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The kingdom of Athelion had always worn its crown as though it weighed nothing, yet beneath the marble towers and immaculate halls, fault lines had begun to form—thin at first, almost invisible, like hairline cracks along a polished blade. The court knew how to smile over fractures, how to speak in courteous tones while measuring every breath for weakness, how to dress ambition in silk so fine that even the gods might mistake it for virtue. But the truth lingered beneath the surface: the realm stood on the verge of an inheritance it was not ready to accept, and the boy who had been raised to steady its future was no longer certain he wished to inherit at all.

Carthea Athelion had grown up in the glow of the royal dome, taught to listen before speaking, to stand before kneeling, to guard his heart with the same discipline expected of those who guarded the palace gates. He had watched kings die younger than their crowns, watched treaties fray along their edges, watched envoys circle like hawks waiting for the precise moment the wind shifted in their favour. Duty had been carved into him not as a burden but as the shape of his entire world. Yet when he took his place among the councillors for the first time as heir apparent, he felt the stone beneath his feet tilt ever so slightly—as though the throne itself had begun to slide away from him.

Across the barracks, far from the soft blaze of chandeliers and perfumed chambers, Rozan Hale entered the royal army with the quiet resolve of someone who expected nothing and feared even less. His life before enlistment had taught him to measure worth through survival, not admiration, and he carried that lesson into every hour of discipline, every watch shift, every breath drawn within the palace walls. He moved with the precision of a man who knew how easily he could be replaced, how quickly a soldier could be dismissed or forgotten, yet his gaze never wavered from those he vowed to protect. He did not expect to be noticed. He certainly did not expect to be chosen.

But the palace has a way of binding strangers together long before either realises it. When the queen’s health faltered and the council began whispering of succession, when foreign envoys pressed for marriage alliances, when the court searched for stability in the façade of a perfect heir, the two lives—one shaped by marble expectation, the other by shadowed obedience—collided in a single night’s quiet encounter, a moment so brief it should have vanished like smoke. Instead, it rooted itself in both of them with the stubbornness of a truth neither could deny.

Book Two begins where certainty ends—at the threshold between duty and desire, between the crown Carthea was meant to wear and the path Rozan had never expected to walk beside him. And as the kingdom tightens its grip around them, both men will learn that the most dangerous vows are not the ones spoken aloud before witnesses, but the ones whispered in the dark where only two hearts can hear.
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Chapter 1: The Letter That Never Explained Enough
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The ink had already begun to fade at the edges of the strokes, as if the words regretted coming onto the page at all.

Rozan’s thumb pressed along the curve of the first line, not enough to smudge, enough to feel the slight drag of dried ink against skin. The paper lay flat across his palm, thin and stiff, Citadel-stamped at the top in a faint grey crest that always looked more like a claw mark than a symbol. Beneath it, only a handful of words walked the space between margins, small and neat and infuriatingly calm.

Have to go back to visit my mother.
Be well until I return.
— Karth

The letters of the name had been written faster than the rest; the final stroke scratched a little deeper, as if the pen had met resistance at the last moment. The eye kept dragging back to that endline, no matter how often the rest of the message marched past first. The page carried a faint smell of iron and stale air from the Citadel’s scribe room, ink and dust and a thin trace of oil from hands that sorted messages without caring what they carried.

A draft slipped under the dormitory door and ran along the floor, nudging at his bare ankles, colder than the dawn outside should have been. The wood planks never managed to hold warmth, not even after a summer day; at this hour, when the first bell had rung and the sky beyond the high, slit windows still kept to navy and iron, the boards drank heat from anyone foolish enough to stand still too long.

Laughter climbed faintly from the lower yard, where early risers had already gone out to clash sticks in the half-light, the sound of wood on wood sharp and bright against the deeper murmur of voices. The noise pressed at the walls, eager and restless, yet none of it broke the layer of quiet gathered around Rozan’s bunk. The bed above remained empty, the rough straw mattress smoothed and re-tied by hands that belonged to the quartermaster now, not to the boy who had sprawled there after drills and complained about the Citadel’s pillows as if the mountain should adjust to him.

Karth’s blankets had been folded with military neatness by a stranger. The pillow bore no indentation. The narrow locker at the foot of the bed sat open, shelves newly bare except for a scrap of lint and a forgotten strip of bandage, rolled so tightly its edges curled. The space looked less like someone had left and more like no one had ever been there at all.

Rozan read the letter again.

The words did not change. They never changed, no matter how many times his eyes moved over them, no matter how many breaths went in and out of his chest between one pass and the next. The Citadel’s crest above them remained indifferent, the broken-tooth mountain stamped in pale ink, the stylized dragon talon curling around it as if over prey. The message might have been about a supply delivery delayed by rain, or a teacher’s request for more chalk, or a notice of a cousin’s wedding in some far-off village; the page didn’t care.

The hand that had bent over this scrap belonged to someone who wore a training belt, who tripped over his own feet in the first months on the stone, who grinned at bruises as if they were proof of something that had nothing to do with rank. That hand had also steadied a sword when it shook, had closed around Rozan’s wrist in the falling caverns under the ravine, had held his forearm with a strength that had nothing to do with muscle when dragonfire took its first breath toward them both.

The memory of that grip pulsed under his skin, a pressure phantom and real at once, focused around the healed band of scarring lower down his arm where scale had nicked flesh and burned through glove. The mark itched in the cold, a fine tightening that drew attention whether he wanted it or not. The healers always said healed flesh complained in bad weather; this morning the complaint felt personal.

Someone thumped up the dormitory steps, boots striking the stone risers with more enthusiasm than care, and the door banged open, tugging the draft into a quick, messy gust. Marek’s head appeared first, hair sticking up in every direction, jaw stretched around a yawn he didn’t bother to hide.

“You’re still here,” Marek said around the end of it, sounding somewhere between surprised and relieved, and then his gaze dropped to the letter in Rozan’s hand and tightened, the sleep clearing out of his eyes with an almost audible snap. “Still reading that?”

Rozan lowered the page until its corner brushed his thigh, the edge rasping against coarse wool. The movement did nothing to loosen the knot sitting just under his sternum, a lump of something thick and slow that refused to move up or down.

“It arrived last night,” he said, the words even, because training had drilled steadiness into his voice long before the Citadel let a sword anywhere near his hand. “Delivered after curfew. The quartermaster waited until I came in from the watch.”

Marek stepped fully into the room, letting the door fall shut at his back, the latch catching with a muted click that folded the outside sounds in on themselves. His blanket robe hung off one shoulder, feet still bare; his toes curled instinctively against the boards as the draft rolled past again.

“Lucky,” Marek muttered, rubbing at his arms as if he could force warmth in through friction alone. “Our messenger schedule is a joke. My mother sent me a letter on the last Moonfast. It arrived yesterday with the ink already fading. If she knew, she’d walk up this cursed mountain herself just to box the quartermaster’s ears.”

A corner of Rozan’s mouth twitched; the shape never quite became a smile. “She would have to box the commander’s ears first,” he said quietly. “No letter leaves or enters without his approval.”

Everyone at the Citadel knew the rule, even if no one said it out loud most days. Letters home went through the scribe room, the scribe room went through the commander’s office, and if a message took longer than it should, or vanished between one week and the next, the mountain never explained. The Citadel existed to train dragon-slayers, not poets, and no one with sense complained if words disappeared on the way to the valley.

Marek blew out a breath that came out more like a sigh than a snort. “She’d box his ears too,” he said. “Then mine.”

His glance flicked again to the letter, the bare shelves behind, the made bed above Rozan’s. The air in the small space thickened, not with smoke or dust but with everything both of them refused to say.

“Still nothing else?” Marek asked. “No message from the healers? The command tower? He went all the way down to Athelion; someone must have logged his departure. They don’t just let a trainee vanish after a mission without half the staff signing off.”

Rozan’s grip tightened without conscious decision, thumb pressing into the hollow between Karth’s words until the skin there whitened. The page crackled faintly, a dry protest.

“That’s all,” he said. “The scribe swore there were no other lines. The quartermaster swore the same. The commander is away inspecting the southern watchposts. No one else has answers that aren’t guesses.”

Marek shifted his weight from one foot to the other, the floor complaining softly under the motion. The early light from the narrow window fell across his face at an angle that picked out the bruise along his jaw, yellow pushing out the last of the purple. A similar bruise bloomed under Rozan’s ribs from the same exercise, where a poorly angled practice spear had found soft tissue instead of shield. The Citadel loved symmetry in its discipline.

“He’ll come back,” Marek said, the words wearing a firmness he probably didn’t feel. “He’s an idiot, but he’s not the kind who walks away from training in the middle. Especially not after...” The word trailed off as the memory everyone carried from the ravine stirred between them, hot and bright and edged with ash.

Smoke had filled the broken air under the ridge, thick enough to turn breath into work. Claws had scraped stone close enough to send tremors up bone. Fire had burst out of a throat wider than a cart track, heat slamming into shields and bodies until even leather smoked. Karth’s shoulder had slammed into Rozan’s chest then, weight a shock, not from clumsiness this time, but from intent, a living barrier between dragonflame and someone who wore a far cheaper belt.

The healers had stripped them down to skin and bandage in the aftermath, checking every inch for burns that might bloom later. They had tutted over the red arcs on Rozan’s side and the scorched pattern along Karth’s ribs, hands brisk and impersonal. They had not seen the way Karth’s jaw clenched when fingers brushed too close to his chest, where a thin, older scar traced a different story under the new damage, a mark that did not match any training accident the Citadel issued.

Rozan folded the letter once, then again, until the Citadel’s crest vanished into the small white square of its own making. The edges no longer aligned quite perfectly; the inked lines refused to meet. The paper crackled louder now, something delicate being asked to bear a weight it had never been designed to carry.

“The mission report only mentioned that he was requested by his family,” Rozan said. “Nothing about injury, nothing about reassignment. As if he simply... remembered a visit he forgot to schedule.”

Marek’s mouth twisted. “Nobles,” he said, making the word sound like a pebble in his boot. “Maybe his mother wants to parade him in front of some minor court. Maybe they heard he stood in front of a dragon and decided that sort of thing looks good at dinners.”

Karth had never spoken plainly about his family. Jokes, yes—about soft beds or food that didn’t smell faintly of smoke, about being too pretty for the pits, about not being made for mountain winter. Serious detail, no. There had been a hometown in Delhyr, a distant aunt, a father dead in one war or another; the bones of the story matched half the Citadel’s recruits, and yet some part of it had always sat wrong, as if a piece had been carved off to make the rest more palatable.

“He’ll come back,” Marek repeated, softer this time, as if trying to convince himself. “He usually does. You know he hates being told what to do. He’d argue with the gods themselves if they handed him a schedule.”

The image of Karth arguing with a deity should have come with humor, a flash of exasperation that warmed the chest. Instead it came with that same hollow weight, as if the space under Rozan’s ribs had been scooped out and left waiting for something that refused to arrive.

The second bell rang in the distance, a clear, insistent note that slid between rafters and over bunks, reminding everyone that training yards waited, that muscles needed breaking and mending, that dragon-slayers did not make themselves. The sound cut through the dormitory like a knife through cloth, leaving obligation on one side and whatever lay inside a folded piece of paper on the other.

Marek flinched. “If we’re late again, Hadrik’ll have us running the ridge track until our lungs fall out,” he muttered, already reaching for his uniform trousers. “You’re on shield drill with the new recruits this morning, aren’t you?”

Rozan slid the folded letter into the inside pocket of his tunic, the paper settling against the thin cotton like an extra patch of skin. The fabric pulled slightly where the edge sat, a small constant reminder with each breath.

“Shield drill,” he said. “Then sparring. Then the ravine climb if the weather holds.”

“Try not to throw anyone off the rope,” Marek said, half-grinning as he hopped on one foot to drag a boot on. “Some of us still need them for evening patrol.”

Rozan reached for his own boots, the leather stiff where water had dried in uneven patches after the last rain. The laces bit into his fingers as he pulled them tight. Karth usually complained about these laces, called them stupid, cursed them in two languages when they tangled, laughed anyway when they finally obeyed. The echo of that laughter hung just under the rafters, wedged between beams and smoke stains, stubborn and bright.

Marek paused at the door, hand on the latch. “If there’s news,” he said without turning back, “they’ll post it in the mess, not on the yard board. Less chance of recruits losing their heads before drills. I’ll keep an eye out.”

Rozan nodded once, enough of a movement to be seen in the corner of an eye, not enough to disturb the weight in his chest. “Thank you.”

The door opened; the cold rushed in properly, no longer a thin snake along the floor but a full-bodied thing that wrapped fingers and ears and the back of the neck in its grip. Marek disappeared into it, footsteps thudding down the stairs, voice joining the swell of others outside.

For a moment, the dormitory remained. Bunks, lockers, the lingering smell of sweat, woodsmoke, and medicinal herbs the healers used to rub into strained muscles. Karth’s empty space. The letter’s weight against bone.

Rozan stood, the boards creaking lightly under his full height, and followed the path to the yard.

A sharper chill wrapped around him as he left the dormitory behind, the yard opening ahead in the half-light that blurred distance and edge.

The sky over the training grounds carried the colour of forged steel, not quite day, not quite night, the kind of half-light that made edges look closer than they were. Frost clung to the shadowed corners where the sun hadn’t yet reached, thin white crust on stone that crumbled under any careless heel. Breath showed in the air for the first hour after dawn, ghosts of exhalations hanging briefly above the heads of the trainees as they swung, blocked, stumbled, swore.

Swords cracked against shields in a rhythm that never quite settled, punctuated by barked commands from instructors and the occasional grunt when a hit landed too hard. The Citadel smelled of sweat and iron and old fire at the best of times; in the morning, before the day burned everything sharper, the scents mingled with the cleaner bite of cold air until lungs protested and then surrendered.

Rozan’s shield arm carried a steady ache from the ravine fight, the lingering heaviness that came after bracing against something larger than any training partner could simulate. The healers had declared the muscle sound, no lasting damage, only overuse, and had taped his shoulder with strips that itched under his tunic. The weight of the shield in his hand felt familiar, the leather straps molded to his grip after years of repetition, yet each lift reminded the joint of flame pressing down on it days before, heat and impact rolled into one.

He took his place opposite the line of newer recruits without comment, shield already raised. Their faces wore the raw mix of determination and apprehension that clung to every fresh intake, eagerness battling the dawning realisation that the Citadel’s stories left a great deal out. Their fingers tightened on their own shield grips in imperfect rhythm, knuckles pale, elbows either too high or splayed out where a blow would slide straight into bone.

“Again,” Hadrik’s voice cut across the yard, old scar tissue tightening the left side of his mouth into a permanent half-grimace that made all his commands sound slightly more displeased than he likely intended. “You do not wait for the dragon to set the pace. Shields up on my mark, not when the fire hits your faces.”

He raised his arm; the recruits followed in a ragged lift more suitable to a flock of startled birds than a wall of defense. One that moved too slowly left a gap; another overcompensated, shield edge too high, ribs exposed. Rozan moved into those openings without Hadrik needing to point, sword blunt enough not to cut yet heavy enough to bruise, his blows landing against wood and leather with the flat crack of correction.

The recruits flinched, cursed, steadied. Some glared. One, a boy from the western plains with hair nearly as light as Karth’s, met his gaze squarely, jaw clenched in a way that promised stubbornness rather than complaint. The similarity of shade tugged at something under Rozan’s ribs; the shape was wrong, the stance different, but the colour still caught the eye the way fresh snow did against dark rock.

He struck the boy’s shield harder than necessary, the impact ringing down his own arm and sending a dull throb through the mended muscle. The boy grunted, feet skidding half a pace back, then dug in and corrected his grip. Improvement, then. The Citadel accepted no other direction.

Hours folded into one another according to the pattern of drills. Shield work gave way to footwork, to partner sparring, to the endless repetition of forms until every muscle remembered motions the mind barely tracked. The body moved, lifted, turned, blocked. Voices shouted counts. Boots scuffed the same grooves deeper into the stone, the mountain itself wearing the training into its skin.

Through it all, the letter sat against Rozan’s chest, a flat, constant knot of paper and ink and unnamed weight. Each breath that expanded his ribs pushed the folded square into his sternum; each twist ground the edge into the weave of his tunic. Sweat soaked through the fabric by mid-morning, gluing cloth to skin and the paper along with it, the dampness softening its stiff corners until it curved more easily with him.

Several times, his gaze slipped to the edge of the yard where the path led up to the command tower, the stone steps worn by a different kind of tread. The commander’s absence showed there in the empty balcony, in the stillness of the signal flags, in the way instructors glanced up every now and then and saw only rock. The tower’s small, high windows revealed nothing of the scribe room tucked inside, the cubby where letters piled until someone with more authority decided which lives required contact and which should learn to live without.

During a brief break, when Hadrik sent the trainees to refill water skins and stretch out cramped hands before the next set of drills, Marek drifted close, a cup dangling from his fingers. His hair had been plastered to his forehead by exertion, sweat cutting paths through the dust on his cheeks.

“Nothing on the mess board,” Marek said low, eyes apparently focused on the knot worn in Rozan’s shield strap. “No new notices, no change to the mission roster. He’s not listed anywhere.”

Rozan tipped his own water skin back, the cool liquid sliding harsh and clean down a throat gone dry from shouting corrections and breathing cold air. The water tasted faintly of metal and the clay of the cistern, familiar enough to disappear almost immediately once swallowed.

“If they sent him home officially,” Marek went on, “there’d be a mark. Even for a temporary leave. The scribes love their lines. You’ve seen the registry.”

The registry lived in the same room where the letters gathered, a thick ledger on a table too wide for two men to carry without grunting. Names filled its pages in tight, even columns: arrivals, departures, disciplinary assignments, commendations, deaths. Ink recorded everything the Citadel chose to acknowledge, and nothing it preferred to forget.

“A messenger brought the letter,” Rozan said. “One page, no seal, only the crest. The scribe claimed it came from the valley courier, not from the registry itself.”

Marek’s brow furrowed. “Not from the Athelion route, then. Those usually come with the royal wax, don’t they? That pressed lion thing. I saw it once when the commander received orders last winter.”

The image of the wax seal came without effort, deep red over thick grey-blue paper, the lion’s head and crescent stamped so clearly the groove left by the metal could be felt with a fingertip. Karth’s letter bore no such mark. Only the Citadel crest, and the name at the bottom that did not belong to any noble house Rozan had ever heard mentioned in the same breath as court.

“He said mother,” Marek continued, voice softening in the barest hint of pity. “Maybe she’s sick. My uncle vanished from training for a month when his father took a fever. The Citadel grumbled, but they let him go.”

Karth’s stories about his mother had always shifted subtly, depending on mood. Sometimes she lived near the sea, sometimes further inland; sometimes she worked with cloth, sometimes she oversaw a stable yard for some minor lord, the details changed with the wind. The only constant had been the way his mouth twisted when he mentioned her, not with disdain, not exactly, but with something complicated that never settled long enough to read.

If she lay on a sickbed somewhere, the letter did not say. If a court needed him for some blood matter, the letter did not say. The words on the page had been chosen for their ability to explain nothing.

The rest of the day’s training passed with the same relentless progression. After the yard came the climbing ropes along the inner cliff, hands burning as they dragged bodies upward; after climbing, the ravine path, narrow and slick, the memory of recent dragonfire still clinging to the rock in patterns the rain had not entirely washed clean. Instructors watched for hesitation, for flinches, for the sudden stiffening that meant a recruit’s mind had returned to the day when flame licked too close.

Rozan’s boots found their places along the path with the certainty that came from repetition and a spine unwilling to freeze. The air down in the ravine still held a faint char, the scent coiling low under the cleaner smell of water trickling over stone. The walls bore new scars where heat had cracked the surface; here and there, darker patches marked the spots where dragonfire had kissed too long.

Karth’s footprints had been here days before, scrambled and overlapping with his own as they ran, ducked, dragged each other behind whatever cover the ravine’s bones offered. Mud had taken those imprints by now, wind smearing their edges, but the track their bodies carved into memory did not fade as easily.

When the last bell of the training day rang and the yard emptied toward the mess hall in a stream of tired bodies and chattering voices, Rozan’s muscles hummed with the familiar mix of exhaustion and readiness, the particular looseness that came when every limb had done more than it wanted and still had enough left if dragons turned up at the horizon. The letter had dried against his skin, stiffness returned to its edges where sweat had soaked and then evaporated.

Instead of following the flow toward the smell of stew and bread and the constant din of cutlery striking tin, he turned down the quieter hallway that led toward the equipment room. The light thinned there, torches burning lower, shadows gathering in the corners where old spears and cracked shields leaned against one another in a graveyard of serviceable scrap.

The equipment room door stood half-open, propped by the heel of a discarded boot. Inside, the air carried the dust of leather long stored, the tang of oil used to keep metal from rusting, the faint, dry smell of old straw from padding that had seen better days. No voices drifted from within; no one willingly lingered here after hours unless they had repairs to make or a reason to avoid company.

Rozan stepped inside and nudged the door with his heel until it fell nearly shut, cutting off most of the noise from the corridor. Light slanted in from a high, narrow window near the ceiling, staining the room a muted gold that didn’t reach the far shelves.

He leaned his shield against the wall, set his practice sword beside it, and reached into his tunic. The fabric peeled reluctantly from his skin, dried sweat pulling in small stings. The letter came away with it, edges curled now, the once-crisp folds softened into a shape closer to the curve of his chest than a scribe’s tidy angles.

Unfolded, the page held its silence with the same stubbornness as before.

Have to go back to visit my mother.
Be well until I return.
— Karth

The ink looked even paler in this light, as if the sun had licked colour from it. The strokes still carried that slight unevenness at the end of the name, as if the hand that wrote it had hesitated for a heartbeat over whether to sign at all.

The Citadel’s unofficial rules lived in the spaces between the official ones. One such rule: long letters meant nothing urgent. People who truly needed to explain rarely had time to say much. Orders came short. Warnings came shorter. The boys who kept their messages to three lines or fewer tended to be the ones who left and did not come back.

The skin between Rozan’s eyebrows tightened; breath slid in past teeth pressed too close together. The paper crinkled as his fingers closed, the thin fibers complaining under the increased pressure. The words blurred for a moment, not from moisture, but from that hot, dry sting that came when the body tried to clear grit from eyes not actually carrying any.

There had been a dozen chances to say something at the ravine. Between one breath of fire and the next, between one run down the mountain and the following climb back up, between lying on the infirmary cots staring at the rafters and being cleared to return to drills. Karth had filled those spaces with complaints about the healers, jokes about the way Marek snored, a casual remark about how dragonfire smelled different from what he had expected.

No mention of mothers. No mention of sudden summons. No mention of leaving.

The knuckles of Rozan’s hand went white. The letter bent in on itself, the crease line deepening until it threatened to tear. The sound of the paper’s protest echoed louder in the small room than it should have, a tiny, brittle noise against the softer creak of the building settling around him.

“Visit your mother,” Rozan said into the dusty air, the words scraping against a throat worn thin by drills and held-back questions. “Not even where she lives. Not even how long.”

His voice came out low, more gravel than tone, steady in spite of everything grinding against the inside of his ribs. The equipment room swallowed it in one gulp, shelves and disused gear absorbing the sound.

The mountain did not care if one trainee left. Dragons did not care which names marked the lists on the commander’s desk. The Citadel would stand with or without Karth’s restless stride along its corridors, its drills would continue with or without that stubborn set to a jaw that refused to admit pain.

The space at Rozan’s side during formation had not cared either, not at first. Bodies filled gaps; the line never broke because one man left. Yet the absence had expanded with the passing hours until it sat there like a missing shield in the wall, a shape defined more by what wasn’t there than by stone.

The paper pressed harder against his palm. The fibres finally surrendered, tearing along the deepest fold with a small, sharp sound that ran up his arm like the snap of a thin bone.

The rip stopped halfway through the page.

Rozan stared at the jagged line, the way it cut the crest in two and bit into the first letter of Karth’s name without erasing it completely. The exposed fibers at the tear’s edge looked almost soft, a pale, fragile fuzz against the darker strokes of ink.

Fingers eased open. The page unfurled as much as its new wound allowed, edges trembling faintly before settling again. The words remained, broken around the tear, refusing to disappear.

“You’re lying,” he said, more quietly now, the accusation not a shout but a statement laid down with the same inevitability as a blade on a sharpening stone. The air in the room thinned, as if the building itself leaned in to listen. “You’re lying to me, Karth.”

The name came out without the extra softness he had sometimes allowed it, stripped down to bare syllables, each one landing with its own weight. It tasted of smoke and iron and a sweetness from laughter that had no business clinging to something that hurt this much.

Outside, somewhere beyond the walls of the equipment room, the third bell of the evening began to ring, the sound threading through stone and timber in slow, measured beats that marked the Citadel’s hours whether anyone listened or not. The vibration ran along the beams above his head, down the racks holding old shields, into the floor under his boots.

Rozan stood very still, the torn letter open in his hand, the bell’s echo drumming a quiet counterpoint to the loud, steady pulse in his own ears, and the space between one chime and the next stretched just wide enough for the first thin edge of a different kind of resolve to slip in.
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Chapter 2: Return to Athelion
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The sea kept its own rhythm beneath the hull, a slow, relentless shove that vibrated up through the benches and into Carthea’s bones as the royal galley cut across the last stretch of water toward Whitecrest. Spray broke against the prow in pale bursts that never quite reached him, checked by the high rail and the canopy stretched overhead, but the tang of salt threaded the air, stubborn even against the faint ribbon of incense curling from the brass burner fixed near his feet, a travelling echo of the palace halls he had once called home and had left behind in the dark.

Opposite him, the Queen’s Guard sat in a double row, armor damp with sea mist, white-enameled plates catching what little light broke through the afternoon haze. They did not stare, did not shift, did not speak; their presence enclosed him as neatly as the carved railings and the embroidered canopy, a cage made of discipline and duty rather than bars. Each sway of the galley drew the moon-threaded lion on their cloaks into a small, synchronized movement, a dozen emblems breathing with the same lungs.

The commander of the guard, Sir Halven, occupied the end of the bench closest to the gangplank, one gloved hand resting on the pommel of his sheathed sword, gaze turned outward toward the cliff that rose ahead. The white face of the rock held the palace like a crown pressed into stone, tiers of towers and walls climbing in pale layers from harbor to summit, banners hanging limp in the stillness that often came before evening winds picked up their work. From this distance, Whitecrest looked almost exactly as it had the night he had flung himself off one of its terraces into the dark, a great carved weight against the sky, impassive and broad-shouldered.

The roll of the ship tugged at the healing skin along his ribs, where fresh bandage wrapped around the marks dragonfire had left as a last gift. The wounds no longer burned, but the flesh pulsed in quiet protest whenever movement pulled too sharply at the half-knit tissue, a dull, stubborn ache that refused to be ignored. Each breath carried the reminder of the ravine, of scales and heat and Rozan’s shield slamming up beside his own, two bodies bracing in a gap not built to hold them.

The memory sat like a second band around his chest as the galley crept closer to the cliff.

Sir Halven cleared his throat, the sound dry and trimmed of anything but function. “We will make harbor within the quarter hour, Highness,” he said, voice pitched low enough not to carry beyond their small circle. “The Queen’s physicians sent word ahead that Her Majesty is prepared to receive you immediately upon arrival.”

Prepared to receive. The phrasing belonged to court, to carved sentences that made illness into ceremony. It slid over the image that had travelled with him since the Citadel messenger had found him in the infirmary after the dragon, over the picture of his mother’s hands slack on white sheets, of the crack in her tone when she said his name.

Carthea let his fingers curl once, the motion slow and contained to the space within his gloves, leather creaking softly under the pressure. The burn along his ribs answered with a tight, pulling line, sharp enough to demand a deeper breath. The incense smoke coiled higher, tracing an invisible path past the canopy’s edge and out into the open air, where the wind snatched it clean.

“Has her condition been made public?” he asked, keeping his own voice as level as the commander’s, though the words had to climb past the weight lodged somewhere between sternum and throat. “Will the harbor be—crowded.”

Sir Halven’s gaze flicked to him, the briefest assessment, before returning to the cliff. “The official reports state that Her Majesty requires rest after extended negotiations with Vaelune,” he replied. “Only the inner council received notice of the severity. The harbor will be as it has always been, Highness. Busy with trade. Not with grief.”

The name of Vaelune lay quiet between them, simple as geography, heavy as tide. The sea-kingdom’s banners flew beside Athelion’s on the highest tower even now, blue and silver intertwined with white and gold, their alliance stitched into fabric where anyone could see it, long before any signatures tied it to living flesh.

The galley’s pace changed as oars drew in, the steady pull of muscle replaced by the judder of ropes catching and the hollow slap of hull against worn pilings. Harbor noises rushed in at once: gulls slicing the air with their shrill cries, ropes whining through pulleys, sailors calling to one another in clipped phrases, the thick, complex smell of tar and fish and human bodies gathered in one narrow space. The world narrowed for a moment to the sharp jolt of impact running up his legs as he stood and the way his side protested.

Sir Halven rose with him, his cloak falling into proper lines with the efficiency of a man who had worn armor longer than some recruits had been alive. “The palace litter waits at the pier,” he said. “Her Majesty insisted you not arrive on foot.”

Carthea’s jaw tightened for a heartbeat. Walking through the city from harbor to palace would have stretched the distance between the Citadel and Whitecrest into something he could measure with his own strides, a count of streets and alleys, a sense of how far he truly stood from the training yards and mountain tracks he had only just begun to know. Carried on a litter up the private royal passage, he would move from ship to throne room without ever feeling the city under his boots, as if the weeks at the Citadel had been a dream pulled taut around one long fall.

He inclined his head anyway. “Lead on, Sir Halven.”

The gangplank thudded into place, and the scent of the harbor thickened, rushing up to meet him as he crossed from plank to stone. Dockworkers paused long enough to glance toward the small procession of armored men and the figure in their midst, then dropped their gazes in the proper arc once recognition reached their faces, hands dipping in stiff, hurried bows. No one spoke his name; it hung unspoken in the damp air, present in the way bodies shifted aside before the guards had to ask.

The royal litter waited at the far end of the pier, cloaked in white and gold, its side curtains drawn back in welcome. Four servants in the palace livery stood ready, shoulders squared under the carved poles. The familiar design of the crest gleamed on the litter’s roof, the lion and crescent in hammered metal that caught and bent the grey light.

Carthea stepped up and settled onto the cushioned bench inside, the fabric sinking under his weight, a softness that felt almost alien after Citadel cots and mountain rock. The curtain fell closed at a gesture from Sir Halven, turning the world beyond into a muted blur of sound and shadow. The litter lifted, the shift in balance smooth and practiced, and they began the climb up the private path carved along the inner face of the cliff, a route only the royal household used when they wished to avoid the city proper.

Inside the narrow space, the incense returned in earnest, concentrated in the small brazier set in a corner bracket, its smoke thicker and sweeter than the thin ribbon from the galley. It coated the back of his throat, mingled with the lingering salt, turned each breath into something that carried memory whether he welcomed it or not. The sway of the litter matched the rhythm of the servants’ boots on the stone path, a rise and fall that settled into his muscles until his body adjusted and accepted it as the only motion available.

White cloth veiled the view, but the occasional shift in light sketched vague forms beyond: the suggestion of the cliff wall looming close on one side, the hint of open air dropping away on the other. Above, the faint echo of city life drifted down, softened by height—the distant clatter of wheels on cobbles, a merchant calling a price, a child’s thin shout cut short by a parent’s scold. The sounds blurred together into a hum that hovered just beyond reach, like water heard through a closed door.

His palm pressed once, without any conscious command, against the bandage under his tunic. The cloth gave slightly, the heat of his own skin trapped beneath it, the bruised muscle answering with that same low ache that had followed him from the ravine to the harbor and onto the galley. Citadel healers had wrapped him in linen that smelled of herbs and boiled water; palace physicians would probably replace it with something finer, something that carried perfume instead of smoke.

The litter’s sway stilled as the servants came to a halt. The curtain opened to a rush of cooler air and the pale spill of light across marble, and the smell of incense thickened again, no longer constrained to a single brazier but layered from dozens, hundreds, lit in corridors and alcoves throughout Whitecrest’s upper halls. Carthea stepped down and found himself once more under the gaze of carved kings and queens lining the walls of the entry chamber, their stone eyes fixed on eternities beyond any son’s return.

The palace had always loved its own echoes. His bootsteps on the polished floor rang clearer here than any stride on Citadel stone, the sound refined by craftsmen who had designed the hall to remind anyone who entered that they walked through more than simple architecture. Gold-threaded banners hung in long, controlled falls from the high beams, their embroidered dragons coiled around moon and crown, each stitch a statement.

Servants in white and grey lined the route from the entry to the inner wing, heads bowed, hands folded, the line of their shoulders rigid. They left enough space for the Queen’s Guard to flank him without breaking formation, a channel of bodies and silence that carried him deeper into the palace’s ribs. Somewhere further in, bells chimed the hour—not Citadel iron, but softer bronze, the notes smoother and more elaborate, as if even time dressed differently here.

“Her Majesty awaits in her private chamber,” Sir Halven said, close at his shoulder now. “The physicians request that the audience remain brief.”

Brief. The word punched at something under his breastbone more efficiently than any training blow. His fingers twitched against the fall of his cloak, catching the edge of embroidered fabric before it could swing too wide and brush a passing servant. The cloak weighed more than it had when he had worn its counterpart in the Hall of Lunaris that first night; perhaps his body had simply learned in the meantime what any ceremonial garment truly carried.

The doors to the Queen’s private wing stood guarded not only by armored men but by the soft barriers of protocol; ladies-in-waiting and court officials clustered near the far end of the corridor, their clothing quieter than usual, the jewel tones of their sleeves dimmed, the gold in their hair more modestly hidden. Heads turned as he approached, conversations stilled mid-sentence, the air thick for a heartbeat with unspoken evaluations.

He did not let his stride shorten. The guards at the chamber door crossed halberds, then lifted them in a crisp, mirrored motion, the metal tips scraping lightly against the carved doorframe. One of the chamber servants stepped forward and bowed to him, hands folded together in front of her chest.

“Your Highness,” she said, voice softer than incense smoke. “Her Majesty is ready to see you now. Please—only you. The physicians ask that the room remain quiet.”

Sir Halven inclined his head. “We will wait here, Highness,” he said. “Call, and we will answer.”

Carthea gave him a short nod and passed the threshold.

The Queen’s chamber held its own kind of hush, thicker than the silence of outer halls, shaped around the sound of a single person’s breathing. Heavy curtains of gold and cream had been drawn partly across the high windows, letting in filtered light that turned everything within to a muted version of itself, as if the room had stepped a little to one side of full day. Incense burned in tall stands near the walls, their smoke rising in slow, steady columns before spreading under the canopy like faint, grey silk.

The bed dominated the far end of the room, its carved posts reaching toward the ceiling, curtains tied back to reveal the woman who occupied it. Queen Ismara had always filled throne and hall with a presence that left little space for others; even now, propped against pillows, she arranged herself with the same dignity, spine straight, hair coiled in its familiar coronet of dark braids, crown resting atop it as if forged into place. The change lay in the lines carved more deeply around her eyes and mouth, in the pallor beneath the careful cosmetics, in the way the fine veins stood out at her temples where once smooth skin had reflected candlelight without protest.

Her breath came in shallow draws, each one audible in the quiet room, a soft rasp like paper sliding against paper. The nurses who stood nearby moved with trained economy, adjusting a cup on the bedside table, straightening a coverlet edge, then withdrawing into the background, their grey gowns blending with the walls.

For a moment, Carthea stopped just inside the door, the distance between them stretching longer than the chamber itself could account for. The last time he had seen her, she had stood on the dais in the Hall of Lunaris, crown in hand, eyes bright with anger and something too sharp to name beneath it, her voice cutting across the hall as he stepped backward from the velvet cushion meant for his knee. That night had ended in open doors and dark air and the cliff’s cold face rushing past. This return came on a tide of incense and medically sanctioned neatness.

“Come here, Carthea,” she said, and the thinness in her voice broke the spell more effectively than any command would have done, the two words landing not as a summons from a queen but as the request of a woman whose lungs no longer obeyed her entirely.

He crossed the remaining space, boots sinking noiselessly into the carpet that watched his step with woven lions and crescents, and stopped within reach of the bed. Up close, the faint tremor in her hands showed where they rested on the coverlet; the skin over her fingers had thinned, the knuckles more pronounced, the veins more visible. The crown sat a fraction crooked, as if the weight no longer settled easily on the angle of her skull.

“My son returns from chasing dragons,” she said, the corner of her mouth lifting, though the expression cost her a breath. “And looks taller than the last time he defied me.”

The attempt at wryness brushed against his chest; the ache along his ribs pressed in answer, a reminder of how literal the phrase “chasing dragons” had become. He lowered to one knee beside the bed, the motion slower than habit demanded, enough to spare his side another sharp pull. The carpet cushioned the contact, but the act still carried the memory of cold stone in the Hall of Lunaris, of the kneeling he had refused.

“Your physicians will scold you if you spend your breath on remarks like that,” he said, letting a thin, dry edge into his tone that might almost pass for shared humor.

Her fingers moved, reaching toward him, almost missing his hand before he shifted to catch them. Her skin felt cool, cooler even than the metal of the crown against his other palm when he had once held it, a chill that belonged not to room temperature but to something slower inside her. The contact ran up his arm in a line of awareness, carrying with it a pressure against the underside of his ribs that forced his next inhale deeper than intended.

“They scold me for breathing at all,” she said, letting her fingers tighten around his as much as her strength allowed. “They forget I have spent my life arguing with men who like the sound of their own warnings.”

The faint amusement that ghosted through the words did not reach her eyes fully, but it left a trace there, like the smudge of colour remaining on a faded tapestry. Her gaze moved over his face with an intensity undimmed by illness, noting the bruise shadowing his jaw from a mishandled shield, the slight tightness around his mouth from holding back any suggestion of pain, the way his shoulders carried new weight that had nothing to do with cloak or armor.

“You carry yourself differently,” she said. “The mountain has done something useful with you, it seems.”

“The mountain tried to kill me twice,” he answered, the memory of loose rock underfoot and the roar in the ravine flickering across the back of his tongue. “The Citadel merely supervised.”

Her lips curved a fraction more. “Good,” she murmured. “Now you know the difference between stories and stone.”

One of the nurses shifted, the soft rustle of her gown a reminder of other ears in the room. The Queen’s gaze flicked sideways, and the small motion of her hand, still clasped in his, carried a command that never needed words. “Leave us,” she said, softer than any decree she had given in council, yet the authority under the whisper cut through air and obedience alike.

The nurses dipped into practiced curtsies and withdrew toward the door. As they passed, a physician in dark blue lingered just long enough to cast a measuring look over both of them, his mouth tightening slightly before he bowed and followed the others. The door closed with a careful click, sealing the chamber.

Silence settled again, thicker this time, the only sounds the slow burn of incense and the Queen’s measured breaths and the quieter, deeper pull of his own.

She let go of his hand long enough to reach toward the small table at her bedside. Her fingers did not quite manage the distance; Carthea rose half a pace and took the object she sought before it tumbled. A narrow, leather-bound folder lay there, its cover stamped with the crest of Athelion in silver foil, the lion’s head picked out in fine detail. It weighed less than any piece of armor he had worn at the Citadel, yet the pull of it down his arm as he lifted it felt disproportionate.

“Open it,” she said.

He did as commanded. Inside, thick sheets of parchment rested in careful order, each one bearing a name at the top in a flowing script, followed by neat lines of text detailing lineage, alliances, dowry arrangements. Seals in various colours marked the margins: Vaelune’s wave and star, Delhyr’s speared mountain from a cadet branch of the royal line, lesser houses from western coasts and eastern hills, all stamped into wax that still held the faint impress of the rings that had pressed them.

The first name stared up at him from the page with calm certainty: Princess Seriane of Vaelune, first daughter of King Marion, bearer of three treaties, patronage lines extending like measured rivers from her to half the known seaboard. The script did not mention her age, her voice, her gaze; it detailed her blood with a precision usually reserved for ledgers.

His fingers tightened slightly at the top edge of the folder; the parchment did not yield. The smell of wax rose faintly as the pages shifted, a different kind of weight than the mountain’s, layered and deliberate.

“It is time,” Queen Ismara said quietly, “for you to remember whose son you are.”

The words moved through him like a slow, cold wave, not crashing, but advancing steadily, each syllable another inch stolen from shore. His side answered with a sharp, concentrated line where scar tissue protested the way his chest refused to expand enough for comfort. The hand not holding the folder pressed briefly against that spot, thumb catching on the edge of his bandage under the tunic.

“The council has already begun speaking with Vaelune,” she continued. “They smell weakness whenever a queen coughs. They speak of stability, of heirs, of bloodlines that must not fail. They speak as if the gods themselves sit at their elbows, nodding along.”

Her eyes, clear despite the pallor, held his without flinching. “I know those men. I know the way they will close in if you and I leave the space open. I will not give them that satisfaction.”

He closed the folder halfway, enough to conceal the names without pretending they were not there. The leather pressed against his palm, warm from his own skin now, smooth and unyielding. The air seemed to thicken around his shoulders, the incense circling his head like something that had forgotten whether it meant to bless or smother.

“Mother,” he began, the word carrying the rasp of someone who had used the title less in recent years than etiquette demanded, “I have only just returned from the Citadel. The dragon at the ravine—”

“Reminded everyone that your bloodline still matters,” she cut in, not harshly, but with the precision of a blade that had been sharpened on this same whetstone many times. “The scribes sent copies of the account before your wounds were bandaged. The story of a prince standing before fire carries well in council chambers.”

Her gaze drifted briefly to the bandage’s outline under his tunic, where the cloth pulled differently. One of her fingers twitched, as if tempted to reach out and trace the line, but the effort it would have required stayed her hand.

“You think they will let that tale rest?” she asked. “They will dine on it for months. They will turn it into an argument for binding you tighter to the throne, for tying your name to as many treaties as possible while your face still looks like a story worth believing.”

The folder’s
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