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Time was never a river in Eldoria. It was a cage.

Every king knew the law of the Bell: at the stroke of midnight on the Turning of the Year, the bronze throat would sing, and the throne would demand its due. Blood. Memory. A life. Something loved. Something lost. To refuse was to risk the unraveling of an empire’s heartbeat.

For centuries, the people had prayed, and the kings had paid. The city thrived on sacrifice, building palaces on grief, raising banners from bones. And yet no one questioned the order of things. The Bell rang. The throne obeyed. And the kingdom endured.

Until the war with Avernos.

They were the enemy across the river, a land of deep forests and wilder magic, where heirs were born marked by the Hourmark—a sigil branded upon flesh that tied them to prophecy and ruin. Eldoria conquered them with iron and fire, and in the ashes of that victory rose a young king, Ithriel of Eldoria, his crown still blood-warm. He was the ruler fate had demanded: ruthless, calculating, a sovereign who could bleed the world dry if it meant his people would survive.

Yet fate is seldom so obedient.

Among the captured was Kaelis, a soldier with defiance in his eyes and silence in his name. To the court, he was nothing: a prisoner, a pawn, a blade too dull to fear. To Ithriel, he was an anomaly—a single look on the battlefield, a heartbeat caught in the wreckage, enough to disturb the iron logic of conquest.

The throne wanted Kaelis’s blood. The Bell hungered for it. The law whispered that only a sacrifice born of Avernos’s line could seal Eldoria’s victory. And yet, when Ithriel touched the chain at Kaelis’s throat, something else stirred: not obedience, not submission, but a dangerous echo between them, sharp as a sword’s edge, deep as a wound that refused to heal.

Love was not permitted here. Love was not written in the ledgers of kings. Love, in Eldoria, was a debt—something to be spent and sacrificed, never cherished. But even under the weight of laws older than memory, even as shadows of rebellion coiled and the Bell began to falter in its song, Ithriel and Kaelis were bound.

Bound by defiance. By blood. By the inevitability of choosing one another when the world demanded the opposite.

This is their story. A tale of a king cursed by the throne he claimed, and a warrior scarred by a kingdom that burned. A tale of sacrifice, of betrayal, of time itself bending to a love too reckless to be denied.

When the New Year comes and the Bell rings for its due, who will bleed? Who will be remembered? And who will dare to defy fate itself?

The dawn waits. The Bell waits. And in the silence between its tolls, two hearts will choose.
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Chapter 1. Bloodied Throne
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Snow fell like ash upon the broken banners of Avernos.

Ithriel pressed his palm to the pommel of his sword and let the quiet of the conquered plain settle under his skin. The wind smelled of iron and pine resin and the oil they had poured over siege ropes at dawn. Behind him, the white walls of Eldoria’s forward bastion glittered with new frost; before him, Avernos lay on its knees—its last cohort scattered into the gully where the river had run red and then brown, and then finally clear again.

“Signal the horns,” he said, and the knight at his shoulder raised a gauntleted fist. Bronze voices lifted along the ridge, low then rising, a layered note of victory that rolled over the ruins. In the hush afterward, Ithriel heard crows arguing and the soft breathing of the wounded. His men were already moving through the wreckage—binding, counting, cutting banners down.

He rode forward. Hooves splashed through a sinking, trampled field. Spear hafts jutted like reeds. He dismounted where a standard of Avernos lay half-buried in the slush, its black wolf devoured by mud.

General Mornic approached, visor lifted, beard rimed with frost. “The wolf’s head is off the pike, Your Highness. What’s left of their court fled before the final breach. But the city is ours.”

Ithriel looked past him toward the distant silhouette of Avernos’s citadel—a crown of dark stone crouched on the far hill, smoke still unraveling from its bones. “Say it plainly, General.”

Mornic smiled without warmth. “Eldoria holds Avernos. Today we plant our banner on their keep and tomorrow your crown on your head.”

Tomorrow the Throne of Time would take his oath.

He kept his voice even. “Casualties?”

“Fewer than feared. The Aster-iron gates held, and the inner guard folded when we brought the second ram to bear. Their command broke when Lord Varcen’s cavalry turned the flank. Clever bastard.” Mornic’s mouth tightened at the name. “We lost a good sergeant covering the breach. I’ll send word to his family.”

“See it done,” Ithriel said. The words came reflexively; some days they felt like clean steel, other days like rust rubbing off on his tongue. He looked down at the banner under his boot. The wolf’s eye still gleamed through grime—fierce, unbending. He ground it into the earth until the light went dark.

A shout carried from the lower slope. “Prisoners!”

They brought them in strings—soldiers in pieced armor, farmers with blades of harvest, boys with faces still round in the cold. The wind worried their hair and their convictions like a dog. A young officer in Ithriel’s livery stepped forward. “We found them in a collapsed tunnel, Your Highness. Some tried to burn the maps before we reached them.”

Ithriel moved along the line, measuring posture and silence, the way truths clung to shoulders and eyes. He made a practice of not reading faces as if they were human, because that way lay hesitation. But discipline would only take you so far; the rest was the strange and brittle arithmetic of rule.

One man – a youth, really, though the jaw had hardened early – stood a little apart. Not by choice; he’d taken the worst of the tunnel’s fall and his weight listed on one leg. His hair was black and ragged with ash, and a cut opened his cheek in the shape of a crescent. His hands were bound, yet his gaze was not. Gray, not like winter sky but like the stone under ice—unyielding, cold enough to burn.

Ithriel told himself he did not look twice. His body betrayed him and did it anyway.

Mornic followed his glance. “That one kept the others from charging us. Spoke like an officer but wore no rank. Stubborn. He’ll break hard or not at all.”

“What’s your name?” Ithriel asked.

The youth took a breath that might have been a laugh. “If I told you, you’d scratch it off a ledger like the rest.”

“You’ll answer a king,” Mornic snapped.

“I don’t see a king,” the youth said. “Only a prince who hasn’t paid.”

The words struck like a thrown stone. Several soldiers bristled, hands going to hilts; Ithriel lifted a finger, and steel rested again in scabbards. He stepped close enough to see the shard of light fixed in the youth’s pupils. Up close, the cut on his cheek was clean, as if cut by a chisel rather than a blade. The Aster-iron cuff bit his wrist and left a pale groove.

“You’ll see one soon enough,” Ithriel said. “Eldoria does not delay its oaths.”

The youth’s mouth tilted in that not-laugh again. “I know your oaths. I know what your Throne demands.”

He should not have felt the prickle at the base of his neck. “Do you.”

“The Bell of Years rings on the Night of Turning,” the youth said. “And a king of Eldoria pays in memory, blood, or love.”

Someone hissed. Mornic made the sign at his breast as if to ward off blasphemy. Ithriel hid his surprise in motion, turning to the officer. “Take them to the lower camp. Water first, then bread. Then the masters of record will have their names—or their defiance will be recorded in place of them. No beatings unless I order it. No heroics.” He let his eyes rest on the youth again, only for a heartbeat. “And bind that wound before the cold does worse.”

He moved away before he could feel the youth’s gaze catch in his cloak like a burr.

By dusk they had climbed the broken stairs into the keep. Avernos’s throne room had burned. Black spires of smoke still breathed from the rafters, blackening the frescos. The wolf banner above the dais had curled and fallen in a singed roll, and ash lay in the seams of the floor like old snow. Eldoria’s standards stood in its place, white and iron-gray, the crest of the hourglass stitched in dark thread.

Varcen came from the shadow of a pillar, hair damp from melted frost. He bowed just enough. “Your Highness. Reports from the western gate. The gatewardens swear the last carriage through held crates of grain—conveniently heavy, conveniently sealed. If our quarry escaped, it was then.”

Ithriel watched smoke coil, slow and sinuous, toward the broken oculus. “Your quarry,” he said softly, “had better be a rumor.”

Varcen’s gaze slid to Mornic and then back to Ithriel. “Rumors are what keep men vigilant. The people of Eldoria prefer their kings crowned without the whisper of a wolf to haunt the steps afterward.”

“My people,” Ithriel said, with a smile that bared no teeth. “And their king.”

“Tomorrow,” Varcen said. “At dawn, we ride for the capital. The Throne does not like to wait.”

“It waited for my father,” Ithriel said. He could still see his father’s hands on the stone, each line of life hammered into another link of chain. He could smell candle wax and sand, and the faint, almost sweet odor of blood cooling in a bowl. The Bell had rung and rung until the pillars shook. In the weeks that followed, his father’s gaze had learned how to lose him, as if Ithriel were a road the old man had once walked and could not find again.

“With respect,” Varcen said, “your father taught us the cost of delay.”

Mornic shifted. “We have something else.” He handed Ithriel a strip of scorched leather. On it, under soot, a sigil had survived: a simple circle broken by a vertical line.

Ithriel turned it over. “Hourmark.” The sign of Avernos’s blood. He felt the room narrow and the air grow thin. “Where?”

“In the collapsed tunnel,” Mornic said. “Near the one who didn’t give his name.”

Ithriel’s mind placed gray eyes in a hooded hall. He imagined a crest branded under shirts, in the hollow of a throat, on a rib, a hip. He imagined finding it with a hand.

“The heir is dead,” Ithriel said, to the room, to Varcen, to the crows outside. He spoke it like iron: make it true by speaking it without doubt. “He fell with the rest. The banner’s down; their city’s ours. We end this as kings do—by standing in the light and saying so.”

Varcen dipped his head with a courtier’s grace that was almost insolence. “As you wish, Your Highness. I will craft the proclamation. Eldoria brings the year to heel. Avernos is finished.”

“Finish it,” Ithriel said.

They slept what passed for sleep in the conquered keep. In his borrowed chamber Ithriel propped his sword against the bedpost and stared at the ceiling beams, counting heartbeats. The Bell of Years was far away—in the depths under Eldoria’s palace, behind doors no army could breach—but he felt it like a draft beneath a door, like a rhythm under music. It was not yet the Night of Turning. Yet even now, the thought of the Throne pulled at him as the tide pulls a body floating on its back.

He rose before dawn, armor creaking in the cold, and went down to the prison vaults. A torch threw honey-lit bands on stone. The guard saluted and unlocked the iron gate.

The youth—no name, gray eyes—sat on the bench with his bound hands resting between his knees. Someone had cleaned the cut on his cheek; a white strip of linen crossed it like a crescent moon over night. He looked up when Ithriel entered and did not stand.

“You should sleep,” the youth said. “Kings must be rested to make the right sacrifices.”

“You’ve had instruction in blasphemy,” Ithriel said.

“In survival.”

“Tell me your name.”

“Names are gifts,” he said. “Avernos learned not to give them to thieves.”

Ithriel ignored the prickle at his temple. “You were in a tunnel with maps marked for evacuation.”

“I was pulling a child out of a hole she couldn’t breathe in.”

“Did you pull your prince out first?” Ithriel asked, close enough now to see the pulse at the throat. “Or did you leave him there to learn how strong your stones are when they fall on your head?”

The youth’s jaw tightened, but the eyes didn’t flinch. “You think any prince of Avernos would run? You don’t know our dead.”

“Dead is the word I require,” Ithriel said. “You’ll give it to me. And you’ll give me the name of any noble who fled with him, if he lives. If you lie—”

“Your Throne will punish me?” The youth’s mouth folded around the word Throne as if it were a taste he wanted to spit. “No. It punishes you.”

Ithriel took a breath to slow his tongue. “Eldoria did not ask for this. We inherited it. My father inherited it before me. The Throne keeps the year in stride. The Bell rings; a king pays; the rivers don’t freeze in summer; the children don’t forget their mothers’ names.”

“And what do you forget?”

He had not intended to answer. “Less than my father,” he said, and felt the truth sting. “Enough.”

The youth’s gaze moved to Ithriel’s fingers, where old scars crossed like pale threads. “Then you are already poor.”

Mornic’s boots rang at the end of the corridor. He appeared at the gate, breath frosting. “Your Highness. Scouts report skirmishers in the western wood. No banners. Likely pockets refusing to yield. We’re ready to sweep and push them toward the river.”

Ithriel looked one last time at the bound man on the bench. The torchlight made a halo of the linen on his cheek. He thought, absurdly, of snow catching on a raven’s wing. “You will be moved with the others,” he said. “If you are wise, you will eat and keep your counsel and not test the patience of men who’ve bled for this day.”

“Kings bleed too,” the youth said softly.

Ithriel did not answer. In the bitter light of morning he climbed to the keep’s parapet and watched the columns form for the march to Eldoria. Banners snapped, white and gray. The horns sounded again, nearer this time. The city below bared its teeth of charred timber and toppled stone.

Varcen joined him, cloak drawn tight. “Say the words,” he urged. “Set their minds. The faster we move, the fewer coils rumor can wrap around our heels.”

Ithriel let the wind take his breath until it hurt. He looked over the ranks—his soldiers, his charge, his responsibility that bit like a wolf. He thought of his father’s eyes finding and losing him and finding again, and of the sound the Bell would make soon, a note that threaded bone. He thought of gray eyes in a torchlit cell and of a cut in the shape of the moon.

He raised his voice. “Men of Eldoria,” he called, and the edge of the keep threw his words down into the courtyards and lanes. The murmurs quieted and then died. “The wolf is down. The year bends its knee. You have bought your king a stolen dawn with iron and with courage. Today we march home. Tomorrow we crown what you have won.”

A cheer climbed out of throats and met the sky, rough and jubilant, and for a moment he stood inside the sound and let it hold him up.

When it faded, Varcen’s mouth was at his ear. “You know what the markets say,” he murmured. “That Avernos hid its prince in plain sight. A common soldier with uncommon eyes.”

Ithriel’s hand found the edge of the stone and curled there. He watched the western wood, dark beside the river. “Markets say many things.”

“They do,” Varcen said. “But if this one is true, better we find him before the year does.”

The wind shifted, bringing the smell of smoke and wet fur. Somewhere in the wood, a single crow called and was answered by another. Ithriel looked toward the prison block where the nameless youth waited, where the cut over his cheek grew a crust the color of wine.

“Ready the riders,” Ithriel said. He turned from the parapet to the shadowed stair. “Sweep the woods. Search the ruins. Turn the stones. Bring me everything that breathes and everything that might be persuaded to talk.”

Varcen’s smile was small and satisfied. Mornic bowed to the command.

Ithriel started down into the stairwell’s cold throat, armor ghosting the steps with a whisper. He did not allow himself to remember the youth’s voice, or the way defiance had looked in his eyes like a star refusing dawn. He did not allow himself to concede that he had looked twice, then a third time.

He let the steel of himself harden until there was no softness left to yield and, when he spoke, his voice carried like iron striking iron, a command hammered at the anvil of winter.

“Leave no one alive.”
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Chapter 2. The Whisper of Avernos
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They had not yet scrubbed the blood from the stones when the rumors began to breed in the shadows.

I moved through the ruined hall with my cloak pinned tight at my throat, the ash settling on the velvet like winter dust. Smoke ribboned up through the cracked oculus, carrying the last breath of the wolf banners. Beneath the soot, the mosaics of Avernos—wolves chasing stags, moons gnawed to crescents—glimmered like teeth. Our men worked by torch and shouted tally—spears, standards, bodies. On the dais where their kings once judged, Eldoria’s white-and-iron colors hung newly and did not yet belong.

“Lady Serenya,” Varcen said, appearing from a side arch with the uncanny knack of men who delight in corners. “There’s a matter we should discuss away from ears.”

Every ear in a conquered city is a mouth, and every mouth wants to taste the first hint of a new king’s weakness. I followed him behind the scorched tapestry that hid a passage wide enough for two. The stones here were older, colder; water whispered in the wall.

Mornic waited there with two of his captains and a body wrapped in a horse blanket. Even under the wool the shape was unmistakable—a soldier of Avernos by the build of him, wide in the shoulder, the stiffness of a man who’d learned to die with his jaw still set.

Varcen swept back the blanket to the collarbone. “Found near the western gate. Arrows in his back. Not ours.”

“Then whose?” I asked.

“Friends who didn’t want him questioned,” Mornic said. He took a knife from his belt and slid it under the filthy shirt. The fabric lifted. Under the grime, on the soldier’s chest just above the heart, a sigil had been branded. The old flesh had healed around the mark years ago; it had never been meant for the eyes of enemies. A circle cleaved by a single vertical line. Simple. Arrogant.

“Hourmark,” I said, and my mouth tasted of metal.

“Theirs,” Varcen agreed. “Not ink. Scar. This one wore it close.”

“You’re telling me he was an heir.” My voice rang flat in the narrow space.

“I’m telling you,” Varcen said, “that Avernos branded its heirs young. This one was not an heir. Wrong age. But he knew one. He walked with one. He bled for one. And someone silenced him before we could ask the one question worth asking.”

Mornic put the cloth back with a soldier’s tenderness. “The men who drag this through the camp will be telling tales by sundown. It only takes the right word in the right throat to make a crowd start to hear the Bell of Years every time the wind scrapes stone.”

I listened. Far above us the keep moaned as cold found every crack. There was no bell tonight. The true Bell rang only once a year on the Night of Turning, when the old year bled out and the new one drew breath, and the Throne below our palace demanded its due from the king. That was the story people told their children to make the dark orderly. It was also truth. I had watched my father grow lighter by increments, a man stripped like winter branches.

“Keep the body cold and quiet,” I said. “Burn the blanket. The captains who brought him—send them to me one by one.”

Varcen smiled without showing teeth. “Too late for quiet, my lady. A baker’s boy saw the brand. So did the groom who fetched the oil. The boy gaped. The groom crossed himself and spat. The tale is walking already.”

“Then we cut its feet off,” I said. “Find the boy. Find the groom. They will be paid to forget. If that fails, send them out with the forage wagons and make sure they wander until spring.”

Mornic grunted. “Understood.”

I left them there in the throat of old stone and took the stair up to the ruined hall. On the dais, Ithriel stood as if carved from the same granite as the steps. He had not yet changed out of the field mail. Ash traced the lines of his jaw, and in the falling light his eyes looked like cooled coin—dull until the flame caught them and then bright enough to hurt.

We were children when we learned to smooth our faces. He had learned better than I. Still, I saw the lines that grief and hunger carve and fill over and carve again.

“The standard reports?” he asked without turning his head.

“Banners tallied, armoury taken, cistern intact,” I said, climbing the last step. “Avernos is ours in all the ways a city is ever ours. And I have a problem in the walls.”

At that he did turn. He always looked like our mother when his attention focused—sharp, unsparing, as if attention were a blade you draw across a throat to see what color the blood is. “Trouble?”

“An Hourmark brand,” I said, low enough that the men anchoring the new banners couldn’t hear. “On a dead soldier. He was theirs. He walked close to the wolves. Someone put arrows in his back before we could ask where he led them.”

For a heartbeat the air tightened, a harp string pulled until it sang. “Show me.”

“In the passage.” I told him as we went. He didn’t speak; silence hung from him like frost halo from breath. We reached the body and Mornic uncovered the chest again. Ithriel didn’t touch it. He didn’t need to. He had always read truth without laying his hand on it.

“You see the problem,” I said.

“I see the answer,” Ithriel replied. The torchlight cut new planes in his face. “Someone ran with their prince. And someone else feared they’d lead us to him.”

“Or feared what the prince would say,” Varcen suggested lightly. “A boy with a claim and a spine can unmake an army faster than frost. If he learns to breathe the right lies.”

Ithriel’s gaze slid to him and then away. “Serenya,” he said, and that was intimacy and command both. “Close the gates to the lower city. No one leaves without a writ from me. Mornic, pull riders from the supply train. Sweep the western wood where the tunnels surface.”

“Already in motion,” Mornic said.

“Good.” Ithriel’s eyes went back to the brand and did not waver. “How many saw this?”

“Enough,” I said. “A boy and a groom, perhaps a captain who pretends not to be curious. I will put coin in the right hands and fear in the others. By morning, the story will be a dream someone had after too much wine.”

“By morning,” Varcen said, “the campfires will be telling it in verse.”

“Then I will give them a better verse,” Ithriel murmured. He covered the body with the blanket himself. His gauntlet brushed the dead man’s shoulder as if in apology. “The proclamation?”

“I wrote three,” Varcen said. He produced a scroll as if by alchemy. “In the first, Avernos is dead and the wolf forever skinned. In the second, the line is broken but the people spared. In the third, we speak of mercy and ask for cooperation in finding scattered nobles so they may be spared the harshness of the field tribunals.”

“Burn the third,” Ithriel said. “Announce the first from the parapet at dawn. Then send the second by courier to the outlying towns. The market likes a gentler lie on its lips than the garrison.”

Varcen’s smile edged toward admiration. “As you wish.”

I touched Ithriel’s elbow. He did not pull away, but he didn’t look at me. “There is another thing,” I said. “The nameless prisoner—the one from the tunnel. He is not the heir. He is too young, and the brand is not his. But...”

“But,” Ithriel said.

“He looked at you like a man holding ground,” I said. “Not like a boy. And when you mentioned the Throne, he said, ‘It punishes you.’ He speaks our forbidden words as if they were bread.”

“I know,” Ithriel said softly. For a sliver of a moment something moved in his face that I had not seen since we were children peering up at the Bell-chamber door: not fear; something more perilous. Fascination.

“I think you should not go to him again,” I said, voice gentled as if speaking to a skittish horse. “At least not until you sleep. Men say foolish things when their bones are tired and the ash hasn’t cooled.”

“Do they,” he said, and walked.

I walked with him. The corridor widened, and then the night air slapped us clean. On the parapet, the banners had settled into their new places. The city stretched below in black teeth and cinder. Beyond, the western wood was a darker shadow against the fading sky, and the river licked light from the last shreds of day.

He leaned on the merlon and watched the wood where the tunnels ran like veins. His breath came steady. “When did you start believing the Bell was a story?” he asked.

“I never did,” I said. “I only learned to speak as if I did.”

He nodded once. The wind tugged a strand of hair free at his temple and set it to dancing. “They say it rings only on the Night of Turning,” he said. “They say it takes its due then. They say a king is a ledger the Throne corrects every year.”

“They say many things,” I said. “And then the year proves them.”

His hand flexed against the stone. “He knew the words,” he said, and I knew he was thinking of the nameless soldier again. “He said them the way men speak of country. Without ornament.”

“Then he has been near the Hourmark all his life,” I said. “Or he is the kind of fool who reads legends while other men sharpen swords.”

He did not smile. “I have seen eyes like his before.”

“On whose face?”

“None I can name,” he lied, badly. I knew him better than he liked. He had taken those eyes into his head and could not put them down.

“Your Highness,” a runner panted, arriving with the earnesty of a boy who doesn’t yet understand the hierarchy of breath and news. “The scouts found a cart near the western orchard. Grain sacks. False bottoms. Tracks leading out to the willow flats.”

“Any sign of who took them?” Ithriel asked.

“Boots,” the boy said. “Small and large. One set dragged. Blood, but not a lot.”

Ithriel looked toward the wood again. If he felt triumph, he didn’t show it. Neither did he show the stab of hope I felt twist through me like a knife. It would be cleaner if the heir died under a thriftless sky. It would be safer. But history loves a boy who keeps his feet when the wind asks him to fall.

“Send Mornic with the riders,” he said. “Tell him to follow the flats to the second ford. No pursuit across it until I give the word. I want them driven toward the river bend and trapped between water and wall. No burning. I want faces.”

The runner bowed and fled.

“You should sleep,” I said again. “Or you’ll have nothing to pay with when the Bell asks.”

He stared at the darkening wood. “I am always paying,” he said. “I don’t always remember what for.”

I did not touch him this time. My brother carried his crown like a blade; you don’t lay your hand on the edge. I left him to the wind and the thought that would not leave him alone. Below, in the lower court, the prisoners were being sorted under lamplight—farmers to one pen, soldiers to another, the ones with wolf tattoos to a third. I passed the gate and nodded to the captain on duty.

“Names only,” I said. “And keep the scribes awake. If any man speaks the word ‘Hourmark’ without being asked, I want to know which tooth in his head rattled it loose.”

We took the baker’s boy and the groom to the old granary and paid them for silence and new lives in distant towns. We reinforced the gate. We bribed a priest to sing comfort songs in the infirmary so the moaning didn’t sour the men’s sleep. And still the whisper curled along the eaves: a prince in the tunnels, a wolf in a soldier’s shift, a brand over a heart that would not burn away.

When I returned to the parapet, Ithriel had not moved. Stars pinned themselves above the river. He did not look at me when he spoke. “Do you think he’s beautiful?” he asked, voice like a man testing whether a blade still cuts.

I could have lied. I did not. “I think he has eyes that don’t lower,” I said. “And I think that tempts you.”

He inhaled, slow. “Temptation is not a word I like.”

“No,” I said. “But it likes you.”

He turned then, and his smile was all iron. “Temptation makes good bait.”

“You’re not a fisherman,” I said. “You’re a king.”

“Then I’ll fish like a king.”

He called for Varcen. He called for Mornic. He called for the masters of record and the riders and the boy who’d run news until his lungs burned. Commands unwound from him, clean and sharp. Close the western road. Sheet the fords with steel. Offer coin for the names of sheltering houses. Send heralds to the outlying farms with promises and threats bound together like twine. Quiet the rumor with louder drums. And at the center of it all, like a silver nail driven into a black door, he set the name of the nameless man he refused to call by any other: the soldier from the tunnel, the one with the gray eyes.

Varcen inclined his head. “If he is our heir—”

“If he is theirs,” Ithriel said, “I will know. If he is not, I will still know why he looks at me as if he’s counting what I cannot afford.”

Varcen’s mouth curved. “You’ll have him alive?”

“Alive,” Ithriel said, and the word did not admit argument.

I watched his face as he spoke. The wind cooled the ash at his temples. Somewhere in that ruin of a city a boy who might be a king was running for the river with men who would kill him for glory or loyalty or fear. Somewhere below, in a cell that smelled of torches and damp iron, a nameless soldier sat very straight and refused to look down.

“Say it,” Varcen prompted. He loved the way a command glinted when it came out clean.

Ithriel’s gaze cut toward the west, toward the willow flats and the carts with false bottoms and the tracks already frosting over. His voice traveled like steel on stone, ringing just once and then settling into the bones of everyone who heard it.

“Bring me that soldier—heir or not, I will know.”
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Chapter 3. Chains of Victory
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They took my name at the gate.

Not with ink, not with a scribe’s dry scratch, but with a key and a man who said, “You don’t need that where you’re going,” and turned the iron until the door swallowed me. Names were currency in Avernos; you spent them wisely and never in front of a thief. Eldoria was all thieves. I went silent and held what I could behind my teeth.

The stair to the vaults sweated cold. Torches burned low and steady, their light a dull smear on stone. At the landing a guard coiled a length of chain around my wrists and then, like a fisherman paying out line, threaded it through rings set in the corridor wall. The links were dark blue where the smith’s hammer had tempered them, each oval pouring its own shadow on my skin. Aster-iron. I knew its taste before it bit me: chalk and thunder and the memory of rain.

The first pulse came when we passed the second arch. It wasn’t pain, not at first. A pressure blooming in the bones of my forearms, then a slow tightening, like a fist closing about a heart. I looked up. Above the corridor, sullen behind slats of black wood, a brass-disk clock turned its single hand. Each click was another squeeze. Eldoria had put time on the wall and then taught iron to listen.

“Keep up,” the guard said. He tugged the chain and the cuff kissed my wrist with heat. It didn’t blister. It signed.

The corridor opened into the main block: a long hall, cells like open mouths along either side. Men coughed and turned their faces away when I passed. Some stared with the ravenous look of those who wanted to eat the world simply because it still existed beyond their bars. The smell was torch smoke, old straw, piss, the copper ghost of blood. In Avernos our prison was a oubliette under the city’s northern wall; a hole where light went to die. Eldoria’s dungeon was cleaner, ordered. That made it worse. You don’t put clocks in a place unless you intend to measure something.

“Here,” the guard said. He fed the chain through the final ring and locked it with a motion so practiced his fingers barely moved. The wall took the rest of my weight. Stone accepted me with the indifference of everything that lives longer than men.

He was not unkind. No one could afford kindness in a place that ate it first. He set me in a cell alone but not far from the end of the hall where the stairs rose toward voices and air that hadn’t been breathed twice. When he left, the clock’s hand made its next little jump, and the chain answered by pressing my bones like a tutor correcting posture. My breath hitched, then settled. Every sixteen clicks, the chain eased a fraction and then began again. Lesson learned: your hurts can be regular. That way you can plan.

“What do you call yourself?” a voice asked from the neighboring cell.

“I don’t,” I said.

A pause. “That won’t keep you whole.”

“Neither will telling you.”

The man laughed, a rusted sound. “Avernos, then.”

I didn’t answer. He went on, apparently satisfied. “They say the prince died at the breach,” he said. “They say he didn’t. They say he went down into the tunnels and came out smoke on the other side of the hill. They say a lot of things. Here’s what I say: if a lad with the Hourmark lifts his head in Eldoria, the Bell will eat him before the year is done.”

“That’s not how it works,” I said, before I could stop the curtness in my voice.

“Then tell it to me slow,” he said, amused.

I turned my face to the wall. The chain tightened when the clock clicked. The pain had the mathematics of tides. I could build a fort out of that, and I did: count, breathe, wait. Names are gifts. You don’t give them to men who would build gallows with them. You don’t give them to yourself when your blood wants to jump and shout: I am and I was and I will be.

Boots rang on the stair.

They did not come for me first. Interrogations were orchestral, and I was not the overture. I listened to the hall learn how to sing. Iron shrieked in the hinge. A basin was carried past, water slapping its lip. Someone down the row tried to bargain with prayer. The prayer didn’t bargain back.

When they opened my cell at last, the clock’s hand stood at the top of its little dial. The chain loosened one notch as if, polite, it meant for me to stand. Two soldiers came in with a third behind them carrying a book and a quill. The book’s cover was bound in something that had once been alive. I pictured my name stitched there with a neat dry hand and decided not to let it happen.

“On your feet,” the first soldier said. He wore Eldoria’s iron-gray with the hourglass sigil at his breast. His nose had been broken twice, once by a heavier hand than the other. He had learned to keep his wrists loose and his eyes cold.

I stood. The chain made a small train behind me. They took me down the hall into a room with a table attached to the floor and a ring set in the stone at my side. The ring was new. Aster-iron doesn’t dull easily, but you can smell when it has tasted fear. It smelled like a forge under snow.

They sat me. The chain fed through the ring and then back on itself, clever and complete. The man with the quill set his book down and did not look me in the face; he had learned the mercy of being nobody’s enemy by never being anybody’s anything.

The officer came in a moment later. Not the king’s general; another man, narrow through the shoulders, with cheekbones like shelves. His hair had receded from a forehead that worked too hard. He closed the door, set his gloves on the table, took the chair opposite me, and measured me the way you measure a butchered deer: by weight, by yield.

“I am Captain Thane,” he said. His voice was mild as watered wine. “I speak for Eldoria. You are a soldier of Avernos. You have information I require.”

“Then you should ask,” I said.

“I will,” he said. He folded his hands. They were clean. “Name.”

I did not blink. “Rook.”

He glanced at the scribe. The quill scratched. “Age.”

“Old enough.”

“You will find I am not fond of humor.”

“I’m not fond of cages.”

He smiled. It didn’t touch his eyes. “Then help me take you out of one.”

“By giving you rope to string others up.”

“By giving me names of men who built tunnels where we were not invited,” he said, with edge. “Places you took children when our spears forced you into the ground. Houses that fed you. Carters who drove you. Priests who blessed you. You know the list.”

“Do you think I don’t know which of those you already have?” I said. “You want me to confirm what you learned by listening to our widows cry. No.”

“Then let me ask the questions you can answer without treason.” He leaned back, gentle as a tired father. “Where were you born?”

“In Avernos.”

“Where in Avernos?”

“In a house.”

“Do you have parents?”

“Everyone does.”

“Are they alive?”

I looked at the ring in the floor. “Everyone used to.”

He tapped a finger on the table. “You may be pretending at insolence, but your pulse speaks another tongue.” He nodded toward my wrists. The Aster-iron had leached a little color from my skin. I felt the chain anticipate the clock’s next shift, a hawk shadow passing a field.

“You put your iron on us to make us sing,” I said. “Sing yourself.”

He considered me. He was not a stupid man. “The brand,” he said. “The Hourmark. We found it on a corpse at the western gate.”

“So you say.”

He gave me another of those thin little smiles. “If I were one of yours, and if I had a boy you valued, and if that boy wore your god-mark over his heart and you feared he would be taken alive—do you know what I would do?”

I said nothing.

“I would shoot the man walking with him in the back,” he said, voice still mild. “I would shoot three or four if I had to. Men moving with a prince learn to make a wall of bodies without realizing they’ve learned. You don’t live through wars without learning. But someone else learned faster. They took your wall down.”

“In Eldoria we call that cowardice,” I said.

“In Eldoria we call that strategy,” he said. “In Avernos you call it love.” He reached across the table. The chain tightened reflexively. He only adjusted the angle of the oil lamp. Light slid across the table and fitted my face like a new mask. “I don’t care which word you use. I care where the boy went when the bodies dropped.”

The clock clicked. The chain answered: a press, a release. I counted to four breaths. “If you had him,” I said, keeping my voice easy, “you wouldn’t be asking me. If you don’t have him, you never will.”

He looked at my mouth when I spoke as if tracking the shape of lies. “Why do you think that?”

“Because he’s smarter than you.”

“Than me, perhaps,” he said. “Not than the king.”

The door opened.

The shift in the room was physical. The scribe looked up. Captain Thane stood so fast his chair scuffed the flagstones. I didn’t move. Moving is how prey makes itself smaller.

Ithriel entered without armor, in a black coat that ate the torchlight and boots that remembered mud. The ash from the field had been washed from his jaw; the skin under it was carved by fatigue but not softened. He wore the crown only in the way others looked at him.

He didn’t look at me first. He took the chair Captain Thane had abandoned, turned it with a neat hand, and sat. The air of the underground pressed close, listening. He set his gloves on the table and regarded them as if they might speak and save him the effort.

“Leave us,” he said. Not loud. Captain Thane hesitated, then inclined his head. The scribe tucked his quill behind his ear and tried to become flat enough to fit into the crack in the door. When it shut, the only sound was the patient tick-click of the brass disk in the hall.

He looked up at me. Our gazes caught and held as if a hook had been thrown into each. He was not older than I by much, but power makes age like winter makes ice: quickly, and with a sound if you listened.

“What do you call yourself?” he asked.

“You collect those, do you?” My throat felt scraped. The chain kissed bone and retreated. “They’ll spill if you stack them too high.”

“Names?” He leaned his forearms on the table. He had soldier’s hands, nicked at the knuckles, a faint strip of a scar glancing along the thumb as if a blade had once corrected his grip. “Yes. I collect them. They are what a king spends when iron fails.”

“You’re not king yet,” I said.

“And you are not heir,” he said, and watched my face not change. “The Hourmark was not yours.”

“Are you disappointed?” The word came out before I could sand it smooth.

“I am surprised,” he said. “Disappointed is a luxury.”

“You wore your disappointment like a banner on the field,” I said. “Where I’m from, men hang their dead higher.”

He smiled with no teeth at all. “From the field, then,” he said. “Not a house guard. Not a clerk. You were at the breach?”

“I was under it,” I said. “Holding a beam off a child.”

“Heroics,” he said.

“Breathing,” I said.

We let silence walk a lap of the room. The clock clicked. The chain pressed. Ithriel’s gaze dropped to the cuff, then climbed back to my eyes.

“Aster-iron doesn’t hurt unless it has a reason,” he said. “Do you know why it hurts you?”

“You put it on my wrists.”

“It listens to the clock,” he said. “And you listen to the clock. The iron wants the truth to keep time. Every click is a confession you didn’t make. It tightens to remind you that time is passing and I am patient.”

“You are patient?” I laughed, low. It sounded like a wound. “You took a city by afternoon and hung your banners before the ashes fell.”

“I had ten winters to learn how to be swift,” he said. “Patience is why I’m here now.”

He could have let the captain grind me down with questions I would not answer. He could have sent me to the pen with the others and let rumor boil
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