

  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      I WAS SUPPOSED TO KILL THE DEMON KING, NOT MARRY HIM

    

    
      First edition. April 29, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 JUN JUN.

    

    
    
      Written by JUN JUN.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


I Was Supposed to Kill the Demon King, Not Marry Him

JUN

Table of Contents

Episode 1: The Night I Defeated the Demon King, He Proposed

Episode 2: Hands Stained with Blood and Prayer

Episode 3: The Bells Celebrated a Lie

Episode 4: Why the Victor Was Hunted by Her Own Kingdom

Episode 5: Graycry Plain, Where the Wind Mourned the Dead

Episode 6: I Could Not Pray with the Hand That Shielded My Enemy

Episode 7: I Heard the Story of Stolen Light

Episode 8: Saverna, the Free Port at the Edge of Every Border

Episode 9: The Man Who Moved for Money, and Me Who Moved for Names

Episode 10: The Night I Raised My Blade Against a Friend

Episode 11: Into the Demon King’s Country

Episode 12: An Unwelcome Guest

Episode 13: The Names That Remained, and the Names That Did Not

Episode 14: Into the Center of the Lie

Episode 15: What His Proposal Meant

Episode 16: The Enemy with a Gentle Face

Episode 17: At the Bottom of the Dark Water

Episode 18: The Saint and the Demon King Become Accomplices

Episode 19: The First Stake

Episode 20: They Used My Name to Stir the Crowd Again

Episode 21: The House I Still Called Home

Episode 22: Even So, I Want to Believe You

Episode 23: The Village That Had Been Drained

Episode 24: The Kiss Was Not a Vow but an Instinct to Survive

Episode 25: The Second Stake, and the Fight We Could Not Avoid

Episode 26: I Woke in the Demon King’s Arms

Episode 27: The Last Stake Had Been Beneath My Feet

Episode 28: This Time, There Was No Way to Escape the Proposal

Episode 29: White Capital Burning

Episode 30: The Monster Beneath the Sanctuary

Episode 31: The Demon King Had Carried Too Much Alone

Episode 32: Before the World, We Took Each Other’s Hand

Episode 33: We Save It Together

Episode 34: A Morning with No Victors

Episode 35: The Saint Who Was Supposed to Kill the Demon King Chose Him

Afterword

***

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Episode 1: The Night I Defeated the Demon King, He Proposed
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The Demon King was on his knees when I thought, with a kind of exhausted stupidity, that the war might finally end before dawn. That was the first foolish thought I had that night. The second was that winning would feel cleaner.

Blood ran in a dark line from the corner of my mouth when I pulled my spear of light back into my hand. The magic broke into white fragments across my fingers, hot enough to sting. Around us, the upper hall of Black Crown Castle looked as if a giant had clawed it open.

Half the ceiling was gone. Cold night air poured through the jagged stone. Smoke dragged low through the room.

The banners that had once hung behind the throne had burned down to strips, and one of them still glowed red at the edge, stubborn as a coal. Vardis Ishhahn, the man every child in the kingdom learned to fear before they learned their letters, knelt in the middle of it all with one hand pressed to the wound below his ribs. I had put that wound there.

Not the first wound. Not the worst one, maybe. But the one that had taken the strength from his legs. His black coat was torn open from shoulder to waist.

The armor beneath it had split. Blood soaked the fabric at his side and dripped from the tips of his fingers onto the cracked floor. It looked too human. I hated that it looked human.

“Get up,” I said. My voice came out rougher than I meant it to. Smoke had scraped my throat raw, and I had been shouting commands for half the night. The floor under my boots trembled again as something heavy collapsed in a lower wing of the castle. Stone dust drifted down through the broken ceiling and glittered faintly in the blue-white light gathering around my spear.

Vardis raised his head. There were stories about the Demon King’s eyes. In some versions they were empty pits. In others they burned red. Old women in the market swore he could look at a man across a battlefield and rot his heart in his chest.

His eyes were gray. Not soft. Not kind. Not anything that made him less dangerous. But gray, like winter water under cloud.

Right then they were fixed on me with a steadiness that got under my skin. “I did,” he said. He coughed once, blood darkening his lower lip. “I got up eight times. You started looking offended around the sixth.”

Something hot and sharp flared in my chest before I could stop it. “Try for a ninth,” I said. “I’m not tired of beating you yet.” That earned me the ghost of a smile.

I wanted to hate that smile more than I did. The first time I heard the name Vardis Ishhahn, I was nine years old, barefoot, and standing on a stool in my mother’s herb shed while she wrapped dried stalks into bundles with red thread. My father had come home from the frontier on a cart with a split shield and a leg that never healed right after.

He sat under the eaves sharpening a knife that no longer needed sharpening just to keep his hands busy. I still remember the scrape of whetstone, the smell of rosemary and smoke, and the way he stopped when I asked why people whispered when they said the Demon King’s name. “Because fear likes to make itself bigger,” my mother had said.

My father had snorted and taken the knife from the stone. “Because men die when they stop being afraid.” I was old enough to understand the edge in his voice, not old enough to know where to put it. So I asked the only thing that mattered then.

“Will he come here?” My father looked at the road, at our crooked gate, at the little patch of earth where my brother was trying to plant beans upside down. Then he looked at me.

“Not while I’m standing.” Years later, he could no longer stand for long without pain. Years after that, I was the one standing in his place. The hall smelled of iron, ash, and wet stone.

Somewhere beyond the broken archways, men were still fighting. I could hear the ring of steel, cut short here and there by cries that ended too quickly. Our forces had broken through the lower wards after midnight.

The western towers had fallen. The inner gate had opened under holy fire. Every step from there had cost blood.

Good men’s blood. Boys barely old enough to shave. Women who knew all my prayers and none of my doubts. Knights who had kissed their charms and laughed too loud because they were afraid.

I had carried them through the gate. I had told them we would end this tonight. I could not walk out with the Demon King breathing.

“Your army is broken,” I said. “Your walls are down. The castle is surrounded. This is over.”

“Mm.” He tilted his head, as if considering whether my summary had missed anything important. A lock of black hair, damp with sweat and blood, slid over his brow. “You forgot the dramatic speech.”

“I’m not here to hear you talk.”

“No?” The smile vanished as quickly as it came. “Pity. I finally had one prepared.”

The spear tightened in my grip. Holy power does not come like fire, not to me. It rises colder than that, clean and bright, a pressure under the ribs that demands shape. Too much of it makes my teeth ache.

Too little leaves a ringing in my bones. Right then it gathered along my arm in a pale current, ready to harden into a point. A few feet behind him, the broken throne leaned at an angle.

Black stone. Silver inlay. A seat built to make a man look larger than he was. I had imagined that throne for years.

Sometimes in dreams, sometimes in prayers. I had pictured myself standing where I stood now, but never with my legs trembling from exhaustion and my sleeve stuck to my skin where someone else’s blood had dried there hours ago. Victory should have felt like bells.

It felt like being too tired to collapse. “On your feet,” I said again. He planted his palm on the floor and pushed. He made it halfway before his arm gave and he dropped back to one knee.

Not weakness alone. He was losing blood too fast.

A sane part of me registered that and offered the obvious answer. End this now. Instead I heard my own breathing. I heard the wind through the broken ceiling.

I heard someone below shout my title. “Saint!” Another voice, farther away. “The Saint is in the upper hall!”

The sound should have steadied me. It should have been simple from there. Our people had reached the inner keep. Soon the hall would be full of white cloaks, holy steel, praise, noise, the kind of relief that makes soldiers suddenly young again.

I should have struck before they arrived and put this war into a story clean enough to be sung. Vardis heard them too. His gaze slid past me for an instant toward the doorway.

“No time,” he said. I almost laughed. “No,” I said. “There isn’t.”

I moved. The floor between us vanished under a rush of white light. He twisted aside at the last instant, too slow to avoid the strike completely. My spear tore through the flesh of his upper arm and drove him sideways into the broken steps below the throne. Stone cracked beneath the impact.

He hissed through his teeth. That was all. No dramatic roar. No monstrous transformation. No cursing the heavens.

Just a man who had learned long ago not to waste breath on pain. I yanked the spear free, turned it in my hand, and drove the butt end toward his throat. He caught it with his forearm. Black fire flashed across his skin and ate at the light for a heartbeat before both magics burst apart, showering us with sparks.

He was still fast. Even half dead, he was still too fast. He rose in one fluid movement that should not have been possible with a wound like that, hand cutting through the air. Shadow gathered at his wrist and stretched into a blade long enough to take my head. I ducked, felt the cold of it skim the top of my braid, and rammed my shoulder into his chest.

The impact jarred through me. He smelled of smoke, blood, and something colder, like rain on iron. We crashed into a fallen pillar. His hand closed around my wrist before I could wrench free.

His grip was brutal. Mine answered just as hard. Light licked up my arm. Shadow crawled over his.

Where they met, the air screamed. His face was close enough for me to see the cut along his jaw, shallow and fresh, probably from my blade a minute earlier. “You don’t stop,” I said.

“You don’t either.” He drove his forehead into mine. Pain burst white behind my eyes. I staggered back with a curse I had not used in a prayer hall since I was fourteen.

He came after me immediately, because of course he did. The shadow blade in his hand fractured into three smaller edges, one high, one low, one cutting for the center. I caught the first. The second nicked my thigh.

The third I broke with a flare of light so bright the whole hall flashed silver. For one sharp second, everything stood still. Then I kicked his front leg out from under him. He hit the floor hard.

I put the point of my spear to his throat. Neither of us moved. His chest rose once. Fell. Rose again, shallower.

Blood ran from the line at his throat where the holy point touched skin. Just one bright bead sliding down into the hollow at the base of his neck. “Don’t,” he said. I leaned harder. “Begging doesn’t suit you.”

“I wasn’t begging.” A pause. Then, very quietly, “That was strategy.” The sheer nerve of him nearly made me laugh. Instead it made me angrier.

Good. Anger was useful. Anger was clean. Anger was better than the other thing trying to crawl under my ribs and make room for itself.

“You murdered thousands,” I said. His eyes did not leave mine. “So did you.” The words hit harder because they were calm.

Somewhere below us a horn sounded, short and sharp. Our signal for an inner breach secured. A moment later came the answering cry of men who thought dawn might belong to them after all. My jaw clenched so hard it hurt. “Don’t make yourself equal to me.”

“No,” he said. “That would be insulting to your priests.” I pushed down with the spear, enough to break the skin. His mouth curved again, but this time there was no mockery in it.

Only fatigue. “There. Better. I was starting to think you’d gotten sentimental.” “I would sooner cut my own hand off.”

“I know.” Something in the way he said it made my stomach turn over. Not the words. The certainty.

As if he did know. I stepped back half a pace, shifting my grip for the final thrust. He could still move. I had learned that lesson repeatedly tonight.

If I aimed for the throat, he might twist. If I went through the eye, he might catch the shaft. The ribs, then. Angle in under the sternum where the armor was already split.

A strike to the heart. This close, I could not miss. My arm drew back.

“Wait,” he said. I almost snarled. “No.”

“Listen first.”

“No.”

“If you kill me now, they win.”

“I am they.” That, finally, made him laugh. It came out rough and wet with blood, but it was a real laugh.

“No,” he said. “That’s the lie.” I had heard men on battlefields say strange things when death climbed onto their backs. They confessed old sins.

Called for mothers long dead. Promised estates they did not own. Claimed angels were standing just behind my shoulder. I told myself this was the same.

Exhaustion. Blood loss. One last attempt to unbalance me.

“I’m tired,” I said. “I don’t care what last poison you want to leave in my ear.”

“It isn’t poison.” He looked toward the broken ceiling then, beyond it to the slice of night sky hanging over us. Snow had started to fall. Just a little.

Thin pale flecks drifting through smoke. Some melted before they reached the floor. Some landed on his shoulders and dissolved against the heat of his skin.

“When the outer bells start,” he said, “you need to be gone.” My grip tightened. “You are in no position to warn me.”

“Mm. Still not listening.”

“Try being worth listening to.” His gaze came back to me. Not to my spear. Not to my throat where his magic had nearly cut it earlier. To my eyes, infuriatingly direct.

“Marry me,” he said. The hall went soundless. Not truly. The wind was still there.

The fires still cracked. Men were still shouting somewhere below. But all of it dropped away from me at once, as if someone had slammed a door between my body and the rest of the world.

My spear did not move. For a second, neither did I. Then the meaning reached me, and heat shot so violently to my face that if there had been a mirror in front of me I might have stabbed that too.

“What?” The word came out sharp enough to cut. He blinked once, slow with blood loss, and said it again as if repeating a route to market.

“Marry me.” I stared at him. He stared back.

The Demon King, covered in his own blood, on the cracked floor of his ruined throne hall, with my spear aimed at the center of his chest, had just proposed marriage. My first thought was that this was some kind of curse. My second was that if it was, it was a very stupid one.

I took one full step back, not out of fear, I told myself, but because I needed room to breathe. “You’ve lost your mind.”

“Maybe.” His mouth twitched. “It’s been a long evening.”

“You think?” I should have struck then. The moment had broken. That was dangerous. I knew better than to let a man like him shape the air around a fight.

But the sheer insanity of it knocked my rhythm apart. “I am standing over you with a holy weapon,” I said. “You are dying.” “Yes.” “You are asking me to marry you.” “Yes.” “Have you been hit in the head?”

“Yes.” That answer came too quickly. My teeth sank into the inside of my cheek hard enough to taste blood. For one hateful beat I nearly smiled.

That made me angrier still. “You expect me to believe you’re mocking me on the floor?” “I’d do better if I were standing.”

“Don’t test me.” His face lost the last of its humor. When he spoke next, his voice dropped low enough that I had to lean in to catch it over the wind.

“If you kill me now, the kingdom will ring bells until the stone cracks. They’ll drag my body through the gates, burn what’s left of my court, and call it peace. Then they’ll finish what they started.” I said nothing.

He looked at the point of my spear, then at me. “Marry me, and you can still stop them.” I laughed then. It came out wrong.

Too sharp. Too breathless. A sound with no comfort in it. “Do you hear yourself?” “Unfortunately.” “That sentence means nothing.” “It will.”

“No. It won’t.” I jabbed the spear closer, not enough to pierce, enough to remind both of us where this conversation should have ended. “You do not get to turn your death into some grand mystery because you’re afraid.”

“Afraid?” There it was again, that terrible calm. “I am terrified, Saint.” He said my title like a man naming a weapon pointed at his face.

“Of dying?”

“No.” A pause. “Of being right too late.” I hated that answer.

I hated the way it landed. Heavy. Quiet. Impossible to dismiss cleanly.

So I did what I had done since I first learned people expected things from me I could not carry with bare hands. I made myself harder. “You burned villages.” “Yes.” “You sent beasts over the border.” “Yes.”

“You killed children.” A flicker. Small, but I saw it. “War killed children.”

“Did you order it?” His silence was not long, but it was enough to hurt. My throat went tight.

There it was. Proof. The thing I needed. The piece that should have let me drive the spear down with both hands and never look back.

Instead I felt something uglier than hesitation. I felt disappointment. Not that he had done it. I had always believed he had done worse.

Disappointment that some part of me, without permission, had wanted him to say no. The realization made me furious. “You don’t get to speak to me as if you know anything,” I said. “I know enough.”

“You know nothing about me.” At that, his eyes sharpened in a way that made the hair rise on my arms. He looked at me for one long second, and then he said, very softly, “Reymia.”

Everything in me stopped. Not Saint. Not Lady of Dawn. Not White Flame. Not one of the titles men used when they wanted a miracle from me or a symbol to kneel in front of.

My name. Just my name. No one in this castle should have known it. Not like that.

Not the sound of it in his mouth, stripped of rank, stripped of reverence, spoken with a familiarity that did not belong here. My spear wavered. Only a little. Enough.

His gaze flicked to it. He could have taken the opening. I know that now. Even wounded as he was, he could have lunged, twisted, bought himself one more chance.

He did not move. “How,” I said. The question scraped out of me. He breathed in slowly.

Winced. “There you are.”

“How do you know my name?” He shut his eyes for a moment, as if the answer cost more than he had left. “That is not the first question you should ask.”

“It is the only one I’m asking.”

“Liar.”

“Answer me.” He opened his eyes again. “Later.”

“Now.”

“No.” Rage hit me so fast my vision narrowed. I drove the spear down. He caught the shaft with both hands.

Not fully. Too slow again. The point sank through muscle just below his collarbone. He made a short, raw sound and his fingers clamped around the haft hard enough to creak the wood.

Our faces were inches apart. “You don’t get to say later,” I hissed. “Not to me.” Blood ran over his knuckles where he held the shaft.

He did not let go. “If I tell you here,” he said, each word thinner than the last, “you won’t hear the rest.”

“Then die with it.” Something in his eyes changed. No fear. No surrender. Something wearier.

“I might,” he said. That should have made it easy. Instead my arms locked. The point was in him.

Not deep enough. Not enough to end it. Enough to hurt. More than enough to make him bleed faster.

Push. That was all I had to do. Push, and the war ended the way I had promised everyone it would. My muscles strained.

My hands would not obey. I had killed before. Not once, not twice, not in some distant clean tally softened by prayer. I had burned men alive in holy fire when the line broke.

I had cut through demon flesh while it still screamed with a voice stolen from something human. I had put a blade into a commander from our own borderlands when corruption hollowed him out and he tried to tear the throat from one of my squires.

I knew what it was to choose death for someone else. So why not now? The answer came at me from too many directions at once. Because he knew my name.

Because he had said marry me with the same tone men use for open the gate before the city floods. Because there was no triumph in his face, no plea for pity, only urgency so stripped of pride it made my skin crawl. Because something below us, beneath stone and smoke and blood, had felt wrong for the last half hour, like a deep bell waiting to ring.

Because I was tired. Because I was afraid. Because I hated not understanding the thing under my hand. The outer bells began.

One note. Then another. Then the whole ring of them, tolling from the lower walls in harsh, urgent succession. Not victory bells.

Alarm. Vardis’s head turned toward the sound at once. “Too soon,” he muttered. Cold crept up my spine.

Below us the noise changed. Shouts sharpened. What had been triumph bent toward confusion. A new horn answered from outside the keep, low and unfamiliar.

Not ours. I yanked the spear back and whirled toward the doorway. The corridor beyond the hall was full of smoke and running shadows. White cloaks moved through it, but not in the loose relieved stagger of men who had just won.

In formation. Fast. Too fast. And behind the front line—

Silver masks. For one stupid heartbeat I thought the smoke was making shapes out of memory. Then one of the masked figures raised a hand and a thin chain of blue fire ran along the corridor wall, sealing the side exits with a hiss.

My skin went cold under the sweat. The Sanctuary Tribunal. They were not supposed to be here. They never came to battlefields until after.

After the dying. After the accounting. After the priests decided which version of events the realm could bear.

I had seen them twice before in my life. Once when a village healer was dragged away for heresy because she had used old mountain rites to stop a plague. Once when a captain from the eastern ridge was publicly executed because too many of his men had survived a retreat deemed dishonorable. They did not come to save.

They came to erase. My pulse slammed once against my throat. No one had told me the Tribunal would join the final assault. No one had told me anything except that tonight the Demon King would die and dawn would belong to us.

A knight’s voice rang from the corridor. “Secure the hall! By order of the High Sanctuary, no survivors leave the upper keep without seal and witness!” No survivors.

The words hit me harder than the bells. Maybe he meant the enemy. Maybe. But the Tribunal did not move like men making room for returning heroes. They moved like men closing a box.

Behind me, Vardis laughed again, faint and bitter this time. “There,” he said. “Do you hear it now?” I did not look at him.

My grip on the spear shifted. Sweat made the wood slick. “What are they doing?”

“Cleaning.” The first white-cloaked soldier reached the doorway and stopped short on seeing me standing over the Demon King. Relief flashed across his face for a split second.

“Saint Reymia!” Then his gaze cut to the silver masks behind him, and whatever else he meant to say vanished. One of the Tribunal judges stepped forward. The mask covered nose and mouth, leaving only the eyes visible through narrow slits.

Cold eyes. Detached.

“Saint,” the masked figure said. “Step away from the target.” Target. Not Demon King.

Not enemy commander. Target.

I did not move. The figure continued, voice smoothed flat by the metal. “You have done the realm a great service. The rest will be handled.”

Behind the mask, a second judge lifted a hand. Blue-white sigils bloomed between the fingers, not healing runes, not bindings for monsters. Sealing marks. For witnesses.

My body understood before my mind agreed. The floor under my boots felt suddenly too thin. Every lesson I had learned in prayer halls about obedience, trust, divine order, holy hierarchy—all of it cracked along old hidden lines.

“Handled how?” I asked. The first judge answered without hesitation. “The enemy will be destroyed.

The site will be purified. Testimony will be reviewed and corrected.”

Corrected. The knight nearest them went pale. I knew that look. He understood the word the same way I did.

Vardis pushed himself upright behind me with a choked breath. “Reymia,” he said. The sound of my name in that hall, from his mouth, while masked judges from my own side prepared to close around us, did something ugly and final to the night. “Don’t call me that,” I snapped automatically.

“Would you prefer Saint while they decide whether to cut your throat before or after your speech?” The nearest knight flinched. The judge’s gaze shifted to him. “Remove the witness.”

He barely had time to reach for his sword. Blue fire struck him in the chest. Not enough to kill. Enough to throw him into the wall so hard his head cracked stone. He dropped without a sound.

I moved before I thought. The spear left my hand in a line of white and split the sigil forming in the second judge’s palm. Light exploded in the corridor. Men shouted. One mask spun away across the floor in pieces.

Silence lasted half a heartbeat. Then the hall became a trap. “Contain them!” someone shouted.

Not him. Them. The first chain of binding fire streaked toward me from the left. I ducked, rolled, caught my spear from the air as it came back to my hand, and slammed the butt end against the floor.

A shield of light burst up around me in a curve just as two more strikes hit. They crashed against the barrier with a sound like ice breaking.

“You just made that impossible to explain,” Vardis said behind me. I rounded on him. “Shut up and bleed quietly.” He pushed to his feet anyway, one hand over his side, black fire crawling along his arm like smoke given teeth.

I stared at him for one furious, disbelieving instant. “You can still fight?”

“No,” he said. “I can still kill.” Then he stepped past me.

The first Tribunal judge came in low, blade drawn, seals spinning around the wrist of his free hand. Vardis met him before I could. Shadow snapped out in a jagged arc and took the man across the chest. The judge flew backward into two others, all three crashing into the corridor wall.

Another soldier lunged for Vardis from the right. I moved without thinking and drove my spear through the man’s shoulder before he could strike. He screamed. I ripped the weapon free, spun, and cut a line of light through the next sealing mark before it could close around us.

There are moments in battle when thought falls away and the body chooses faster than faith. This was one of them. I was fighting beside the Demon King. Not against him. Beside him.

The fact landed somewhere behind my ribs and lodged there like shrapnel. No time. The corridor filled with too many bodies. White cloaks, silver masks, steel, holy marks thrown without care now that subtlety had failed.

Someone farther back started a chant for suppression. The air thickened. My skin prickled with warning. “If they complete that, we’re done,” I said.

“On your left.” I turned, cut down a man coming in under my guard, and heard rather than saw the black flame tear through the chanter at the rear. The smell that followed was foul and metallic. I swallowed hard and kept moving.

“Door?” I shouted.

“Gone.”

“Window?”

“Third arch down.”

“That was a wall when I came in.”

“It improved.” A laugh nearly burst out of me, wild and wrong. I bit it back and rammed my shoulder into the nearest soldier. He went down.

I leaped over him, caught a judge’s wrist before he could place a seal on my throat, and broke two fingers with a twist. The judge made a muffled sound behind his mask. My spear butt cracked the side of his head.

He folded. Across the corridor, Vardis stumbled. Not much. Enough.

Blood sprayed dark across the stone from the wound at his side. Something in my chest clenched so sharply it almost stole my breath. Ridiculous. He was the enemy.

A dying enemy. A manipulative, arrogant, impossible man who had proposed marriage while I was trying to kill him.

I drove my spear through a seal array and grabbed his sleeve. “Move.” He looked down at my hand. His brows went up.

“Don’t make a face,” I snapped. “I’m not carrying you.”

“Disappointed.”

“Walk faster.” He did. The third arch was no arch at all anymore. The outer wall had collapsed there, opening onto a sheer drop down the rear side of the keep.

Snow blew in through the gap in hard white streaks. Far below, the lower roofs of the castle sloped toward the ravine. Fire climbed one tower in orange sheets. Somewhere to the west, a gate had burst open, because I could hear another horn outside the walls, answering the alarm from within.

“Jump,” Vardis said. I looked at the drop. Then at him.

“Absolutely not.”

“They’ll box us in here.”

“You jump.”

“Gladly.” He sounded as if I had offered wine. Another chain of blue fire snapped past my ear and scorched the stone at the edge of the opening. No time.

Again. Always no time. I glanced once over my shoulder. The corridor behind us had become a blur of movement and flashing seals.

More judges. More soldiers. Enough to bury both of us.

“Can you survive it?” I demanded. He looked down at the drop. “Probably.”

“That is not a real answer.”

“It’s the only one I have.” There are choices that feel like doors. There are choices that feel like cliffs. This one felt like both.

I looked at the corridor, at the silver masks, at the body of the knight who had called my title with relief a minute too early. I looked at my spear shining in my hand, at the holy light I had trained to trust, and at the men using the same sacred script to erase witnesses. Then I looked at Vardis.

Blood loss had drained some of the color from his face. Snow caught in his hair. There was still mockery tucked at the corner of his mouth out of habit more than strength, but beneath it lay strain so severe it showed through every line of him. He should have been dead twice already.

“Reymia,” he said again, quieter this time. Not a command. Not a plea. A warning, and maybe a question.

How he knew my name still burned like a live coal in the back of my mind. Why he wanted me alive at all made less sense the longer I looked at him. Marry me.

The memory of it slammed through me again, absurd and infuriating and impossible to ignore. Behind us the judges closed in. In front of me the night opened, black and wide and cold enough to cut.

I made the only choice left to make. “Try not to die before I understand you,” I said. His eyes changed. Just a little.

It was not softness. He did not have softness to spare. But something there loosened, like a knot pulled once and finally admitting it exists. “I’ll do my best.” “Your best is terrible.”

“So I’ve been told.” I grabbed the front of his coat. He caught my arm.

And together, because apparently the gods had stepped away from the world for one long ugly laugh, I jumped out of the ruined throne hall of the Demon King with the man I had come to kill. The fall stole the breath from my chest. Wind tore at my braid and rammed ice into my eyes. For one blind second there was only black air and the violent weightless drop of my body deciding it had made a mistake too late.

Then Vardis moved. Shadow burst around us, not enough to stop the fall, enough to turn it. We crashed through the steep roof of a lower tower instead of smashing straight into the ravine. Slate shattered under us in a spray of shards.

My shoulder hit first. Pain flashed hot and sharp down my arm. We rolled through broken beams and landed in a heap of rotten wood, dust, and old snow. I lost hold of the spear.

For half a heartbeat I lost hold of everything. The world rang. When sight came back, it did so crooked. A ruined chamber.

No roof left. Half the floor gone. Snow blowing through rafters. My entire left side screaming.

Vardis was on top of me. That fact arrived before anything else. Heavy. Warm despite the cold.

Breathing hard. One hand braced beside my head, the other still gripping my forearm as if he expected I might vanish if he let go.

I stared at him. He stared back. Then I hit him. Not hard enough to help my shoulder, but with commitment.

He grunted and rolled off me into the snow and splintered wood with a sound that might have been a laugh if he had not been bleeding so much. “You,” I said, pushing myself upright through a wave of nausea, “are unbelievable.” “Yes.”

“Don’t agree with me.” He put a hand over his side and looked at the blood there with weary disapproval. “I’m conserving strength.”

“Try harder.” Above us, shouts broke out from the upper keep. Lights moved along the broken wall where we had jumped. They had seen the direction, maybe not the landing.

Not enough time to argue. I crawled for my spear, found it half buried under roof tiles, and pulled it free. The holy light along the shaft had dimmed but not died. Good.

Vardis tried to stand. His legs almost obeyed. Then they did not. He dropped back to one knee.

I closed my eyes for one long second. Of course. Of course the man who had just dragged me off a cliff after proposing marriage now could not stand. Above us, a voice shouted, “Search the lower ruins!”

Closer than I wanted. I opened my eyes. He was watching me with that infuriating gray steadiness again, though strain had drawn the lines around his mouth tight.

“Well?” he asked.

“Well what?”

“Are you killing me now?” His tone was mild enough to make me want to throw something heavier than a spear. My fingers tightened around the weapon. The answer should have been yes.

It should have come as naturally as breath. Instead I looked at the blood on him, the snow catching on his lashes, the lower ruins around us, the lights moving above, and the silver masks I could still picture in the corridor. I thought of the word corrected.

I thought of the knight crumpling under blue fire. I thought of my own side arriving not to witness a victory but to close a mouth. Then, against all reason, I thought of my father sharpening a knife under our eaves because pain would not let him sleep.

I thought of my mother saying fear makes itself bigger. I thought of my brother running through the yard with a wooden sword, shouting that one day he would stand beside me and drive all darkness away. If I walked back now with the Demon King’s corpse, they would call me savior.

They would wrap me in white, ring bells, lift my name like a banner. And maybe, after the songs, they would ask careful questions in careful rooms. Or maybe they would not ask at all.

Maybe they would decide what I saw before I spoke. Maybe they already had. I looked at Vardis and hated every possibility.

“You don’t get to be pleased by this,” I said. One brow lifted. “By being half dead in a collapsed tower?”

“By whatever game you’re playing.” His mouth flattened. For the first time since I had cornered him in the hall, he seemed too tired to hide behind irony.

“This isn’t a game.”

“No?”

“No.” The word landed with more force than any shout. Snow blew between us. Above, boots pounded over stone.

I could still kill him. Here. Quickly. One thrust. Then climb back alone and tell whatever lie I had to tell.

But now I knew too much to make it simple, and far too little to make it clean. I lowered the spear. Not all the way. Enough.

His gaze dropped to it, then lifted again to my face. He said nothing. That silence unsettled me more than any clever remark could have.

“If you make me regret this,” I said, “I will finish what I started.” A pulse beat in his throat. “Fair.”

“I mean it.”

“I know.” There it was again. That certainty. It scraped over my nerves.

“Stop saying things like you know me.”

“Then stop behaving predictably.” I nearly stabbed him on principle. Instead I crossed the space between us, caught his arm, and hauled him up harder than necessary. He hissed through his teeth but got his feet under him. He was taller than me by enough to be inconvenient when upright and infuriating when wounded because I still had to brace properly to keep him from falling.

His weight hit my shoulder. I almost swore loud enough to bring the searchers running. “You are heavier than you look.” “I’ll take that as a compliment.” “It wasn’t.” “Cruel.”

“Walk.” We moved through the broken lower chamber toward the rear stairs, if the pile of cracked stone in the corner could still be called stairs. Every step sent pain through my shoulder and heat through my torn thigh. His blood soaked through my sleeve where I had his arm over me. The smell of it followed us, bright and copper-thick in the cold.

Above, the search spread wider. Good. Wider meant slower here. The rear stairwell had partly collapsed, but the outer service passages on this side of the keep were old and badly mapped.

I knew because we had studied old siege plans before the assault. Most of them had been wrong. Maybe all of them. Maybe one would serve me now.

Or doom me. The thought came and went. I had no room left for elegant fear. Only the blunt useful kind.

At the foot of the stairwell, Vardis stopped so suddenly I nearly tore his arm from its socket. “What.” He tilted his head. I listened.

For one breath, two. There—a faint rhythmic thrum under the stone. Not footsteps. Not battle.

Deeper. Slower. Like something enormous waking below the foundations. The same wrongness I had felt in the throne hall.

My skin prickled. “What is that?” I asked. His jaw tightened. “They started early.”

“Who?” He looked at me. I hated how often he did that instead of answering. As if choosing which truth I had earned.

“The people who sent your silver masks,” he said at last. “And the people who taught you to call me monster.” Cold went through me clean as a blade. A crash sounded above and behind us. Voices, closer now.

No more time. Again. Always. I shoved him toward the passage.

“Move.” We took the servants’ corridor bent nearly double because half the ceiling had sunk. The stones sweated cold. Old soot coated the walls.

I had to feel my way more than see. My light would have helped, but too much of it would mark us. So I let only a thin glow sit against my palm, enough to keep us from breaking our necks on loose steps.

Vardis bled on everything. It irritated me beyond reason. At the first turn, I tore a strip from the lining of my cloak and shoved it at him.

“Press that harder.” He took it without comment and obeyed. By the second turn, his breathing had changed. Too shallow.

Too fast. I knew that rhythm. I had heard it from soldiers in triage tents, from children with fever, from men trying not to die where the others could see. “Stay awake,” I said. “Commanding.” “If you faint on me, I will leave you here.”

“You won’t.” I nearly missed a step. The nerve.

“I absolutely will.”

“No.” He said it softly, not as a challenge. As fact. I should have hated him more for that. Maybe I did.

What I hated more was that I could not answer fast enough. We came out into a narrow open court between ruined storage halls. Snow had covered the broken ground in a thin pale sheet already turning black where ash landed on it.

The wind cut cleaner here. From the main keep to our left came the sound of renewed fighting. From the outer walls to our right, horns and shouting answered back and forth in confusion. No one had control of this night anymore.

Not the kingdom. Not the Tribunal. Maybe not even Vardis. That frightened me more than his proposal had.

At the far side of the court stood a gate half hidden behind fallen masonry. The iron bars were bent inward as if something huge had once forced its way through. I headed for it.

“What’s beyond?” I asked.

“Old watch paths.”

“You mean tunnels.”

“I mean I can walk there without dying quickly.”

“Helpful.”

“I try.” I wanted to ask him a hundred things. How do you know my name? Who are the silver masks really here for?

What started early? What did you mean by marry me? What kind of madman proposes while half pinned to the floor? But questions take breath, and breath was suddenly precious.

We reached the gate. It was stuck. Of course it was stuck.

I set my spear down, braced both hands against the bent iron, and shoved. Nothing. Again. This time the metal groaned and shifted a finger’s width.

Behind us came the clatter of stones kicked loose. Searchers. Closer. Vardis put one hand beside mine.

Black fire licked over the bars. Not enough to melt, enough to soften the warp where the metal had twisted. “Now,” he said. I shoved.

The gate gave with a scream of iron loud enough to make me bare my teeth. We slipped through and dragged it mostly shut behind us just as voices broke into the court. “There!” A flash of blue sigils lit the snow through the bars.

I snatched up my spear, spun, and drove a bolt of light through the gap. It hit the nearest seal and burst. Men shouted. Someone fell.

“Run,” I said. This time he did not answer. He just moved with me into the narrow dark of the old watch path while behind us the court filled with the sound of our own side trying to hunt us down.

The passage twisted along the outer bones of the castle, half tunnel, half ledge. Wind knifed through cracks in the rock. Below, the ravine yawned black. Above, the walls of Black Crown Castle rose like broken teeth into a sky beginning to pale at the farthest edge, not with dawn yet, but with the idea of it.

My legs were shaking. My shoulder throbbed in time with my pulse. Vardis stumbled once against the wall and caught himself with a breath that sounded dragged over glass. I did not think.

I caught his wrist and pulled it across my shoulders properly. He froze. Only for an instant. Enough for me to notice. “Don’t,” I said without looking at him. “Don’t what?” “Say anything.” “I wasn’t going to.”

“That would be a first.” A thread of amusement moved through his voice despite everything. “You talk more when you’re frightened.”

“I’m not frightened.” He did not call me a liar this time. He only let me keep hold of him as we moved deeper into the path cut through ancient stone. The snow thinned the farther we went.

In some places the roof held. In others the wind still found us and painted our footprints white before filling them in. My breath fogged in front of me. His came warmer against my hair whenever he leaned too close.

I hated being aware of that. I hated being aware of anything except the path, the pain, and the boots I kept imagining at our backs. Yet every few steps my mind circled back to the same impossible point.

Marry me. Not seduce. Not spare me. Not join me.

Marry me. The more I turned it over, the less it sounded like mockery. It had been too badly timed even for that. Too blunt. Too desperate without asking for pity.

The thought made my skin feel too tight. At the first widened chamber, I stopped. Not because it was safe. Because if I took three more steps without answers, I might shove him into the ravine myself.

The chamber had once been a guard station. A stone bench remained against one wall. Rusted hooks lined another. The slit windows had long since cracked open to the cold.

It was hidden enough for a moment, nothing more. I let go of him. He caught the wall and stayed upright through stubbornness alone.

“Now,” I said. His eyes half-lidded with pain lifted to mine. “Now what?” I wanted to hit him again.

“Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“That.”

“Reymia—”

“How do you know my name?” The chamber held the question between us. At last.

No bells. No soldiers. No smoke. Just cold stone, blood, and the sound of both of us trying not to show how near the edge we were.

He looked down at his hand, at the blood drying in the lines of his knuckles, then back up. “If I answer,” he said, “you don’t get to tell me I should have let you kill me.”

“Try me.” A tired breath left him. Not quite a laugh.

“I know your name because six winters ago a girl from the border village of Etten Hollow climbed onto the roof of a shrine to replace a fallen weather vane after a storm. She slipped. Broke two ribs. Refused to cry because her little brother was watching.”

The world narrowed. No battlefield had ever struck me as hard as those words. I could smell the wet wood of that old shrine suddenly. Hear the rainwater still dripping from the eaves. Feel the split-hot pain in my side when I hit the ground and then the worse pain of seeing my brother’s terrified face.

I had never told that story in a court. Never in a temple. Barely even at home. My mouth went dry.

“How,” I said again, but the word had changed shape. He watched me with an expression I could not read all the way through. “I told you,” he said quietly. “The first question isn’t how.”

I stared at him. He pushed himself away from the wall because he could not seem to talk to me while leaning on anything, even dying. “The first question,” he said, “is what your kingdom has been keeping from you.”

I should have demanded more. I should have pressed him to explain the shrine, my village, my childhood, the things no enemy king should know. Instead something colder opened under my ribs. Because for the first time since this absurd nightmare began, I believed one thing completely.

He had not guessed. He knew. And if he knew that, then the rest of the night—the silver masks, the alarm bells, the order for no survivors—stopped looking like chaos and started looking like part of something built long before I entered this castle.

My fingers tightened around the spear until my knuckles hurt. Outside the chamber, wind moved through the watch path with a low moan. Far behind us, somewhere in the upper ruin, a bell rang again.

I looked at the man I had come here to kill. He looked back like a man with no strength left for lies. And I understood, with a clarity that made me feel sick, that if I turned around and went back now, I might still be praised.

I would never again know whether I had served the truth. “Can you walk?” I asked. His brows lifted by a fraction, maybe at the question, maybe at the choice buried under it. “Yes.” “That sounded false.”

“Mostly.” I swore under my breath, crossed the chamber, and shoved his arm back over my shoulders. This time he did not freeze. Maybe he was too tired.

Maybe the night had finally taken enough from both of us that surprise no longer fit. The path beyond the chamber sloped down into deeper dark. Where it led, I did not know. Only that staying meant being found.

Only that going meant carrying the Demon King into the bones of his own ruined castle while my kingdom searched for us both. Only that every step away from the throne hall widened the crack that had opened inside me when he said my name. We started forward. Behind us, the bells of victory never rang.

***
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Episode 2: Hands Stained with Blood and Prayer
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By the time I dragged Vardis into the abandoned watch hut, both of us were leaving too much blood on the ground to pretend this had been a clever plan. The hut crouched against the cliffside below the western ridge of the castle, half hidden behind wind-bent thorn trees and a slope of black stone. One wall had cracked years ago and been patched with rough planks.

The roof sagged. The shutters hung crooked. It looked less like a place built to watch a border and more like something the weather had forgotten to finish destroying. Good.

Forgotten things survive longer than famous ones. I shouldered the door open with more force than grace and nearly dropped him when it caught on swollen wood. He stumbled across the threshold, one hand braced on the frame, breath going ragged through clenched teeth.

“Don’t die in the doorway,” I said. “I’m not dragging you twice.” He gave me a look that might have become offensive under better circumstances. “Your bedside manner is violent.”

“You’re noticing that now?” I kicked the door shut behind us and stood still for one breath, then another, listening. No boots close by. No shouted orders right outside. Only the wind scraping around the hut and the distant, broken noise of the castle tearing itself apart behind us.

Not safe. Only less dead than outside. The room smelled of old smoke, damp timber, mice, and the sharp mineral cold of stone that never fully warmed, even in summer. A rusted brazier sat in the center.

There was a narrow cot against the far wall, one leg shorter than the others. A table leaned beneath the window. Somebody had left a cracked water jar near the hearth long enough ago that dust had settled on its shoulders like ash.

Vardis reached the cot and caught the edge of it. Then his knees folded. He hit the floor before I could decide whether to be annoyed or alarmed. The answer turned out to be both.

“Get up.” He did not. “Vardis.” No response.

He had not fainted elegantly. There is no elegance in a man collapsing face-first across rotten floorboards with blood soaking into his coat. It is ugly and heavy and infuriating because the body goes from enemy to burden without asking permission.

I knelt beside him and caught his shoulder. Warm. Too warm, though his skin had gone pale under the soot and dried blood. I rolled him onto his back and the movement tore a sound out of him, low and raw enough to tighten something in my chest.

Good. Conscious. For now. His eyes opened a slit. “If you intend to kill me,” he murmured, “choose a faster method.” “Save your charming remarks for when you can stand.”

“Cruel again.” I sat back on my heels and looked at the damage properly. That was when the full stupidity of what I had done arrived. The wound below his ribs was bad.

I had known that. Up close, with the fight stripped away and the blood no longer moving as fast, bad turned into complicated. The cut at his collarbone still seeped where my spear had gone in crooked.

There was another deep slash along his side I had not noticed in the throne hall, probably from the breach below. Bruising had darkened over half his torso, and the blackened veins crawling out from the wound under his ribs told me his own magic had been forced through torn flesh too many times in too little time. He looked less like a king and more like a man I should never have let walk this far.

I pressed my hand over the wound at his side and he sucked in a breath hard enough to bare his teeth. “Good,” I said. His eyes opened a little wider. “That was not good.” “It means you still feel pain.”

“I assure you, I would have sent a detailed report otherwise.” I almost rolled my eyes. Almost. The problem with treating the enemy is that your body does not always keep pace with your thoughts.

My hands had already shifted from judging how to finish him to judging how to stop the bleeding. Pressure first. Clean water. Needle if I could find one.

Heat. Bandages. He needed all of it immediately, and somewhere between one heartbeat and the next, my mind fell into the old pathways my mother had carved into me before the Church ever put a halo of expectations over my head.

My mother’s hands were never soft. People in our village used to say that gently, as if it were a shame she had missed. They said it while bringing her fevered children, split palms, infected bites, old men coughing blood into handkerchiefs. They said it while watching her grind roots, boil bark, tie off wounds, and slap frightened boys still enough to pull fishhooks from their fingers.

Her hands were strong, brown in summer, cracked white at the knuckles in winter, and smelled of rosemary, tallow, and bitter herbs no matter how often she washed them. When I was small, I used to press my own hand against hers and marvel at how much bigger the world felt on the other side of it. When I was older, she caught me doing it once and laughed. “If you want pretty hands, Rey, don’t learn from me.”

“I want useful ones.” She had looked at me a moment, then nodded as if I had said something grave and foolish and brave all at once. “Those cost more.”

In the hut, with the Demon King bleeding onto a filthy floor while the night outside sharpened around us, that memory arrived so clearly I could almost hear the rattle of jars in her shed. I stood at once and crossed to the water jar. Half full.

Cold enough to hurt my fingers. I sniffed it. Stale, not foul. Good enough.

The table beside the window yielded a chipped bowl, a rag stiff with age, and after I yanked open the shallow drawer, a fishing kit with two hooks, twine, flint, and—blessedly—a sewing needle. Bent a little, but iron. Useable if I straightened it.

“Don’t die yet,” I said over my shoulder. From the floor came a faint, tired reply. “You say that as if I’m doing it for attention.” I turned the needle under the lantern light filtering weakly through the shutters. “If you were doing anything for attention, it was the proposal.”

Silence answered that. Real silence, not his usual pause before answering. I looked back. He was watching the rafters instead of me, jaw tight enough to show.

Good. Let him be embarrassed for once. It helped, a little, to be angry.

Anger let me tear the remains of his coat open without thinking too hard about the body beneath it. The fabric was expensive once. Fine black weave, reinforced at the seams, lined with something soft enough to trap heat. It ripped with a wet, ugly sound where the blood had dried into it.

He finally reacted when I shoved the coat off one shoulder. “That was tailored.” “You can complain when your organs are less visible.” “I paid too much for that coat.”

“You’re bleeding through three layers of cloth. Be grateful I’m not using the rest for kindling.” I slid a knife under the torn edge of his shirt and cut down the front. He caught my wrist.

Not hard. Not a threat. Reflex, perhaps, or pride making one final attempt to live.

The room narrowed to that grip, his fingers around me, both of us suddenly aware of how close we were and how strange the moment had become. I looked at his hand. Then at his face.

“If this is another marriage custom in your country,” I said, “I’m putting you back outside.” His mouth moved. It nearly became a smile. He let go.

“Touchy.”

“Wounded.”

“That too.” I finished cutting the shirt open. His skin was marked in more ways than battle alone could explain. Scars crossed his chest and side, old and pale and ugly in places, as if some had been burned shut badly or split open before healing.

One cut ran from under his left collarbone nearly to the center of his chest, not straight enough for a blade, too deliberate for an accident. Another ring of thin marks circled one wrist as if something had once bitten into it for a long time.

I told myself not to wonder. Then wondered anyway. The wound at his side had to be cleaned first. If I stitched the collar too early, the deeper tear would keep leaking inside. Blood still pulsed sluggishly there every few seconds.

I rinsed the rag in the bowl and pressed it against the wound. His whole body went rigid. That reaction I knew well too. The involuntary locking of the spine, the hand clenching, the breath that vanishes because pain has become too bright to fit in the chest all at once.

“Breathe,” I said. No answer. “Breathe, or I’ll hit you.” That got me a harsh exhale.

I cleaned the wound once. Twice. A third time, because old blood hid the depth badly. The water turned pink, then red, then pink again.

The cut was deep but clean-edged. Better than a tear. Worse than I wanted. I would need to stitch part of it and bind the rest tight.

“Any poison?” I asked. His eyes opened. “From your spear?”

“From anything.”

“No.”

“You’re sure.” His gaze slid to me. “I would mention it if my insides were dissolving for a second reason.”

“Try to be useful.”

“That was useful.” I set the bowl down harder than necessary and reached for the bent needle. Straightening it took both thumbs and more patience than I had left. I heated the iron over the little flame I coaxed from the brazier, not enough to glow, enough to clean what I could. The hut slowly filled with the bitter scent of old ash waking up.

I had built campfires in trenches. Under wagons. In ruined chapels. In caves that stank of things I try not to remember clearly.

There is always a point in war where holiness loses its taste for polished altars and decides it can survive in mud with the rest of us. Still, the sight of the little flame under my hands while the Demon King lay bleeding three feet away felt like something sacred had wandered into the wrong house. I threaded the needle with the strongest line I had. “Don’t move,” I said. “That depends.” “On what?”

“On whether you know what you’re doing.” I looked at him. He had just enough strength left to regret the question. I drove the needle through the edge of the wound.

He made a sound then—short, cut off, furious. “Excellent,” I said. “You’re awake.” “I despise you.”

“That makes two of us.” There is a rhythm to stitching flesh that should never be mistaken for peace. Push through. Pull.

Tie. Wipe. Again. It asks for steadiness, not comfort.

The body resists. The healer ignores that resistance on purpose. Too much sympathy ruins your hands. Too little ruins the person under them.

My mother taught me that when I was thirteen and crying over a farm boy’s leg after a boar tusk had opened it to the bone. “If you sob over him now,” she had said, pushing the needle back into my shaking fingers, “you’ll have to sob over his grave later.” “I’m hurting him.”

“Yes.” She had not softened it. “Do it anyway.”

Then she had put her hand over mine and shown me how to pull the wound closed in clean even bites, not because it was kind, but because it gave the flesh the best chance of staying shut. The boy kept the leg. I kept the lesson.

By the fourth stitch, blood had soaked my sleeve to the elbow. By the sixth, the line of Vardis’s mouth had gone white. By the eighth, he had stopped throwing insults and started conserving breath properly.

Good. I tied off the last knot, sat back, and flexed my fingers. They ached. My shoulder ached worse. The cut in my thigh had stiffened enough to remind me it existed every time I shifted weight.

I reached for the cloth binding next. He spoke without opening his eyes. “You favor your left side.” I wrapped the bandage once around his middle and pulled hard enough to make the wound hold. “That was not a request for conversation.” “It wasn’t a question.” “It was rude.”

“You’re limping.” I tied the bandage off and stared at him for one flat second. Then I looked down at the slice across my own thigh, at the blood that had dried dark over the torn fabric there, and decided I hated him for noticing.

“I’m fine.” He opened one eye. “That sounded worse than mine.”

“I’m not the one collapsing on floors.”

“That’s because you’re stubborn.”

“That’s because I’m alive.”

“Same thing, in your case.” I should have left his collarbone wound for last. Instead, annoyed, exhausted, and too aware of his gaze even when his eyes were half shut, I cleaned it immediately just to give my hands something to do besides shake.

This cut was easier. Shallower. Still ugly. The holy point had gone in at an angle because he’d caught the shaft, which meant torn muscle but no shattered bone.

He watched me through lowered lashes while I worked. I ignored him for as long as possible. Then I snapped. “What.” “You’re frowning.” “I am treating a man I should have killed two hours ago.” “Yes.” “You proposed while bleeding on the floor.” “Yes.” “You know things about me you have no right to know.”

“Yes.” The brazier popped softly between us. I pressed the rag harder than necessary against the cut. He did not flinch that time. That was worse.

“Stop agreeing with me,” I said.

“Would you prefer lies?”

“No. I’d prefer answers.”

“Then ask the right question.” The needle in my fingers paused. That answer cut more cleanly than the others because part of me was no longer certain I knew what the right question was. How do you know my name had seemed simple.

Now it sat beside a dozen others, all sharp-edged and badly timed. Who told the Tribunal to erase the survivors? What started early beneath the castle? What had he meant in the throne hall when he said if I killed him they would win?

What kind of war had I actually been fighting? I put two stitches into the collar wound and tied them off. Then I set the needle aside, rinsed the rag again, and stood. The hut suddenly felt too small to think in.

I crossed to the shuttered window and eased it open a finger’s width. Night air sliced in at once, carrying snow and smoke with it. From the castle above, lights moved in jerking patterns along the walls.

Search lines. Not random. Too organized. Too tight around the upper ruins, too sparse around the ravine.

They were sealing outward paths, not sweeping for bodies. My pulse slowed instead of quickening. That was never a good sign. It meant the fear had settled enough to become useful.

Farther below, beyond the ridge and the last burnt pines, I could just make out the road that wound toward the lower camps. Usually that road at the end of a successful siege would be chaos in the best sense—runners, medics, carts, exhausted cheering, men trying to hug each other with broken ribs and pretending they were not crying. Tonight the movement there was wrong.

Too many closed wagons. Too many blue lights. Too few banners. I narrowed my eyes.

One wagon reached the lower square before the keep and stopped. Two white-cloaked soldiers approached. Not cheering. Not rushing to report victory.

The rear opened. Silver masks stepped down. More Tribunal. Not after the battle.

During. And then I saw something that turned my stomach colder than the snow. A stretcher. Not carried toward a healer’s tent.

Carried toward the wagons. The man on it was alive. I could tell from the way one arm moved once, weakly, before someone forced it flat. A judge leaned over him.

Blue light flared. The movement stopped. I shut the shutter at once and stood there with my palm flat on the wood, breathing too carefully.

“Reymia.” His voice came from behind me, lower now, more steady than before only because the pain had settled into him. “What did you see?” I turned.

For one instant I wanted to lie. I wanted to say nothing. I wanted to keep one thought, one certainty, one useful piece of panic to myself because if I said it aloud, it would become real in the room.

Instead I heard my own voice say, “They’re collecting survivors.” He did not ask from which side. That hurt more than if he had.

“Alive?” he asked.

“Some.”

“And?” I swallowed. “Not for long.” His eyes closed.

Not in surprise. Not in triumph. Just a tired acceptance that made me want to throw something through the wall. “You knew,” I said.

“Yes.” The word landed like a slap. I crossed the room before I decided to.

“You knew they’d do this and you still said nothing clear in that hall?” His head turned toward me. “I said enough to keep you from killing me.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“No.” His voice roughened, not with sarcasm now but strain. “It was the only thing I could do in time.”

“Then explain it now.” He pushed one hand over his eyes
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