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Long before the first flame curled against the high walls of Athelion, before a prince learned to run from the cage built in his name, and before a guard carved his loyalty into the quiet between breaths, the world carried a tension older than any crown. Mountains learned to tremble under the shadow of creatures who remembered the birth of kingdoms, forests whispered warnings to those who dared to walk paths meant for the brave or the blinded, and the sky remained the single witness to every oath spoken in desperation or devotion. Yet even in a land shaped by dragons and the weight of inherited power, it was the choices of two young men—one born to rule, the other born to protect—that would bend the axis of fate.

Carthea of Athelion had grown beneath the heavy glow of palace torches, his days measured in expectations, his nights punctured by the echo of a father’s death he never truly saw. His blood carried the memory of fire, a story passed in fragments and half-truths, leaving him with the sense that destiny waited just beyond his reach, ready to judge rather than welcome him. The walls that guarded him also held him still, and the council that praised discipline tightened chains no crown could disguise. In the polished floors of Whiteshore Hall, he learned the language of silence better than the language of command.

Rozan of the Outer Guard learned a different silence. His life unfolded in the shadows of narrow corridors, in the weight of steel on his hip and duty on his spine. He was taught to watch without being seen, to protect without being thanked, to make himself a shield so constant it became invisible. His blade knew discipline; his heart, restraint. Yet something in the young prince’s gaze—fractured light searching for an escape—pulled him into a devotion that went deeper than obedience. What began as vigilance grew, in time, into an unyielding tether between them, a quiet promise that neither spoke aloud but both obeyed.

Their paths might never have crossed beyond formality, had the world not cracked open around them. A Fallen Drake stirred after decades of silence, drawn by blood older and more sacred than the council wished to remember. The forest that twisted directions, the mountains that harbored ancient tests, the cities that whispered fear of creatures they no longer understood—each piece of the realm pushed Carthea and Rozan into a journey neither had been prepared to take. What began as an escape became a reckoning: of lineage, of trust, of the truth buried beneath royal lies.

This is the story of a prince who learned he did not want a throne, a guard who learned his life could belong to more than duty, and a world that tried—and failed—to keep them apart. The fire that hunted them would become the fire that forged them, and the crown left behind would mark the beginning of a different kind of reign: the reign of their own choosing.
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Chapter 1: The Echo After the Oath
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Morning gathered itself along the eastern rim of Skyhold Palace, pale gold striking the stone first at the highest balconies before sliding, slow and patient, down toward the courtyards where the banners still hung mute from the night’s wind. Light seeped through the narrow windows of the prince’s chamber in thin, unwavering shafts, finding the edges of polished furniture, catching in the weave of ceremonial silk laid out across the bed like a quiet decree that could not be argued with.

Hands moved around Carthea in a practiced orbit, straightening cuffs, fastening small moon-clasped buttons at his throat, smoothing the new robe that fell from his shoulders in clean ivory lines banded with Valcaryn blue. The cloth still carried a faint trace of dye and soap, a sweetness that clung stubbornly beneath the sharper scent of incense burning in the corner brazier; each breath pulled both into his lungs, a mingled fragrance that belonged to ceremonies and evenings of diplomacy, never to the training yards where steel and sweat carved their own language.

The collar dug against the hollow where pulse met bone, a narrow ring of embroidery that refused to give when his throat worked. Silk brushed his wrists with every movement, too soft, too clean, a reminder that somewhere in the depth of the palace a leather strap would be cinched around a different pair of arms, rougher fabric wrapping a body meant to be unseen in marble halls. The image rose as easily as breath: a dark uniform, a sword-belt knotted with unadorned efficiency, a head bowed just enough to hide the way a gaze tracked every entrance and exit of the royal wing.

A servant stepped back to take him in, eyes flicking quickly from shoulder line to hem. No one met his gaze long enough to betray opinion. The room offered him back to himself in the tall mirror by the window: a prince in the colours of a future alliance, hair bound at the nape in a smooth twist, expression smoothed to the polite neutrality that had been drilled into him since childhood. The Hidden Star Room left no mark on his face, no trace of last night’s breath against another’s skin, no echo of a hand braced between his shoulder blades as marble cooled at his back and dark flooded the dome overhead.

He lifted his chin a fraction, a motion that drew the collar higher. Light from the window slipped across his cheekbone, almost enough to warm, not enough to reach the place beneath his ribs where emptiness sat sharp and bright as a shard of glass. Outside the chamber, footsteps gathered; the High Council did not wait for heirs, only for outcomes.

A knock came once, carefully measured against the doorframe. The chamberlain’s voice followed, muffled through the heavy wood but precise as always. “Your Highness. The council convenes.”

The words settled over his shoulders like a second cloak, invisible and heavier than silk. Carthea flexed his fingers once at his sides, pressing nails into the soft lining of his gloves until pressure answered pressure, then let his hands go still again. The servants dropped into shallow bows, retreating toward the walls. The incense in the brazier gave one last curl before thinning; ash had already begun to crust along the edges of the coals, pale against black.

Whiteshore Hall still clung to the back of his eyes: the white curtains heavy with ward-smoke, the bowl of boiled herbs cooling on the stand beside his mother’s bed, the way her breath had hitched in shallow, uneven pulls as the healers counted each one as if it might be the last of that hour. In the seven days since Valcaryn’s ultimatum, her strength had come and gone in narrow, unpredictable tides, leaving him measuring time not by council bells but by how long she could stay awake without coughing.

He stepped out into the corridor.

Skyhold’s inner passageways held the chill of stone that never fully released the night. The air tasted of old smoke and beeswax, the scent burned into the grain of carved panels and the threads of tapestries that lined the walls in disciplined rows. Sunlight reached this far only in slivers, thin stripes slicing across the floor where arrow-slit windows broke the masonry, illuminating dust motes that hung and drifted, unhurried by human schedules.

Courtiers moved through the long hall in quiet lines, soft-soled shoes whispering against polished stone, silk and velvet rustling in muted waves as they passed. Jewelled clasps glimmered at throats and wrists, small sparks in the dampened light. Heads dipped as Carthea walked, some in respect, some in habit, some in calculation; each acknowledgement landed like the tap of a chisel against already strained stone. None of them spoke his name aloud, not in this wing where walls carried everything further than intended and the wrong ear waited behind any door.

At the far end of the corridor, an arched window flung open a sudden view of Athelion beyond the palace. The city climbed the cliffs in tiers, white and pale-grey buildings catching the full face of morning while the lower streets still clung to shadow. Rooflines stepped down toward the harbour, where masts bristled in the cold air like a thinning forest and the sea threw back light in shattered pieces. From this height, streets narrowed into thin strokes, people into almost nothing at all. The city had once looked like a map of possibilities, paths branching out from the palace gates in lines that invited feet to follow.

Now the walls around those streets climbed higher than memory allowed, watchtowers bristling with spearpoints at every outer corner, gates layered with new iron. From Skyhold’s vantage, the kingdom lay open and exposed; from the ground, stone walls and guarded arches closed around any attempt at departure. The fortifications mirrored the pressure in his chest so precisely that breath caught for a beat before pushing past.

He walked on.

The High Council chamber opened from the palace’s spine like a hollow carved into bone. Doors of darkwood loomed ahead, carved with Lunaris’s sigil at their centre and inlaid with moonstone that caught and scattered light in small, cold flashes. Two guards stood flanking the entrance, armour polished to a pale shine, cloaks hanging perfectly straight. Every line of their bodies spoke of training and discipline, eyes fixed forward just above his head.

But there, at the edge of their formation, a third figure blended into the pattern of white and steel—uniform simpler, plates less ornate, helm tucked under one arm rather than closed over his face. A sword hung at his hip, hilt plain and well used, grip darkened where fingers had worn it smooth. Brown hair cropped close framed a jaw set in careful neutrality, yet something in the line of his shoulders pulled tight when Carthea approached, a tension that caught like a thread snagged on a nail.

Carthea’s steps slowed by an almost imperceptible fraction as he reached the doorway. The distance between them remained proper, no closer than protocol allowed, yet the space felt thinner than rules allowed for. The guard’s gaze flicked once to Carthea’s collar, to the Valcaryn blue threading the ivory, then returned to a point fixed over the prince’s shoulder. Air shifted in that small gap, warmed by the nearness of another body, carrying the faint leather-and-steel scent that had clung to Carthea’s hands hours ago when fingers closed around a wrist in the Hidden Star Room and held on as if stone alone kept either of them from falling.

The chamberlain pushed the doors inward before breath could catch for a second time. The gap widened, spilling out a wash of sound: low voices layered over one another, the scrape of chair legs against stone, the soft thud of a staff tapped in emphasis. The smell inside differed from the corridor, richer and heavier—ink, hot wax, the perfume of dried herbs hanging in threaded bunches along the walls to ward off illness, all laid over the persistent incense of the palace. Underneath it lingered the faint medicinal sharpness learned in Whiteshore Hall, where healers burned harsher leaves in braziers to clear a queen’s lungs.

Carthea crossed the threshold.

The chamber stretched long rather than wide, a deliberate design that drew every gaze toward the raised semicircle at the far end where the High Council sat in their carved seats, backed by carved monsters and flowering vines. The central chair remained empty, its presence louder than any occupied seat. The Queen no longer attended every session; her absence pressed at the room like a hand against glass. To the left, the Chancellor perched forward, quill already in hand as if decisions could be pinned to parchment before the words that birthed them finished leaving mouths. To the right, the Master of Arms sat with arms folded, eyes like chips of flint under heavy brows. Between them, a fan of councillors spread in shades of gold and grey, silk and age.

Carthea’s own place waited on a slightly elevated platform before them, neither among the council nor apart; a seat carved with the lion of Athelion, positioned so that he could be observed from all sides. Sunlight from the high windows cut across the floor in rigid rectangles, one of them falling directly over his chair, turning the polished wood into a pale gleam that offered no shade.

He reached it under the weight of a dozen glances. His robe whispered as he sat, silk sliding against silk. The light pressed against his shoulders and hands, the warmth shallow, unable to sink into the tightness between his shoulder blades. He set his palms flat against the armrests, fingers spread, as if the carved lions beneath them required steadying.

The Chancellor cleared his throat, a delicate sound with the force of a bell. “Your Highness. Councillors. For the record, we open this session on the sixth morning before the arrival of the Valcaryn envoys.”

A line of script on the parchment before him received the date under the scratch of his quill. Ink shone wet for a moment before dulling. The Master of Arms exhaled slowly through his nose, the faintest hint of impatience.

“The matter before us,” the Chancellor continued, “concerns the formalization of the betrothal covenant between Athelion and Valcaryn, as discussed and tentatively agreed upon in prior sessions. The Valcaryn court has requested confirmation of the ceremony’s date, the scope of ritual, and details concerning the heir’s public appearances before and after the engagement is announced.”

The word heir stiffened the air near Carthea’s chair more effectively than any draft. The syllable hung between him and the council, a title turned into a tool. No one spoke the name attached to it; the room held it in collective awareness like a coin they passed back and forth without setting on the table.

“The Valcaryn delegation travels even now,” one councillor added, fingers tapping once against his knee before stilling. “Their ships have already passed Calder Spire. There can be no more postponements. Athelion’s stability requires a pledge visible to every watching eye.”

Nods followed along the semicircle, small and certain. Somewhere beyond these walls, banners would already be being stitched with two crests side by side, artisans working deliberate patterns into cloth that would hang over arches and streets when the envoys arrived. Somewhere along the coast, sailors would watch the same pale morning gather over a colder sea.

The High Councillor of Faith lifted her staff, the Lunaris sigil at its top catching the window’s light. “The goddess’s priests will be ready to sanctify the vows on whichever day this council deems suitable,” she said. “But the constellations favour the first full moon after the envoys’ arrival. Alignment then carries a particular blessing for bonds meant to heal old divisions.”

The words washed over Carthea in clear, measured tones. Blessing, bond, division—all dressed in ceremonial language, all pointing toward a single evening where his presence would be offered as proof that Athelion bent willingly toward an alliance. The robe on his shoulders weighed more than cloth. Its Valcaryn blue marked him as a promise already half-spoken.

“The first full moon falls nineteen days from now,” the Chancellor observed, consulting a narrow slate etched with the month’s phases. “It allows sufficient time for public notice, for preparations within the palace, and for... adjustments to schedules.”

A small pause hung there, almost invisible, filled with details the council did not need to voice: the queen’s worsening condition, the increased number of healers moving through Whiteshore Hall, the way her appearances in the great hall grew shorter with each passing week. More than once in recent nights she had slipped so far under fever that messengers had been sent for Carthea in quiet panic, only for her to claw her way back to a thin strip of wakefulness and send him away with a touch to his hand. A betrothal ceremony held while she still sat upright beneath Lunaris’s carved eye would carry more weight in the minds of nobles and commoners both than one presided over by an empty throne.

Eyes turned toward Carthea, drawn as if by gravity. No one leaned forward, no hands extended, yet expectation crawled across the space between seats and platform with the slow inevitability of tide. Agreement in matters like these never sounded like a request.

“Your Highness,” the Chancellor said, voice perfectly polite. “We ask your consent to this date, in accordance with the customs of Athelion’s line.”

Consent. The word brushed along the edges of duty like a blade disguised in velvet. Custom framed the question; centuries dictated its answer. His father’s image rose up from the polished floor without warning: armour blackened with smoke after the last campaign against the ravine dragons, scorch marks along the chestplate where fire had struck and found weakness, a stretcher borne between two silent guards through the palace gates. Incense had filled the air that day as well, overwhelming and cloying, as priests whispered of sacrifice and legacy and the honour of dying in service.

The memory cut through the chamber’s perfumed air, leaving behind a faint bitter sting that no amount of beeswax or fresh ink could smooth. His fingers curled against the carved lions until the grain of the wood bit into his palms, grounding him in the present weight of blood and expectation rather than the echo of smoke.

Light slid across the floor in slow increments as the sun climbed higher, narrowing the shadow at the far edges of the room until even the corners seemed exposed. In some hidden corridor below this chamber, a pair of boots would be pacing measured steps along a patrol route assigned just before dawn, leather creaking softly, metal buckles chinking at each shift. In a dome two towers away, stars would still cling faintly to glass where night’s chill lingered longer than anywhere else in Skyhold; last night’s breath hung there yet, trapped between stone and sky.

Air entered his lungs, slow and deliberate, pressing out against the braid of cloth and flesh at his throat. No room existed here for confession. The promise in the Hidden Star Room had been made under a ceiling traced with constellations, with only stone and distant gods to hear; this chamber held no space for that kind of word.

When his voice came, it matched the room’s restraint. “Nineteen days allows the people time to prepare,” he said, each syllable placed with care. “And it allows the queen to witness what this alliance brings her kingdom.”

The Chancellor’s shoulders eased by a fraction. Quill scratched across parchment again, committing the assent to record. A murmur of approval moved around the semicircle, robes whispering against chair arms. Somewhere near the end of the row, one councillor let out a breath he had been holding too long, the sound thin but audible to anyone listening for cracks.

“The announcement will be given at noon from the Marble Balcony,” another councillor said, already arranging the next steps. “Your Highness will stand beside the queen, wearing the colours of both kingdoms. The Valcaryn crest will be raised above the eastern gate. The city will see and understand.”

Understand. The word shifted in his chest, heavy and strange. From the Marble Balcony, he would look out over Athelion again, closer to the open air than now but still too high for any leap that led anywhere but back into the palace’s arms. The cheering crowd would spread below like a single living thing, voices rising in relief at a stability purchased with one man’s life.

For the remainder of the council’s debates—grain shipments, border patrols, the latest reports from the ravine watchposts—the room moved around him while his body remained anchored in its appointed seat. Words collided and arranged themselves into decisions without needing his tongue. When questions did turn in his direction, his answers came enough, precise and expected, the product of years spent learning which parts of truth could safely be shown and which must be folded small and tucked away.

At some point, a servant entered with a tray of watered wine and honeyed tea, the door opening just wide enough to admit the boy and his burden before closing again. The servant’s head stayed down, steps quick and efficient, eyes on the cups, never on the heir. The shadow of a guard crossed briefly behind him, sweeping the opening with a presence meant to be invisible. A familiar stillness rode in that shadow, an awareness that filled space differently from anyone else’s tread.

Carthea kept his gaze on the council table.

By the time the Chancellor brought the session to a formal close, the sun had climbed high enough to flood the upper half of the chamber in white brightness. Dust motes floated thicker than before, turned to tiny, drifting stars. Councillors rose in slow convergence, robes rustling in a controlled wave as they bowed toward the empty central chair and then toward Carthea, acknowledgment of crown and heir in a sequence that had not altered in generations.

He stood, the movement smooth despite the stiffness in his knees. The line of courtiers who filed past him offered murmured pleasantries, each phrase polished to harmless shine.

“Your Highness honours us.”

“The queen will be comforted by this progress.”

“Athelion’s future strengthens with each step.”

Words skimmed along the surface of his composure and slid off, leaving no mark. The robe’s weight remained, collar pressing, sleeves whispering. The only thing that touched deeper came when he stepped through the doors again into the corridor and passed, in the span of a heartbeat, the guard stationed at his right.

Metal brushed leather as the guard shifted his stance to allow Carthea clear passage, a small adjustment that brought them almost shoulder to shoulder. The air in that narrow space warmed suddenly, edged with the scent of oil and steel and the faint salt-iron tang of someone who rose before dawn to train. Under the rigid line of a neutral expression, the angle of the guard’s jaw tightened; breath hitched once, just enough to roughen its exit.

For that instant, the palace’s corridors thinned. The memory of last night’s dark pressed up through the stone: Rozan’s mouth a scarce distance from his ear, voice low and steady as he spoke words no council would ever record, the press of a palm over Carthea’s racing heart while stars wheeled silently above them like witnesses refusing to look away.

Then the moment slipped, smoothed over by duty. The guard’s gaze fixed again somewhere far beyond the prince’s shoulder. Carthea’s feet carried him down the hall toward the stairwell that led to the tower galleries, the path chosen more for the windows than for efficiency.

The Marble Balcony would be used at noon, fixed and open and watched from every angle by eyes hungry for spectacle. The gallery he sought now offered no such scrutiny. It curved along the palace’s outer edge, a long, narrow spine of stone and glass that rarely saw company beyond the occasional harried messenger or junior clerk escaping stacked ledgers for a moment of distant air.

He climbed the stair at a measured pace that did nothing to ease the tightness in his calves. The ceremonial robe hindered the movement of his knees just enough to remind him of how easily a different set of clothes had allowed him to run the Skyhold roofs once, feet finding purchase along gutters and ledges forbidden to heirs. That part of the palace had belonged to him alone for a while, a secret geography above the watching eyes.

Now, guards lined even the higher walkways. New orders had tightened the nets around him since his defiance in the Hall of Lunaris weeks ago; the council had long memories when it came to broken patterns.

At the top of the stairs, the gallery opened in a sweep of windows cut almost from floor to ceiling, separated only by slender stone ribs. Glass caught the world outside and held it in tall, distorted panes. Athelion sprawled beyond, the city’s white facades almost too bright under the noonward sun, roofs throwing back heat that did not reach this high corridor. The harbour’s surface glittered, ships at anchor a dark punctuation against the blaze.

He approached the nearest window and rested his hand against the stone just below its sill. Cold seeped into his palm, a clean, grounding chill that ran up his arm and settled in the muscles of his shoulder. The stone here belonged as much to the cliff as to the palace, cut directly from the same rock that dropped in sheer lines down to the lower city; the sense of height tightened something low in his spine, not fear exactly, more a keener awareness of how far there was to fall.

The city hummed below in a pattern too complex to parse at this distance. Smoke curled from countless chimneys. Market awnings bloomed in muted colours along the main thoroughfares. Tiny figures bled in and out of alley mouths and open squares, their motions reduced to the smallest gestures. Every street, every lane, every alley offered a path that led somewhere other than here, webs of stone and earth that his feet had never been allowed to follow without half the palace at his back.

From above, the walls guarding those paths formed rings, layers of pale stone wrapping the city in a series of embraces that tightened rather than comforted. Watchtowers pricked the outermost line, flags snapping in the rising breeze. Gates loomed in their shadows, iron bars ready to drop at a word.

Athelion had been a home once, a series of familiar rooms and courtyards that held childhood laughter and late lessons and stolen minutes with wooden practice swords in side yards not yet under full guard. The shape of it now pressed against the glass between his fingers, no longer a haven but a device designed to keep a single figure precisely where he stood, crown or no crown.

Stone met hand, cold and unmoved. Breath clouded the glass briefly before the sun cleared it. The collar at his throat refused to loosen. Nineteen days stretched ahead, each one already half-written by other hands: rehearsals, audiences, fittings for garments spun to make his body into a banner.

Somewhere within those nineteen days, one night waited beneath a dome of glass and star-painted stone, where a different kind of vow had already been spoken. Rozan’s words still threaded through his ribs, quiet and unshifting: If you run, you do not run alone.

The memory sat not in the mind but in muscle and skin—the way Rozan’s hand had cupped the back of his neck, thumb pressed just under the line of his jaw, steadying him when the enormity of what they considered threatened to drag both under. The roughness of a calloused palm against a prince’s throat had done more to anchor him than any coronation speech ever would.

Outside, a bell began to toll from the lower tower, deep and resonant. One, then two, then three strokes marked the approach of noon. Sound rolled up the cliff and through the palace stone, a slow vibration that reached his bones and hummed there. Servants below would be hurrying to prepare the balcony, to polish the rail, to arrange the platform where he and his mother would stand side by side while the Chancellor proclaimed the alliance.

Carthea closed his fingers against the stone until knuckles whitened, until the cool grit at his fingertips left a faint roughness on his skin. Air entered his chest in a measured pull, then left again through a mouth that barely parted.

Words formed in the narrow gap between breath and stone.

“I will go,” he murmured, voice too low for the corridor to claim, the vow drawn out on the exhale as if each consonant weighed more than gold. “Whatever it costs.”

The glass before him caught his reflection, overlaying the city with the faint ghost of a young man in Valcaryn colours, jaw set, eyes fixed on a distance no wall could measure. Behind that reflection, beyond the gates and towers and guarded roads, the horizon stretched in a thin, unwavering line of blue where sea met sky, a quiet promise that the world did not end at Athelion’s shores.

Somewhere below, boots rang briefly against stone in a cadence he knew by heart, then faded.
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Chapter 2: The Guard Who Watched From the Shadows
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Lamplight gathered in small pools along the inner halls, each flame turned inward by its glass hood until it burned like an eye that refused to close, and between those watchful circles the corridor lay in long bands of shadow where the cold crept along the floor and brushed against armor at every step. Incense leaked from the High Council wing in a slow, constant spill, thicker here than in the rest of Skyhold, resin and spice and a bitter edge that clung to the back of the tongue until every breath tasted of old arguments.

Rozan Hale moved through that air with the deliberate pace of a man on rotation, not hurried, not idle, boots striking the pale stone in a rhythm that matched the quiet beat of the other guards posted along the eastern approach. The lion crest on his shoulder flashed dimly whenever he passed under a hooded lamp, then vanished again as shadow swallowed the white enamel, leaving only weight pressing against the muscle beneath. Along the walls, statues of past kings watched in eternal stillness, their carved faces turned toward the corridor where the living shuffled and clicked and pretended their vigilance matched stone.

Fewer eyes followed him now.

On the duty rolls, his name sat where it had always sat—rank unchanged, pay unchanged, a standard spear in the Outer Guard—but a thin ink-note now bracketed it, penned in the tight hand of the queen’s own chamberlain: retain on eastern approach; no rotation to royal apartments without express order. It was not promotion, not exile, merely a narrowing of the ground he was allowed to walk, a leash disguised as routine.

In the first days after the interrogation chamber, every officer’s gaze had dragged across his face a fraction too long, weighing posture, breath, the exact distance he kept from the prince in the halls. Questions had worn formal shapes then, words about duty and proximity and optics, each one wrapped around the same sharp core. The queen’s order had cut through that net with a quiet blade—no reassignment, no demotion, Shadow Guard status retained beneath her seal. The Council’s Inner Guard had not welcomed that decision, but their scrutiny had stepped back by half a pace, the way a hound leashed by its master retreated without losing its stare.

Tonight, their attentionHe reached the junction where the main hall bent toward the Marble Court and the smaller side passage slipped off into dimness, a narrow artery of stone that had once carried servants and now carried only those who preferred not to be counted. A senior captain stood at the corner, helm tucked under one arm, eyes following a pair of Council’s Inner Guard as they passed—a trio of men in darker cloaks, insignia faint but distinct at their collars, each step too measured to belong to routine watch.

The captain’s gaze brushed Rozan as he approached, assessing rank tabs and route marker with a soldier’s quick calculation. No new orders came. A brief incline of the head acknowledged both presence and assignment, nothing more. The last time these corridors had seen that Inner Guard crest in such concentrated numbers, Carthea’s chambers had lain on the other side of a door they opened without warning; the memory of parchment disturbed and cup moved from its mark sat under Rozan’s breastplate like grit.

He passed the captain with a nod and turned down the side passage.

The light dropped with the first two steps, as if someone had taken a hand to the lamps and pressed their flames lower. Torches here were spaced in stingy intervals, their glow reluctant, leaving long stretches of wall in a grey neither shadow nor clarity. The smell shifted with the temperature, incense thinning into colder stone and the faint iron tang of old fittings behind the plaster, the scent of the palace’s bones rather than its painted skin. The floor narrowed, the sound of his boots softening as the walls drew closer around him.

Ahead, the passage bent toward a service arch that opened onto the back of one of the council antechambers, the same sort of vantage point that had once offered him a sliver of Carthea’s outer rooms and the unwelcome sight of cloaked men rifling through the prince’s life. Tonight, a different door lay beyond that arch—a heavy panel, iron-banded, cut into the inner wall opposite the antechamber’s entrance. The wood swallowed light rather than reflecting it, its surface kept so clean that no dust dulled the ring where a handle lay recessed.

This door did not exist on the public maps.

Lamplight from the main corridor spilled under its lower edge in a thin strip, pale against the stone. Shadows crossed that strip in quick passes: the hem of a council robe, the sharper line of an officer’s cloak, the steady block of a guard taking up his station. Voices brushed the stone, muffled shapes slipping through the crack between door and frame, their tones low and controlled, the words not yet clear enough to break apart.

Rozan’s route, as written on the duty board, did not include this stretch of wall.

His body stopped there anyway.

The dragon scar twitched, a small tightening under leather and cloth that spread outward in a slow ripple, the way heat from a banked ember found its way into hands that lingered too near. His spear weighed differently in his grasp, its haft suddenly too smooth against his palm. He adjusted his stance by a finger’s width, shifting one foot back to align himself with the recess where the wall jutted inward around the service arch, presenting no more than the silhouette of a guard resting between rounds, watching his strip of floor and nothing beyond.

The incense from the council wing thickened for a moment, carried down the smaller corridor on some subtle draft. Smoke pressed into his lungs with the next inhale, bitter and cloying, mixing with the smaller, sharper smells here: cooled stone, cold iron, the faint trace of wax from a lamp that burned somewhere unseen. Each breath dragged across his throat as if cloth had been laid over his mouth.

Footsteps approached from the main hall.

He stilled, weight settling evenly, spear grounded, gaze lowered enough to suggest focus on duty, not curiosity. Through the shallow opening of the service arch, only the opposite wall of the main corridor showed, pale and blank, cut by that heavy door and the strip of light under it.

Boots entered the frame, three sets, the outer two clinking more than they scuffed, armor creaking in small, familiar protests. The inner pair of feet moved more quietly in soft-soled shoes, the sound muted by thick carpets and thicker expectation. A flutter of lighter fabric, the whisper of brocade, the small metallic clack of a signet ring tapping once on the iron band of the hidden chamber’s door—those notes threaded together into a pattern Rozan had learned in the weeks since his transfer to Skyhold: councillor, escort, escort.

Then, a fourth set.

The tread differed from the others—not as heavy as a full suit of plate, not as light as silk, carrying instead that particular measured firmness drilled into someone born to be watched. The steps slowed as they neared the door, hesitated a fraction, then continued at the same controlled pace, refusing any audible stumble. The strip of light under the wood trembled briefly as weight shifted just beyond it.

Carthea.

The name did not form so much as settle under Rozan’s sternum, filling space the incense could not reach. His hands tightened on the spear haft, leather wrapping squeaking almost imperceptibly under the pressure. The Old Law forbidding speech about proximity still hung over him; the new whispers that had hunted him through interrogation chambers and quiet corridors added a second layer of threat, one that turned every glance toward the prince into potential evidence. Every part of training and experience urged distance now, an extra half-pace placed between his duty and his wanting.

His body leaned instead.

Not outward—never that—but inward, into stillness, into hearing, into the thin thread of sound seeping through stone.

The door opened with a low grind of well-oiled hinges, the iron band rolling over pins with a steadiness that spoke of recent use. A wash of denser incense surged through the gap as the heavy panel moved, tumbler-sweet and oddly metallic, thickened by the breath of too many men in a space with few windows. The back of Rozan’s throat tightened around it, muscles working to keep the inhale controlled.

A fragment of Carthea’s voice slipped through, shaped by the wood and distance, but clear enough in its cadence to land like a hand against Rozan’s chest.

“...as you command, I attend.”

The words carried the formality the council demanded, each syllable dressed properly, yet something in the line between them sat too straight, as if a spine refused to bend beneath the cloth. The sound cut off as the door shut, the iron band meeting its slot with a soft, solid thud. From the small slice of corridor visible through the arch, the pale strip of light under the threshold remained; shadows shifted just once more as the two Inner Guard took their outer positions, boots planting just far enough from the frame to allow for a full sword-draw if necessary.

None of them glanced toward the servant arch.

Rozan’s arm tingled where the spear’s shaft pressed against the inside of his wrist. The back of his neck prickled with the sensation of being one step off a battlefield he could not see. The passage behind him lay empty; the next patrol on this stretch would not pass for another quarter hour. His assigned route would run cold if anyone traced his pace by the book, yet no officer currently stalked these shadows with a roster in hand.

The first raised voice reached him through the wood.

Lord Carden’s tone, smooth and clipped, never lost its veneer even when carrying threat. “...cannot delay an answer any longer. Valcaryn’s ships have already crossed our waters. To meet them without clear intent insults both courts.”

Another councillor’s tone, lower, steadier, threaded with a practised patience. “The queen’s condition worsens with each day. Her wish for a secure succession is plain. You stand as heir, Highness. The path before you narrows, not widens.”

Incense sagged thicker with every word, pooling closer to the floor in the mind’s eye, turning the air around that table into a slow, suffocating tide. A chair creaked; the soft clatter of a goblet meeting stone marked someone’s emphasis. The walls of the hidden chamber likely bore the same tapestries as the outer council hall, lions and crescents and chained dragons staring down from woven stories, each panel another reminder of the covenant pressed onto Carthea’s shoulders long before Rozan had entered these halls.

The scar along Rozan’s side flared into a broad, hot band, as if dragonfire had found him again through layers of leather and wool. Sweat prickled between his shoulder blades beneath the cuirass, cooling too quickly in the corridor’s draft. His grip on the spear tightened further until the muscles in his forearm protested; the wood’s grain bit into calloused fingers.

Inside, Lady Verenne’s voice cut through the masculine rumble like a blade wrapped in velvet. “Nineteen days until the full moon, Your Highness. Valcaryn’s astrologers chose that date carefully, our own priests concur. The kingdom hungers for assurance. A formal betrothal announced beneath Lunaris’ full gaze will steady the streets, soothe the restless houses, and remind our neighbours that Athelion’s line remains unbroken.”

The scrape of chair legs shifted, more than one at once, a small storm of wood on stone. Silence followed for a beat too long to mark easy agreement. The incense pressed at Rozan’s lungs, heavy, intrusive, turning each breath into labour.

Then Carthea spoke again.

“I stand where you place me,” he said, each word measured, the edges smoothed for politeness, but the shape beneath them holding like forged metal. “You would have me stand beside Valcaryn’s princess in nineteen days. You would have my oath before that time.”

The words moved through the door as if the wood had thinned for them.

Lord Gerran’s voice rose next, soft-edged in its insistence. “The kingdom demands it, Highness, not merely this council. Your father—”

The sentence cut off. A pause widened, then narrowed, the air between speaker and heir thickening enough that even stone carried it. When the councillor continued, his tone had shifted, the first earnestness tempered. “The line of Whitecrest has always placed realm above self. We ask no more of you than history asked of them.”

The old stories about guards executed for less than a misstep with a royal name settled in the back of Rozan’s mind like cold water. The law regarding proximity and impropriety had been recited in slow, clear phrases during training, a list of boundaries carved more deeply than spear drills. Improper familiarity meant reassignment, at best. Persistent rumour meant chains, at worst. A guard who bent his duty toward a prince in ways the council disliked stepped into a no-man’s-land where law could be stretched to fit whatever punishment those in power desired.

Rozan’s jaw clenched. The movement ground his teeth together until pressure shot up into his temples.

Inside, someone shifted again, a heavier sound, as if Carthea had risen slightly from his chair. “History did not ask them to sign their lives to ease your fear of foreign courts,” he said, voice lower now, forced through a tighter space. “You would bind the crown prince of Athelion before he has even taken the crown, and call it prudence.”

The resulting hush carried sharper edges than any shouted exchange. The iron band on the door registered the slight vibration as someone’s fist met the council table hard enough to rattle inkpots. One of the outer guards shifted his footing; leather creaked; the ring of his scabbard kissed stone.

“War with Valcaryn will bleed this kingdom dry,” Lord Carden replied, the patience in his tone thinning. “We offer you a path that avoids that cost. You may rail against the means, Highness, but the end remains immutable. The alliance must be sealed.”

The incense’s bitter note rose, riding the words until it seemed to lodge under the tongue.

Rozan’s lungs shortened their rhythm. Air entered in shallower pulls, left through longer, controlled streams, the same pattern used in interrogation rooms to keep voice level under questions that sought to pry open personal walls. Sweat gathered at his hairline where the edge of his helm met skin. The weight of the spear in his hands threatened to turn either into anchor or weapon.

Nineteen days.

The number lodged against the memory of cold stone under his palms in the Hidden Star Room, against the press of Carthea’s forehead against his, against the low, fierce words that had passed between them while starlight traced their bodies in silver lines. I will not stay. Not alone. The vow had not worn the trappings of ritual; no priests had listened; no seals had been pressed. Yet the shape of it had sunk into Rozan’s spine more firmly than any oath sworn before banners.

Another councillor spoke, voice less distinctive, more like the collective body of the council trying a different angle. “We hear your resistance, Your Highness. Name a condition, then. Speak a concession that allows you to step toward what the realm requires with less reluctance. Within reason, we will consider it.”

The pause stretched again. The incense smoke pressed low over that hidden table, the weight of it mirrored by the density of silence that followed. When Carthea answered, his tone had cooled enough to skim across the wood rather than slam into it.

“If the realm demands an heir,” he said, “it will have one. Beyond that, my life remains my own.”

The scar under Rozan’s ribs burned in a slow, spreading circle, as if someone had pressed a heated palm against the skin and held it there. The words from the star room rose in that heat, shaped by Carthea’s mouth, shared against the echoing stone: We find a way out. Together.

The council murmured, voices overlapping, some indignant, some calculating, the sound turning into a low, indistinct growl that rattled faintly against the door. A single bell rang far off in the city, the stroke dull through layers of stone, marking an hour deeper into the night. The corridors outside remained quiet; most of the palace slept, unaware that the shape of its future narrowed inside this sealed chamber.

“Your mother would not wish—” someone began.

“My mother,” Carthea cut in, the rawness in the phrase scraping through the muffling wood, “knows what this line has cost. She will have her heir. But she will not tether my neck to your fears.”

The dragon scar’s ache sharpened once, then settled into a steadier throb that kept time with Rozan’s pulse.

The chamber did not surrender easily. Voices pressed back, arguments about treaties and troop counts and ports at risk; every piece of Athelion’s structure laid out like a set of stone blocks that would tumble if one man refused to stand where they stacked him. Yet the tone inside changed by degrees, shifting from demand toward a brittle sort of compromise—concessions on ceremony, on timing, on how public the early stages of the betrothal must be. The tide did not withdraw; it only rearranged how it planned to break.

Through it all, Carthea’s replies held a strange, fierce steadiness, the kind of balance that came not from calm but from someone who had already chosen which piece of himself he would not surrender.

The incense thickened again, then eased as if some unseen hand had opened a vent. Footsteps scraped; chairs shifted away from the table one by one, each movement marking a small retreat. The iron-bound door’s handle turned with a soft clack; the outer guards straightened, boots grinding lightly on stone as they braced.

Rozan’s fingers slipped from the spear to the wall, palm pressing flat against the cool stone beside the arch. The chill there climbed into his skin, fighting the heat under his ribs. His body leaned a fraction deeper into the shadowed recess, making his presence smaller, so that the first glance down the corridor would find only a guard at ease between patrol points, not a man anchored by the weight of words he had no right to hear.

The door opened.

Incense rolled out in a heavy breath, followed by the more human scents of sweat and tired cloth and strained patience. Councillors emerged in a slow file, robes whispering against the threshold, rings glinting in the lamplight as hands adjusted sleeves or smoothed the fronts of garments that had borne the tug of argument. Their faces held the washed-out look of people who had spoken too long in one room, mouths set in lines that refused to admit defeat even as eyes betrayed weariness.

Carthea came last, flanked by the two Inner Guard.

His robe still bore Valcaryn blue at the sleeves, the threads catching the lampglow in a faint sheen. The set of his shoulders had not changed since he entered; if anything, the line of his back seemed more precise, as if each vertebra had locked into place during the hours inside. The skin around his eyes carried a deeper shadow now, a smudge of fatigue the council meetings had become adept at etching into his face, yet his gaze remained level, fixed on some point ahead that none of the men beside him could see.

His hand brushed the doorframe as he stepped across it, fingertips grazing the iron band around the wood with a contact so light it might have been accident. The moment that hand moved away, the fingers curled once, not fully into a fist, only enough for the knuckles to pale and the tendons to rise briefly along the back of his hand.

The movement landed in Rozan’s chest with the clarity of a spoken word.

Carthea walked past the service arch without turning his head. The two Inner Guard remained close, their presence announced by the shift of mail and the faint clink of sword against scabbard at each step. The air around their small escort carried the cooled remnants of council smoke and the sharper edge of barely leashed anger. The torchlight threw their shadows long along the wall, three shapes stretched and warped until they overlapped, the clusters of movement knitting into one dark strip that slid over stone like an unbroken line.

Rozan’s thumb pressed harder into the wall.

Pressure steadied the shake that had begun there.

When the small group reached the bend of the main corridor, Carthea’s steps slowed again, almost imperceptibly. His head tilted, just enough to let the lamplight catch along his cheek and the edge of his profile. For a heartbeat, his gaze dropped away from the path ahead, angled toward the side passage’s mouth.

The angle gave him nothing but darkness.

Still, his mouth moved, the barest shaping of lips, no louder than a breath.

The words did not reach Rozan’s ears. They did not need to. The same vow already sat under his ribs, carved there by hands and choices no council could catalogue.

The corners of Carthea’s mouth tightened, as if around a taste that refused to sweeten. Then he straightened, faced forward again, and let the Inner Guard lead him down the hall, away from the hidden door and its smoke, deeper into the palace that caged him with every corridor it offered.

Their shadows lengthened as they passed the last lamp and stepped into a darker stretch where the stone swallowed their outlines.

Only when all sound of their passage had faded did Rozan’s hand fall from the wall back to the spear.

The shaft felt different now, not only as a weapon but as a measure—of distance to gates, of turns between towers, of how many steps lay between this corridor and the lower passages that led toward forgotten doors and disused arches. Lanternlight pooled at his feet, then broke apart as he shifted, its edge cutting across his boots in a thin, bright line.

His own shadow stretched along the stone beside him, taller than his body, the spear’s length turning it into something almost unrecognisable, a dark figure that leaned toward the bend where Carthea had disappeared.

“Run, then,” he breathed, the words swallowed by the corridor before they rose above the lamplight. “And I will take you out.”

The promise sat between him and the stone, quiet and unadorned, as the lamps guttered once in a stray draft and the long shadows on the wall reached just a little farther.
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Chapter 3: The Last Request of a Queen
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The corridors leading to Whiteshore Hall held a stillness that felt different from the quiet in the rest of Skyhold, a hush layered not only with respect but with the slow, steady weight of waiting, as if the stone itself held its breath between one hour and the next. Braziers along the way burned lower than usual, their flames bent small under the draft pushing in from the sea-facing windows, and the smoke from the herbs smouldering inside them drifted in thin, stubborn ribbons that carried a sharp, medicinal scent, bitter at the back of the throat.

He had walked this way too many times in the seven days since Valcaryn’s letter, each journey announced by a different messenger and the same tightness in their mouths. Some nights the healers had called him in a rush, certain they were summoning him to hear last words, only for his mother to claw her way back to a strip of clarity that lasted the space of a single conversation. Other nights they had sent him away from the threshold with a shake of the head, saying she slept too deeply to know him. The hours when her eyes opened and found his had grown fewer, narrower, more precious, until each one felt like a candle burned at both ends.

Carthea’s steps sank into that haze, the soles of his boots muffled by runners laid down over the white stone, cloth in muted colours chosen to soften sound around the queen’s wing. Servants passed only in singles here, not in bustling lines, each one moving with careful economy, hands folded around trays of damp cloths and clean linens, shoulders drawn close as if a smaller shape might offend the air less. At the curve before the Hall of Whispers, two of the palace healers stood conferring in low tones, their dark robes stained faintly with the ghosts of past poultices despite endless washing, their faces caught between discipline and tiredness.

Their conversation broke when he approached. One bowed his head in a quick, jerking motion and stepped aside, making a wider space than necessary for him to pass, fingers twitching once toward the satchel slung at his hip before stilling again. A murmur followed—“Your Highness”—quiet and formal, like a prayer offered without expectation of reply.

The entrance to Whiteshore Hall loomed ahead, its doors carved from pale driftwood and inlaid with lines of mother-of-pearl that caught the lamplight in soft, wavering gleams, a deliberate echo of moon on water. The panels stood half-open tonight, letting the smell of herbs spill unchecked into the corridor: crushed mint and feverfew, sharper valerian, something darker underneath that clung to the roof of the mouth. Candle-wax lay thick along the threshold, where hands had set and lifted lights for days without pause; heat and time had warped the drips into uneven ridges.

Two of the Queen’s Guard flanked the opening, armour dulled to a soft sheen so it would not catch and scatter every candle-flame, white enamel shaded grey along the edges by use and worry. Their spears crossed like a suggestion rather than a barrier until they recognised him; the shafts lifted at once, points angling toward the ceiling, leaving the way clear. The older of the two dipped his chin, face hidden behind the open visor’s shadow, and a line of grief sat in the set of his mouth that did not belong to duty alone.

“Her Majesty asked for you,” the guard said, voice pitched low, as if the walls might bruise under anything louder. “She—her strength comes and goes. The watchers say this is a better hour.”

Better narrowed into something thin and sharp between Carthea’s ribs. The number of such hours had dwindled in the past week, shrinking from stretches long enough to hold entire conversations to small islands of lucidity surrounded by fever’s tide. He stepped past the guards into the hall.

The ceiling of Whiteshore arched high, painted with pale birds and long white waves, the colours dim in the uneven candlelight. Tapestries along the walls rippled slightly in the draft from the sea-facing windows, their blues and greens dulled by age, threads raised where fingers had brushed them over the years in nervous habit. At the far end, behind a half-drawn curtain of gauze, lay the queen’s chamber, the once-imposing doors to her formal apartments propped open since the healers first declared the crisis.

Inside, the air thickened.
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