body offered, and honesty was not what the Crown brought into a room.

“If you require anything before we leave,” Alaric said, tone unchanged, “you will speak it now.”

The phrasing carried the shape of an offer while keeping the door closed to anything that resembled need, and Corvin felt the urge to say something that mattered, something that could not be addressed by a servant carrying water or a guard opening a window, yet his throat tightened around the absence of permitted words, because the only thing he required was his life back, and that was not a request the Crown recognized as reasonable.

“I require information,” Corvin said, and he kept his voice calm, low, careful to keep the sentence from sharpening into accusation, “including what will be expected of me beyond remaining in the rooms you have assigned.”

Alaric’s eyes remained on Corvin’s face, and the gaze held no warmth and no cruelty, only the steady inspection of someone trained to measure compliance before it fails; Corvin felt the prince’s silence stretch for a moment, not long enough to be dramatic, but long enough for the quiet to become its own pressure between them, and the pressure made Corvin’s ribs pull inward slightly, the breath shortening as if the room had decided there was less air available for questions.

“You will obey the Sanctum’s schedule,” Alaric said, and the words came out like a list read from memory, “you will remain within designated corridors when outside these rooms, you will accept escort without protest, and you will refrain from any contact the Sanctum has marked as destabilizing.”

The final word carried the same polished cruelty Corvin had heard in the church, and the sound of it made the chalk ring itch beneath his sleeve as if the body recognized that destabilizing could mean anything the city wanted it to mean; he let his hands rest at his sides, fingers relaxed in appearance, and felt the faint sting where his nails pressed through fabric into palm, a small pain used as a leash to keep speech inside the mouth.

“Contact,” Corvin repeated, keeping the word neutral even as it turned heavy in the air, “including speaking to people I have known all my life.”

Alaric’s jaw tightened by a fraction, subtle enough to deny emotion, and the movement made the prince’s controlled breath audible for a beat, a soft intake held back before release; Corvin felt the sound rather than interpreted it, the way a held breath changes a room’s pressure, and the change made his own lungs respond with a deeper inhale he did not fully want, as if the body were trying to gather enough air to survive the conversation.

“Your acquaintances will be evaluated,” Alaric said, and the pronouncement arrived without apology, “and any visits will occur only under oversight.”

Oversight was another word that filled the space with a quiet net, and Corvin’s skin tightened along his arms as if preparing for touch that would not come, because touch in Eldermoor was rarely gentle when it arrived with permission; he shifted his weight slightly, just enough to ease the ache in his ankles, and the movement stirred the fabric at his wrist so the chalk ring rubbed again, a dry scrape against skin that felt like an answer to every question he could not ask.

The door opened fully, corridor air spilling into the room, and Corvin stepped forward because refusal to move would invite hands, and hands would turn the moment into something the city could name as necessary; he passed the guards first, sensing their bodies as walls on either side, the faint heat of armor warmed by flesh beneath, and the narrowness of the passage pulled his shoulders inward slightly, not from fear alone but from the body’s instinct to become smaller when space becomes controlled.

Alaric walked behind him this time, not close enough to touch and not far enough to pretend Corvin was unaccompanied, and the placement made Corvin’s skin prickle along the back of his neck with a low, constant awareness; boots struck stone in measured rhythm, and the sound of Alaric’s steps carried a different weight from the guards’ steps, steadier and quieter, as if the prince had been trained not just to wear authority but to make it seem effortless.

The corridor they moved through was older than the room, stone darker with age and damp, and Corvin tasted moisture in the air each time he inhaled, a faint mineral tang that reminded him of the Stone Quarter after rain; torchlight trembled against the walls, casting slow shadows that shifted as they walked, and the shadows gave the impression of movement beyond the escort, as though the palace itself kept pace, listening for the moment he might turn too sharply or pause too long.

At a turn in the passage, a window slit opened to the outside courtyard, and cold air pushed through, carrying the smell of wet moss and distant smoke; the chill brushed Corvin’s cheek and made his lips feel dry despite the dampness, a contradictory sensation that kept his attention on his own mouth, on what it would mean to speak too freely here, and he kept his gaze forward, because looking out at freedom framed in stone would make the body strain toward it.

They passed a pair of servants who bowed low and held their breath as they did, their eyes fixed on the floor as if sight itself were a risk, and Corvin felt the servants’ stillness like a warning; the palace did not require open cruelty to enforce its rules, because everyone inside already knew how to shrink, and the knowledge moved through the air as surely as the damp.

The eastern hall was less a room than a corridor widened into ceremony, stone columns carved with old symbols that had been worn smooth by centuries of hands that never touched them directly, and banners hung high, their colors muted in the gray light as if even fabric had learned to quiet itself in Eldermoor; the air here carried the faint scent of oiled wood and old parchment, and the smell tightened Corvin’s throat because it belonged to records, to signatures, to lives filed into categories that could be referenced without acknowledging the people inside them.

At the far end stood a table longer than it needed to be, its surface polished to a dull sheen, and behind it a clerk in dark formal robes waited with quill poised above a ledger, posture straight enough to suggest he might have been carved from the same stone; beside the clerk stood Captain Rowen, the commander of the palace guard, armor clean, expression sharp with disciplined impatience, and when his gaze landed on Corvin it did not soften into curiosity, it measured, the eyes moving quickly from Corvin’s face to his wrist as if checking for a mark that confirmed authority.

Alaric stopped at a distance that left Corvin exposed in the open space between escort and table, and the exposure made Corvin’s skin tighten along his arms, the body aware of empty air where protection should have been, because open spaces in Eldermoor were never neutral, they were stages; Rowen’s boot shifted, the metal of his greave scraping faintly against stone, and the sound made Corvin’s stomach pull inward as if anticipating impact.

“Your Highness,” Rowen said, voice crisp, and the formality carried less reverence than efficiency, “the registry is prepared.”

Alaric inclined his head, minimal, and Corvin watched the movement because it was the only visible sign that the prince had heard, and the restraint of it made the prince feel even less human, more like a mechanism the Sanctum had borrowed from the Crown for enforcement; Alaric’s cloak settled on his shoulders with heavy finality, and the fabric’s weight seemed to widen him, casting a darker shadow across the floor that touched Corvin’s boots like a stain.

“The terms will be read into the Crown’s record,” the clerk said without looking up, voice flat from repetition, “and the subject will confirm receipt.”
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