
The Final Halloween

The Last Pact of Blood and Memory

By Lucian Reef

––––––––
[image: ]


The Demon’s Bargain Series (Book 5)

Copyright © 2025 Lucian Reef
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission of the publisher, except for brief quotations in reviews, academic criticism, or as permitted by law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. All characters are portrayed as adults.

First Edition — October 2025
Cover design and interior formatting by the author.

Table of Contents

Introduction

Chapter 1: The Silent Crown

Chapter 2: The Boy and the Mirror

Chapter 3: The City Without Sin

Chapter 4: The Return of Fire

Chapter 5: Kael’s Shadow

Chapter 6: The Church of the Last Light

Chapter 7: The Candle’s Oath

Chapter 8: The Forgotten Feast

Chapter 9: Lucien’s Tomb

Chapter 10: The Shadow Candle

Chapter 11: The Pact Renewed

Chapter 12: The Last War

Chapter 13: The Memory Flame

Chapter 14: The Black Crown

Chapter 15: The Thousand Bells

Chapter 16: The Hollow Sky

Chapter 17: The Ash Bride

Chapter 18: The Demon’s Eulogy

Chapter 19: The Last Halloween

Chapter 20: The Ink and the Flame

Chapter 21: The Garden Beyond Time

Chapter 22: The River That Remembers

Chapter 23: The Shrine of Ash

Chapter 24: The New Moon Pact

Chapter 25: The Bell Without Sound

Chapter 26: The Lover’s Fire

Chapter 27: The Law of Endings

Chapter 28: The Candle and the Dawn

Chapter 29: The World That Remembers

Chapter 30: The Last Light

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Year 5 After Pact – The World That Remembers

No gods remain.
Only the hum of candles that light themselves, trembling at the edge of silence.
The sky has forgotten how to bleed, and the city beneath it forgets how to pray.
Aurevale sleeps beneath the ashes of its own mercy. The bells that once tolled for war now ring only to mark the hour—thin, mechanical, without faith. Every street remembers a battle no one dares name; every wall bears the soot of forgiveness. The world is healed, they say, but healing feels like the hush that follows grief.

Elias writes alone in the council chamber, his ink the color of old blood. The crown upon his desk gathers dust, the seal beside it still warm from his hand. No one calls him king anymore. They call him the Candle that Endures. They mean it as reverence, but it sounds like mourning.
The pact he forged—his last act of defiance—still binds the laws of men and the ghosts of demons. But the binding weakens. The black candles that once burned across the city have gone dark, one by one, until only a single flame remains—his.
Each dawn he wakes to find it shorter, melting toward its final vow. He keeps it alive by whispering a name the world has forbidden.
Kael.
The word tastes of smoke and devotion. It fills the room, then fades like breath on cold glass.
Ten years of peace have made Aurevale righteous and brittle. The new priests call it deliverance. They preach that forgetting is holy—that to remember the war is to invite it again. They speak of purity, of silence, of a world cleansed of sin. Elias listens, and says nothing. He has grown too wise to argue with zeal. But sometimes, when the council disperses and he is left alone, he hears the stone beneath the city breathe. It sounds like a heartbeat trying to find its rhythm again.

He wonders if Kael would recognize this world.
A world that has traded passion for order, memory for mercy. A world where even love must apply for permission to speak.
Perhaps it is peace. Perhaps it is death by another name.
On the eve of the fifth Halloween, the flame on his desk flares without wind. The air tastes of iron and candle smoke.
A shadow moves across the wall—too precise to be trick of light.
And from the silence, a voice he thought forgotten speaks:
“Did you keep your promise, Candle King?”

The wax cracks. The flame shivers once, as if answering.
And far below the Spire, where the river meets the Mirror Canal, something burns again—something that remembers.
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Chapter 1: The Silent Crown
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Year 5 After Pact – The World That Remembers

No gods remain, only candles that light themselves.
The air hums with names the living can no longer speak.
And once a year, the world dreams of its makers.
Some mornings, when the wind crosses the Spire just right, I swear I hear one of those names.
It sounds like mine—spoken by a voice the city insists never existed.
Morning beat the bells to the Upper Spire. I arrived before the city woke enough to argue with itself.

I checked the ledger, signed two grain permits, and sent runners to the river stairs with orders to keep the Mirror Canal clear of festival boats. The Ash Market had asked for extra wardens. I wrote the names, stamped the wax, and kept the column for “losses” empty. In peace, the only blood I allowed on paper was sealing-wax red.

“Your Grace?” Captain Dorn waited at the threshold, helmet under his arm. “We’ve a crowd. Hollow Quarter. Words got ahead of sense.”

“Who’s stirring them?”

“A priest with a new title. They call themselves the Church of the Last Light.”

The name crawled through my chest like a half-remembered hymn.
We had prayed to light once; now they prayed to the absence of it.
I stood, fastened my cloak, and followed him down the spine stairs. The city spread in slate and brick beneath a sky the color of cooled iron. Ashfall waited for next week. Today the streets breathed like animals that had learned gentleness and kept the habit from pride.

We cut through a lane of laundries. Steam rose clean. A child hopped chalk squares. When she saw me, she saluted with an exaggeration that made the line of wardens behind me stifle grins.

The crowd clogged a fountain in the Hollow Quarter. Men held signs painted in coal—NO FALSE FIRES, SPEAK NO DEMON. A woman in plain grey stood on the basin lip, a brass bell in her hand.

“Citizens of Aurevale,” she called. “The old sickness thrived on names. We will not speak them. We will not teach our children the spell that ruined us.”

Murmurs. Agreement. Relief shaped like zeal.

Captain Dorn made room for me with two clean gestures. I stepped up onto a crate. The woman saw me, rang her bell once, and lowered her head—respect or tactic, the same angle.

“Keep preaching,” I told her. “If your law saves lives, I’ll help carry it.”

A ripple of surprise passed through the crowd. She held my gaze. “You won your throne by breaking the old law. Let us keep the city by keeping our mouths shut.”

“What law?” I asked.

“No demon names.” She lifted the bell. “No candles that pretend to think. No mirrors in public houses. The Feast of Masks this year—quiet. No masks at all.”

Her voice shook nothing, yet the air itself recoiled.
I felt the crowd lean away from me—not from fear, but from memory trying to protect itself.
A boy in the front hissed. His mother pinched his ear. The crowd swayed.

I raised a hand for silence. “We don’t forbid tools because some men used them badly. We write rules for hands.”

She smiled like a patient tutor. “Tools invite hands. Hands misjudge. Your Grace, even you cannot legislate memory.”

“Correct.” I pointed at the fountain. “But I can legislate water. And bread, and roofs, and how we speak to widows. Last year we rebuilt this quarter with men who refused to say please. They still carried stone.”

A man shouted from the back, hungry for spectacle. “Say his name then, King! If law fears nothing, say it!”

The quarter held its breath. Someone dropped a cup. It broke.

I let the silence stand until it hurt. “I will not bait my people for a trick,” I said. “We do not govern by dares.”

The woman rang the bell once. “Then prove mercy another way. Ban the Feast.”

Children booed. The sound hit me like a thrown apple—soft, shocking, real.

“No,” I said. “We keep the Feast. We keep it ours. Masks don’t lie; people do. We’ll bar the old sermons, not the music.”

“Music invites wine,” she pressed. “Wine invites sin.”

“Wine invites sleep,” I said. “After a year of rebuilding, they’ve earned both.”

Laughter punctured the tension. Even the zealots softened at the edges. The woman studied me as if I were a line of law that refused to parse.

“Very well,” she said, voice level. “Post your decree. We’ll post ours: names are dead. Speak light, or be silent.”

“Speak mercy,” I answered. “Or be kind.” I gave the captain a look. He relayed it down the line. Wardens didn’t move; they watched the crowd uncoil on its own. We left them to their slogans and walked back up the lane.

“Do we watch her?” Dorn asked.

“We watch everyone.”

“What about mirrors in public houses?”

“Hang them high,” I said. “Let people see their faces while they call for new gods. It slows the hand.”

He grunted approval, then hesitated. “Your Grace—rumors say the throne room still holds two chairs.”

“It does.”

“They say one stands empty.” He risked a glance at my left hand where the scar from the brand slept quiet. “They say you speak to it.”

“Do we legislate the angle of my gaze, Captain?”

I almost told him the truth—that silence is only dangerous when it starts answering back.

“No,” he said. “Not yet.” He peeled off toward the barracks with a soldier’s relief at being done with philosophy.

I climbed the Spire alone.

The throne room was spare stone and steady light. The floor held a web of inlaid ash—lines of law I’d written with the council and the city and my own stubborn hand. The throne itself did not look like a punishment. Stonemasons had set it low and broad, its arm carved with a broken-crown relief that fitted my palm when I gripped it too hard. Beside it, a second seat waited—half-shadow, half-iron, a seat built for a man who hated ceremony and endured it like weather.

I shut the door and let the quiet settle.

“Every hour,” I told the empty chair, “they talk less like believers and more like accountants. It should feel like safety. It feels like forgetting.”

The chair did not answer, but the shadow beside it deepened, the way a body shifts its weight before standing.
Hope, I reminded myself, is a trick of lighting.
The world did not answer. Wood cracked in the rafters as sun warmed it.

I sat. The room adjusted around me the way a body adjusts to a weight it knows. Papers waited on the low table—a draft proclamation about festival routes, an amendment on bread allotments, a petition from market mothers about night fires in alley ovens. I read and signed. My hand obeyed; my throat stalled.

I stared at the empty chair and lied to myself less.

“You’ll return on Halloween night, won’t you?” The words left like a confession and landed like a dare. “I built you a city that can survive your absence. I taught children to count instead of pray. I carved your name out of law where no zealot can scrape it off with a sermon. I kept my promise. Keep yours.”

A breeze crawled along the floor. Old ash lifted, rose an inch, fell. The sound resembled a small animal breathing in sleep.

I forced myself back to labor. I edited a line to read: No faith shall cost bread. I signed with a stroke that cut deeper than the others and sealed the decree with red wax.

For an instant the wax reflected a second hand beside mine—stronger, darker, gone.
I blinked and the illusion broke.
Heloise arrived without warning, as she always had before the war and after it. She carried a stack of wood masks in her arms, faces blank as dawn. She tilted her chin at the empty chair and then at me. “You talk to furniture now? I’ve seen worse ways for rulers to go mad.”

“Don’t encourage rumors,” I said, reaching for the top mask. Her work always held the grain like a secret. “What do you need?”

“Permission to keep the Feast loud.” She set the masks on the table. “Last Light has a choir and a sermon; I have drums, bread, and children who can carve a grin that will make a priest confess to crimes he hasn’t imagined yet.”

“Permission granted. We keep the Feast. We bar torches in alleys. You’ll post wardens by the Mirror Canal.”

“Always.” She leaned a hip on the arm of the empty chair as if it were a barrel in her shop. It didn’t complain. “You look older.”

“I am.”

“Are you lonely?”

“Do you want me to be?”

“I want you to pass a law that makes it illegal for me to worry about you,” she said, dry. Her gaze slid to my hand. “The brand quiet?”

“Quiet enough.”

She watched my face until I broke eye contact. She set a palm on my shoulder, squeezed once, and lifted it. “I made something for you,” she said, and placed a small parcel wrapped in linen on the table.

“Another mask?”

“A mirror cover,” she said. “For the one in your quarters you never throw away.” Before I could answer, she gathered her masks and left the room with a carpenter’s confident stride.

I lasted five more decrees. The sun dipped. The city began its evening voices—metal on metal, bread on board, laughter trying to grow into song. I stood and crossed to the narrow stair that led to my rooms.

The corridor held the smell of soap, ash, and a ghost of honey. I stripped my coat, rolled my sleeves, and washed my hands at the basin. The mirror above it kept the crack it earned during the purge; I had stopped promising myself I would replace it.

I dried my palms and unwrapped Heloise’s gift. The cover was simple—two layers of cloth stitched with a thin chain to drape over the mirror, a seam for a hook so it would sit calm even if wind pried at the window.

I hung it. The room stilled, as if it approved.

I lit a lamp and opened a ledger I never let anyone else see. Not law. Not bread. Names. The ones I still remembered. The ones I had burnt to buy power in a world that refused to trade fairly. I traced a line where Lucien’s laugh used to sit in my head and found, as always, an ache shaped exactly like the space it left.

I closed the book and pressed my thumb to the scar in my palm. It did not wake. I almost missed the pain.

Night tiptoed up the walls. The city outside tested songs. The Feast was three days away. I imagined the square—drums, masks, Heloise downing wine like threat and promise—and then imagined the opposite, a quiet so deep the air forgot how to carry music. Both visions made my throat tighten.

I rose, walked to the small table by the window, and opened a drawer. Inside lay the last black candle in Aurevale. The others had been spent on war, on mercy, on foolishness and love. This one I kept as a relic and as a vow.

I set it on the table and did not strike a flame.

I reached for the chain that held the mirror cover and paused. Superstition nipped. I let the cloth hang. I turned back to the candle and folded my hands on the table the way I taught children to do when they wanted to prove patience.

“Three days,” I said, to the room, to the empty chair downstairs, to a world that pretended it had forgotten the shape of a demon’s mouth against a king’s hand. “Three days and you keep the only promise I ever wanted.”

The lamp guttered. Outside, laughter climbed a rung too high and lost its balance, fell into shouts, found its feet again as song.

I leaned forward and watched the candle do nothing.

I told myself to stand. I didn’t.

I told myself to sleep. I failed.

Instead, I reached and touched the cool wax with the back of a finger. The seal, stamped years ago with a broken crown, held its pattern. I imagined the heat of a hand that once cupped mine and called it memory, not faith.

I let my head bow. My voice didn’t break; I have always spoken softly, even to things that could kill me.

“You’ll return on Halloween night, won’t you?”

The room waited.

Then the candle changed temperature under my skin. Not heat—just the sensation of heat remembered. The seal darkened a shade as if someone breathed against it from inside.

I snatched back my hand. The wax shone—wet where it had not been wet a heartbeat before.

No flame. No spark. No trick of lamp light. The candle’s edge slumped, slow as a mouth unsealing.

Black ran. It bled down the side like ink. A single drop swelled, trembled, and fell, soundless, into the dish.

It began to melt on its own.

The scent that rose was not wax but skin after rain.
A voice—too soft to be sound—brushed the back of my mind: Three days.
My pulse obeyed before reason did.
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I was halfway through a bread allotment dispute when the runner hit the doorframe. He didn’t bow. He panted my name like a warning.

“Your Grace—Hollow Quarter—Heloise says come now.”

I set down the quill. “Is it fire?”

“Glass,” he said. “And a boy.”

I didn’t wait for cloak or guard. I took the spine stairs at a run, two at a time, the ledger ink still wet on my fingers. The Spire coughed me into streets already awake and sharp. Merchants hauled shutters. A knife sharpener sang his single flat note. I cut through the laundry lane, past steam and hot stones, and found Heloise outside a tenement with her sleeves rolled and jaw set.

“Inside,” she said, catching my arm and pulling me through the door before the quarter could see my face and make a story out of it. “Mother’s calm. Child’s not. Mirror’s—wrong.”

“Wrong how?”

“It answers.” She pushed open a door with her boot and stood aside.

The room held a bed, a table, a basin, and a square of glass bolted crooked to a wall that didn’t deserve it. The mirror was clean. The boy on the bed was not. His knees bore the grey of the Quarter, his hair stuck in damp clumps, his eyes were fever-clear and fixed on the mirror as if it might run.

His mother knelt by the bed with both hands on his shoulders. She looked at me, not impressed, not afraid—just a woman who had already decided what mattered. “He won’t drink,” she said. “He won’t blink.”

“What’s his name?”

“Tal,” she said. “He saw a man in there. The man spoke. Said—” She swallowed. “Said a name we don’t say. He made my boy say it back.”

Heloise watched me instead of the glass. She knew what a single name could do to a room.

I sat on the edge of the table, level with the boy’s eyes. “Tal,” I said. “I’m Elias. If the mirror frightens you, we can cover it.”

“It’s not frightening,” he said, voice steady as if he’d rehearsed it. “It’s lonely.”

His mother flinched. Heloise’s jaw ticked.

“Lonely,” I repeated. “Did it tell you that?”

“He did,” Tal said. He didn’t move his gaze. “He said he was late. He said he missed the song from last year. He asked my name. He said he was looking for—” Tal’s lips stuttered. “For K—K—”

I held up a hand. “Don’t push.”

“He said Kael,” Tal whispered, and the mirror picked the syllable up and laid it down so gently I almost believed I’d imagined the echo.

The air moved. Not wind. The shift you feel when a word you’ve hidden too long makes it into the open and finds it still fits.

“Tal,” I said. “What did he look like?”

“He didn’t—” Tal frowned. “He didn’t fit. He was taller than the frame but he made room. His hair was wrong. Like smoke when you’ve just put it out. His eyes were—” The boy blinked once, fast. “He knew your name.”

Heloise glanced between us. “Whose?”

“Elias,” Tal said, impatient now that I’d failed to understand. “He knew Elias.”

I stood. The room felt too small. I reached for the cloth cover on the back of a chair and lifted it. “May I?” I asked the mother.

“Do it,” she said, voice low. “We’ve never had trouble with the glass. There’s no temple here. We don’t teach names.”

“I know.” I stepped to the mirror. My hand shook once, a small betrayal. I steadied it and raised the cloth.

“Wait,” Tal said. His gaze cut to me for the first time. “He said if you covered it he’d knock.”

“I’ll take the risk.”

“He said he knocks with light,” Tal insisted. He pointed at the mirror’s bottom edge. “There.”

The glass, which should have reflected my hand and the cloth and nothing else, flickered. Not light—reflection of light. A shape moved in a place that did not have depth.

Heloise reached for my wrist. She didn’t grip. She landed two fingers on the pulse and counted, a habit from the years when I needed to prove to people I still had one.

“Captain?” I said without looking away.

She answered for him, dry. “No guards. You told the boy’s mother we wouldn’t turn her house into a parade.”

“I did.”

“Good.” Heloise let go. “If it cracks, I’ll hit it before it hits you.”

The mother drew Tal into her lap with a strength that surprised the bones in her arms.

I lifted the cloth higher. The room doubled. My face, then my face with the lie stripped, then a third image layered behind mine where a man should not fit but did. He wore no crown. He always hated the weight. The glass made him thinner, like grief.

“Elias,” said the shadow I had once loved, and my name carried the same angle it had the last time he spoke it—accusation and vow in equal measure.

Heloise didn’t speak. Tal’s mother didn’t cry out. They were braver than I was.

“Kael,” I said.

The mirror breathed. He didn’t fog the glass. He made the glass forget it was solid.

“You told a child my name,” I said, and anger moved in my throat like an old blade that still remembered the way out. “You know the law we wrote. You know why we wrote it.”

His mouth tilted, almost-human. “You told the city to forget me,” the mirror said, his voice warped by distance but not broken. “You told the city to eat bread and call that mercy.”

“Bread is mercy,” Heloise muttered, because she could not let a bad argument stand.

Kael’s eyes flicked to her like he could see past me, through light, through the room, into the Quarter that made both of us. “Heloise,” he said, and my friend’s hand tightened on the edge of the table until wood complained.

“Talk to me,” I said, sharp. “Not to my people.”

“I’ve tried,” the mirror said, wry. “You wrapped your glass. I learned to tap on other panes.”

“Why him?” I glanced at Tal, who watched without shaking. “Why my boy?”

“Because he listened,” Kael said. “Because he still trusts reflections to tell him the truth.”

“You can’t use him,” I said. “He’s not a door.”

“Neither were you,” Kael said softly, and the memory of his hand closing on mine during the year the world burned rose clean and unasked. “You opened anyway.”

Tal pulled free of his mother. He stood between me and the mirror like a page defending a standard. “He didn’t hurt me,” he said. “He was polite. He said please.”

Heloise made a small astonished sound. “Demons improve,” she said under her breath.

“We don’t use that word,” the mother hissed. “Not in my house. Not around my son.”

Kael watched me as if he could choose which law we enforced by the direction of my eyes. “They call us shadows now,” he said. “It suits.”

“Stop,” I said.

He obeyed. He stilled so completely the room forgot he existed. It hurt worse than any motion.

“Tal,” I said, without looking away from Kael. “Did he ask you to do anything?”

“Just tell you,” the boy said. “Tell you he’s late. Tell you he missed the song. Tell you—” He frowned again, as if trying to catch a fish with his bare hands. “Tell you the candle fell asleep.”

Heloise’s gaze snapped to me. She’d been in the room last night. She’d seen the black wax run without flame.

I kept my face steady. “Anything else?”

“He said he was sorry about your hand.”

“That’s enough,” the mother said. She wrapped her arms around Tal again, this time from behind, so he would feel the wall of her and lean into it. “We don’t owe apologies to glass.”

“You don’t,” Kael said, and his voice thinned, as if the mirror had moved him farther away. “I owe them. And I can’t pay through cloth.”

“Then wait,” I said. “Three days.”

“Three,” he repeated, tasting it. “You still count.”

“I never stopped.”

“Neither did I.” He lifted his hand, palm to the glass, as if asking for mine. He didn’t push. He gave me a choice.

I moved closer. The room smelled like soap, bread, and a trace of ash the recent wind couldn’t quite carry off. I raised my hand and set it on the glass. Cold jumped into my skin. A scar down my palm woke and remembered him.

Kael’s hand matched mine. The pressure came through a world thin as paper and somehow still had weight.

Tal watched with his mouth open. His mother hid her face in his shoulder and didn’t tell him not to look.

“Why now?” I asked. “Why the Quarter? Why not the throne room where you liked to announce your disapproval to stone?”

“I can’t choose where I surface,” he said. “I can only choose who I call.”

“You called a child.”

“I called you,” he corrected. “I missed.”

I wanted to say a dozen things. I wanted to say that missing me had always been his talent. I wanted to demand the cost of last year’s silence. I wanted to lean forward into the glass until we broke it or it broke me.

Instead, I looked at Tal. “I’ll walk you to the Spire,” I said. “You and your mother. You’ll sleep there tonight.”

“We can’t leave the stall,” the mother said automatically. “We bake at dawn.”

“I’ll send a runner to watch your oven,” Heloise said. “He’ll steal nothing. I’ll cut him in half if he tries.”

“Listen to her,” I told the mother. “She speaks for me when I’m foolish.”

“You’re always foolish,” Heloise said. “Sometimes you’re useful.”

Kael’s mouth twitched again. “The Feast,” he said. “You kept it.”

“We kept it ours.”

“Good,” he said, and the word landed like the weight of a hand on the back of my neck, familiar, irritating, necessary. “Keep it loud. It hurts less.”

“Does it hurt?” I asked before I could stop myself.

He didn’t lie. “Yes.”

I almost said I was glad. I didn’t.

Heloise cleared her throat. “If you’ve finished flirting with a window, Your Grace, I’d like to protect the boy you came to protect.”

Tal beamed at her. “You’re funny.”

“I’m tired,” she corrected gently. “Different disease.”

I kept my hand on the glass one more heartbeat. Kael didn’t take advantage of it. He didn’t pull. He didn’t press. He waited like a man who’d finally learned patience on the wrong day.

I lowered my hand. The cold left in a stripe. “We leave now,” I told the mother. “Bring only what you need for a day.”

She didn’t argue. She packed bread in a cloth and a shirt for the boy. Tal grabbed a wooden soldier with one arm and then, cautious, tapped the mirror with the other. “Goodbye,” he said to it, like a neighbor.

“Not goodbye,” Kael said. “Not yet.”

We stepped into the lane. Heloise took point. I put Tal between us. His mother walked tight to my side, scanning the shadows for zealots who’d smell a story and turn it into a sermon.

“Your Grace,” she said as we climbed, breath measured, steps sure. “If that thing wants you, why bring us? Why make us a mark?”

“Because he spoke to your son,” I said. “And because the only way to keep a house safe in this city is to put it under the roof everyone owes.”

“You can’t watch all of us.”

“I can watch the ones who look me in the eye,” I said. “It teaches the rest how.”

We made the gate. The wardens let us through without questions. I nodded to Dorn, who appeared from nowhere the way good captains do when they smell trouble in time to cut it off. He took in the boy, the mother, Heloise’s face, my hand, and the way I wasn’t breathing with my whole chest. He didn’t comment.

“Guest quarters,” I said. “And a warden on the door who can count to a hundred without needing his fingers.”

“Yes, Your Grace.”

He led them away. Heloise faced me. “Do you want to cover your mirror, or leave it hungry?”

“Hungry things learn tricks,” I said. “We’ll feed it rules.”

We went to my rooms. I left the door open. I hung Heloise’s cloth over the mirror cleanly, no theatrics. The room steadied.

“Sit,” she said.

“I stood all morning.”

“Sit anyway.” She dropped into the chair by the window and set her boots on my map chest like a threat. “He looked like himself?”

“Yes.”

“Angrier?”

“No,” I said. “Tired.”

“Good.” She watched my face until she was satisfied I wasn’t about to faint or punch the wall. “You still intend to keep the Feast loud?”

“Yes.”

“You’ll need wardens at every mirror.”

“Yes.”

“You’ll need a way to talk to shadows without a child running the message.”

“Yes,” I said, and the ache that had lived quiet behind my ribs since last winter moved like an animal in a cage that had just smelled fresh air. “I’ll use mine.”

I lifted the cloth.

The mirror showed the room. The basin. The crack. My face trying very hard not to be a face.

“Careful,” Heloise said.

I stepped closer. I didn’t speak. I didn’t blink. I let memory, stubborn as law, do the work.

The glass cooled. The air thinned. A shape gathered like a decision.

Kael stood where my reflection should be and didn’t pretend to be anything else. He watched me, not the room, not the door, not Heloise pretending to look at her boots.

“Three days,” I said. “Then the Feast. Then we end this proper.”

“We don’t end,” he said.

“Then we stop doing it wrong.”

He shifted—small, like a man adjusting a weapon he wasn’t sure he’d need. His eyes held mine. The silence lasted long enough to become an answer.

“Tal is safe,” I said. “You speak to me. No more children.”

“I speak to anyone who listens,” he said.

“Then learn to prefer me,” I said, because I’d learned arrogance from him and found uses for it. “I can hit back.”

A fault line of humor cracked his mouth. The glass bled a thread of light across my palm where it hovered a breath from the surface.

“Prefer?” he asked.

“Try it.”

Heloise groaned. “I hate you both.”

“Noted,” I said.

Kael didn’t look away from me.

I didn’t look away from him.

The mirror held us.

Then the shadow in the glass moved, precise and deliberate, and smiled.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: The City Without Sin
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The council chamber filled before the hour. I made them wait anyway. Power in Aurevale traveled faster than mercy; it needed a leash.

Dorn stood behind my chair, statue-still. Heloise leaned against a pillar with sawdust in her hair and contempt in her smile. Across the table sat the Church of the Last Light: the grey-robed woman from the fountain—Acolyte Mara—flanked by men who looked like they’d practiced piety the way soldiers practiced forms.

The air between us smelled of candle smoke gone cold.
Every word in this room would be weighed like iron; mercy always lost the scales by an ounce.
I set the day’s stack of decrees on the table, aligned the edges, and spoke first.

“Bread allotments stand,” I said. “Mirror Canal stays open for Feast boats. We bar open flame in alleys after sundown. We post wardens at glassworks, tenement halls, inns.”

Mara did not blink. “You forgot one,” she said.

“I forget little.”

“Words,” she said. “We ban the word that started the rot.”

Heloise snorted. “Which? You’ll have to be specific. I’ve heard more lies baked fresh than bread this week.”

“The one that summons hunger,” Mara shot back. She faced me. “We ban ‘demon.’ We fine the mouth that shapes it. We break the habit of fear by refusing to name it.”

I had once spoken that word in a whisper and the world had answered.
Now even thinking it felt like betrayal—to the silence that followed, and to the one who used to listen.
“You break history,” I said. “Fear is not the enemy; forgetting is.”

The word forgetting tasted like ash when I said it.
For an instant, something in the law-lines beneath the floor hummed—like memory refusing to stay buried.
Murmurs. Councilors shifted. Dorn shifted not at all.

Mara lifted a stack of petitions. “Fifteen wards signed. Mothers, dockmen, midwives, the guild of night-watchers. The city wants quiet.”

“The city wants easy,” Heloise said. “Quiet’s just the wrapper.”

Mara laid down the petitions like cards. “We have survived five years. Let us live without dragging the corpse of what was into every sentence.”

“Five years is not a generation,” I said. “It isn’t even long enough for children to grow out of last year’s shoes.” I tapped the nearest decree. “We keep the Feast loud because memory needs volume. We keep our dictionaries honest for the same reason.”

“Then speak your beloved word,” a councilor said, oily with courage borrowed from a crowd. “If it is only a noun, crown, show us your lack of fear.”

Silence shaped like a dare. I didn’t take it.

“I don’t speak on command,” I said, and moved on. “We’ll compromise. Not a ban. A posting. ‘Words are tools. Use them in need, not in sport.’ I’ll fine mockery, not warning.”

Mara’s mouth tightened. “Fine ridicule and you’ll spend all winter counting coins.”

“Then we’ll get good at counting,” Heloise said. “At least numbers keep promises.”

The council voted. The compromise passed by one voice—mine. Mara hid her fury better than I hid my fatigue. She stood. “While you balance blades on your tongue, others will bleed,” she said. “I will post our own warnings at tenement doors.”

“Post what you like,” I said. “Post it in plain language.”

She turned to go. Paused. Looked at the band on my finger. “You still wear a trinket of red wax,” she said, a blade wrapped in reverence. “A child’s ring for a grown man.”

I didn’t hide my hand. “It keeps its shape,” I said.

“For now,” she said, and left with her flock.

We took the spine stairs fast. The city had grown bright and brittle around noon; brightness in Aurevale meant rumors had time to harden.

Dorn matched my pace. “Tenements in the Copper Ward are tearing down tavern mirrors,” he said. “Innkeepers complain about the splinters. A boy threw rocks at his own reflection to prove he couldn’t be tempted by it.”

I swallowed a memory and it scraped. “Post two wardens with brooms. Make the boy sweep the street. Quietly.”

“Your Grace,” Heloise said, falling in, “Mara’s people nailed a placard to my shop. Says: ‘No false fires. No false faces. No names of shadow.’”

I stopped. “Your shop?”

“I admire their courage,” she said. “The wood will burn well in my stove.”

“Don’t.”

She waited.

“Let it hang,” I said. “Yesterday you told the quarter that power can argue without a sword. Prove it.”

Heloise grimaced. “I hate when my own words come back. Fine. I’ll let it hang—high enough for children to spit on.”

We pivoted through market noise. A fishmonger shouted. A charlatan offered charms against “unspecified influence.” I took the charm, crushed it, and handed the man a permit to sell eels if he wanted a legal trade.

He stared. “Just like that?”

“Just like that,” I said. “Tomorrow you bring me the eels.”

He laughed and bowed so low he almost kissed his own shoes.

We cut down to the Copper Ward. A crowd had gathered around a tavern with a blacked-out sign: The Three Mirrors. Its owner, a woman with arms like timbers, stood on a barrel while two zealots tried to convince her that glass invited sin.

“It invites tips,” she said. “Men drink more when they think they look handsome.”

The crowd laughed. The zealots flushed. One caught sight of me. “Your Grace,” he said, with the confidence of a man about to ask the crown to enforce his sermon, “you agree that reflections flatter vice.”

“Reflections reveal pores,” I said. “Vice survives without flattery.”

“That word,” he said, glancing toward the sign he couldn’t bring himself to read. “The one that starts fights. The one you won’t even—”

“This city does not improve by gagging itself,” I said. “We put mirrors high. We keep them clean. We teach boys not to throw rocks at their own faces.”

Murmurs shifted my direction. The tavern-keeper jumped off her barrel, shoved the zealots’ placard back into their hands, and handed them a rag. “You want virtue? Start by helping me scrub the soot.”

They refused. She shrugged and scrubbed alone.

We stayed long enough to make it safe for others to pitch in. They did. Children, a baker, a dockman with a scar under his eye. I gripped the rag for a single minute and remembered Kael standing behind me years ago, laughing at my earnestness, then taking the rag and scrubbing like a man who hated stains more than sermons.

That laugh had been a promise, half threat, half vow.
It still lived in the rhythm of my pulse whenever I tried too hard to cleanse the world.
I dropped the rag. Heloise watched my face and said nothing.

By late afternoon, the petitions had grown heavier than the bread. I signed field permits, denied three requests to shutter tenement bathhouses during Feast week, and approved a new rule: if you wanted a mirror removed from a public wall, you had to stand before the council and watch as we voted—no anonymous fear.

Dorn tried to feed me. I waved him off and finished the last decree with ink that stuttered where my hand trembled.

“Eat,” Heloise ordered.

“When did you become my physician?”

“When the last one retired with all his hair because he stopped caring about your blood pressure.”

I broke bread and chewed as if obedience were a craft.

Tal’s mother appeared at the door with a bow so stiff it hurt to witness. “Your Grace, he’s resting. But he asked if he could keep the cloth. He says it makes the mirror polite.”

“You may keep it,” I said. “You may keep the warden, too, if it helps you sleep.”

She nodded once. “It helps me bake.”

When she left, Heloise tilted her head. “She still won’t say the word?”

“Most won’t,” I said. “The city is trying to rename an old bruise.”

“Does your wax ring help?” she asked.

I turned the band with my thumb. It had been pressed around my finger years ago in a room that held more heat than law. Kael had melted a stick of crimson sealing wax with the war’s last black candle and fitted the cooling circle to my hand as if setting a crown. “For the promise,” he’d said then, wicked and sincere. “So you don’t sign away what you can’t replace.”

I still wore it. The wax had hardened into something that should have cracked months ago. It never did.

“It keeps me honest,” I said.

Honesty, I’d learned, was just the shape love takes when it can’t call itself by name.

“About what?”

“About who left it there.”

Heloise’s mouth softened. “And who didn’t take it back,” she
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