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Ash had always been honest with him in a way people never were, because it did not pretend to be clean, and it did not pretend it had arrived without cause, and when it clung to his lashes on the night he died it felt less like the end of a life than the final proof of what he had been made into—an instrument held too tightly, a name used too often, a body marched forward until endurance hollowed out into something almost empty.

He remembered fire before he remembered breath, the heat gnawing at stone and timber with a patience that felt personal, the air thick enough to resist his lungs, the taste of smoke sinking into the back of his throat until swallowing became an act of pain, and somewhere beyond the roar of burning there had been voices, not panicked but measured, the kind that belonged to men who watched catastrophe and called it order.

He did not beg them, not at the end.

He had begged enough in the years before, begged with posture and obedience and silence, begged with a smile that tightened his jaw until it ached, begged with every sacrifice he offered in exchange for being allowed to remain useful, and the last thing he did as the flames rose and the betrayal tightened around his ribs was make a vow that had no altar and no witness, a vow spoken only into the raw heat of his own failing body: he would not be a piece on anyone’s board again.

Death should have been the closing of that vow.

Instead, it became the hinge.

Cold came first when he opened his eyes, not the cold of a grave but the clean chill of sheets beneath his palms, linen pressed flat and too ordinary to belong to an ending, and the sensation jolted through him with a sharpness he could not name as relief because relief implied safety, and his body had forgotten what safety felt like.

The room he woke in held the familiar wealth of his birth—polished wood, carved stone, the faint scent of oils rubbed into furniture to keep it shining—yet everything in it seemed wrong by a fraction, as if the world had been rewound imperfectly, leaving the edges misaligned, and when he sat up the bones of his body answered with a young elasticity that made his breath catch, because he knew the weight he had carried before, the ache that had lived in his joints, the exhaustion that never fully left his muscles, and this body did not carry it.

Twenty-three.

The number settled into him like a cold coin.

His hands were unscarred in places they had once split open, his pulse steady in a chest that had once tightened around anger like a cage, and when he dragged air into his lungs it came easier than it had in years, so easy it felt suspicious, as if the world were offering him a gift only to demand a price later.

He forced himself to move, to touch the table, the wall, the mirror, grounding in texture and temperature until the truth held: this was his life before the marriage, before the vows forced on him as politics disguised as duty, before the cage closed and everyone called it protection.

The wedding had not happened yet.

And somewhere in the distance of memory, sharper than comfort and heavier than dread, one name stood like a blade held upright in the dark—Cassian, the god of war who had arrived too late once, who had never said love, who had been powerful enough to ruin everything, or to save it, if saving had ever been something men like them were allowed.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: Ashes Remember Me
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Fire entered him before pain did.

Not as heat, but as pressure—a weight forced through his mouth and down into his lungs where breath should have been, thick and granular and wrong, carrying with it the taste of burning oil and split stone. His body reacted before fear had time to shape itself, ribs locking as if resistance alone might keep the fire from learning the shape of him.

The ground beneath his knees had already surrendered its cool. Stone radiated a punishing warmth that climbed through cloth and skin and settled into bone, and when his palms pressed down to steady himself the texture came away gritty and unstable, fragments of what had once been polished ground shifting under his weight as if the world itself had decided to stop holding together.

Smoke pressed close enough to feel intimate. It did not drift—it leaned. Its density made every movement costly, and the effort of drawing another breath scraped raw along his throat, pressure registering first, pain arriving only after, spreading outward until even stillness began to burn.

Sound arrived late and all at once. A roar without direction swallowed smaller noises before they could finish forming, and beneath it a sharper crack echoed through the space, stone splitting under stress. The violence of it shuddered through the ground and into his knees, up his spine, where it lodged and refused to settle.

Heat licked along his sleeves, then his forearms. A crawling sensation made his muscles jerk despite his attempt to remain still—because stillness had always been safer than reaction. Here, even restraint invited pursuit. The fire answered hesitation with insistence.

He tasted blood when his teeth cut into his tongue.

Copper-sharp. Brief. Enough to ground him more firmly than sight ever could, anchoring him to the fact of his body in a space dissolving into brightness and pressure.

The brightness surged without warning, flaring behind his eyes until the world reduced itself to white and heat. In that narrowing, something else shifted—not around him, but behind him. A subtle absence where certainty had once lived.

Footsteps had stopped.

The realization settled into his back before it reached anything that could be called understanding. A sudden vulnerability bloomed between his shoulders, where protection had always stood. The absence burned colder than the fire, tightening his muscles in a way heat never could.

He turned his head with effort, the movement slow and dragging as if the air had grown teeth. Through the smoke he caught the outline of figures retreating rather than advancing—blurred, but unmistakably upright. Unhurried.

One of them paused long enough to look back.

The distance between them was not far, yet it stretched unnaturally, packed with heat and debris and the unspoken agreement that whatever happened next would not require witnesses. His chest constricted. Breath locked halfway in as his body registered the shift from shared danger to solitary consequence.

The look held no apology. No urgency.

Only calculation cooling into resolve. The weight of it pressed down with the clarity of a verdict delivered without ceremony, the finality of a decision rehearsed long before the fire ever found its way inside him.

The ground shuddered again—closer this time. Vibration jarred his teeth as stone gave in somewhere above, the sound tearing through the space with brutal precision. The figure turned away. The moment sealed itself not with words, but with action.

Heat surged as the structure collapsed inward. Air was forced violently from his lungs as debris struck nearby, the impact knocking him sideways and driving his shoulder into the ground hard enough to blur the edges of sensation.

Pain broke free.

He gasped—and drew fire instead of air.

His throat seized around it, muscles spasming as if to expel the intrusion, but the fire pressed deeper, spreading into his chest where it settled like a living thing. Coughing sent shards of agony through his ribs, each convulsion widening the burn instead of relieving it.

Ash rained down relentlessly, coating his face, slipping between his lips, sticking to sweat-slick skin until everything felt heavy. When his eyes squeezed shut against it, the darkness offered no relief—only intensified the awareness of heat crawling across him inch by inch.

Pressure inside his chest grew unbearable. Not sharp, but suffocating. A slow crush that turned every attempt at breath into an act of defiance rather than instinct.

In that narrowing space, his body remembered other moments of restraint.

Other times when endurance had been mistaken for loyalty. Obedience for survival.

The thought did not arrive as words, but as tension—a familiar hollow beneath his sternum where resolve had been worn thin over years of compliance. As the fire continued its work, that hollow finally gave way, opening into something emptier and colder than fear.

He had endured long enough to become transparent.

The realization carried no drama. Only weight. It settled into his muscles with the inevitability of exhaustion, and as his strength bled away, clarity followed—not panic, but the certainty that there would be no intervention. No reversal. No reprieve earned through patience.

Another collapse thundered through the structure. Flames surged higher. Heat drove itself against him with renewed force, searing along his side where fabric had burned away, skin screaming before sensation began to dull.

Pain blurred into pressure, then into distance. As the world narrowed, his awareness clung to smaller truths—the drag of ash against his teeth, the tremor in his arms as they failed to hold his weight.
He sank forward onto his forearms. The posture forced another breath from him despite his resistance, fire flooding deeper with it, igniting a violent ache that pulsed through his chest and down his spine.
His vision fractured.

In that fracture, memory surged without permission.

Not images—weight. Years spent standing where he had been placed. Speaking when permitted. Remaining silent when required. His value measured in usefulness rather than will.

The familiarity of that pressure twisted into something corrosive as he recognized the pattern repeating itself in this final abandonment.

They had chosen him because he would endure.

The knowledge settled heavy and undeniable. Beneath it, something hardened. A final refusal coiled tight in the hollow where obedience had once lived, drawing strength not from hope, but from fury sharpened by clarity.

His fingers curled against the ground, ash caking beneath his nails as his grip tightened on stone already breaking apart. The physical act anchored him long enough for a vow to take shape—not spoken aloud, but driven into muscle and bone by necessity.

He would not be used again.

The vow promised no survival. No justice. Only this: whatever came after would not find him pliant. If the world demanded a piece of him again, it would take it against resistance—not receive it freely.

Heat surged one last time. Absolute. Overwhelming.

Pressure in his chest finally broke. Breath tore free in a ragged expulsion that felt less like release and more like surrender forced by exhaustion.

Darkness followed—not sudden, but heavy. It settled over his senses as the fire consumed the last signals his body could send. The final sensation was the weight of ash pressing him down, sealing the space with suffocating finality.

Silence did not come.

Instead, there was a pause. Stretched. Uncomfortable.

Sensation crept back with unwelcome persistence—not heat, but cold. A thin chill brushed his skin where fire had been. It pressed along his back first, seeping through cloth that felt unfamiliar in its looseness. His muscles tensed on instinct. A reflexive recoil.

A sharp breath tore into lungs that should not have worked at all.

Air rushed in clean and sharp. Cool enough to sting.

The breath caught halfway down, stopping in shock. The absence of smoke made the intake feel too large, too empty—as if his chest had forgotten how to hold space without pain.

His eyes opened.

Light filtered through fabric, pale and diffuse. It carried none of the violence of flame. The surface beneath him did not burn. It offered a firm, even coolness that pressed along his spine, grounding him with a steadiness that felt unreal.

His hands moved before thought could intervene. Palms pressed down. Fingers splayed against linen rather than stone. Smooth. Unbroken.

The absence of grit sent a jolt through him sharper than any pain had been.

He drew another breath—slower this time. Air filled him without resistance. Without fire. The simple fact of it made his chest ache in a way that had nothing to do with injury.

He was alive.

The truth landed not as relief, but as tension. It tightened along his shoulders as awareness widened, bringing with it another sensation—subtle, but sharp. The unfamiliar balance of his body.

He felt smaller.

The weight distribution was wrong. The length of his limbs unfamiliar beneath the sheet. When he lifted one hand into view, the sight jolted him—fingers long, unmarked by years of strain. Skin unscarred where memory insisted there should have been burns.

His breath stuttered.

Twenty-three.

The age did not arrive as a number, but as absence—the absence of weight he had learned to carry, of injuries that had never fully healed, of responsibilities that had pressed him flat long before the fire ever found him.

The bed was too soft. Yielding. Inviting rest.

The invitation felt dangerous.

He pushed himself upright with care. The movement was smooth where he expected resistance. The room came into focus—clean lines, muted colors. Privilege, not necessity.

Sunlight filtered through a high window. Dust motes drifted lazily. The quiet pressed against him with suffocating gentleness. Too complete. Too deliberate.

His feet touched the floor. Bare against polished stone. Cool enough to draw sharp awareness through his legs.

There was no weight on his left hand.

The absence struck like impact. His fingers curled reflexively, confirming the space where a band should have been.

Bare. Unmarked.

Not married.

The realization carried no relief. Only a sudden, disorienting openness—a future unsealed where one had once been locked into place. Uncertainty pressed down harder than any vow he had been forced to take.

His pulse quickened. Memory surged—political bindings, obligations forged without consent. The knowledge that this absence changed the shape of everything meant to follow.

He stood barefoot in borrowed light. Alive. Unburned. Breath steady and cold in his lungs.

The vow from the fire settled again into his bones—not dulled by survival, but sharpened by it.

Outside the room, footsteps passed and paused. Soft. Deliberate. Awareness slid along his spine—the familiar weight of being observed.

He did not move toward the door.

Instead, he remained where he was, feeling the steady insistence of his heart beneath his ribs. Proof of survival, beating against a world already rearranging itself around him.

As the footsteps lingered beyond the threshold, he held his breath half a beat longer than necessary—letting the tension stabilize into something watchful.

Unyielding.

Something that refused to step forward until the cost became clear.
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Morning arrived without ceremony.

Light slid along stone and fabric with a patience that felt rehearsed. When it reached his face it carried no warmth—only a thin pressure that coaxed his eyes open, as if the day were testing whether he would resist or comply. The quiet pressed close enough to be felt along his ribs before any sound dared to claim space.

The bed held him differently than the night before. Linens lay cool and smooth beneath his palms when he shifted, their cleanliness registering first as texture before his body supplied unease. Comfort had always arrived paired with expectation, and the absence of pain left room for anticipation to stretch and sharpen.

He sat up slowly. His spine aligned without protest, the ease of the movement landing as a dull ache beneath his sternum. When his feet touched the floor, the stone drew heat from his skin in a steady pull, grounding him long enough for awareness to widen.

The room resolved into measured symmetry and muted colors—careful wealth rather than indulgence.

The window stood tall and narrow, glass catching the pale sky and breaking it into clean shapes. The sight carried a familiar pressure behind his eyes, a reminder that time here moved according to ritual rather than impulse. Mornings did not invite choice. They signaled sequence.

Fabric lay folded at the foot of the bed, arranged with precision that suggested both care and surveillance. When he reached for it, the cloth felt heavier than it looked. The weight settled into his hands with a familiarity that carried memory without image—the sensation of being dressed rather than dressing himself.

As he pulled the tunic over his head, the fabric brushed his shoulders and throat. Cool. Restraining. The moment it settled, his posture adjusted instinctively, spine straightening as if responding to an invisible correction. His body remembered the cost of appearing unprepared.

The corridor outside greeted him with hush rather than silence—a layered quiet of distant footsteps and murmurs filtered through stone. As he walked, the floor answered each step with muted acknowledgment, the rhythm measured enough to invite regulation rather than haste.

Servants passed with lowered gazes and careful distance. Their movements were precise, unobtrusive. Space opened around him in a way that felt respectful and containing at once, guiding his path without ever touching.

He followed familiar turns toward the family wing. The air cooled as stone thickened around him. With each step, the sense of being funneled sharpened—walls narrowing just enough to remind him that privacy here was an illusion maintained by courtesy rather than right.

The antechamber outside the solar smelled faintly of polished wood and old parchment. Authority lived in the dryness of it. As he crossed the threshold, warmth pooled near the hearth despite the early hour.

His mother stood near the window, silhouette outlined by morning light. Her posture was immaculate, hands folded in a way that suggested patience rather than waiting. When her gaze found him, it settled like a hand placed carefully between his shoulders—steady, exacting.

“You’re awake early,” she said.

Her voice was even. Unhurried. The words landed as a statement, not a question. Behind her, the fire cracked gently, punctuating the moment without breaking its composure.

He inclined his head. The movement was smooth from long practice. As he straightened, the room seemed to contract by a fraction, attention narrowing onto him. His breath slowed in response, body aligning itself before his thoughts could intervene.

His father sat at the table. Fingers rested on a spread of documents weighted by a seal. The faint scrape of parchment as he adjusted them carried across the space with surprising clarity—a reminder that decisions here were made in ink long before they were spoken aloud.

“We need to confirm the timing,” his father said.

The words were low. Controlled. Dense enough to leave no space for misinterpretation—only for compliance to arrange itself around necessity.

He moved closer to the table. The floor was cool beneath his feet. Standing opposite them, the distance felt measured rather than intimate, calibrated to maintain authority without warmth. The arrangement tightened something low in his abdomen.

The documents smelled faintly of wax and dust. When his father turned one toward him, the edge brushed his fingers—brief, grounding. Texture came before understanding.

The date was set.

Not newly chosen. Not tentative. Established. Ink dark and confident against the page. The sight sent a dull pulse through his chest, pressure expanding outward as his breath stalled for half a beat before resuming with controlled steadiness.

“The preparations are well underway,” his mother added, stepping closer. Her presence shifted the air beside him. The warmth of her proximity contrasted with the chill creeping into his palms, the mismatch sharpening his awareness of imbalance.

Names followed. Families aligned through marriage and obligation. Alliances reinforced with ceremony. Each syllable stacked quietly until the accumulation pressed heavy against his ribs.

He listened without interruption, gaze steady on the table rather than their faces. Meeting their eyes would invite scrutiny he could not afford. As the words continued, the room seemed to grow smaller, walls inching inward with every mention of duty.

“This is your responsibility,” his father said at last.

No emphasis. No force. The assumption of agreement sealed itself into the space between them.

The word responsibility settled into his body as tension rather than thought, tightening along his spine and spreading through his shoulders. A familiar sensation—expectations met without resistance, paths accepted because refusal had never been offered as an option.

He nodded once.

The gesture felt heavier than any argument would have.

They spoke of logistics then—guests, rites, timelines. The conversation flowed around him as though his presence were symbolic rather than necessary. The exclusion sharpened his focus inward, attention narrowing to the steady rhythm of his breath.

Heat from the hearth brushed his side. Constant. Inescapable. The warmth made his tunic cling faintly, fabric catching at his shoulder when he shifted. The sensation grounded him more firmly than any word spoken.

His mother reached out to adjust the line of his sleeve. The contact was brief, precise. Fingers cool against his wrist. Awareness shot up his arm and lodged between his shoulders—a reminder of how easily proximity could correct him.

“You’ll do what’s required,” she said softly.

The tone was almost gentle. The contrast sharpened the lesson into clarity.

He stepped back when she released him. The movement was small, deliberate. As distance opened, the room seemed to breathe again—pressure easing just enough for him to draw a fuller breath without drawing attention.

The conversation concluded without ceremony. Decisions were affirmed, not debated. When he turned to leave, the weight followed, trailing along his spine like a shadow that refused to detach.

The corridor outside felt narrower. The hush heavier. Architecture guided him forward with quiet authority, leaving little room for deviation.

Sunlight spilled across the floor ahead—a bright interruption. When he stepped into it, warmth hit his face and chest all at once. His breath caught, then settled into a measured rhythm.

He paused longer than necessary.

In the stillness, awareness shifted inward, anchored by the heat on his skin.

The wedding was waiting.

Not as an event, but as a structure already built—a framework of obligation and expectation standing ready to receive him. The realization pressed down, muscles bracing against an impact not yet arrived.

He moved on, steps slower now. With each one, the idea of escape crept closer to the surface—not a plan, but pressure. A tightening behind his eyes. Beneath his ribs.

The gardens lay beyond the next archway. Air shifted as he crossed into open space, the scent of damp earth and clipped greenery filling his lungs. The contrast drew a deeper breath despite his restraint.

Gravel crunched softly beneath his feet. The sound was grounding. Rhythmic. Physical enough to steady his thoughts behind sensation rather than let them lead.

Walls still bordered the garden. High. Immaculate. Their presence kept the openness from offering comfort, the space framed too carefully to allow the illusion of freedom.

He stopped near the fountain. Water murmured over stone with deliberate persistence. Resting his hand against the cool edge, the chill bit into his palm—sharp enough to cut through the haze of obligation.

Cold traveled up his arm. Clean. Clarifying.

The first shape of intention surfaced—not yet strategy, but solid enough to resist being crushed.

He would leave.

The decision did not settle as certainty, but as tension. Coiled. Ready. The lack of detail did not weaken it. The need itself was enough.

Paths unfurled in his mind without sequence—corridors, gates, schedules aligning around gaps rather than routes. The absence of a complete picture made his pulse quicken, anticipation threading through restraint with dangerous potential.

A name surfaced. Unbidden. Sharp.

Cassian.

It carried weight even in silence. Reputation rather than familiarity. Steel. Command. A man who stood adjacent to power rather than beneath it.

The name offered no comfort. That felt right. Comfort would have dulled the edge he needed.

Footsteps approached along the gravel. Measured. Unhurried. Awareness pressed against his back, tightening the skin along his spine.

He did not turn.

Palm against cold stone, breath slow and deliberate, he held the moment in suspension as the world gathered itself around what had not yet happened.

The cage was still waiting.

Its door open—not in invitation, but in expectation.
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The garden’s cold lingered on his palm long after he withdrew his hand from the fountain. The chill imprinted itself into the lines of his skin as he walked back beneath the archways, following him like a deliberate mark—a reminder that the moment he touched stone and decided not to accept the shape carved for him, his body had already begun to move ahead of whatever the palace expected him to become.

The corridors held their usual hush, but now the silence felt layered with listening. The air pressed gently against his ears, as if the walls were training themselves to catch every shift in his breathing. The steady rhythm of his steps sounded too present against polished floor, each footfall a muted impact that made the muscles in his calves tighten with the urge to soften, to disappear, to become less noticeable in a place that measured worth by how well one fit into the space without disturbing it.

Heat from the hearths did not reach this far. Stone stayed cool against his soles through thin slippers, and the coolness sharpened his awareness of his own weight—the fact of his body existing in this corridor as something that could be blocked or guided. The physical truth of it drew his shoulders into careful alignment, posture smoothing itself into the kind of control that invited fewer questions.

When a servant passed with a tray balanced perfectly at shoulder height, the faint scent of steeped herbs trailing in her wake, he felt the air shift as she moved around him. A practiced detour that still managed to communicate rank. Automatic deference tightened something beneath his ribs, because being treated as valuable had always been another way of being handled.

He returned to his chamber and closed the door with care. The latch clicked into place with a soft finality that did not feel like privacy so much as a pause granted by courtesy. The quiet inside did not settle his nerves. It widened his hearing, catching the smallest sounds from beyond the wall as if his body expected interruption.

The room held the same restrained order as before—folded clothes, pale light, the faint scent of clean linen. It pressed at him with gentle insistence to rest, to accept, to let the palace carry him again.

His skin refused the invitation.

He moved to the window and pressed his fingertips against the glass. Cold enough to make his nails ache. Beyond it, the palace grounds spread in tidy geometry—paths and hedges and watch points aligned into a pattern that suggested beauty while serving control.

From above, even open space could be measured.

The name returned without warning. Not spoken, but felt—syllables arriving like metal laid against skin. The first sensation that came with it was not memory, but pressure. A weight at the base of his throat, as if an unseen collar had tightened by a fraction.

Cassian.

The sound carried a distinct shape. Hard at the edges. It did not belong to this room or this morning, yet it fit too easily into the hollow places his past had left behind, sliding into the spaces where obedience had once been lodged and turning them sharp. Cold traveled up his hand and into his wrist, pulling the memory closer.

There had been a courtyard once—not trimmed and ornamental like the palace grounds now, but torn open by hurried fortifications. Stone stained with soot and old blood that never fully washed out. He remembered standing at its edge with armor biting into his shoulders, straps digging deeper every time he drew breath against smoke, the air thick with iron and ash that clung to the inside of his mouth.

War had not been one sound. It was a constant layering—steel ringing, bodies colliding, shouted commands fractured by distance. Beneath it all, a low, persistent groan from the city itself, as if the stones were strained by violence pressing against them.

And in that noise, he had waited.

Because waiting was what he had been trained to do when the Crown’s decisions were made elsewhere.

The gate had been closed then. Barred not against the enemy so much as against the fear of being seen desperate. Chain links trembled under impact, each strike sending vibration through the stone beneath his feet, up through his legs, into his spine—tension with nowhere to go.

Reinforcements were promised. Promises were written into treaties and spoken across polished tables with wine. The sky dimmed. Torches burned lower. The wounded piled along the walls.

The promised force did not arrive.

When Cassian finally came, he did not enter like salvation.

He arrived like consequence.

Late enough that the air had already learned despair. Late enough that defenders’ breaths had turned shallow and sour with exhaustion. The first sign of him was the sound of hooves striking stone with ruthless certainty—clean, heavy impacts, not hurried, not uncertain, steady in a way that made every head turn despite itself.

The gate opened with a grind that shook dust from stone. Cold air rushed in carrying the sharp scent of rain from distant fields—so out of place against smoke and blood it landed like a jolt.

Cassian rode through without pause.

Armor dark and unadorned. Cloak damp and heavy. Water beaded along metal edges like the world itself had tried—and failed—to soften him.

His face was calm. Not gentle. The expression of a man who had already decided how much of himself would be given and how much would be withheld. When he dismounted, the ground seemed to register his weight differently, as if the stone accepted him as a familiar kind of violence.

He did not apologize for arriving late.

He did not offer comfort—not to the wounded, not to the frightened, not to those who had stood hours longer than they should have been forced to stand. The absence of softening words cut deeper than any insult.

It made one thing clear.

He did not consider explanation necessary.

Orders followed instead—clipped, precise, spoken with a voice that carried over noise without shouting. Men moved in response immediately, bodies shifting toward compliance as if pulled by a gravity they did not question. The sight of that obedience stirred something bitter at the back of Aurelian’s throat.

He recognized the mechanism too well.

Cassian fought like a man who had made peace with his own brutality. Steel moved with clean economy, no wasted flourish, blade a direct extension of will. Each strike scattered opponents and allies alike into careful distance. There was no hesitation. No glance toward the Crown’s banner. No silent check for permission.

Only forward.

They called him a war god in murmured awe—not because he was divine, but because he seemed untouchable by ordinary hesitation. The title clung to him like smoke, thickening the air around his shoulders, making it difficult to imagine him kneeling to anyone without breaking something in the world’s order.

Aurelian remembered the ring of Cassian’s blade meeting another—sharp enough to slice through shouting. The sound carried cold clarity, as if violence could be clean when wielded by hands that never trembled.

In that clarity, he had felt a pull.

Dangerous. Unwelcome. Real.

Strength like that did not belong to the palace’s delicate games.

After the battle—when the wounded moaned and fires were doused into smoking pits—Cassian stood at the edge of the courtyard with blood drying at his wrist. His armor was scraped and dented, yet his posture remained controlled, shoulders squared as if fatigue were a weakness he refused to show.

Even the air around him felt cooler.

As though heat could not cling where he chose not to carry it.

The Crown’s emissary approached, voice careful, polite. Praise and gratitude shaped to flatter without surrendering authority. Cassian listened with a stillness that made the words sound thin.

When the emissary finished, Cassian replied with a single nod.

Then a brief statement: the enemy would return.

Not warning. Not fear.

Fact.

Calm like that tightened the skin along Aurelian’s spine. Calm in the face of recurring war suggested either arrogance—or knowledge no one else possessed.

Later, he remembered seeing Cassian in the chapel.

Candles threw wavering light across carvings of saints and kings. Incense hung heavy, meant to press humility into lungs. Cassian knelt without reverence—back straight, hands on his thighs with a soldier’s patience. The posture mimicked devotion, but the tension in his shoulders made it clear he was not asking anything of the gods.

The priest spoke of sacrifice and duty. Of love for kingdom and crown—words meant to braid obedience with holiness. Cassian remained still, eyes lowered not in submission but in restraint, the kind that hid contempt as effectively as it hid desire.

When the priest offered a blessing, Cassian accepted it without reaction.

Refusal, rendered perfectly polite.

He never said love.

Not in public. Not in private. Not in the careful conversations designed to bind alliances through intimacy. The silence around that word became a presence, hovering near him like a blade kept sheathed—its sharpness still felt even when hidden.

A banquet hall surfaced in memory—long tables heavy with food, music attempting to smooth the edges of recent grief. The Crown’s heir seated beside Cassian for appearance, laughter offered like currency.

Cassian replied with polite minimality.

His gaze scanned exits, not faces.

There had been a moment when a courtier leaned too close, fingers touching Cassian’s forearm with feigned familiarity. Cassian’s response was not anger.

It was stillness.

A subtle tightening in muscle beneath skin that made the courtier withdraw as if burned. Control like that was more frightening than violence would have been.

Aurelian had watched from across the room, feeling the distance between them not as space but as boundary—a line Cassian drew without speaking. Men like Cassian did not allow themselves to be approached without cost.

Now, in the quiet of his chamber, fingertips still against cold glass, the memory left residue that tightened Aurelian’s throat, as if the air had thickened with what had been unsaid and unresolved. His breath moved slower—controlled not by calm, but by the need to keep his body from betraying the sharpness of his focus.

The palace expected him to walk into marriage like a ritual procession—head bowed, steps measured. That expectation sat on his shoulders with familiar pressure.

But the memory of Cassian carried a different kind of weight.

Not softening. Not comforting.

Solid enough to press back.

If Cassian had been late before, it meant he chose his own timing.

If he never said love, it meant he refused the language used to bind men into obedience. And the refusal held a strange utility, because a man who could not be seduced by duty’s pretty words might be the only one capable of cutting through the palace’s slow suffocation.

He stepped away from the window. Warmth shifted around him—slightly warmer near the bed, cooler near the stone wall. Subtle differences tracked along his skin like invisible hands, keeping him anchored even as his past pressed close.

He crossed to the table where a small clock sat. Its face marked in precise increments. The mechanism ticked with steady indifference, each tick a tiny impact that measured time not in emotion but inevitability.

The date inked on the document in his father’s solar returned with the same heaviness it had carried earlier. A wedding was not a single day here, but a chain of days. Each one drew the cage closer until its bars were no longer metaphor, but schedule.

He opened a drawer and found a folded map, edges worn from handling. When he spread it on the table, paper rasped softly beneath his fingertips—intimate in the quiet.

Maps were honest in a way people rarely were.

Lines represented obstacles without pretending they were virtues.

The palace sat like a heart at the center of the page. Roads branched outward like veins toward towns, outposts, and the darker marks that signaled forests and mountain passes. His gaze moved along routes not as fantasy but measurement, distance translating immediately into the strain his body would feel walking it.

His finger traced the outer wall first, following its thickness, guard stations marked in small symbols. The act sharpened the cold memory of the fountain into a clear line of intent.

A knock sounded at his door.

Soft. Deliberate.

The sound compressed through him, muscles tightening along his spine. Interruptions were rarely neutral in a place where every visit carried purpose.

“Your Highness,” a voice murmured through the wood—respectful enough to appear gentle while still asserting presence.

He did not answer immediately. He let the silence stretch just long enough that the person outside would feel the pause without receiving explanation. The small act of withholding steadied him. Withholding was the closest thing to control he could claim here without drawing blood.

When he spoke, his voice came even and low, shaped to carry authority without invitation.

“Leave it.”

The shortness of the command landed like a clean cut.

Footsteps hesitated, then moved away. The retreat was audible in the soft shift of fabric against stone. The absence that followed sharpened the solitude until it felt like pressure on his skin.

He returned to the map. Forced attention back to paper and ink.

Because the cage did not wait for his feelings to stabilize.

Cassian’s name hovered again—not as comfort, but as edge. He remembered Cassian’s stillness in the chapel, how he accepted blessing without swallowing it. The thought settled into his chest like a stone dropped into deep water—heavy, quiet, altering the space around it without splashing.

If Cassian could refuse language meant to bind him, then Cassian could refuse the palace’s future for him.

The possibility tightened Aurelian’s breathing.

Hope was dangerous precisely when it felt practical.

He folded the map slowly. Paper creased beneath his fingers with a crackle that sounded too loud in the hush. Folding felt like sealing something away and keeping it ready—a plan not yet spoken, already shaped by touch.

He moved to the wardrobe and opened it, hinge whispering. Garments hung in careful order, fabrics chosen for ceremony rather than escape. Behind them he found older pieces: a traveling cloak, boots scuffed enough to have seen mud.

When his hand closed around the leather, texture pressed into his palm with blunt honesty.

Leather smelled faintly of oil and dust. A scent that carried movement in it. The weight of the boots in his hands made his forearms tense, because weight like that belonged outside—on roads, in cold wind, anywhere that did not require permission to take a full breath.

He set the boots down and stood still.

Not restful stillness.

Active.

His body held tension like a drawn bow, because choosing to leave meant choosing to break something—even if the breaking was silent.

His gaze returned to his left hand, bare where a ring should have been. The absence made his pulse thud harder against his ribs.

The cage’s door had not been locked yet.

Which meant he could still move before the palace decided to close it.

He went back to the window and looked out once more, eyes traveling the grounds until they found the distant line where palace stone gave way to trees, the dark mass of forest beyond the outer roads. The boundary dried the inside of his mouth.

Boundaries always looked simpler from a distance than they felt when met with flesh.

Cassian would not be waiting in the palace.

A man like that stood at the edges where the kingdom bled, where treaties became irrelevant and swords spoke more clearly than vows. The thought tightened Aurelian’s stomach, because seeking Cassian meant walking toward a power that could not be managed with polite words.

He remembered Cassian’s gaze—how it never lingered, how attention cut cleanly from one point to another. Being seen by that kind of focus would strip away every practiced mask without effort.

Aurelian drew a slow breath and felt it fill his lungs without resistance. Clean air—so different from the fire that had ended his last life.

If he had been given breath again, then breath was meant to be used.

Not traded for obedience.

He turned away from the window and began to move with purpose. Not hurried—hurried movements drew eyes—but deliberate, each action chosen to look ordinary while carrying another intention beneath it. The discipline of that duality steadied him. Deception had always been the palace’s native language.

He gathered what he could without making the room look stripped. He folded the traveling cloak and placed it where it could be dismissed as preparation rather than rebellion. He slipped small items into pockets that would not bulge beneath fabric.

Each quiet movement tightened the coil of readiness low in his body.

When he checked the clock again, the ticking felt louder. An irritant—and a gift. Time could be measured. What could be measured could be used.

He opened the door and stepped into the corridor with his face composed into calm, breath steady, shoulders aligned.

Walking out while holding his secret felt like carrying a blade hidden beneath cloth.

A guard stood at the bend, posture attentive, hand resting near the hilt of his sword in habitual readiness. When his gaze lifted toward the prince, the expression remained neutral—yet a subtle tightening at the corners of his mouth suggested awareness, not of a plan, but of a change in the air.

“Your Highness,” the guard greeted, voice respectful, armor scraping faintly as he inclined his head.

Aurelian answered with a nod—minimal, sufficient. As he passed, the air between them felt charged, not with threat but with the simple truth that one body could stop another if it chose. The knowledge kept his movements smooth.

Smoothness invited fewer questions.

He walked toward the palace’s outer corridors, where windows opened to narrow balconies and air grew cooler, the scent of outside leaking in through seams of stone. With each step, the air sharpened in his lungs, making his chest ache with the reminder of open space waiting beyond walls.

A servant crossed ahead carrying linens. The cloth fluttered as she turned, catching a draft from an open window. Wind brushed his face—cool, clean.

For a moment, it felt like permission.

Cassian’s name pressed close again, heavy and clean-edged. The memory of hooves striking stone returned—the certainty in each impact. That certainty tightened his throat, because a man like Cassian could either cut through the palace’s trap—

—or tighten it until escape became impossible.

He paused at an alcove where a tapestry hung, thick fabric absorbing sound. Anyone watching might assume he studied the weave.

He did not.

He watched angles. Sightlines. The rhythm of foot traffic.

The palace moved on routine.

Routine was a door left half-open.

He let his breath settle, long and controlled, feeling the steadiness of his pulse beneath his skin. In the half-shadow of the tapestry, the decision finished forming into something that could not be undone by hesitation.

He would go to Cassian.

The commitment did not soften his fear. It did not soothe the pressure in his chest. It gave the pressure direction—turning it from suffocation into momentum.

When he moved again, stepping back into the corridor’s cool light, the air felt sharper against his face, as if the world had noticed the change and was already preparing its cost.

Somewhere beyond the palace walls, Cassian existed like a drawn blade left on a table—dangerous in stillness, capable of cutting whatever reached for it.

The thought tightened around Aurelian’s ribs, because Cassian was powerful enough to ruin everything—or save it.

And the difference might depend on how close Aurelian was willing to stand without flinching.
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Chapter 4: Leaving Without Asking
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Night settled over the palace the way dust settled on unused books, quiet and inevitable, and the first thing it changed in his body was not sight but temperature, the stone cooling beneath his boots until the chill climbed through leather and into the bones of his feet, turning each step into a small, controlled shock that kept him awake in a place built to lull princes into obedience.

The cloak lay across his shoulders with a weight that registered through friction rather than heaviness, its edge brushing the side of his throat every time he breathed too deep, and the constant touch held him in a narrow band of awareness, because anything that insisted on contact like this demanded attention instead of comfort.

He moved through the service corridors where the palace stopped pretending to be sacred, the air smelling faintly of lamp oil, damp wood, and the sour edge of metal that had been handled too many times, and the lack of ornament made the space feel more honest, as if the stones here had never learned to lie about what they were built for.

A distant bell chimed somewhere above, the note soft enough to be almost polite, yet it traveled through the stone with a clean persistence, and the sound pressed against his ribs like a reminder that even time belonged to the palace, every hour named and measured so that no one could claim ignorance when the cage finally closed.

At the next bend he slowed, not for a dramatic pause but because the floor changed underfoot, polished marble giving way to rougher stone that swallowed sound, and the shift grounded him in the blunt physical truth that the palace had multiple skins, some made to shine and some made to hide the machinery that kept it alive.

A guard stood near an alcove with a lantern hanging from a hook, the flame throwing warm light across his cheek and catching on the lacquer of his armor, and as the guard’s gaze lifted the air between them tightened, not with threat but with the precise awareness of rank meeting duty in a corridor that offered no witnesses.

The guard inclined his head, eyes flicking once to the signet ring absent from his hand and then smoothing into neutrality, and the tiny adjustment in attention slid over his skin like a knife edge that did not cut yet still made him feel exposed.

“Your Highness,” the guard murmured, voice low enough that the words felt like breath rather than sound, and the faint scrape of his gauntlet against his belt made a small, intimate noise that sharpened the moment.

He gave the smallest nod that still counted as acknowledgment, his posture controlled so completely it could be mistaken for calm, and as he passed the guard the lantern’s heat brushed his face for a breath, warmth pressing against cold skin in a contrast that steadied him by making sensation unavoidable.

The stairwell leading down was narrower than the grand staircases meant for ceremony, its air colder and threaded with the mineral scent of stone that never saw sun, and as he descended the steps his knees absorbed each impact with careful softness, muscles tightening to keep the sound of travel from becoming an announcement.

His palm grazed the wall at a turn, fingertips catching dampness that clung to the stone like condensation, and the cold wet bite against his skin sent a clean line of awareness up his arm, the kind that cut through lingering palace softness and replaced it with the alertness of someone who expected the world to resist.

At the bottom, a service hall opened like a throat, wide enough to swallow carts and crates, its ceiling lower than the palace’s public rooms, and the smell of hay, stale grain, and sweat lived there without apology, heavy in the lungs and honest in the way it refused to be perfumed into acceptable silence.

A stable hand crossed the hall carrying a lantern that swung slightly with each step, the arc of light brushing across his cloak and then moving on, and the brief illumination made him feel his own heartbeat harder, because being seen, even without recognition, always carried the risk of becoming an object again.

He kept to the shadowed side where stacked crates created broken lines of sight, the edges of wood pressing against the air like barriers he could use, and the narrow path between them forced his shoulders to draw in, the physical containment echoing the larger one he was leaving, the difference being that this narrowing was chosen.

The postern gate waited beyond another corridor, tucked into the wall at an angle that made it invisible from the main thoroughfares, and the first thing he noticed was the smell coming through the seams, cold night air laced with damp earth and distant smoke, the scent of the world beyond pressing in like a promise that did not pretend to be safe.

The gatekeeper sat on a stool tipped back against stone, helmet resting beside his foot, and the looseness of his posture did not read as negligence so much as confidence, the kind that came from years of watching the same exits and learning which dangers arrived loudly and which arrived in silence.

He approached without altering his pace, the cloak drawn close enough to hide the tension in his shoulders, and when the gatekeeper looked up their eyes met in the lantern glow, recognition flickering and then settling into the practiced blankness of a man trained not to react when reaction could become evidence.

“Late,” the gatekeeper said, voice rough, the single word landing without accusation yet still pressing weight into the space, and the faint odor of ale on his breath suggested the palace had allowed him small freedoms as long as he kept larger ones locked.

“Early,” he replied, his voice even, shaped to match the rhythm of the man’s tone without offering softness, and the exchange hung for a breath that felt longer than it should have, both of them measuring what could be said without becoming a confession.

The gatekeeper rose and reached for the mechanism, iron groaning as it shifted, and the sound traveled along the corridor with a resonance that made his stomach tighten, because iron moving in a palace always meant a threshold changing state.

As the gate opened a crack, cold air pushed in hard, clean enough to sting, and the chill struck his face and throat with blunt immediacy, forcing his lungs to draw a sharper breath than he intended, the shock of it reminding his body what unfiltered night felt like.

Beyond the gate, darkness waited without the palace’s careful lantern geometry, moonlight lying thin across uneven ground, and the openness pressed against his senses with a pressure that bordered on pain, because space without walls demanded choice, and choice had always been treated here like a dangerous illness.

The gatekeeper stepped aside without saying more, his hand resting on the iron as if steadying it rather than holding it, and the casualness of the gesture carried a kind of silent complicity that made his skin prickle, because permission given without words was harder to return.

He crossed the threshold, and the first step onto packed earth jolted through his ankles, the ground yielding slightly under his weight in a way stone never did, and the constant need to adjust his balance grounded him with blunt honesty, the world immediately demanding effort instead of posture.

Behind him the gate closed with careful restraint, iron meeting stone in a muted thud that reverberated through his ribs, and the sound marked an ending more clearly than any farewell could have, because it left no room to pretend this was a walk that would circle back.

He did not turn.

The road outside the palace wall ran narrow and dark, its surface scattered with gravel that shifted beneath his boots, and the movement of each small stone underfoot made the act of walking feel audible in his legs even when it remained quiet in the air, the sensation keeping him present as the night widened ahead.

The palace still existed behind him as a pressure he could feel between his shoulders, even without looking, and the awareness tightened his posture out of habit until he forced it to loosen by degrees, shoulders dropping a fraction, spine easing out of ceremonial alignment, the release sending a faint ache through the muscles that had been trained to hold him like a statue.

He walked until the palace lanterns faded into a dull glow swallowed by distance and low hills, and as the lights diminished the air changed around him, smelling more of wet grass and less of oil, the moisture clinging to his skin through the cloak and making the fabric heavy with dew, as if the night itself wanted to mark him with proof he had left.

At a bend where the road dipped, he paused near a drainage channel lined with stones slick from recent rain, the cold rising from it in a thin breath that crawled along his calves, and the chill steadied him long enough to feel the weight of what he had not done, the absence of any note, any whispered apology, any careful explanation left behind for the people who would wake and find him missing.

Silence had been his only farewell, and the lack of words did not feel kind, yet kindness was not what the palace used to bind him, and offering it now would have been another leash disguised as grace.

He moved again, pace measured, because urgency drew eyes even in darkness, and the road gradually gave way to rougher terrain, the edges breaking into weeds and uneven dirt, and with each step the muscles in his thighs warmed from effort rather than hearth heat, his body generating its own endurance the way it had never been permitted to inside the walls.

The forest line rose ahead like a darker seam stitched into the night, branches crowding together and narrowing the sky, and the air under the trees tasted different, damp with leaf rot and sap, a scent that sat heavy on the tongue and made his lungs work harder, as if the world beyond the palace refused to be inhaled without consequence.

He stepped beneath the first branches and felt the temperature drop, cold pressing closer as foliage blocked what little moonlight remained, and the darkness made his hearing widen, catching small sounds with uncomfortable clarity, the soft scrape of his cloak against bark, the shifting rustle of something small moving through underbrush, the distant drip of water falling from leaves.

His hand slid to the inside pocket of his cloak where he had hidden what mattered, fingers closing around a flat, rigid object wrapped in cloth, and the pressure of it against his palm made his pulse thud harder, because it was more than an item taken, it was a hinge he had pried loose from the palace’s future.

The wax seal from his father’s solar sat beneath the cloth, its imprint still sharp, stolen not for sentiment but for damage, because seals controlled access, controlled letters, controlled the legitimacy of orders, and removing it was not simply theft, it was a deliberate fracture in the machine that expected to guide him back.

He stopped near a fallen log slick with moss, the damp green texture shining faintly where moonlight filtered through leaves, and he set the wrapped seal down on the wood as if placing it on an altar, the cold moisture seeping through fabric and biting into his fingertips.

From another pocket he drew a folded sheet of paper, its edges crisp, the surface smelling faintly of ink and the dry dust of archives, and the sensation of that paper against his thumb brought back the solar’s warmth, his father’s controlled voice, his mother’s cool fingers correcting his sleeve, and the weight of “responsibility” landing like a lock.

The marriage contract copy he had lifted was not the original, but it carried enough authority to be recognized, enough detail to be used, and as he opened it the paper rasped softly in the night, the sound too intimate under the trees, as if even the forest listened.

A small flint struck against steel in his hand, the motion sharp and practiced, and the sparks that jumped were brief, bright, and hungry, the tiny bursts of light strobing against his knuckles, and when the tinder caught the first heat licked his fingertips in a sting that made him hold his breath for a fraction longer than comfort.

The flame grew slowly, reluctant at first in the damp air, then steadier as it found the paper’s edge, and the scent of burning ink rose immediately, bitter and sharp, carrying the faint sweetness of parchment fibers turning to ash, and the smell filled his lungs with a familiar pressure that tightened behind his sternum, because fire had once ended him and now he was choosing it.

He fed the contract into the flame with deliberate care, not rushing, letting the fire take the words line by line, and as the blackened edge curled inward the heat pushed against his face, drying the damp on his lips, the warmth forcing him to stay close enough to feel the bite of consequence rather than watching from a safe distance.

The paper hissed as moisture fought the burn, the sound small yet insistent, and as the ink blistered and vanished the tightness in his chest shifted, not easing, but changing shape, turning from suffocation into a kind of hollow steadiness that sat low in his body, because the contract was not the only thing burning, the palace’s assumption of his compliance was burning with it.

He held the flame until the last recognizable word collapsed into char, and then he let the remains fall onto the damp earth where they sizzled and died, the ash dark against wet soil, the finality of it quiet and unceremonious, because there was no audience to bless this betrayal into heroism.

His fingertips stung faintly where heat had kissed them, and the small pain anchored him, sensation preceding the larger truth that he had just ensured there would be no graceful return, no easy apology delivered with paperwork and seals to smooth the scandal into a manageable narrative.

He took the wax seal from the mossy log and pressed it into his palm hard enough that the raised imprint bit into skin, leaving a temporary mark that throbbed with pressure, and the physical bite made his jaw tighten, because this was not only escape, it was sabotage, the kind that would make his family’s response sharper, faster, less forgiving.

He wrapped the seal again and hid it deeper, then rose and continued forward, the forest swallowing the smell of burned ink within minutes, damp air smothering the last traces as if the world refused to keep evidence on his behalf.

The path under the trees was less a path than a suggestion, roots buckling the ground and forcing his steps into careful placement, and the constant need to watch where he put his weight kept him from drifting into the palace’s old mental rhythms, each uneven step demanding present attention the way a blade demanded respect.

A branch snagged his cloak and tugged backward, the pull sharp enough to tighten across his shoulders, and the sudden resistance made his body flare with reflex, muscles bracing as if against a grasping hand, and when he tore the fabric free the sound of ripping thread made his skin prickle, because even small damages felt like declarations in the dark.

He moved deeper until the palace became not a looming silhouette but an idea he carried, heavy and hostile, and as distance grew the night’s noises grew louder, the world offering him no gentle quiet, only the honest presence of insects, wind, and unseen creatures that did not care who he had been inside stone walls.

When he reached a small rise where the trees thinned just enough for moonlight to spill onto the ground, he stopped and let the light touch his face, the cold brightness making the damp on his skin feel sharper, and the chill steadied his breathing into a slow rhythm that matched the weight of what he had done.

No farewell meant no negotiation, and no negotiation meant the palace would call him traitor before it ever called him son.

He stood there long enough for the word betrayal to settle into his muscles, not as shame but as a hard, practical fact, because freedom in this kingdom did not begin with permission or blessing, it began with a line crossed that could not be uncrossed without becoming smaller than the cage that had been waiting for him.

He started walking again, the direction chosen by terrain rather than certainty, and as the forest opened into a narrower track leading toward the outer roads, the air grew colder still, and the cold slid into his lungs like a reminder that the world beyond the palace would not soften itself to accommodate a prince who had decided to become a runaway.

Somewhere ahead, beyond these trees and the next stretch of road, Cassian existed as more than a name, and the thought of reaching him pressed a new kind of tension into his chest, not comforting, not warm, but sharp enough to keep him moving, because power like that could either cut the bars open or drive them deeper into his skin.

Behind him, far beyond the trees, the palace would wake and search, and the moment they found the missing contract and the missing seal the story would solidify into something ugly and useful, a narrative meant to drag him back by force or shame, and as the knowledge tightened through his ribs he kept walking anyway, breath steady, steps deliberate, the sting in his fingertips fading while the consequences sharpened.

He did not know yet whether he had just saved himself or ruined everything, but the taste of burned ink still lingered at the back of his throat as he left the last trace of palace air behind, and the hook of it held tight when the road finally reappeared ahead, empty and dark, waiting to carry him toward whatever came next, because freedom, once begun this way, could only move forward.
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Chapter 5: Blackthorn Keep
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The road hardened as it climbed, packed earth giving way to stone fractured by frost, and the change traveled up through his boots in small, persistent impacts that kept his ankles taut and his calves burning despite the measured pace he maintained, because the cold here did not offer mercy through numbness so much as it demanded constant adjustment, every uneven surface pressing a reminder into muscle that distance was paid in the body first.

Wind came down the slope in long, cutting sheets that carried the scent of iron and wet pine, slipping beneath his cloak at the collar and crawling along the skin at the base of his throat, and the chill tightened his breathing into careful, controlled draws that stung at the back of his nose, the air too clean to be comforting and too sharp to ignore.

The trees thinned as the path rose, branches retreating from the exposed ridge as if the land itself refused to grow anything soft this close to the keep, and the sky widened into a pale, clouded expanse that held the light without warmth, flattening color until even the leaves left behind looked bruised rather than green.

A line of crows lifted from a dead stump ahead, their wings beating slow and heavy as they scattered across the gray, and the sound of it pressed against the quiet with a harshness that lingered long after the birds vanished, because the silence in this place did not swallow noise as the
































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE

FIREBOUND
W THRONE

“_5 BOOKI

Seren Halvam* 0





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





