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The kingdom of Athelion was built on the bones of dragons. Their scales shaped its armories, their fire tempered its blades, and their shadows haunted every coronation since the first king carved a throne out of a fallen wyrm’s breastbone. Power flowed through the royal line like molten gold, bright and merciless, demanding heirs who could wield diplomacy with one hand and bloodshed with the other. In such a world, a prince’s life was never entirely his own.

Carthea had known this since childhood, though knowing did little to soften the weight of expectation. The palace whispered his future long before he could name it. Tutors carved the cadence of leadership into his posture; priests traced prophecies across his palms; courtiers measured every breath he took against the needs of a kingdom always bracing for the next dragon war. Yet none of it prepared him for the night when duty tightened around his throat so sharply that he chose escape over destiny, vaulting walls that generations of heirs had never dared approach, sprinting toward a darkness that promised danger but tasted like freedom.

He arrived at the Citadel of Talons with more secrets than scars, a boy stripped of title but not of instinct, carrying a history that refused to loosen its hold. The academy towered over him like a fortress carved into the mountain’s heart, its black-stone walls echoing with the clash of wooden blades and the brutal rhythm of drills meant to forge dragon-slayers from raw bone and stubborn hope. Here, rank meant nothing. Bloodline meant less. Strength, focus, and the ability to rise after being struck down—those were the currencies that mattered.

And Carthea possessed only one of them.

He had never held a soldier’s life in his hands, never marched in formation, never bled for anything except royal expectations. The Citadel stripped him quickly of whatever illusions he had carried; bruises blossomed across his arms, breath caught sharp in his throat, and the reality of the battlefield settled into his muscles long before he faced a real beast. Yet something in him stirred in answer to this harsh world—something more primal than protocol, older than the throne hall’s polished marble. Dragonfire, even in training, called to him in a way that frightened and steadied him at once.

Then came Rozan.

Sharp-eyed, disciplined, temper held tight as a drawn bowstring, he moved through the academy with the steady precision of someone who had known hardship long before he knew weaponry. Where Carthea stumbled, Rozan steadied; where Carthea challenged, Rozan braced; where Carthea hid his trembling with bravado, Rozan read the truth beneath it. They were paired by chance, shaped by rivalry, and bound—slowly, dangerously—by moments neither fully understood: a caught wrist, a shared breath, a whispered command in the smoke of the Fear Trial.

But the mountain never slept. Tremors whispered beneath its ridges, cracks widened in silent warnings, and dragonfire stirred in the deep places where old grudges slept. When ash rose on the horizon, Carthea’s secrets rose with it. Fate, like flame, curved toward him.

And Rozan was already too close to step away.
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Chapter 1: The Night He Ran
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The incense had been burning since dusk, silver smoke climbing the carved pillars and gathering in the ribs of the vaulted ceiling until the great hall smelled more of sanctity than air. Carthea stood at the far end of the mirror chamber, silk pooling round his boots, the weight of embroidered lions and constellations pressing on his shoulders like hands that wouldn’t let go. Behind the latticed windows, the bells of Whitecrest chimed the hour in bright, clean notes that did nothing to rinse the heaviness from his chest.

Servants moved around him in hushed circuits, straightening folds of his cloak, smoothing his cuffs, tucking stray pale hair behind his ears. Each touch was careful, practiced, impersonal. They handled him as they would a coronation relic, polished, positioned, never questioned. The glass before him threw back the image the court expected: a young man in white and gold, back held too straight, expression honed to courteous indifference, a prince about to be presented as heir to a kingdom whose bloodline had never once broken.

Under the fine velvet collar, his pulse hammered against his throat, beating time against an invisible cage.

“Your Highness,” came a voice from the doorway, cool as stone left in shadow. “They are ready.”

The chamberlain hovered by the open double doors, robes pooled like ink around his feet. Beyond him, lamplit corridors waited, full of polished armor and ancestral portraits and the quiet tread of attendants who had been told not to stare. The path to the Hall of Lunaris glowed with candleflame and expectation.

Carthea turned his head, not enough to show resistance, only enough to buy one more heartbeat. On the glass, his reflection’s eyes looked a fraction too bright, the blue too sharp, as if someone had pressed winter skies into their hollows and stretched them thin.

“Her Majesty?” his voice came out steady, a habit trained into muscle and tongue. “Is she already seated?”

“Of course.” The chamberlain lowered his head, hands folded inside ceremonial sleeves. “The Queen waits upon you. All Athelion does.”

All Athelion. The words brushed across his skin like a net.

His fingers curled slightly, nails pressing into the soft lining of his gloves. The motion tugged the silk just enough for a seamstress nearby to murmur a polite alarm and reach to smooth the fabric again. He stepped away before she could touch him, the movement small enough not to be a slight, large enough to make space for air between their bodies.

“The crown prince cannot keep the gods or the nobility waiting,” the chamberlain added, still mild. “If you would follow.”

The corridor beyond the doors smelled of beeswax and stone, the air cooler than within the mirror chamber, but the layers of cloth around him held the warmth of the incense-thick room like a second skin. Footsteps echoed as he walked, his own soft tread layered over by the click of the chamberlain’s shoes and the rustle of attendants trailing at a proper distance. Tapestries on the walls watched in proud, woven silence: kings with swords raised, queens with wreaths of laurel, dragon-shapes stitched into the borders like stories that refused to die.

Tonight, another thread would be added to the pattern. Another oath spoken under Lunaris’s pale eye. Another heir bound.

The thought pressed at the back of his teeth like something bitter he dared not spit out.

At the turn toward the great stair, he caught the faintest whisper of night air sneaking in from some unseen crack in the stone, a cool ribbon that slipped under his collar and along the damp line at his spine. For a breath it smelled of the outer slopes—pine and rock and distant rain—rather than polished marble and candle smoke, and the muscles between his shoulder blades loosened as if that small draft had reached deeper than flesh.

The sensation vanished as quickly as it came, swallowed by the heavy perfumes of the palace.

On the landing above, armored figures shifted, spears flashing as they moved into formal alignment. The Queen’s Guard, in white-enameled plate and cloaks trimmed with moon-thread, bowed as he approached, every motion precise. Their visors hid their faces, but the line of their bodies carried the rigid tension of ceremony. No one looked at him directly; no one needed to. The knowledge of where he would stand, what words he would speak, had been carved into the palace long before his birth.

“Your Highness,” one of them intoned, stepping aside to clear the way.

The Hall of Lunaris waited beyond a pair of doors the height of three men, engraved with the goddess’s sigil: crescent and crown, intertwined. Two attendants pushed the doors open in a slow, disciplined arc, and a wash of sound spilled out—murmured voices, the faint clink of jewelry, the soft cough of a noble swallowing impatience. The smell of incense grew stronger, laced now with crushed petals and the metallic tang of polished silver.

Light from hundreds of candles turned the hall into a river of gold. The nobles sat in tiers along its sides, a living bank of silk and jewels, their gazes flowing toward the raised dais at the far end where the Queen’s chair waited beneath Lunaris’s carved crescent. Whitecrest’s vaulted ceiling arched above them all, painted with stars and beasts and the legendary first king standing hand in hand with a winged dragon, their joined silhouettes a story the priests still whispered on holy nights.

Every eye that dared look up from the polished floor knew its lesson: duty before desire, pact before self.

Carthea stepped across the threshold. The hush deepened, as if the air itself had drawn breath and held it.

A herald’s staff struck stone, three sharp beats that rang through the hall. “Carthea Athelion, son of Queen Ismara, of the line of Whitecrest, presents himself,” the herald called, voice gilded with ritual. “Heir and vessel of the covenant, under Lunaris’s sight.”

He moved forward, each step measured, cloak whispering around his boots. The heat of the candles gathered along the path like a line of small suns, but beneath the thick brocade his skin prickled cold. Nobles bowed or curtsied as he passed, heads lowered in perfect arcs that never quite became individual faces, only a tide of deference. Somewhere among them, old rivalries sharpened like knives kept politely sheathed, new alliances rustled like unseen wings.

On the dais, the Queen watched from her high-backed chair, silver circlet gleaming against the dark coil of her hair. The lines around her eyes had deepened in the last year, etched by sleepless nights and the weight of a throne held alone. Her posture remained impeccable, but the hand resting on the carved arm of the chair carried a whiteness at the knuckles that did not belong to carved wood or marble statues.

As Carthea climbed the final steps, that hand tightened.

“Come forward, my son,” she said, and the hall seemed to lean closer, the sound of her voice drifting across the distance like a thread spun of silk and iron.

He knelt on the small round of velvet at her feet, the world narrowing to the curve of her skirts, the faint perfume of night lilies clinging to the fabric, the cool shadow of the crescent sigil carved into the floor beneath his knees. A priest of Lunaris stood to one side of the dais, staff crowned with crystal, lips already shaping the first of the old words.

“Before the goddess, the court, and the memory of your father, you accept tonight what is yours by blood,” the Queen said, each syllable clipped, honed, wrapped in formality to hide everything else. “The covenant does not wait. The kingdom does not wait.”

The mention of his father settled in his chest like a stone dropped into an already full bowl. The image rose without permission: armor scorched black, banners tattered, a stretcher borne through the palace doors with faces turned deliberately away from the boy too young to stand among the mourners but old enough to understand the weight of the silence that followed.

The incense then had been the same; the taste of it had clung to his tongue for days.

A muscle in his jaw jumped. He bowed his head, not as deeply as custom demanded, not so low that the movement could be mistaken for surrender.

“Your will, Mother,” he said, because there was no way to say the kingdom’s will without tasting ash.

For a heartbeat, her fingers brushed the crown resting on the velvet pillow between them—a band of white gold set with moonstones that caught and fractured the candlelight. Those same fingers then came down to his cheek, cool and steady, thumb resting just at the hinge of his jaw as if holding him in place. “The gods gave you to this line for a reason,” she murmured, pitched so only he could hear over the low chant beginning from the priest. Beneath the polished steel of her tone, he caught the faint tremor of someone who had already lost one beloved to the covenant and could not bear the thought of losing another. “We do not throw away what they give.”

Her touch anchored and suffocated in the same instant. Under the weight of her hand, his spine locked, shoulders pressing back against the invisible wall of expectation. The chant grew louder, the words winding up toward the ancient promise between dragonfire and royal blood, a story he had been fed since childhood, the story that had killed his father and now reached for him with the same hungry hands.

The crown lifted from its pillow, metal whispering against velvet. Moonstones winked in the candlelight like cold, unblinking eyes. The priest’s voice rose, calling on Lunaris to witness, to bind, to claim.

A breath moved through the hall, collective and trembling.

The crown came closer.

The velvet beneath his knees gave no hint of escape, no seam to pry with desperate fingers. The ceremonial cloak lay heavy on his shoulders, its embroidered lions watching, mouths forever frozen mid-roar. The weight did not belong to cloth. The weight belonged to centuries.

Heat surged up his throat, not from the incense, not from the candles, but from a place he had kept locked and silent for too long, a place that smelled of fresh-cut pine and open sky and the salt of sweat from training yards where he had never been allowed to set foot as anything but an observer.

His hands moved before the rest of him caught up.

The cloak slipped from his shoulders, gold-threaded fabric falling in a soft rush to the floor. Gasps rippled through the front rows like a sudden wind through leaves. The Queen’s fingers tightened reflexively on the crown, halting its descent; the priest’s chant faltered for a syllable before he caught himself.

“Carthea,” his mother’s voice lost its ceremonial sheen, cracking around the edges like ice under too much strain. “What are you doing?”

The question struck against his ribs as if his bones were a cage being rattled from the inside. He rose from his knees in one smooth motion, the suddenness of it drawing every gaze like a flare in the dark. Without the cloak, his tunic felt almost light, the fine linen moving more freely over his shoulders, letting air find the places sweat had already gathered at the small of his back and under his arms.

He stepped back from the dais, not far enough to be out of reach if someone lunged, far enough that the crown no longer hovered directly over his head.

Eyes climbed him like climbing ivy—shocked, disapproving, hungry for scandal—but none of them mattered as much as the pair on the throne. The Queen’s pupils had narrowed, the blue around them gone thin and sharp. Beneath the careful contouring of powder and kohl, her face had gone paler than the marble pillars.

“Carthea,” she repeated, low and dangerous now, a warning coiled in two syllables. “You will kneel.”

His chest rose, fell. The hall waited, hanging in that breath.

“Lunaris’s witness means nothing if the words come from a dead man,” he said, voice carrying further than intended, cutting through the murmurs. “Father walked to his death in that armor because he had no choice. You ask me to do the same before I have even stood on a battlefield.”

Shock snapped through the nobles like a rope pulled taut, then released. Someone whispered a scandalized oath. A fan clattered to the floor in the Lady’s tier, the small sound oddly loud in the hush.

The Queen’s hand around the crown shook once. The metal rang softly against itself, a delicate chime that sounded too much like chains.

“You speak as if your life belonged to you alone,” she hissed under her breath, for him alone, even as she kept her face angled toward the hall with the composure of a monarch who knew every eye weighed her. “It belongs to Athelion. It belongs to the covenant. Your father understood that. You will understand it.”

His fingers twitched at his sides, itch of motion crawling up his arms, seeking release. Somewhere far above, beyond stone and painted stars, the real sky arched wide and cold, unbound by human promises. The faint memory of that earlier draft of night air slipped along his skin again, no more than a ghost now, but enough.

“I will not take vows that cage me before I have held a sword for my own hand,” he said, and there was less tremor in the words than he deserved. “If you want a vessel, find another. I will not be a coffin.”

Gasps became a wave, louder, more frantic. The priest gripped his staff tighter, lips parting and closing as if searching for where in the ancient script this moment belonged. Guards on either side of the dais shifted, hands flexing near sword hilts, waiting for a command that had not yet come.

The Queen rose from her chair. Even without the crown, she carried power like a mantle, the air around her taut. “You shame this hall,” she said, not softly now, her voice echoing against the painted ceiling. “You shame your father’s memory.”

Heat climbed under his skin, but it did not come with the sting of guilt she intended. It came with the raw burn of something that had been banked too long, smoldering under ash.

“Then I will not stay to do it,” he replied.

The decision clicked into place with an almost audible finality. The hall, the dais, the crowd—everything narrowed, blurred at the edges as the center of the world swung away from the throne and toward the open doors at the far end of the glittering path.

He turned.

For a beat his legs refused to move, knees half-locked from kneeling far too long under too much watching. Then the stiffness broke; his stride lengthened, carrying him down the steps of the dais and onto the central aisle. Cloakless, crownless, he walked the same line he had taken coming in, but the direction changed everything.

Voices rose around him, but the words blurred into a single, indistinct noise. A hand reached out from the nobles’ tier—as if to stop him, as if to touch the breaking of tradition—but he passed before it could close on his sleeve. Guards at the foot of the hall reacted too late, their bodies moving a breath behind his resolve.

“Stop him,” someone shouted, high and outraged. “Seize the prince.”

Steel hissed as blades left scabbards. The nearest guard stepped into his path, spear crossed, visor reflecting Carthea’s face back at him in distorted gleam.

Muscle memory from years of private training flickered awake. Carthea shifted his balance, body remembering drills done in secret with sympathetic instructors who had pretended not to see the hunger in a prince’s eyes when practice swords clashed. In a real bout, against someone who truly meant to kill him, the attempt would almost certainly have failed; tonight he survived as much on the guard’s surprise as on his own training. The spear angled toward his chest; he caught the shaft near the head with one hand, dropped his shoulder, and let the guard’s own momentum carry the weapon past him. The movement opened a narrow gap on the guard’s unshielded side. 

Not graceful. Enough.

He slipped through, heart pounding hard enough to blur the edges of his vision for a moment. More shouts, more footsteps rushing. The wide ceremonial boots were wrong for speed, the polished floor treacherous, but his body surged forward on sheer stubborn will.

“Carthea!” his mother’s voice lashed the hall. “Do not take another step.”

The words struck his back like thrown stones. A lesser order might have pulled him up short. This one only drove him faster.

He reached the threshold of the Hall of Lunaris and burst into the corridor beyond, the air cooler here, less thick with incense, more forgiving. The corridor stretched ahead, familiar and yet suddenly unfamiliar, every tapestry and column now an obstacle rather than decoration. He ran, the long fall of his hair coming loose from its neat binding, strands whipping against his throat.

Servants scattered out of his path, pressing themselves to the walls, eyes wide. A pair of young pages dropped the tray they carried; silver cups clanged and rolled, wine spilling dark over the pale stone like a spreading wound. His boots splashed through it, soles slick for a heartbeat.

Behind him, heavier footsteps thundered, armor clanking, orders barked. The Queen’s Guard would not hesitate once commanded. Polite deference died at the edge of steel.

The nearest window showed a sliver of night beyond the glass, a thin slice of deep blue freckled with first stars over the white cliff that gave the palace its name. The sight landed low in his ribs with the sharp ache of wanting that had lived there too long. The Hall of Lunaris lay at the heart of Whitecrest; every corridor leading away spidered through layers of stone before reaching the outer air. The quickest, least guarded path would not be one the palace approved of.

A breath dragged into his lungs, tasting of wax and dust and the faint ghost of that earlier, purer wind. The decision that had begun on the dais chased itself to its natural conclusion.

He turned left at the next junction, leaving the route to his own chambers behind. The corridor narrowed, ceilings lowering, tapestries giving way to bare stone walls and fewer lit sconces. Here, the smell changed, less incense, more old stone and the faint damp of places too close to the cliff face.

He knew this way.

Years ago, long before he had been old enough to sit beside the Queen in council, he had played hide-and-seek with cousins now married off to distant courts. They had raced through lesser-used wings, darted through servants’ passages, discovered half-forgotten doors. Tutors had scolded; his mother had tightened security. But the palace remembered those adventures, even if it pretended otherwise.

At the end of the corridor, a narrow wooden door waited, plain compared to the carved giants elsewhere, iron-latched, half hidden behind a rack of disused banners. His hand closed on the latch; the metal bit cold into his palm.

The wood refused to move at first, swollen with years and salt air. He set his shoulder against it and shoved. Pain flashed along the muscle, biting into the joint. The door yielded with a reluctant groan, a gust of colder air shoving into the corridor from the other side.

Night.

The scent of it crashed over him—sea and cliff and the thin sweetness of distant mountain snow carried down the current. The taste washed the incense from his tongue, swept candle-smoke from his lungs. His chest loosened in one long, uneven exhale.

He slipped through and pulled the door nearly closed behind him, leaving only a finger’s breadth where it failed to fit flush.

The space beyond was one of the Sky Garden’s side terraces, perched midway up the cliff. Wind curled around the carved balustrade, tugging at his hair and the lightened fall of his clothes, plucking heat from his skin until gooseflesh rose along his arms. Above, the sky stretched wide and patient, clouds torn thin to reveal Lunaris’s crescent hanging sharp and pale.

Below, Whitecrest spilled down the cliff in layers of rooftops and chimneys, lanterns glowing in scattered constellations that mirrored the painted ones on the Hall’s ceiling in rougher, truer form. The city murmured to itself—dogs barking, distant laughter, the clatter of a cart taking a corner too sharply.

Behind the door, voices approached, muffled but climbing closer, armor ringing, steps too heavy for pages or servants. They would find the banners on the floor, the door ajar, the trail of wine on the polished stone. They would follow.

Carthea crossed the terrace in long strides, boots whispering against the patterned tiles. The balustrade at its edge rose to his mid-chest, carved with curling vines and dragon-wings interwoven, the stone worn smooth under the salt-laden winds. Beyond it, the drop fell away in a sheer plunge of white rock that caught the moonlight and gave it back in pale shards.

A sane man, raised on tales of princes who did as they were told and died tidily, would retreat, surrender, return to kneel under the waiting crown.

He set both hands on the warm stone, fingers digging into the grooves left by generations of masons. The height pulled at his stomach, tugging everything inside toward the void. Wind shoved against his chest, pressing cloth to skin, lifting sweat-damp hair off his neck. The roar of his pulse in his ears matched the distant boom of waves against the cliff far below, an insistent, pounding rhythm.

There were other ways out of Whitecrest. Gates, postern doors, servants’ roads. All watched now, all bristling with spears and orders. The terrace wall had no guards, only gods and gravity.

Footsteps reached the door. The latch rattled once, twice. A voice called his name, tight with a strain that sounded too much like his mother’s when he had been a child and vanished into the castle gardens for hours.

“Carthea! Open this at once!”

His grip on the stone tightened. Pain sparked in his knuckles where bone pressed hard against the unyielding balustrade. The sting sharpened everything—the wind on his cheeks, the salt on his lips, the thin burn in his thighs from the run.

He swung one leg over the parapet.

The roughness of the carved vines scraped the inside of his knee through the fine cloth, small points of discomfort mapping his weight. The void yawned on one side, the terrace on the other. The city lights below shimmered as the wind shifted, their halos blurring.

Someone threw their weight against the door. Wood banged against the frame, then against the banners he had knocked aside. The gap widened in short, angry jerks.

“You will die,” the voice snapped, raw and unfamiliar in its fear. “Do you hear me? You will die, you foolish boy.”

Death had always lived in the story of his life: in the way people spoke his father’s name, in the way the priests invoked the covenant, in the way his tutors praised sacrifice as the highest of virtues. It had never once been his choice.

The wind surged, stronger now, rushing along the cliff face, tugging at him as if eager to show him how small a prince looked from the sea’s perspective.

He swung the other leg over.

For an instant he perched on the balustrade like the stone dragons carved into the eaves above, balanced between fall and retreat, lungs holding a breath so deep it hurt. Every line of his body trembled, not with indecision, but with the strain of breaking something that had never been meant to bend.

Beyond the palace, beyond the city, the northern horizon glimmered faintly, a pale wash along the teeth of distant mountains where Delhyr’s lands began. Somewhere beyond those ridges, hard training yards and rough stone barracks and the Citadel’s black walls waited; somewhere out there, lives were lived without crowns, without oaths written in other men’s blood.

A sharp cry split the night.

Not from the terrace. Not from the corridor.

From above.

The sound tore across the sky like a rift, low and ancient, layered over with a note that vibrated in his bones. His head jerked up, the reflex too quick to suppress. High against the dark, a shape wheeled—vast wings cutting a black arc across Lunaris’s face, swallowing the crescent for the span of a heartbeat before it reappeared, silver once more.

Scale caught moonlight for an instant, a glint of dull metal and living fire.

The first time he had seen a dragon, he had been six, peering past the legs of knights in the courtyard while men whispered of fallen comrades and the covenant’s fading power. That memory pressed against the present, two nights braided together across a gulf of years: the same roar, the same taste of iron on the air, the same certainty that nothing would ever return to the way it had been.

The shape banked, wings tilting, then disappeared behind a bank of dark cloud, leaving only echo and the frantic beating of his own heart.

Behind him, the door finally burst inward.

“Carthea!” the voice—his mother’s now, too close, too raw—clawed across the terrace stones. “Step down. Do you hear me? Step down.”

Wind tore the command into fragments before it reached him whole.

His toes curled over the outer edge of the balustrade. Stone bit into his bare soles where the boots ended, a thin line of pain anchoring him. The city spread below like a map he had never been allowed to walk without escort. The dragon’s cry still rang along his ribs, a note that would not quite fade.

For the first time in his life, the world waited for his next movement without a script.

He drew in the night, the sea, the distant mountains, the remembered weight of a practice sword in his palms, the fresh sting in his scraped knuckles, the echo of wings crossing the moon, and held them all in one breath that felt far too big for his chest.

Then, with the kingdom at his back and the open dark before him, he leaned forward, into the wind that smelled like something new.
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Chapter 2: The Road Beyond the Walls
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By the time the last tower of Whitecrest vanished behind the folds of the hills, his boots had stopped shining.

Mud clung to the once-soft leather in drying clumps, cracking with every step along the wagon-rutted track that cut through the lower forests like an old scar, and with each grind of grit between sole and skin the life he had walked out of at dawn slipped a little further away. The embroidered hem of his shirt had long since picked up burrs and dust; the fine weave itched where sweat glued it to his back, and the cloak that had been meant for processions now served mostly to keep stray branches from clawing his face.

The air down here carried no incense, only the heavy green weight of trees after rain, damp earth breathing under the moss, the faint sharpness of pinecones crushed underfoot, and a coolness that slid in under the edges of his collar and over the salt still dried into the lining from the hours he had spent clinging to the under-cliffs before finding a smugglers’ path back up to land. Bruises layered his ribs where stone had not yielded; every time the road dipped and his pack swung against his side, those spots heated and pulsed.

Above the treeline, the cliff still rose in pale slabs streaked with shadow, but the palace itself no longer crowned it, hidden now by the bulk of the lower ridges. The absence loosened something tight around his lungs; at the same time it left a hollow, as if a tooth had been pulled and the tongue kept prodding the gap.

A crow called from somewhere ahead, a rough, laughing sound; another answered to the right, deeper in the woods. Insects buzzed in the damp humus beside the track, and small things rustled under the low brush, careful to keep out of the open. The road sloped gradually upward, each rise showing more of the nearer mountains, darker and sharper than the white cliffs, their peaks still brushed with lingering streaks of snow that carried Delhyr’s name in the stories he had grown up on.

Once, maps had drawn that border in neat inked lines across a parchment sea of color. On the road, the division threaded through rocks and ravines and the shadows of trees.

A wagon had passed hours earlier, wheels leaving fresh gouges in the soft earth and a trail of crushed herbs that released a fleeting scent under his boots—sage, maybe, and crushed grass. No other travelers had come into view since; the stretch of road ahead lay empty except for the gentle lean of the ditches and the steady interrogation of the wind against the leaves.

He shifted the small bundle slung over his shoulder, feeling the rough scrape of the rope against his neck. The pack held what he had managed to salvage before the sea and cliff took their share: a change of shirt wrapped around a knife with a handle more ceremonial than practical, a belt-pouch heavy with coins that would look wrong on the wrong belt, a waterskin now nearly empty, and the thin strip of leather that had once held his hair in an obedient tail, now coiled in the bottom like a discarded snake.

Sweat stung the cuts along his forearms where rock and thorn had already had their say. Cloth dragged over those places with every swing of his arms, rubbing the edges raw. Each flare of pain sliced clean through the fog of exhaustion, carving out what remained of his resolve into something sharper.

Behind him, somewhere beyond valleys and walls, orders would still be echoing through stone halls. Guards would ride out along the main roads, hooves drumming on cobbles; messengers would carry sealed letters with his name inscribed in the flourish of court scribes. That name would open gates, clear paths, bend spines.

On this track, under this sky, it would close more doors than it opened.

He kept walking until the trees thinned enough for the sky to widen overhead, the pale rim of late afternoon slanting through branches and turning the wet bark to dull bronze. On a stretch where the undergrowth pushed back the woods, the road forked: one path curving east toward the river whose distant murmur rode the air, the other continuing north, threading into the foothills that rose like a dark tide ahead.

The northern road wore deeper ruts, scarred by the passing of carts heavy enough to bite into stone. Beside the fork, a crude signpost leaned under its own age, boards nailed on at slightly crooked angles. The topmost bore the sigil of Athelion—lion and crescent—weathered almost past recognition; below it, burned into rough wood, a simpler mark showed three jagged peaks and a downward-pointing arrow.

Three peaks for Delhyr. An arrow into its teeth.

Wind flowed across the crossroads, lifting his hair from his damp neck. Under the smell of wet bark and earth lay a fainter, sharper note: smoke, thin and dry and distant, not from palace incense but from real fire chewing real wood. Somewhere ahead, someone had made camp before nightfall.

The urge to keep moving tugged at his knees. If the guards spread out from Whitecrest in ever-widening circles, each hour bought distance; each mile multiplied the number of places they would have to search. Yet the weight in his legs argued in the language of muscle and bone, a heavy insistence in the thighs, a hot throb in the ball of each foot where the leather had rubbed new blisters into soft skin that had never had to carry this much of his own future.

The sky above the treeline had begun to bleed from pale blue into rose and then into the deeper bruised purple that came before full night. In the forest’s belly, shadows already gathered, curling between trunks, filling the hollows beneath bracken. Birds traded the shrill chatter of day for the sporadic low calls of evening; unseen things woke in the undergrowth, their movements dry and quick.

He turned his steps toward the smoke.

The scent grew stronger as he followed the curve of the road around a bend where a cluster of boulders leaned together as if gossiping. A stand of pines fell away on one side, leaving a small clearing scraped out beside the road, a place where wagons could pull aside and drivers could stretch stiff backs. In the center of the bare earth, someone had ringed a fire-pit with stones; flames now danced low, just high enough to lick at the underside of a blackened iron pot hung above them.

Beside the fire, a wagon rested with one wheel in a shallow rut, its canvas cover rolled back to reveal crates and sacks tied down under netting. A gray mule cropped at the thin grass near the ditch, tethered to the wagon’s side, ears flicking lazily at flies. On a low stump near the fire, a man sat hunkered over, shoulders rounded, stirring the contents of the pot with a carved wooden spoon.

The man’s cloak had seen years of rain and roads; his boots bore old mud under new, and the brim of his hat sagged at one edge where the wire had given up. A week’s beard shadowed his jaw, catching the firelight in uneven flecks of copper. Every line of him spoke of someone whose life belonged to wheels and seasons, not to pillars and painted ceilings.

As Carthea stepped into the clearing, the man’s head lifted. Eyes quick and narrow flicked over him—cloak, boots, the wrong cut of his shirt, the way he carried his shoulders. A traveler’s appraisal, practical and sharp.

“Evening,” the man said, the word soft enough not to startle the mule. The hand holding the spoon never quite stopped moving, keeping the pot’s contents from settling. “Road’s thin for company at this hour.”

The edge of the clearing pressed against Carthea’s spine, the road behind him suddenly too exposed, the trees around them listening. The fire’s warmth brushed the raw scrapes on his skin, making them prickle and tighten.

“Evening,” he returned, letting the word fall in the same casual rhythm, trimming the crispness from his vowels the way he had once practiced trimming the edge from a blade. “I smelled the smoke. I hoped to fill my waterskin. If there’s a stream nearby.”

The merchant—because that word fit in the way he sat, the way goods nestled under canvas behind him—tipped his head toward the dark beyond the fire. “Little run off the hill, other side of the ditch. Sweet enough, if the rain’s recent. Which it has been.” His gaze drifted back, resting more firmly now on Carthea’s boots. “Long way from any village with a proper well, mind you.”

Carthea’s left boot throbbed where the leather dug into the tender flesh above his heel. A stickiness around his sock line suggested blood; each step had smeared it unseen inside the boot, a small private ruin. Dirt cracked and flaked around the welt where it had dried over earlier splashes. The shoe looked like it belonged to someone else entirely, someone who knew what it meant to weigh a journey in hours and blisters instead of in announcements and schedules planned by others.

“Water first,” the merchant added, sniffing at the pot and grimacing as if the smell offended some private sense of perfection. “Then, if you’re heading north, sit a bit. Road’s not kind past the next ridge, and night’s not kindly either, not for a boy on his own.”

The word boy slid under Carthea’s ribs with an odd twist. In Whitecrest’s halls, the same mouth, differently clothed, had called him Your Highness, or Prince, or my lord. None of those names lived out here. Here, the shoulders he carried, the years on his bones, weighed differently.

He crossed the clearing, the fire’s heat brushing his shins, and stepped down into the gully beyond the wagon. The ditch’s edges crumbled under his boots, damp soil collapsing with soft sighs. At the bottom, stones showed their backs like dull fish, slick with a thin skin of running water that whispered over them in a ceaseless, small music.

Crouching set his thigh muscles to protest, a sharp ache in the knots that climbing and running had tied there. His knees sent up lines of complaint from where they had met stone earlier in the day. He braced one hand against a rock, hissed as a cut along his palm protested the pressure, and lowered the waterskin into the stream, watching the leather swell and darken as it filled.

Cold leached into his fingers from the water, numbing the sting in small increments. The chill climbed his wrists, into the undersides of his forearms where thin, sharp scratches crisscrossed pale skin. Each burning line had its own story—this one from a thorn bush he had pushed through in the half-light under the cliffs, that one from a rock face that had refused an easy grip. The skin swelled slightly around the edges, warm and tight; earth clung where he had not taken the time to rinse them clean.

When the waterskin bulged full, he capped it, testing the knot twice to make sure it would hold. The stream’s murmur filled his ears for a moment, drowning out the distant creak of trees, the occasional crack of a twig as some unseen creature broke cover then darted back.

Back in the clearing, the merchant had moved one of the sacks to create a rough second seat opposite his stump. The pot over the fire had begun to steam in earnest, a richer smell rising now—lentils, onion, some tough green boiled into surrender. The mule had lifted its head to regard Carthea with mild, speculative interest, jaw still working as it chewed.

“Sit, if you’ve a mind,” the man said, jerking his chin at the makeshift seat. “Road taxes everyone the same, but it takes the youngest first. Have some stew before it does.”

Carthea’s stomach pulled tight at the scent, an almost painful clenching that reached back to the last real meal in the palace kitchens—a plate carefully composed, a slice of roasted meat, vegetables arranged like jewels around it, everything balanced and distant. Since leaving, his mouth had known only hard bread, a too-salty heel of cheese broken with fingers gone clumsy from cold. The idea of something hot, heavy, and uncomplicated sat like a promise just out of reach.

He lowered himself onto the sack. Straw inside shifted under his weight; a splinter poked through the canvas and pressed into the back of his thigh, a small bright point of discomfort that kept him aware of the shape of his own body in this space. The fire’s heat soaked through his damp trouser legs, loosening the stiffness in his calves.

The merchant dipped the spoon and tasted, lips pursing as he judged his own work. “Could be worse,” he conceded. “Could be better, but everything could be. Name?”

The question came as he lifted a second ladle from the pot, this one aimed toward a tin bowl he had produced from somewhere within the wagon, its dented sides catching the light. The steam rising between them turned the space into a small, private fog, scented with herbs and smoke.

Carthea’s tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth for a fraction of a second, the familiar syllables of his own name rising by habit, heavy with gilt and expectation. Each letter carried centuries of stories, a weight that would lodge instantly in anyone who heard it, even on a road this far from the capital.

He reached for the bowl, fingers brushing the warm metal where the merchant’s hand had just been. Heat through the tin kissed his fingertips, startling and immediate.

“Karth,” he said, letting the sound fall truncated, one syllable pruned away like a branch cut close to the trunk. “Just Karth.”

The lying sat strangely in his throat, not heavy like untruths told in court for political convenience, but sharp, small, like biting into fruit and hitting an unexpected seed.

The merchant grunted, as if the name meant nothing beyond convenience, and handed over the bowl. “Well, Karth-just-Karth, I’m Brannen. I sell cloth to those who can afford more than homespun and knives to those who live too far from good iron. Sometimes I carry letters. Sometimes news. Tonight I carry stew, and that’s the most important. Eat.”

The metal warmed his palms as he closed his hands around the bowl. The stew inside glistened thickly; he dipped the spoon and brought up a mound of softened lentils, a sliver of onion, a shard of something that might once have been root. The first mouthful burned his tongue, the heat searing away the lingering taste of dust and river water, and settled in his stomach like a stone that knew how to comfort.

Around them, night continued its slow descent. The canopy above dimmed from green to near-black, the sky in the small clearings between branches deepening toward indigo. Somewhere off in the dark, an owl called, the sound a low, patient question. The fire’s crackling answered with its own language of pops and sighs.

Brannen watched him eat for a moment, eyes half-lidded, then turned his gaze toward the road, spoon idly tracing a lazy circle in the pot. “Strange time to see someone young heading north on his own,” he observed. “Stranger still, heading toward Delhyr when every story these hills keep says turn back. Road’s mean enough in good seasons, but there’s more boots than usual up there now. Steel shod, Athelion-marked.”

The stew stuck briefly in Carthea’s throat, not from heat this time, but from the way the words scraped against the inside of his chest. He swallowed, feeling the passage as a slow, deliberate slide.

“There are always patrols,” he said, when his voice could come without too much strain. “The border was never friendly.”

Brannen’s smile showed more wear than humor. “Friendly no, but manageable. Merchants hate ‘unfriendly,’ but we live with it. What rides those roads now...that’s beyond unfriendly.” He lifted one shoulder, the shrug barely more than a twitch. “Came through the last garrison-town a day ago. They’d just posted new notices on the boards. Orders from Whitecrest, they said. Every captain briefed, every patrol doubled.”

Carthea’s fingers tightened around the bowl, the metal biting into the creases of his fingers. The stew inside sloshed, climbing the rim before settling. Heat soaked into his skin, not enough to burn, enough to anchor him.

“What orders?” His tongue shaped the question before caution had time to intervene, and the edge in it carried more command than a boy’s voice should, out here under trees instead of in audience halls.

Brannen’s gaze flicked back to him, sharp now, measuring. “Something gone wrong in the palace, they said,” he replied, spoon resting across his knees. “Someone important missing. A runaway.” He sniffed once, as if to clear more than just his nose. “No name on the posters yet, but the captains know. Or pretend to. The way they looked at travelers passing through, every face weighed like a purse.”

The air near the fire thickened, smoke layering over the smell of stew. A bead of sweat crawled along the line of Carthea’s spine, slow, deliberate, tickling and cold and hot at once.

“Missing,” he repeated, keeping his voice flat, as if the word belonged to a tale told in some other camp, some other night. The syllables tasted peculiar, too light for what they carried.

Brannen nodded, poking at the coals with the tip of a stick until sparks leapt up, bright and brief. “Aye. They say the Queen’s half out of her mind with it. Some claim she tried to keep it quiet, but nothing stays quiet when the crown sends riders. You can smell fresh orders on a road, same as you smell rain coming.”

The owl called again, closer this time. The mule’s ears pricked, then drooped; its jaw didn’t stop moving. The fire spat as sap in the wood met heat.

“‘Boy alone on the road’ makes men in armor look twice right now,” Brannen continued, practical as if discussing the price of wool. “Might be they pass you by. Might be they ask questions you don’t want to answer. Depends who you run into, and how hard the news has bitten them.” His eyes narrowed slightly. “Family waiting for you up there, Karth? Job? Or just the idea of somewhere that isn’t here?”

The stew had begun to cool, a skin forming at the edges where it met tin. Carthea drew the spoon through it, breaking the film, then let it sink again. Each breath brushed sore places inside his chest, tightness that had nothing to do with running.

“Work,” he said, letting the word roll slow, weighted. “I heard the Citadel takes anyone strong enough to hold steel. They say Delhyr cares more for what a hand can do than for who that hand’s father was.” The image of the painted first king and dragon flickered at the back of his eyes, that old pairing watching from every temple ceiling. “I have no reason to stay south.”

A pause hung between them, stretched thin by the crackle of the fire and the whisper of the trees. Brannen studied his profile, the set of his jaw, the way the shadows under his eyes looked less like a boy’s lack of sleep and more like something carved there by deeper chisels.

“Citadel of Talons,” the merchant mused at last. “Hard place. Harder than any palace story makes it sound. Takes lads from Ironreach and they’re tough as old leather already. Puts them through drills that’d break plough-horses. You walk in soft, you either leave carved into something new or you don’t leave at all.” His spoon traced another lazy pattern. “That the road you want under your feet?”

A splinter in the sack poked deeper into Carthea’s thigh as his weight shifted, a bright line of pain that rooted him more firmly above his own bones. The idea of the Citadel rose not as the distant legend told in measured, approving tones by tutors, but as a place where sweat and bruises counted more than recitation, where the weight in his hands came from steel instead of parchment and ink.

Skin remembered the brief, forbidden sessions in the practice yards—arms burning from holding a training sword too long, the sting of impact up through his wrists when blades struck, the way lungs had fought for air after combinations repeated until he had sunk to the ground, shirt stuck to his back. In those moments, breath had hurt; in those moments, hurt had made sense.

“That’s the road,” he said, the words landing without flourish. “If they take me.”

Brannen’s gaze flicked to the hands holding the bowl. The skin along the fingers bore soft calluses from quills and reins, not the deep, layered roughness of years of labor, but the scratches and bruises across the knuckles told a newer story. The merchant’s mouth quirked at one corner, neither quite smile nor pity.

“They’ll take any who can pay the entrance fee or swing a blade well enough to amuse the recruiters,” he said. “Sometimes both. Your shoulders’ll see you through the gate, at least. The rest’s between you and the drills.” He leaned back, hat brim briefly cutting a deeper shadow across his face. “Just don’t tell anyone on the road you’re heading that way. Folk hear ‘Citadel’ and they start matching you to the notices. Easier to be another boy looking for seasonal work.”

The stew in Carthea’s bowl had reached the perfect balance between heat and comfort. He took another spoonful, the thickness coating his tongue, sliding down with a familiarity that food had never quite managed in the palace, no matter how elaborate the dishes. Warmth spread out from his stomach through the hollows of his body, reaching toward the cold places carved there by cliffs and arguments and crowns.

“What would you say, then?” he asked, glancing up. “If someone stopped you on the road and asked where a boy like me was headed?”

Brannen snorted softly. “Depends who asked. Captain in Athelion colors? You say you’re going to help an ailing aunt in some village they’ve never heard of. Toothless old farmer with more questions than sense? Tell him you’re chasing love. They think that explains everything and nothing.” His eyes creased at the corners. “Me, I say this: you’re going to find work swinging a hammer in Delhyr’s forges. Arms like yours will do fine lifting metal. Not as glamorous as dragons, but the pay’s honest enough.”

A forge. Smoke of a different kind, thicker and richer than incense, heat that wrapped the whole body instead of just the lungs, metal singing under hammer blows. The image sat oddly next to the Citadel’s black walls, but it wore less danger on its face. A boy heading to a smithy drew less attention than one chasing dragons.

“Forgeman’s apprentice,” Brannen added, rolling the phrase between his teeth. “Sounds boring enough no captain bothers to remember. No one expects trouble from the boy who mends their horses’ shoes.”

The spoon scraped lightly against the bottom of the bowl; most of the stew had gone, leaving a smear of thickened broth and a few lingering lentils. Carthea tipped the bowl, coaxing the last of it into reach.

“Karth the blacksmith’s boy,” he said quietly, more to the metal than to the man across the fire. The new name wore a different kind of weight now, bigger by the shape of this invented future. “Northbound.”

Brannen watched his mouth shape the words, some calculation ticking behind his eyes. “Better than ‘Karth who turns recruiters’ heads,’” he said. “And better by far than any name someone might pin on you from a noticeboard.” His gaze drifted back to the road, shadows pooling beyond the reach of the fire. “Stick close to carts, when you can. Patrols stop us first, gives you a heartbeat to read them. Don’t flinch at questions; flinching calls more trouble than honest lies. And if you hear hooves coming fast, get off the road and into the trees until you know whose banner flies.”

Hooves, stone, banners snapping in wind that smelled of iron. In the hall of Lunaris, the guards’ footsteps had echoed like that, a measured storm. Here, the same rhythm would mean men who could drag him back before the bruises on his ribs finished blooming.

He set the empty bowl down near the fire, wiping the last warmth from his fingers onto his trousers. The cuts along his hands twinged as the fabric brushed them, reminding him with each sting of the price his body had already begun to pay.

“Why tell me any of this?” he asked, not from suspicion, but from the strange ache of hearing someone he had met only at sunset speak as if his safety mattered in a way unconnected to bloodlines or treaties. “Warnings don’t put coin in your purse.”

Brannen shrugged again, the movement slower this time. “Some faces on the road,” he said, eyes fixed on the flames, “come along like bad omens. Some like storms you’d rather not walk into. Yours sits somewhere between. Too clean at the edges still, even with the dirt. Too straight in the back. Palace clings to folk for a while after they leave it, in the way they hold themselves. The world eats that shine up quick.” He poked the fire until one of the logs shifted, sending up a small shower of sparks that died before touching anything that would burn. “Maybe I’m just soft in the head, helping it along on my terms.”

The mule snorted as if in quiet disagreement and went back to its grass.

A breeze stirred through the clearing, lifting the hair from Carthea’s forehead, drying the sweat that had gathered there. Cool air prickled against the drying tracks. The feeling eased the heat under his skin, bringing with it a strange, fragile sense of belonging to this moment that had nothing to do with what had been written for him in the Hall.

“I have coin,” he said after a moment, fingers going to the pouch at his belt. The leather there felt too fine against his skin, its stitching too precise to belong at a roadside fire. “For the food. And for the warning.”

Brannen shook his head before the pouch cleared his cloak. “Keep it. You’ll need every bit before you reach the Citadel’s shadow. Those walls don’t open for charity.” His gaze sharpened. “And if you go paying well for scraps of stew, captains will notice that too. Poor boys don’t spend like that.”

The pouch settled back into place, its weight a small, stubborn reminder of who had filled it. The coins inside clinked against one another as he shifted, muffled under leather, like muted bells in a temple closed for the night.

Night had finished its fall while they talked. The forest beyond the circle of fire had turned into a wall of black trunks and darker spaces between. Stars pricked holes in the sky overhead, their pale light competing with the fire’s warmer glow, and somewhere high above, the faint smear of the dragon’s flight path from the previous night curled along his memory, marked not by sight anymore but by the echo it had left in his bones.

Brannen stood, the joints in his knees popping quietly, and adjusted the angle of the pot to keep it from boiling dry. “You can roll your cloak near the wagon,” he said. “I’ll take first watch. Thieves favor tired eyes, and you look ready to fall over whether you admit it or not.”

The ground near the wagon offered a flat enough space—or as flat as any forest road could be. Carthea spread his cloak there, its once-smooth lining roughened by salt and dirt and the creases of the last twenty hours. When he lowered himself onto it, every muscle in his legs complained, a chorus of aches singing up through thighs, calves, and the arches of his feet. Lying down sent a more distant ache through his ribs, a dull, slow pulse where stones had had their say that morning.

He drew the edge of the cloak over his chest, tucking it under his chin. The fabric carried faint traces of the palace still—lavender from some long-ago storage, a whisper of the Queen’s perfumers—but smoke from the fire threaded through it now, coarse and honest. The two scents tangled in the air he pulled into his lungs, old life and new trying to occupy the same space.

Crickets began a steady, layered song at the edges of the clearing, their chirps rising and falling like waves. The owl, somewhere higher, offered an occasional punctuation. Brannen’s movements by the fire slowed, reduced to the occasional shift of a log, the soft clank of pot against hook.

Carthea’s eyes grew heavy, lids drooping with each blink. Each time they closed, a slice of the Hall flashed up—a flood of candlelight, his mother’s hand on the crown, marble cold under his knees. Each time they opened again, the scene dissolved into branches etched against star-sprinkled dark, the orange pulse of the fire painting the underside of leaves.

Shoes that had never known dirt lay by his pack, leather stained and cracked, their fine stitching now full of dust. Tomorrow, they would carry him further from Whitecrest, deeper into the hills where Athelion’s lions meant less and Delhyr’s peaks meant more.

Brannen’s voice came low across the clearing, almost an afterthought. “Sleep, Karth. Roads have long memories. They’ll remember you better if you walk them standing.”

The name fell more easily now, settling over him lighter than the one the notices would bear. Karth, who headed north under a sky that belonged to no one, who shared stew with merchants and learned how far coin carried and where it failed, who might one day stand under the Citadel’s shadow with a sword that answered to his own hand.

His breathing slowed, deepened, chest rising and falling in rhythm with the chorus of the night. Pain in his feet and ribs did not vanish, but it dulled, a rough comfort rather than a sharp demand. Each scrape and bruise wrote its own small proof into his skin that the world beyond Whitecrest’s walls did not bend for princes.

On the road, under the trees, with dirt under his nails and smoke in his hair, the title meant nothing.

Somewhere far to the south, bells would be ringing in Whitecrest, calling the city to evening prayers, their notes climbing over roofs and balconies, searching for ears that no longer waited for them. The sound did not reach this clearing; only the memory of it brushed once against his mind, then faded under the closer, rougher music of the forest.

His fingers curled lightly in the cloak’s edge, knuckles resting over his own ribs, where the bruises bloomed unseen under cloth. Each pulse of blood through those sore places marked time in a new measure, one that owed nothing to incense or marble or crowns.

Sleep pulled at him steadily, a tide with long fingers.

Just before it took him, one last image surfaced: a dark wall of stone against an even darker sky, torches burning along its crest, steel glinting as figures moved along the ramparts, and somewhere inside, the ring of metal against metal as blades met in drills that did not care for names, only for endurance.

His hand relaxed on the cloak.

The fire cracked softly.

On the road beyond the walls, under an unseen moon, Karth the blacksmith’s boy breathed in the cold smell of damp earth, and the forest listened, quietly, as the world he had left behind tightened its net in the dark.
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Chapter 3: The Citadel of Talons
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The road ended against the wall.

It rose straight up from the rock, black stone fused to the cliff as if the mountain had pushed it out of its own spine, every block bevelled sharp enough to catch the hard noon light along its edges. Heat pooled against it, held there by the weight of the sun; the air in front of the gate tasted of stone baked too long and metal left in coals. The white cliffs of Athelion had gleamed; this place swallowed light and gave back only a dull, stubborn sheen.

Carthea adjusted the strap of his pack across his shoulder and stepped into the strip of shade cast by the outer tower. Sweat salted the inside of his collar, damp cloth clinging unpleasantly to the bruises along his ribs. The last stretch of the climb up to the Citadel had burned in his thighs with every step; his boots, once merely stained, now carried a crust of fine black dust from the volcanic rock, as if the road itself had tried to claim them.

Ahead, the gates yawned open, twin slabs of metal studded with iron teeth pulled back into the walls, leaving a dark throat of passage. In front of that mouth, a knot of boys and young men had gathered—some broad-shouldered, some narrow, all carrying the same mix of stubbornness and nerves in the set of their backs. Packs lay at their feet, bundles tied with fraying rope, a few swords sheathed in cheap leather hanging from belts that had seen more ploughshares than battlefields.

A line had formed in front of a makeshift table where two soldiers in Citadel black took names and weighed the thin purse each recruit produced. Every so often, the taller of the two jerked his chin, and someone was waved through. Once, he shook his head, and a boy with more hope than coin stood frozen for a moment before turning away, shoulders collapsing inward, the wall’s shadow stretching past him down the road like a long black finger.

Carthea moved to the end of the line. Heat radiated off the stone under his boots, rising through the soles into the tender places on the balls of his feet where blisters had formed days ago. The pack’s strap bit into the muscle above his shoulder blade; the skin there, already rubbed raw, throbbed in time with the pulse at his throat. Breath came a little quicker than walking alone on the road should have warranted; the wall’s sheer presence sat on his chest like an extra weight.

Behind the table, a rack of spears leaned at easy reach, their tips dark against the brightness of the yard beyond the gate. The soldiers themselves bore the Citadel’s mark on their breastplates—three talons curving around a single scale—paint worn and chipped along the edges. The shorter one, a woman with her hair braided tight against her skull, kept a chalk and slate at
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