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The war had ended, but the silence that followed was only another kind of weapon.

The banners had changed; the blood had not. The capital still wore its ruins like armor—marble cracked from fire, iron gates bowed from siege, streets whispering names no one dared speak aloud. They called this peace, but the air still held the rhythm of marching feet, and every shadow still bent toward a memory of the throne that burned.

Thalen Vale walked those streets as if he were one of those memories. Once the King’s Healer, once the Demon’s Hand, he now lived without title or home, exiled in everything but name. The Council of Renewal had spared his life, not his name. Every glance reminded him of it—how the city looked at him and saw the war, saw the dead, saw the ghost of Alaric Thorne behind his eyes.

He carried no sword now, only the weight of his own survival. He healed where he could, in the corners where the Council’s mercy did not reach—children coughing in the dust, soldiers too poor for penance, widows who still woke to the sound of drums that were no longer there. Some spat at him. Some thanked him. All reminded him that exile was not distance, but memory that refused to fade.

The new court sought to rebuild what war had broken, but even among the marble pillars of their reborn council hall, there were cracks no craftsman could mend. The lords of the east whispered that the wrong heir had risen. The priests muttered that the gods had turned their faces away. And the people, who had once worshiped a king, now feared the ghosts of loyalty more than they feared the truth.

Then came Prince Eiran of Vareen—young, unblooded, the diplomat son of a distant peace. He entered the shattered capital with words softer than the swords he replaced, wearing conviction like armor no one believed in. To some, he was the Council’s puppet. To others, a fool chasing a dead man’s dream.

To Thalen, he was something far more dangerous: someone who saw him as human.

Their paths crossed beneath a sky that could not decide between rain and light. Eiran’s idealism clashed against Thalen’s silence, mercy against guilt. Between them stood the memory of a king neither could name without trembling. Love, if it existed, was not born of hope but defiance—of two men who should have been enemies, finding in each other the only truth left uncorrupted by war.

And somewhere, beyond the veil of peace, the kingdom stirred again. The banners might have fallen, but the hearts that carried them still beat, still plotted, still burned for crowns already drenched in blood.

Because peace is only a breath between battles.
And even love, in a world that crowns the wrong king, must learn to fight for its own survival.
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Chapter 1: The Kingdom Without a King
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The city still smelled of smoke.

Weeks had passed since the last pyre burned, yet the air clung to ash as though the dead refused to leave. Every breath tasted of iron and rain-soaked wood. I moved through the wreckage with my sleeves rolled to the elbow, fingers blackened from salve and soot, stitching the living back into shape while the wind whispered the names of those I could not save.

They called him the Hand of the Demon now.
They said the title was born from fear — that the healer who once touched the King’s blood carried a curse. No one remembered the truth, only the stain. And in a city still haunted by ghosts, fear was easier to worship than mercy.
Not healer. Not commander. Just the echo of a curse someone else had died to break.
A boy coughed beside the ruins of the apothecary. His skin shone with fever; the bandage around his ribs had soaked through again. I knelt, feeling the ground’s chill seep through my knees, and pressed clean linen to the wound. He flinched but did not cry. Most children in Eltair no longer cried.

“Hold still,” I said. My voice came out rougher than I meant. “It will hurt less if you breathe with me.”

He obeyed. Small lungs met mine in rhythm—shallow, then deeper, then steady. The trick of it never changed; even a ruined kingdom still understood breath. I tied the last knot, trimmed the thread, and brushed soot from his hair.

“What’s your name?”

“Cael.” His eyes lifted, gray-green, too old for his face. “My mother said you once fought beside the King.”

I didn’t answer.

“She said you saved him.”

The wind moved between us, scattering ash like snowfall. I adjusted the bandage, let the silence stand in place of truth.

When he left, the square emptied except for the sound of a shutter tapping in the wind. The city’s heart—once a maze of markets and marble halls—was now an anatomy lesson in ruin. Bones of houses. Veins of smoke. A heart that no longer beat.

Somewhere beneath it all, I could still hear him.

Not in voice, but in the way the air changed when dusk fell—how the breeze caught against broken glass and sang in a tone I had learned long ago beside a different battlefield.

“Thalen,” it seemed to say. “Don’t let the living forget.”

But remembering was a wound that refused to close.

I carried water from the cisterns until my shoulders burned, scrubbed blood from the temple steps until the stones ran pale again. The priests had fled, the nobles vanished behind sealed gates, yet the sick kept coming—soldiers, mothers, thieves, all carrying the same look in their eyes: as if they were waiting for someone to tell them the war was truly over.

It wasn’t. It never is. Wars end on paper, not in breath.

By evening, the wind shifted. I lit a lamp inside what remained of the infirmary—a roof half-collapsed, walls charred to charcoal. The flame shook as if uncertain it should exist. I poured water into a basin, its surface trembling with the faint rhythm of my pulse.

A reflection flickered. For a heartbeat I saw another face beside mine: dark hair, eyes like tempered light. The image broke when I blinked. Only my own shadow remained.

“Alaric,” I whispered. The name fell heavy, like a coin offered to a god who no longer answered. “If you’re gone, then why does the wind still carry your voice?”

The lamp guttered. I steadied it, breath shallow. The silence that followed was not empty—it pressed close, warm as a hand between my shoulder blades. I closed my eyes, unwilling to chase ghosts in a city already full of them.

Outside, bells rang faintly from the western quarter—someone marking curfew, though no guards remained to enforce it. The sound carried over the ruins, low and sorrowful. I followed it, drawn as if the tone itself required healing.

The streets narrowed into alleys where ivy had begun to reclaim the walls. Lanterns swung in the wind, their light cutting through smoke in soft ribbons. Children slept beneath the archways, curled under blankets made of old banners. I covered two with my cloak, left a pouch of herbs by their heads, and moved on.

At the riverbank, night had gathered in full. The water mirrored the shattered towers, turning ruin into a second sky. I knelt, washed the blood from my hands, and let the current numb them. Beneath the surface, light from the city danced in broken patterns—gold, silver, gone.

When I looked up, a figure watched from the far bridge.

Small, slight, wrapped in a cloak too large for his frame. A boy again—but not Cael. This one stood still, hands gripping the railing as though holding back the whole night. The lamp nearest him threw his face into half-light, and for a moment the world folded in on itself.

The same eyes. The same impossible shade of gray-blue.

My breath caught.

“Alaric?”

The word escaped before thought could stop it.

The boy turned his head. His gaze met mine—steady, unflinching, far too ancient for the child he appeared to be. The air thickened. Then he smiled, quick and bewildered, the way a flame flares when wind finds it.

“I’m sorry,” he called across the water. “I thought you were someone else.”

The voice was higher, gentler. But beneath it, something resonated—a timbre I knew better than my own heartbeat.

I stood, the ache in my chest sharpening. “Who are you?”

He hesitated, then stepped closer to the bridge’s light. “No one important. They said healers still worked the ruins. I was looking for one.”

His hand clutched his side where the fabric darkened. Blood, thin but fresh. I crossed the distance before reason could protest. The river mist rose between us, carrying the scent of rust and candle wax.

“Let me see.”

“It’s nothing,” he said, too quickly.

“Nothing bleeds that fast.”

He tried to step back; I caught his wrist. The pulse beneath my thumb stuttered. His skin was cold, his breath quick. I peeled the cloak aside and found a shallow gash—probably from falling debris. Still, the sight of blood where it shouldn’t be woke something feral in me.

“Hold still.”

He did. The silence between us stretched until only the wind spoke. I pressed my hand over the wound, murmured the old healer’s litany out of habit more than faith. Light gathered faintly under my palm—weak, trembling, but real. When it faded, the bleeding had slowed.

The boy looked down, wide-eyed. “You’re... you’re one of them.”

“One of who?”

“The ones they whisper about. The cursed healers. The Hand of the Demon.”

The title tasted bitter now that I heard it from a child’s mouth. “Names are just ways for people to forget the truth.”

“What truth?”

“That mercy costs more than hatred ever did.”

He watched me, uncertain whether to be afraid or grateful. Then, softly: “My name is Eiran.”

The sound struck like a chord remembered from another life. I tightened my grip on the bandage. The name belonged to a future I wasn’t ready to face—a prince from the southern alliance, if the rumors were right. But here, in the half-light, he was just a boy with a wound and eyes too old for his age.

“Eiran,” I repeated, to be sure it was real.

He nodded. “They said the King died. But sometimes, when the wind moves through the ruins...” He glanced toward the shattered towers. “It sounds like someone still giving orders.”

The lamp between us flickered. I looked up. The wind had picked up again, cold and deliberate, curling around us in spirals that whispered through the wreckage.

“Maybe the city isn’t ready to stop listening,” I said.

Eiran tilted his head. “And you?”

I wrapped the last strip of cloth around his ribs. My fingers trembled. “I stopped listening a long time ago.”

He smiled then—not mocking, not pitying, only quiet. “Then maybe the wind is speaking for you.”

He pulled his cloak tight, thanked me, and disappeared into the smoke-lined streets.

I stood alone by the river until the lamp burned low. The reflection of the city quivered on the water, towers bending like candles half-melted by grief. The wind moved again, threading through the silence with a voice that was almost human.

“Thalen.”

I closed my eyes.

“The King is dead,” I whispered. “But why do I still hear him in the wind?”

The water gave no answer, only the faint echo of my own heartbeat—steady, unbroken, still obeying a vow that should have died with him.

And when the night finally stilled, the whisper came again—soft as breath against the back of my neck.

Because love doesn’t die when the crown does.
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Chapter 2: A Visitor from the West
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The rain began before the border stones, thin and patient, the kind that soaks a rider without hurry. I let it settle into my cloak and the mane of my gray mare, counting the beats of her hooves the way my tutors had once taught me to count an enemy’s breath. Vareen fell behind as a dark line of hills. Eltair spread ahead like a map erased by water.

The escort kept their distance. They were Renewal men—new crests, old eyes—sent to receive me as if the road itself might betray a secret. I had sent my own guard home at the last village, along with the banners. A peace envoy should not look like a column of spears, my father used to say. A single rider with open hands travels faster.

At the first ruined watchtower, the lead soldier raised a fist for halt. I reined in and felt my mare’s breath plume warm against the cold. Smoke drifted from the valley below, blue threads stitched through broken roofs. The city looked as if it held its ribs with both hands and refused to die.

“I am Eiran of Vareen,” I said, though they knew. “I come to speak of terms.”

The man’s gaze slid to the ring at my thumb—the iron seal princes of my house wear when we travel without ceremony. He studied it too long, then nodded once. “You will be taken to the Council Hall. You will surrender your steel. Your letters will be opened.” He spoke like a schoolboy reciting punishment.

“I have no letters,” I said.

He didn’t believe me. Good. Suspicion sharpens listening.

We rode. Rain stitched itself into our collars. When the city gates rose out of the mist, I could see where fire had licked them clean and a battering ram had split the wood. The smell of wet ash slid under the iron tang of the river. People watched us from doorways with a look I recognized from old campaigns—the look that measures if a traveler brings another winter.

A woman crossed our path with a pail. She did not bow. She did not spit. She didn’t do anything except set the pail down and tighten her shawl as we passed. Rain ticked against the copper rim. The sound hung in the air like a held breath.

The Council Hall had once been a music-house. You could read it in the curve of the eaves and the way light tried to pool on the steps despite the gray. They had patched the largest holes with planks and a prayer. Inside, the air carried candle smoke and damp wool. A guard relieved me of my knife with two fingers, as if it might bite on its own.

They led me into a room that still smelled faintly of wine, though the shelves behind the dais were bare. Five councilors waited—men and women in plain dark garments, no jewels, no crown between them. Renewal liked to dress its power with modesty. It is a fashion that dulls the senses of those who want to be impressed.

“Prince Eiran,” said the one at the center, a woman with a scar that drew her lip into a permanent consideration. “We welcome you to Eltair, and we ask your patience as we confirm your good faith.”

“My patience is yours,” I said, because courtesy is armor when steel is forbidden. I kept my hands open, fingers steady at my sides. The floorboards were cold through the soles of my boots.

Another councilor, thin as a stiletto and twice as sharp, leaned forward. “You travel with no retinue. You bring no documents of authority. You arrive at dusk, in rain, after sending your guards away. If you were sent to parley, your king is either very confident or very careless.”

“Vareen has no king,” I said. “We have a council that prefers to eat during daylight. They sent me because I am fast, not because I am a pageant.”

A third councilor snorted, then folded the sound into a cough. The woman with the scar lifted a hand and the room quieted. She did not speak for a moment. Silence in a council is its own kind of weapon.

“What does Vareen want?” she asked.

“The same thing you want,” I said. “Time. Enough of it to count your dead, rebuild your granaries, mend your walls, and decide whether you can stomach a border that doesn’t bleed.”

The stiletto of a man smiled without warmth. “And what price for so generous a gift?”

“We will open the mountain pass for grain and iron. We ask for timber rights along the three northern groves you have not used in two winters. We will share engineers to repair the river gates you bombarded in the last siege.” I kept my tone level. I did not say we will not ask for blood. You do not speak mercy as if it is rare. You place it on the table like bread.

The fourth councilor—a woman with ink-stained fingers—tilted her head. “You speak as if you were already one of us.”

“I speak as if I want to be alive,” I said, and let the room feel how simple that desire can be.

The scarred woman watched me the way hawks watch lamplight. “A spy would also want to be alive.”

“A spy would have brought gifts with hidden edges,” I said. “All I brought was a ring and a soaked cloak.”

She made a small sound. Approval or amusement, I couldn’t tell. “You will stay in the guest house two streets from here. Your movements will be limited until we conclude our consideration. We will send for you after dawn.”

“May I walk?” I asked. “I came to see what war left. It helps to see with my own eyes.”

The stiletto huffed. “You want to count how many guards we have left.”

“I want to count how many loaves your bakers pull from their ovens,” I said. “It tells me whether the words we say in this hall will survive three days in the street.”

Ink-fingers glanced at the scarred woman. “Let him walk. If he runs, he will know quickly how well he is watched.”

“Take him out the west door,” the leader said. “And give him back his knife. A man with empty hands looks like a liar.”

The guard placed the blade on the table. I slid it into my belt with a nod that meant more than diplomacy. Trust, like breath, often begins with something small.

We stepped into the evening and the rain greeted us with the soft insistence of an old friend. The escort peeled away as we reached the square, leaving me with one soldier who kept three paces back and pretended not to exist. I walked toward the river because water tells the truth about a city more quickly than any proclamation.

The streets narrowed and slickened. Laundry hung from broken windows. Children watched me without blinking. A bell pealed once somewhere to the west, a note too thin to be official. I followed the echo and the smell of wet grain down a lane where a bakery had survived under a charred sign. The door stood open. Heat rolled out and settled on my cheeks. A woman slid a peel into the oven and drew out three loaves that steamed in the cold like small animals sleeping.

A man with a scar across his scalp waited near the door, cupping his hands around a mug as if heat might teach them how to be hands again. He glanced at me, at my ring, at the knife. He did not nod. He didn’t need to. It was enough that he refused to look away.

I moved on. A cough hooked my ear—wet, low, deliberate. It came from the direction of the river, where fog braided itself with smoke. A small group had gathered beneath a cracked archway, shoulders pressed against the chill. A boy’s cry cut off mid-breath. That kind of silence means blood.

I quickened. The guard behind me hesitated, then followed.

Under the arch, a body lay on old flagstones—a woman maybe thirty, pallid and shaking. A length of splintered beam had scored her side. Rain slicked the wound. Two children, a boy and a girl, knelt on either side, hands numb with fear.

“Back,” a voice said—low, steady, a voice that had learned command from necessity rather than rank. “Give me light.”

Someone thrust a lantern forward. Its glow struck a face I knew only from rumor and a handful of sketches smuggled across borders like prayers. Pale eyes. A scar across the jaw that looked earned, not inherited. Dark hair gone silver at the temples where sleep had refused to settle for years.

He moved like a soldier but spent his hands like a healer. He set his palm above the wound, not on it, feeling for the rhythm beneath. “Breathe with me,” he told the woman. “Match me. In—hold—out.” He didn’t look away from her when he spoke to the boy. “Tear the cloth. Longer strip. Good. Now press here. Harder. That’s it.”

No drama. No ritual. Only breath and instruction.

The children did exactly what he asked because his voice brokered no debt. Rain beaded on his hair and ran down the line of his neck. His clothes were the color of work. The lantern light hooked a glint at his wrist—silver fused to flesh, the mark of an oath I had read about in a book that smelled of smoke and old glue.

The Hand of the Demon, they called him in markets where rumor sells. The King’s Healer, some still whispered when the rain was louder than the law. Thalen Vale, said a quiet part of me I had trained all my life not to romanticize.

I drew closer without deciding to.

The guard touched my shoulder—warning or reminder, I didn’t care. I shrugged him off and stepped into the circle of light. The healer’s head lifted once, assessing. His gaze passed over my ring, my knife, the seal at my throat no one else had noticed. He returned to the wound as if I were a lantern pole. It was a dismissal that felt like mercy.

“Hold,” he told the boy again, and reached into a pouch with his free hand. He packed a dressing with swift, economical pressure. The woman gasped. Her breath caught. He matched it with his own until the muscles in her throat eased. The bleeding slowed. The lantern steadied.

He did not pray. He worked.

I stood useless and still, and the urge to help surprised me because it arrived without calculation. I had negotiated famine treaties and trained with physicians in field tents for appearances’ sake, but this was different. This required only hands, and mine had spent too many years holding pens and reins.

“Tell me,” I said, before I could stop myself. “What do you need?”

He didn’t answer. He slid the last knot tight with a tug of his teeth and shifted his weight to keep his body between the patient and the wind. His focus narrowed the world to three people and a lantern in rain. It was the kind of attention kings say they give their nations and almost never do.

“Salt,” he said at last. Just that. A single word given like a command to a man he had not chosen.

I pulled the travel pouch from my belt. The guard startled behind me. I ignored him and fished out a twist of cloth. “Here.” My fingers brushed his as he took it. His skin was cold and unshaking. He did not look at me. A man who truly serves has no interest in faces until the breathing is safe.

He poured a pinch into his palm, tapped it under the woman’s tongue, waited for her swallow. “Good.” The word warmed the air. He glanced at the girl. “You’ll take her home. Slowly. If she coughs red, fetch me from the square with the broken statue. If you can’t find me, shout. I’ll come.” He rose in one fluid motion that betrayed both training and pain.

The woman’s eyes found him, found me, then drifted. “Thank you,” she whispered.

He slid the lantern to the boy. “You thanked me by breathing.” His tone left no room for worship.

The small crowd loosened—the particular sigh a city makes when death decides to pass someone by. People melted into rain with their relief, suddenly busy, suddenly hungry. The guard at my shoulder shifted his weight and murmured something about curfew that even he didn’t believe. I stayed where I was because my legs had learned a new command: wait.

The healer wiped his hands on an old cloth and looked at me full for the first time. It felt like weather changing.

“You were at the Hall,” he said. Not a question.

“Yes,” I said. “Eiran of Vareen.”

His eyes flicked to my ring again, then to the guard, then back to me. His attention did not weigh. It measured. “Why are you walking in this quarter after dusk?”

“I wanted to see how your ovens are doing,” I said. “Bread tells the truth.”

For the first time, something like surprise loosened the line of his mouth. It wasn’t a smile. It was the idea that one might be possible someday.

“Your council thinks you’re a spy,” he said.

“Do you?”

“I don’t know you.” He stood straighter. The rain had found its way under his collar. He did nothing about it. “Spies talk too much. You haven’t.”

“Give me time,” I said. “I’m capable of offending anyone with enough patience.”

A breath that might have been a laugh ghosted his chest. He shook his head almost imperceptibly, then looked past me to the river. The water moved black and certain under the bridge. The wind shifted. For a second, something like listening crossed his face, fast as a flinch.

“You hear it too,” I said before I could swallow the thought.

He glanced at me—sharp, searching. “Hear what?”

“The way the city sounds when it doesn’t want to sleep.”

He did not answer. He stepped out from under the arch, tilted his head to gauge the weather the way soldiers do, and started toward the square. I matched his pace without thinking. The guard followed, unhappily invisible.

“You don’t ask my name,” I said.

“You already told me,” he said. “Names are heavy in this city. I don’t pick them up unless I have to.”

“What should I call you, then?”

He hesitated. It lasted the length of a breath. “Call me what they do,” he said. “Healer.”

I tasted the word and disliked the way it felt next to the rumors that hunted him. He did not slow. We reached the square and its broken statue—only the stone feet remained, toes worn smooth by years of petitions. He set the lantern on the base as if returning a crown to a brow that no longer existed.

I watched the way his hands moved when they were empty. They did not fidget. They rested like tools that would be sharpened at dawn. He looked toward the north where the wind thinned and the grace of a memory seemed to stand on the far edge of hearing. Something in my chest answered it. I had not known it kept that language.

The guard cleared his throat. “Curfew,” he said to me, as if I were the only one who might break it.

“I will go,” I said, and did not move. “May I find you tomorrow?”

“If you have a reason,” the healer said.

“I have many.”

“Bring one good one,” he said. He took up the lantern and turned toward a street that had survived because it had learned how to be unimportant. He didn’t look back.

I did. The river threw a small sound against the stones, like a heartbeat checked and checked again. The Council would summon me at dawn and I would say hard things in a soft voice and lay my ring on tables as if it were an equal weight to grief. I would do it because duty is a road you walk until your feet bleed and then you walk farther.

But tonight, the first honest word I had spoken since crossing the border was not about grain or iron or law.

It was a question my body asked each time the healer moved.

I should fear him.
I want to draw near.
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Chapter 3: The Healer of the Fallen
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Morning came like a hand reluctant to touch the city. Pale light pressed through the clouds, fragile and gray, and the streets woke in silence rather than song. The war had trained us to start days with noise—bells, orders, hooves—but now quiet was what passed for peace.

I opened the shutters of the clinic. The hinges stuck, as they always did. Damp air seeped in, carrying the smell of earth and rain-spoiled wood. I breathed it without thought. The scent of decay had become the scent of life here.

The patients began arriving before the bells. The same faces as yesterday, and the day before that—men who still flinched at thunder, women who carried their grief in the stoop of their shoulders, children who did not yet understand what had been lost. I tended to them one by one, listening for breath, for the rhythm of life that insisted on returning no matter how many times it had been broken.

A woman brought her husband, a mason whose hands trembled too much to hold a chisel. “They said the Council can give him work,” she whispered. “But they want papers signed. He cannot write.”

I nodded. “Then I will write for him.”

She bowed too deeply for such a small favor. Gratitude embarrassed me more than anger ever had.

When they left, I scrubbed the table with salt and ash, the old soldier’s habit of cleansing blood. The room smelled clean again, though the ghosts never left with the stains.

By noon, the wind shifted. It carried the sound of horses on the western road—measured, official. The kind that never traveled without orders.

I closed the window before the first knock.

“Thalen Vale,” a voice called from outside, the syllables clipped by discipline. “By decree of the Council of Renewal, you are requested at the Hall.”

Requested. The word had the weight of command dressed as courtesy.

I didn’t answer.

Another knock. Harder. “They wish to discuss your service to the Crown, your experience in field organization. They believe your insight would aid the rebuilding of the capital.”

The capital. They meant the city that used to be ruled by the man I had sworn to die for.

I wiped my hands on the cloth and opened the door. The messenger stood beneath the awning, cloak beaded with rain. Behind him waited two soldiers in the Council’s gray—neither hostile nor relaxed. Their presence was a reminder that peace always carries an escort.

“I’m a healer now,” I said.

The messenger inclined his head, water dripping from the edge of his hood. “They’re aware. That’s why they need you. The kingdom has wounds that are not of the body.”

“Then they should call priests.”

“They tried.” His tone softened. “You’re the one people still listen to.”

“That’s a mistake,” I said. “They remember the wrong things.”

His eyes flicked to the silver band fused around my wrist. The mark of the Blood Oath. His throat tightened. He looked away. “They remember loyalty, Commander.”

“Don’t call me that.”

He hesitated, then stepped back with the grace of a man who knows when he’s lost an argument that isn’t about words. “If you change your mind, the Hall waits until sundown.”

I closed the door before the rain could answer for me.

The clinic fell quiet again. Only the sound of the hearth remained—the hiss of wood still damp from last night’s storm. I sat by it, cleaning a set of scalpels with a strip of linen. The metal caught the firelight in brief flashes. Each spark reminded me of something I didn’t want to remember.

Alaric’s voice used to echo in this room. Not in sound, but in habit—the way I still turned toward the door when the wind rose, half expecting command, half dreading forgiveness.

I had promised him once that I would never serve another throne. The vow had outlived him.

The rain deepened. I worked until the light dimmed, until the rhythm of the drops outside became indistinguishable from the beating of my own pulse. I almost didn’t hear the second knock.

It came softer than the first. Not a soldier’s call—more like the hesitation before a confession.

When I opened the door, the boy from the river stood there. Not a boy, I reminded myself, though youth clung to him like light that hadn’t learned caution. His cloak was soaked, his hair darker for it.

“Prince Eiran,” I said. The name tasted formal. “You should be with the Council.”

“I was,” he said, stepping under the awning. His voice carried fatigue rather than pride. “They told me you refused their summons.”

“They’re persistent.”

“They’re desperate.” His eyes met mine. “That’s not the same thing.”

I looked past him to the street. The rain had softened to mist. “Desperation and politics smell alike from here.”

He gave a small smile—the kind that doesn’t reach the mouth, only shifts the eyes. “They think you can heal more than wounds.”

“I can’t even heal the ones I made.”

“You’re not the only one who made them.”

His tone wasn’t pity. It was too careful for that. It was curiosity—genuine, quiet, the kind that doesn’t demand answers but waits for truth to appear on its own.

He looked at the tools drying by the fire. “You still work alone?”

“I trust my hands,” I said.

“Hands tire.”

“So does faith.”

He didn’t flinch. “That’s why I came. To ask if you still believe in life.”

The question settled between us like dust after collapse.

I turned from the fire. “Why would you care what I believe?”

“Because I want to,” he said simply. “If you’ve stopped believing, then perhaps peace means nothing.”

The simplicity of it disarmed me more than any threat. I poured water into two cups and gestured to the bench. He sat, careful not to wet the wood with his cloak. His posture betrayed his upbringing—discipline wrapped in restraint—but his eyes moved with the curiosity of someone who wanted to see rather than command.

“You speak of peace as if it were a person,” I said.

“Perhaps it is,” he replied. “Something fragile we have to feed, or it starves.”

“Then it’s already dying.”

“Not yet.” He leaned forward, elbows on knees. “You’re feeding it, even now.”

“With bandages and herbs?”

“With mercy,” he said. “Mercy is the first language of rebuilding.”

I wanted to tell him mercy had its own graveyard, but his tone made the words stay in my throat.

Outside, the wind shifted again. The door creaked against its hinges. The fire cracked once, sending a small burst of heat into the room.

“You remind me of someone,” I said.

He didn’t ask who. “The King?”

The word struck like the edge of glass. “You speak his name easily.”

“Someone has to,” he said. “The Council won’t.”

“Silence is safer.”

“Then they’ve built peace out of fear. It won’t last.”

I met his gaze. There was steel beneath his calm. Not the kind that cuts— the kind that endures. “You’re too young to sound this tired.”

He smiled faintly. “So they keep telling me.”

The moment stretched. Rain thinned to drizzle. The hearth burned low. I watched the way the light caught the edges of his face—sharp and unyielding where youth hadn’t yet learned to hide. He was not his father’s son, but something more dangerous: someone who believed hope was a form of duty.

He rose, as if sensing that words had reached their limit. “The Council will ask again tomorrow,” he said. “If you refuse, they’ll find someone less honest.”

“Honesty isn’t useful in politics.”

“It is in healing.”

He adjusted his cloak, ready to step back into the wet street. At the door, he paused. “You didn’t answer me,” he said. “Do you still believe in life?”

The question lingered like the scent of smoke after the fire’s gone out.

I should have lied. I should have said yes, because it would have ended cleanly. Instead, I felt the weight of the silver band against my wrist—the old promise that still burned beneath the skin.

“I believe,” I said.

He waited.

“But not that it still belongs to me.”

For a moment, neither of us breathed. The wind pressed against the door, urging it open. He looked at me the way a man looks at a wound he can’t yet name—part awe, part fear, part the fragile beginning of care.

“I think you’re wrong,” he said quietly. “But I won’t argue it tonight.”

He stepped out into the rain. The sound of his footsteps faded toward the square, each one measured, deliberate.

I stood
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