
The Mirror Prince

The Face of His Lost Love Returns in Another Man

By Elion Marr

––––––––
[image: ]


The Last Eunuch Series (Book 5)

Copyright © 2025 Elion Marr
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 Prince of No Reflection

Chapter 2: A Ghost in Daylight

Chapter 3: The First Fracture

Chapter 4: The Violet Keeper

Chapter 5: The Mirror Moves

Chapter 6: The Dinner of Forgotten Truths

Chapter 7: A Distance Measured

Chapter 8: The Court of Masks

Chapter 9: The Name You Gave Me

Chapter 10: The Face in the Mirror Breaks

Chapter 11: The Night the City Bowed

Chapter 12: The Glass Cage

Chapter 13: The Pavilion of Forgotten Wishes

Chapter 14: The Kiss That Didn’t Belong

Chapter 15: The Feast of Masks

Chapter 16: The Prince Who Refused the Crown

Chapter 17: The Hand That Pulls Back

Chapter 18: The Name That Echoes

Chapter 19: The Day the Mirror Cracked

Chapter 20: The Truth Aeren Never Asked For

Chapter 21: The Hunt for a Shadow

Chapter 22: Rain on a New Name

Chapter 23: The Mirror That Refuses to Lie

Chapter 24: The City of Closed Doors

Chapter 25: The Vow We Don’t Make

Chapter 26: Letters We Will Never Send

Chapter 27: The Knife Behind the Oath

Chapter 28: The Last Meeting Under Glass

Chapter 29: The Mirror Prince Walks Alone

Chapter 30: The Crown That Bleeds

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


The fifth book begins where sound has already failed—where words have turned from bridges into walls. Once, they called him Aeren, a name built from faith and grief. Now the syllables lie quiet, like coins left on the eyes of a story that has ended its own prayer. What remains is not a prince, not a wonder, but a man who has learned that being remembered is not the same as being alive.

The kingdom once called Aureth now wears a new name—Vareen—but its faith still binds the same chains.
The kingdom of Vareen still breathes beneath its slow, silver rain.
The streets remember processions long stilled.
The mirrors in the council halls gleam, showing only faces that refuse to look back.
And in that empty glass, one figure departs—another stays.
The distance between them is neither forgiveness nor loss; it is the space where freedom at last can breathe.
The throne did not stay empty.
The Faith returned, not as worship, but as governance — a council of clerics who claimed order in God’s absence.
In the wake of worship unspun, the clergy’s council gathered its remnants and shaped a ruler from them.
They named him High King so that order would keep its posture — a reign stitched from procedure and borrowed reverence.
His decrees move like echoes: loud enough to be heard, thin enough to pass through walls.
Aeren walks into a world that does not know his name. He carries soil under his nails instead of seals on his fingers. The sound of his footsteps on wet stone replaces the sound of his voice. His story, once written in decree and devotion, learns to live inside the ordinary—the weight of a tool, the breath between tasks, the moment before a seed chooses to split.

Behind him, Irenus remains among thrones and parchment, facing the cost of faith built on reflection. He was the believer, the maker of vows that asked too much. In letting Aeren go, he must unmake the figure he once prayed into being. Every act of mercy now cuts both ways—one edge for love, one for truth. What remains of him is not a savior but a witness: a man learning to live without the echo he once called sacred.

The world of The Mirror Prince has always been one of symmetry and fracture. Mirrors were tools of remembrance; now they threaten to become weapons of belief. The glass remembers faces better than hearts, and in that cold perfection lies the danger—faith that reflects instead of listens, love that captures instead of frees.

Book Five begins with a wound that refuses spectacle. No rebellion, no trumpet. Only rain. The city breathes in its quiet unrest: a rumor of a prince returned, a crown that bleeds, a silence mistaken for omen. But the story turns away from thrones and toward the soil—the patient ground where names dissolve and life begins again without witness.

Each chapter walks the narrow bridge between mercy and power, faith and freedom, reflection and being seen. Aeren’s silence becomes a language. Irenus’s confession becomes a vow without altar. And between them, the world learns the cost of devotion: that what we call love is often the will to possess, and what we call loss is sometimes the first true act of grace.

When the book closes, no crown will shine. The mirror will hold no image. Yet in that empty pane—between the rain and the breath—something endures: not the name of a prince, but the quiet of a man who finally belongs to himself.
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Chapter 1: The Prince of No Reflection
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The greenhouse woke before the palace. Glass ribs arched over rows of violet beds, each leaf rimmed with dew, each bloom a small breath of color in the cool. Aeren lifted the watering can and tipped it slowly, letting the stream find soil instead of petals. He moved with the patience this room required—quiet steps, careful wrists, attention measured like pulse. Outside, the first bell had not yet found the towers. Inside, only the faint hiss of water and the soft give of damp earth marked time.

The violets liked dim mornings. He had learned their moods in weeks of watching: how they folded against sudden heat, how they brightened under pale light, how they seemed to rest in the hour before the sun climbed the glass. They did not need words. He understood them with hands.

He set the can down and checked the edges of each bed, pressing a finger into the soil to judge its coolness. His shirt clung between his shoulders where the greenhouse kept last night’s chill. Breath clouded the nearest pane in a small, white bloom that faded as quickly as it formed. He wiped the frame with the side of his wrist and moved on.

At the far wall, among climbing ivy and a narrow bench worn smooth by previous gardeners, stood a strip of fitted panes where the glass had been replaced over the years. Each sheet reflected a thin version of the room: green on green, his figure bent above the violets, the vague curve of the ceiling scaffold. The joins stitched decades together. He preferred this old seam to the newer sections; the slight warping softened edges, made everything less sharp.

He paused when he reached it and pressed the heel of his hand to the cold. The pane gave back his outline, blurred, obedient. He watched the fog form beneath his palm and vanish. The habit had started as a check against drafts—the greenhouse kept its own lungs, and he had learned to read them—but the touch calmed him. Aeren did not ask himself why.

He moved to the next bed. The watering can emptied. He filled it again at the pump tucked under the stair, the handle stiff, the water pulling up from some belly beneath the palace with a groan. When he lifted the can, his cuticles stung from the cold. He breathed onto his fingers until the skin warmed and the ache dulled to memory.

A shadow crossed the glass. A cloud’s edge, nothing more. He ignored it and coaxed water around the roots of the oldest cluster. Leaves trembled with the soft impact. He counted to eight before lifting the spout and letting the soil drink in peace.

By the time the sun found a path through the eastern trees, a faint light spread across the greenhouse floor—thin, clean, kind to the violets. He straightened to rest his back and glanced, as always, toward the seam of panes.

His reflection met him. Hair pushed back. A plain shirt rolled to the elbow. A face that did not ask to be known. He lifted two fingers toward the glass. The reflection lifted two. He offered a small, private tilt of the mouth that was not a smile and not its opposite. The reflection returned it, as it should.

He stepped closer and touched the pane. Breath drew across the surface in a pale crescent. The fog held a moment, then broke into beads.

Something in the picture lagged.

He stilled. The room seemed to notice his stillness and quieted further, as if the air itself pressed its ear to the glass. He lowered his hand, then raised it again more slowly, eyes fixed not on the gesture but on the response.

The reflection lifted later than his bone and muscle had moved. A fraction. A blink at the seam of time. Enough.

Aeren let his hand drop to his side. He felt the faint thud of his heart between ribs and cloth. The greenhouse did not change; water shone at the base of the violet stems; a gnat drifted through the column of light and disappeared. He set the can on the bench. The metal met wood with a light knock that sounded loud in the tempered air.

He reached for the glass again with both hands and laid his fingers flat, then leaned until his breath bloomed over the pane in a clean oval. Moisture gathered and turned the image milky. The world beyond the glass blurred into color and brightness. In that white veil, a darker shape sharpened—a line where a jaw should be, a heavy sweep of brow, the suggestion of a mouth he knew down to the place where worry carved it at one side.

His own face did not return the touch. It watched from slightly to the left, as if someone standing beside him had leaned in closer.

He took his hands away. The fog thinned. The picture snapped back to him: the quiet gardener, palms damp, throat tight. He swallowed against the sudden dryness there and rubbed the heel of his hand under his collarbone until the ache receded.

The first bell reached the palace and stole its usual path through stone. The note arrived muted by glass and leaf, but the body remembered what sound could do. Aeren breathed out and closed his eyes as the chime passed through him—one tone, no command.

He did not touch the pane again for a full minute. He finished the row, trimmed a yellowed leaf, repotted a cutting. He named each movement as if laying bricks: lift, place, press, breathe. When the tremor in his fingers steadied, he returned to the seam and stood as he had stood every morning since this job had become his life.

The pane showed the room plus his outline. The pane should show nothing else.

He set his fingertips to the glass. Cool. Ordinary. He leaned forward until his breath reached and softened the place he touched. Fog flowered. He traced a small curve in it with one knuckle, a habit he had picked up to list tasks without charcoal—one dot for water, two for trimming, three for soil. Today he wrote nothing. He merely watched the fog thicken and then shift.

A man looked back at him through the blur, emerging the way a memory does from a voice in another room—first as weight, then as shape, then as the ache of recognition. The eyes mattered first: dark, steady, held like a question you could not refuse to answer. Then the mouth, serious unless someone had managed to surprise him. Then the mark—faint, near the ear—so long tended that Aeren’s thumb still remembered finding it in the dark and smoothing it when grief would not let the other man sleep.

The fog trembled under his touch. He could have told himself the face was his, distorted by old glass and old fear. He did not.

He lifted his hand away too fast. The breath mark broke and slid. The image wavered and became only light again. In the regular reflection, Aeren stood alone, chest rising and falling as if he had climbed a stair he could not name.

He turned from the pane and sat on the bench. The wood quivered under his weight with a soft creak that the room swallowed. He pressed the backs of his fingers to his mouth, not to silence anything—there was nothing to silence—but to steady the urge to reach again. The violets waited, unbothered by ghosts. The greenhouse smelled of damp soil and metal and the thin sweetness of crushed stems.

He did not believe in omens. He did not trust tricks of light. He had lived too long with people who made other people see what was convenient. He had been that convenience once—breath turned to command, care turned to spectacle—until the world took the sound from him and left him with his hands. He liked his hands. He liked that they could do small, useful things.

Still, the face in the fog had been his ruin and his shelter both.

Aeren rose and fetched the cloth kept for wiping panes. It was an old linen with the edge hemmed crooked. He folded it twice and held it in his fist while he studied the seam. A flaw might have settled in one sheet—a new warp from last winter’s cold, a bubble in the glass that caught light like a pupil. He leaned, scanning for distortions. A slow dot of water slid down the pane and left a trail like a stroke of chalk. He followed it with his eyes until it found the frame.

He breathed out against the glass again. The oval of fog sprang up. He set his left palm to the center, his right above it, and held both there as if warming a window in winter. He waited. The fog should have broken at the heat of his skin, should have beaded and dropped. It did, but within the pale, the darker shape formed again, clearer for the steadiness of his hands.

Not his nose. Not his hair. Not his mouth.

Irenus, but not whole—an outline cut from light.

Aeren’s pulse climbed, not frantic, just hard enough to feel in his teeth. He studied the eyes in the glass, then the mouth. The image did not move. He did not move. The air moved around the edges of both of them, tugging at small hairs along his wrists, stirring the violets’ smallest leaves.

He tested the room the way one tests a bridge—one step, a wait, then another. He lifted his right hand free. The fog dimmed in the shape of that hand and clung where his left remained. The faint face held.

He placed his right palm back beside the first. The fog thickened. He drew a breath and let it out slowly, his lips close to the pane. The new moisture smoothed the surface. The dark lines sharpened a fraction until the eyes in the fog seemed to meet his.

No voice in him answered the ache that rose there — only breath that knew how to stop.

Words were possible, if he pushed. Friction built in the throat, dragged over scars, lost half its sound to what had been taken. He rarely chose to shape them now. Aeren lived a life that let him be quiet without explanation. He would keep it.

He splayed his fingers and wrote a single letter into the condensation with the tip of one nail: I. The line looked like a mark left by a small blade. He stopped, the rest of the name backed up behind his teeth like a river behind a gate.

The fog blurred. The face did not vanish. It waited.

He closed his eyes once, hard, in the old habit of a man refusing a command even when the command came from inside. When he opened them, the shape had not changed. The greenhouse remained itself: shelves, pots, the slow drip from a tray where water had overflowed.

If he stepped away, he could pretend this had not happened. If he stepped away, he could spend the day with soil and pruning and the small terrors of insects, and at dusk he could go down the servants’ stair unnoticed, debts counted in clean nails and quiet floors. He could come back tomorrow and find nothing but his own reflection.

He did not step away.

Instead, he eased his left hand down the glass until his fingers met the wooden frame. He let the skin of his palm skim the pane as he moved, careful to keep contact. Heat bled into the surface, light scattered, fog repaired itself. The image followed the area he warmed, staying within the oval of his breath and the print of his skin as if the glass required both to hold it.

Touch first, he thought. Then breath. The order mattered. Without both, the pane returned to its regular truth: only what stood before it.

He licked his thumb to wet it, lifted it, and pressed the damp pad to the glass above the fogged oval. A bright circle formed and then thinned, too small to keep any picture. He slid it down into the breath-cloud and watched the face steady at the center of that makeshift frame.

He told himself to count to five. He reached eight and forgot to stop.

On the ninth beat, a change—not in the image, but in the air. The greenhouse door at the far end sighed in its hinge as a draft touched it and let it rest back into place. The floor knew the weight. His body knew the rhythm. Someone had crossed the outer corridor, then paused. Not here. Not now. Elsewhere in the palace, another day began to thrash toward its errands.

Aeren kept his palm flush to the pane. He leaned until his forehead almost touched the glass, feeling the faint chill through the hair at his temple. The face in the fog remained patient. He lifted his hand to trace the scar near the ear—the one the world never noticed until it noticed everything. He didn’t touch the glass with his skin this time; he drew the memory of that line in air, a breath’s width away. The outline in the fog did not change.

He pressed his mouth to the pane without meaning to, lips a fraction from the surface, breath warming the thin barrier until the oval widened. Condensation caught the edge of his exhale and trembled. He felt ridiculous and reverent in the same moment and stood inside that contradiction without shame. The hand he wasn’t using shook once and stilled when he pressed his fingers into his own palm.

Aeren had left behind many rooms. He had not left behind the way his body remembered weight: a ring against the small bones of his hand; a head setting trust on his shoulder; the press of a palm to the back of his neck in a corridor where anyone could have seen. He had not left behind the devotion that had outlasted crowns. He had learned to live with it as one lives with an old injury—the ache was information, not command.

The breath-fog thinned. The face blurred at the edges as the glass cooled. He tried to bring it back with a rush of air and found his chest tight. He waited until he could slow his inhale, then exhale again, a careful stream. The fog steadied. The outline returned to its faint, impossible clarity.

He lifted one finger and wrote on the glass where the fog held. The tip dragged through moisture and left a narrow stroke. He made three letters this time—small, careful, pressed close to the center of the oval so they would not vanish too quickly.

H E L

He stopped. He was not asking for help. He knew that. The word had arrived from a part of him that remembered corridors and blood and bells, but this room contained none of those. It contained soil and glass and violets and a man who had chosen to be no one. He flattened his palm and wiped the letters away with a single, firm pass.

Another letter rose under his finger as if it had been waiting in the fog.

I.

Not his. Not written by any visible hand. Just there, sketched by the way the condensation broke where his finger had not touched. He pulled back, and the letter held an instant longer before sliding, bending, and vanishing.

He wanted to laugh. No sound came. The laughter ran through him anyway, a dry warmth that reached the edges of fear and took a little of it with it when it passed.

He looked again at the face. The scar. The mouth. The quiet certainty in the eyes. The expression held the old habit of responsibility like a muscle that had never learned to unclench. The image did not accuse. It did not plead. It simply existed in the space his breath made for it.

Aeren drew back until his skin left the glass. The fog wavered and began to clear. He watched the image thin into streaks and then into nothing. The pane returned him to himself and to the violets and to the small, clean labor of the day.

He wiped the glass with the linen until it shone. He rinsed the cloth at the pump, wrung it, and hung it over the bench rail. He finished the watering. He set a shallow dish of water by the door for the stray cat that sometimes slipped in through the floor vent and slept under the bench among the terra-cotta shards. He moved through the tasks with calm, deliberate hands.

When the last bed was done and the can stood upside down to dry, he let himself cross to the pane one more time. He did not touch it. He only stood and looked—not at his reflection, but at the place where the fog had been, at the faint arcs where his fingers had dragged moisture into letters and then erased them.

He rested his forehead lightly against the glass. The chill helped.

He closed his eyes and shaped a breath he would not give to the room, watching the ghost of unspoken words bloom on the pane.

He mouthed the words to the mirror, his breath tracing the shape of them without sound.
“Who was I, before the silence?”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: A Ghost in Daylight
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The rumor began with a servant’s trembling hands.
A gardener, they said, who tended the violets near the east wing—a man whose face caught the light in a way too familiar to ignore. The tale reached Irenus before dawn, carried on the hesitant breath of a steward who swore it meant nothing. It meant everything.
He dismissed the man, but the words remained.
Aeren.
He had not said that name aloud in years. The Faith had taken it first, and what remained of the Faith crowned another in its silence. Yet his mind shaped it with the same reverence it once shaped prayer. He told himself the gardener could be anyone. The world was full of faces. Still, he found himself walking toward the glass corridors long before the council’s new court began.

The palace had changed since the fall. Fewer guards, fewer prayers. The walls breathed again, though the air still smelled faintly of smoke and iron. He moved through it like someone tracing the ruins of a childhood—each corner known, each echo too close. Light gathered along the marble, thin and cold.

He did not intend to be seen. Years of war had trained him to walk soundlessly even when wearing command. He reached the greenhouse door without a single voice marking his passing. The handle was brass, polished by habit rather than duty. He hesitated, breath steady but shallow, as if the room beyond might breathe him in and refuse to release him.

He entered.

The scent struck first: wet soil, violets, the faint tang of metal tools left to rust. It smelled alive, unlike anything else in the palace. He let the door fall closed behind him. The sound was soft, final.

A figure stood near the far wall, head bent over a cluster of blooms. The morning light struck through the upper panes, dividing the space into bands of white and green. Dust floated where the light hit it, turning the air visible. The man didn’t look up.

Irenus watched. Every instinct told him to speak, but the sight held him silent. The posture—the deliberate stillness—was not imitation. It was memory made flesh. Aeren had moved like that, hands careful, as if the world might bruise under his touch.

He stepped closer, measured, until the edge of a glass partition cut between them. The reflection in that barrier caught his own face and the stranger’s together for an instant, blurred by the difference in distance. His heart stumbled once before resuming its proper rhythm.

The gardener straightened.

The light shifted, and Irenus saw the scar—a thin, pale mark crossing the middle finger, the same one he had bound himself after the fall of the northern tower. The same hand that once poured tea, always with the left first because the right trembled when too many eyes watched.

Not possible.

The man turned, sensing him. The movement was small, cautious, not a servant’s bow but a warrior’s half-guard, prepared to retreat without noise. His eyes found Irenus through the reflection, not directly—caught first in the glass before turning to meet him.

For one breath, neither of them moved. The air between them thickened, bending light until both reflections looked almost superimposed—one man living inside the outline of the other.

Irenus took in the details too fast, afraid memory would betray him. The shape of the mouth, the narrow line of the throat, the faint unevenness of the right brow. Years could not erase those.

“Who are you?” he asked, though his voice did not sound like his own.

The gardener flinched slightly, not in fear but in confusion. His lips parted. Nothing came. Only breath, soft enough to fog the nearest pane. He lifted one hand as if to write on it, then hesitated, lowering his gaze.

The motion tore through Irenus’s composure more than any word could have. That hesitation—breath first, touch second—he had seen it before, in another life.

“You tend the greenhouse,” Irenus said. He had to hear himself speak, to test the air. “Since when?”

The man tilted his head toward the violets, then back to him. His expression stayed mild, polite, distant. He lifted both hands slightly, palms up, and then drew one across his throat—not a plea, just explanation.

No voice.

Irenus’s chest tightened. He stepped closer until the light divided them down the center, glass between. The gardener did not move away. He simply watched, the way Aeren used to—calmly, as though observation was a kind of mercy.

“Your name,” Irenus said.

The man reached for the fogged pane beside him. He wrote three letters in the condensation with a fingertip. They blurred too quickly to read. He frowned, wiped them away, then wrote again more slowly.

E R A—

He stopped before the fourth letter, staring at it as if realizing the danger of what he’d begun. His hand dropped. He rubbed the letters out with his sleeve until the glass cleared again.

Irenus felt the air leave him. “Finish it,” he said quietly.

The man shook his head once.

Aeren would have done the same.

He pressed his palm against the glass between them. The gardener looked at it, not startled, only thoughtful, then mirrored the gesture. Their hands met through the cold. For an instant, the pane clouded from both sides, a shared fog blooming between skin and reflection. The surface trembled as if remembering warmth.

Irenus didn’t breathe. Every instinct screamed to cross the distance, to confirm touch with touch, but the pane held. He let the silence stretch until the breath marks faded.

When the glass cleared, the man lowered his hand and stepped back, distance reasserting itself like law. He turned to the nearest bed and touched a violet with a gardener’s precision—pinching the stem just above a leaf to test its firmness, the exact way Aeren used to check if plants had enough water. The motion was too specific to learn from imitation.

“You’ve done this before,” Irenus said.

The gardener looked up. His mouth shaped something small—perhaps once. The faintest exhale followed, barely sound, only the tremor of a word remembered by the body.

Irenus’s control thinned. “Where did you learn that?”

The man frowned slightly, as if the question itself hurt to understand. His fingers brushed the air near the leaves, then rested against his chest before moving toward the glass again, tracing nothing, leaving no word. He wasn’t avoiding the answer. He couldn’t give it.

Light struck the greenhouse roof, scattering over their faces. The reflections overlapped once more—two shapes nearly touching, separated by the seam of glass.

He could not mistake that pattern of breath, short and uneven whenever attention turned toward him. The same tiny flinch Aeren used to have when caught staring too long.

It wasn’t just resemblance. It was habit carved into the bones.

Irenus stepped back, forcing air between them, as if distance could untangle recognition. “You remind me of someone,” he said, the words rough.

The man paused in his work, still facing the violets. His shoulders tensed, then eased. He nodded once—acknowledgment without curiosity.

That calm refusal felt like memory too.

The door creaked somewhere behind Irenus, a servant’s approach, and he turned just enough to signal silence. When he faced the gardener again, the man had lowered his gaze to the soil, pretending not to notice him.

He left before the moment could shift into explanation.

But halfway down the corridor, he stopped. Through the glass, sunlight fell at an angle, and in it the reflection of the gardener appeared again—not facing the plants this time, but turned toward him, expression unreadable, mouth barely moving as if forming a question he would never voice.

Irenus could not look away. The distance between them was no longer physical; it had become the space between disbelief and need.

He raised his hand to the glass. The reflection did not copy him. It stood still, watching.

The servant’s footsteps echoed behind him. He dropped his hand. The reflection did not.

He walked away before he could invent another reason to stay. The corridors swallowed him in brightness, the kind that left everything too clear.

By the time he reached the outer hall, his pulse had steadied enough to fool anyone who looked. Yet his palms still carried the chill of the glass.

He told himself the resemblance meant nothing. The scar could belong to another man. The habits could be coincidence. The world repeated itself all the time.

Still, the air of the greenhouse clung to his clothes—the faint scent of violets, of breath on glass, of something waiting to be remembered. Outside, the kingdom moved under decrees signed by faith’s successor, a High King the clergy had built from order, not lineage.

He stopped once more at a window overlooking the gardens. The reflection there caught him unguarded: a High King who no longer wore a crown, staring into light that refused to soften. Behind his image, the greenhouse roof gleamed like a mirror laid across the earth.

He breathed to the reflection as if air alone could carry the words. “I know you... even if you’ve forgotten me.”
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Chapter 3: The First Fracture
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The air had not yet settled since his visit.
Even the glass felt restless, holding a faint warmth where a hand had pressed hours ago. Aeren could see it—an oval mark of breath that should have vanished, but lingered like the aftertaste of light. He wiped it away with the side of his sleeve until the pane cleared, leaving his own reflection in its place. Pale, composed, ordinary. The look of someone who had nothing to hide.
He turned back to the violets. The soil was steady under his thumb, the leaves uncurled just enough to promise another bloom. He focused on their rhythm—water, sunlight, silence. It was enough. It had to be.

Outside, the bells rang for midday. The sound folded through the palace in even strokes, brushing against the glasshouse until it quivered. He counted each note out of habit, using them to measure the space between now and the next intrusion.

When the door creaked, the count broke.

He didn’t have to turn to know who stood there. The shift in air was different when it was him—denser, as if the body entering carried a gravity that bent sound around it. He steadied his breath and continued pruning the older stems, letting the rhythm of the shears hide the tremor at his wrist.

Footsteps crossed the tiles. Slow. Deliberate.

Aeren moved to the far bench, arranging tools that didn’t need arranging. The faint clink of metal gave him something to listen to. His reflection caught in the lower panes—a second self blurred by sunlight and soil. Behind that reflection, another figure approached.

“You left before I could thank you,” said Irenus.

Aeren kept his back turned. The voice came quieter than he remembered, but it carried the same control: calm made of iron. He set the shears down and pretended to check the roots. His throat tightened. No words. Just air.

“I didn’t mean to startle you this morning,” Irenus continued. “The servants said you rarely speak.”

Aeren shook his head once. The motion said it’s fine.

The silence held. He could feel the distance shrink with each step Irenus took closer. The sound of boots stopped beside the row of violets. Aeren knew without looking how near they stood—close enough for the warmth of another body to disturb the fine edge of the air.

“I’ve been told,” Irenus said, “that you came here from the southern quarter. That your records were incomplete.”

Aeren’s hands paused. He reached for the watering can, then changed his mind and moved it aside. The act was enough of an answer.

“Incomplete doesn’t bother me,” Irenus added softly. “Only familiar.”

Aeren closed his eyes. His pulse skipped once before finding its rhythm again. He reached for the nearest plant, fingertips grazing the velvet petals. The motion was meant to steady him. Instead, it betrayed him.

A sound—barely one—left Irenus’s throat. A breath catching, more memory than speech. “That gesture,” he murmured. “You always—”

The shears slipped. Metal hit tile with a sharp ring.

Aeren bent to retrieve them, but Irenus moved faster. Their hands met over the fallen handle. Skin against skin.

The contact burned.

Not pain—heat, pure and immediate, flooding up his arm until his chest locked around it. He pulled back, too sudden. The shears clattered again. The violets trembled from the rush of air.

“I’m sorry,” Irenus said. His hand remained suspended in the space between them, fingers curled as if the absence hurt.

Aeren shook his head quickly. He bent again, slower this time, to pick up the shears. When he straightened, Irenus was watching him with an expression he couldn’t read. The eyes—dark, unwavering—were the same as in the mirror’s breath.

“You look like him,” Irenus said quietly. “But it isn’t the face. It’s the way you flinch from kindness.”

The shears wavered in Aeren’s grip. He set them down and stepped back until the glass partition caught his shoulder. The touch of it grounded him. Cold. Real.

He gestured toward the plants, toward work, anything to close the distance. But Irenus didn’t move away.

“You’re afraid of being recognized,” he said. “Why?”

Aeren wrote on the misted pane beside him with a fingertip: Not me. The letters dripped down before he could finish the second word.

“I don’t believe that.”

The calm in the voice was gone. It carried the faint edge of someone holding back too much. Irenus stepped nearer. The light fractured between them, cutting across both faces in stripes of gold and glass.

Aeren turned his head, refusing the gaze. The echo of the touch still burned along his palm. He wanted distance, but the room had grown too small. Every reflection threw their images together—his outline inside Irenus’s shadow, his breath misting the same glass that mirrored both.

He reached for the cloth to clean the pane. Anything to erase the doubled image. His hand shook.

“You don’t need to hide,” Irenus said.

He pressed the cloth harder than necessary. The glass responded with a faint crack—not a break, only a stress line catching light like a scar. The sound was sharp, quick, almost like a heartbeat splitting itself.

Irenus stopped. The silence that followed carried weight.

Aeren lowered the cloth. His pulse still hadn’t settled. He looked at the hairline fracture gleaming across the pane and thought of the vow carved through his old voice. One break was all it ever took for silence to fail.

He turned. Irenus stood only a step away now, the kind of closeness that once meant safety, now danger. The light between them wavered, trembling across Irenus’s throat.

“I’m not your ghost,” Aeren mouthed.

Irenus’s expression softened, then tightened again—as if something fragile inside him had cracked the same way the glass had. “No,” he said. “You’re not. But you breathe like him.”

Aeren’s chest constricted. He wanted to deny it, to retreat into the comfort of stillness, but his breath betrayed him—short, uneven, the same rhythm that once gave him away in corridors and nights too full of restraint.

Irenus reached out, slow, deliberate, the way one approaches a frightened animal. His fingertips brushed Aeren’s wrist. The heat struck again, worse than before—immediate, electric, terrifying in its truth.

Aeren recoiled.

The movement was instinct, not anger. The distance slammed back between them, sharp as glass. His heel caught the edge of a pot; soil spilled across the tile. He didn’t care. He just needed air that didn’t belong to someone else’s memory.

Irenus froze. “I didn’t mean—”

Aeren raised his hand, not to stop him, but to speak. He pressed his palm against the glass behind him, breath forming a pale halo around his fingers. He wrote in it slowly, every stroke deliberate.

Don’t worship me.

The same words he had once given at the height of a prayer hall, when power had mistaken him for something faith-born. The same warning that had ended in blood.

Irenus’s face shifted—not confusion, not hurt, but something harder. The words landed like a wound reopening.

He stepped back as if struck. “You think that’s what I’m doing?”

Aeren lowered his hand. The fog thinned. The letters bled into nothing. He couldn’t answer.

Irenus exhaled, the sound catching halfway. “You taught me that reverence kills what it touches,” he said, voice breaking once before he steadied it. “And still, I can’t stop seeing you.”

The echo of glass still hummed in the air between them, a faint ringing that neither dared to break. Aeren’s heartbeat matched it, out of time and too loud. He looked down, watching light scatter over the spilled soil.

“I should go,” Irenus said finally.

Aeren nodded once, quick. The words please and stay fought in his throat, but neither emerged.

When the door closed, the air loosened its hold. Aeren leaned against the cracked pane and let his breath fog it again. The fracture ran like a fine line through his reflection, splitting it cleanly down the center. One half calm. One half trembling.

He pressed his fingertips to the crack. The glass gave a faint creak, alive but fragile. His hand still burned from where Irenus had touched him. He held it up to the light and watched the tremor fade, leaving only the memory of heat.

The violets had begun to lean toward the window, petals trembling as if remembering the echo too. He knelt to right the fallen pot, brushing soil from the stems with careful hands. The air was heavier now, the silence no longer gentle.

He told himself it would pass. That the fracture was only glass. That memory could not reach through it again.

But when he glanced up, the reflection in the pane—split though it was—seemed to breathe with him, waiting for something he could never let happen.

He closed his eyes, feeling the ache pulse once more, and whispered to the silence that had once been sacred.

“Don’t worship me.”
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