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The war of blood ended in silence. The choir that once sang beneath the city has been buried, its echoes turned to dust and law. Yet silence, for all its peace, is never empty—it remembers.

In the wake of ruin, the kingdom of Edevra breathes again under the hand of a weary king. Lucien, the last vampire monarch, walks a world rebuilt upon a bond he no longer recalls making. The covenant he forged with Elias—the human who gave his life to seal the peace—beats beneath the city’s stone veins, invisible yet alive, pulsing in every heartbeat that dares to dream.

But memory is its own curse. To forget is mercy; to remember is pain. And somewhere between the two, something restless stirs.

This second volume begins not with triumph, but with aftermath—the fragile quiet after the requiem’s final note. The hill sleeps. The priests speak of order. The council swears loyalty again. Yet the heart of the realm trembles still, haunted by the remnants of Silas’s song. Blood once bound to command now listens for its missing half, and the bond between king and ghost refuses to die, even as both halves are undone.

Through Lucien’s fractured mind, readers witness the impossible: immortality with no memory of love, duty divorced from desire. Each night, he dreams of a nameless figure—a shadow beneath roses, a voice that calls from the edge of blood and sleep. Each dawn, he wakes to a kingdom thriving and an ache that cannot be reasoned away.

But love, in this world, is more than longing. It is law. It shapes cities, writes names into stone, and demands a price no god dares collect. When the old blood stirs again—when whispers of a reborn choir rise beneath the grave of silence—Lucien will be forced to face what he has lost, and what remains inside him, waiting to be named.

The Vampire Who Forgot, Book II: The Crimson Covenant continues the story of power, memory, and devotion that began with a single drop of blood. It is a tale of lovers divided by eternity and bound by their own making, of enemies who share the same heartbeat, and of the city that listens still for the song that ended its first war.

Each chapter unravels a thread of that haunting covenant—from dream to requiem, from oath to lament—following three souls who once remade the world and must now learn to live in its echo.

Because in Edevra, blood is not only inheritance. It is language. It remembers what the mind forgets, and it never forgives a broken promise.

And at the heart of this silence lies a truth that no spell can bury:
You may erase a name from history, but never from the blood that once spoke it.
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Chapter 1: The Vampire Who Forgot
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The dream shatters when the knife bites my throat.

I wake with my hand at my neck, claws out, fangs bared. No wound. Only a cold sheet and a colder room. The window stands open. The city’s breath crawls over the sill. I cross the floor in three strides and slam the casement. Frost smears under my palm and leaves a white print that fades as fast as the memory.

A boy. Red hair caught in rain. A mouth shaping a name I can’t pull from the dark.

I shut my eyes and press thumb and forefinger into the bridge of my nose until the ache gives. The mark over my heart hits a slow, ugly rhythm. It has done that for weeks. Ever since the last renewal, the law gnaws at what it bought. Every oath needs a price. This one collects in pieces.

A rap at the door. “Majesty?”

“Enter.”

Marenne slips in with a ledger under her arm and a blade at her hip. Her braid swings like a pendulum when she bows. She knows better than to ask if I slept.

“Three more vanishings near the river road,” she says. “Two found with throats cut. Human work. The magistrates still call it vampire to keep the people afraid and the tariffs high.”

“Patrols?”

“In doubled pairs.” She sets the ledger on the table. “They asked for you at dawn court.”

“They can ask again.”

“They will.” She points with her chin to my chest. “It’s louder this morning.”

I don’t answer. The mark pounds once, hard enough to push heat into my throat. “Have the choir prepare a minor rite for pain containment.”

“Already waiting,” she says. “And, Highness—Silas is in the west corridor.”

“Of course he is.”

I pull on gloves, fasten the high collar, buckle the sword. When I pass Marenne, she falls in step. We take the service stair—faster, fewer eyes. The stone sweats cold. A pair of scullions flatten against the wall to give us space. One lifts a hand toward his throat without meaning to. The other stops his wrist and shakes his head. Even the children feel it when the law eats me.

At the corridor bend, Silas leans against the window as if he were made for light. White coat. Black gaze. Smile like a promise he’ll keep exactly long enough to make you grateful.

“You canceled dawn court,” he says. “They cried. I enjoyed it.”

“You enjoy the wrong things.”

“I enjoy what remains.” He studies my face. If he sees the dream there, he doesn’t show it. “You look... haunted.”

“By Council,” I say.

He clicks his tongue. “By blood.”

“Report,” I say to Marenne.

She takes the cue. “We found an empty cell behind the granaries. Rope fibers. Iron nails. Scuff marks on the sill. Someone jumped.”

“Which direction?” I ask.

“Toward the older drains,” she says. “The ones that lead to the garden culverts.”

Of course. The garden has always been a door. I turn on my heel and head west. Silas falls in on my other side with the easy insolence of a man who never needs to be invited.

“Do you ever dream, Highness?” Silas asks, casual as a wolf circling a tired horse.

“Dreams are lies with soft hands,” I say.

“And yet soft hands leave marks.” He hums under his breath, a thread of melody I can’t place. The sound wakes something sharp between my ribs. The Blood Choir wrote their earliest spells in songs like that. He knows it.

We cut across the deserted outer hall and step into the service yard. The morning grinds forward—barrels roll, a pump squeals, a cook swears at a stubborn hinge. The air sits heavy, iron and damp, and then—

Sweetness threads it.

I stop so fast Marenne nearly collides with me.

Not incense. Not spiced wine. Not fear. Warm skin after rain. The first cut of an apple. The breath you hold before you speak a true name. It ghosts down my tongue and flips a switch I pretend doesn’t exist.

“Smell that?” Silas asks, soft. He tilts his face toward the sky as if the sun might hide the answer in its glare.

Marenne goes tense. She sees the change in me and puts her hand on her hilt because she trusts steel more than law. “Highness—”

“I’m fine,” I say.

I’m not. My body follows a law older than the pact. The mark over my heart hammers in double time. My mouth waters against my will. I taste a syllable without consonants.

I follow the scent.

We move through the herb beds and past the dry fountain to the glasshouse. Frost fogs the panes. Inside, heat lays wet on the iron ribs and drips in thin threads onto the tables. The apprentices glance up and then down again. Hal—the head gardener, soil crusted to his boots, heart steady as granite—turns and bows with a grunt.

“Majesty.”

“What did you cut?” I ask.

“Nothing, Highness.”

“Don’t lie to me about blood.”

“It weren’t here,” he says. “Not mine. Not theirs.”

“Then where,” Silas says brightly, “did that come from?”

He points at a smear on the floor: not red. Rust-brown. Old. It’s nothing. It’s a trick to make us look away from the thing that matters. I ignore it and follow the line the scent draws in my head.

“Back,” Hal says, resigned. He leads us to the end of the glasshouse and shoves open the service door. Cold air hits. The scent sharpens.

“What’s beyond?” I ask.

“The potting shed, the culvert mouth, the old wall,” Hal says. “The wall door’s rotted out for years. No key.”

“Keys are for men who plan,” Silas says. “Not for rats who run.”

Marenne gestures four guards into position with two fingers and a glance. They spread, blades low, eyes open. I don’t like a crowd at my back when I can’t trust my hands, but I let them hold the corners. I step into the corridor and let the scent lead.

It pulls me through the potting shed—earth, oil, a half-sanded rose engraved in the table—and into the short tunnel to the drains. Water whispers through stone. The culvert mouth yawns black.

Marenne lifts two torches off the wall and tosses one to a guard. “Do not go in blind.”

“We won’t,” I say, and walk into the dark.

The tunnel swallows light. Torch smoke clings. The ceiling drops, low enough to make me tilt my head. Water skitters under my boots. The scent rides the damp, thin and merciless. Ahead, a soft scrape of leather on stone. A breath. Not frightened. Measured.

“Stop,” I say. The echo dies fast.

Silas’s hair catches torchlight; his smile doesn’t. “You heard it too.”

“Quiet,” Marenne whispers.

There—three steps ahead and to the right—someone leans against the culvert curve, waiting. I taste sweat. Not panic. Determination. I lift my hand.

“Show yourself,” I say.

A figure steps out of the notch. Hood up. Shoulders squared. Mud on the hem of a stolen coat. Hands empty and visible. He moves with the precision of a man who taught himself to imitate obedience. The torch throws a wedge of light across his face. Red hair breaks free at the brow. His eyes—brown gone bright in the flare—fix on me as if they’ve been looking for me in every room for years.

My body recognizes him. My mind refuses.

“Name,” I say.

He hesitates a heartbeat, a muscle ticking in his jaw, and then speaks through a lie that fits like a glove. “Eren, Highness.”

The syllable tastes wrong and right at once. My fangs threaten my lip. I do not move. I do not breathe. If I move, I destroy something I don’t understand.

Marenne shifts to block him from the side. He notices and adjusts his stance to guard his exit without making it look like he cares. He wears the copper token from our gate on a rawhide cord. Its stamp says lower farms, but his hands say ink and knives.

“Why are you in my drains?” I ask.

He glances once at the grate and then back. “Your men chased me from the river road and I didn’t want to die in a ditch.”

“Why were my men chasing you?”

“They confuse ‘carrying rope’ with ‘tying throats,’” he says.

“Your hands,” Marenne says. “Show them again.”

He raises them. The pad of his thumb bears a thin line, half-healed. The blood in it is old, but the trace it left in air cuts new. The sweetness cracks my restraint. I take a step. Silas steps with me, and I feel his attention split—half on the boy, half on me.

“What did you take,” Silas says conversationally, “from the granaries?”

The boy holds Silas’s eyes too long, like a dog refusing to recognize a whip. “Bread. Rope. A book.”

“A book,” Silas repeats, delighted. “Well, I do love a thief with taste.”

“It belonged to a dead man,” the boy says.

“All books do,” Silas says. “They just haven’t admitted it yet.”

“Enough,” I say, and to the boy: “Come here.”

He doesn’t move. He looks at my hands, my throat, the unlit end of the tunnel behind me, and chooses to obey. He steps forward until the torch prints his shadow on the opposite wall. The mark under my glove thrums once, visible through leather. He hears it. His breath catches and releases.

“What’s your true name?” I ask.

He laughs, soft and unkind to himself. “If I knew it, I wouldn’t be here.”

It lands like a pebble in a well, and the echo reaches something I cannot name. I reach for his wrist, slow, clean, so he can pull away if he wants. He doesn’t. His pulse hits my fingers through the skin—steady, hot, a coded message my blood knows how to read. The cut on his thumb blooms. A single bead breaks free and rolls toward his palm. Instinct rips through me.

“Don’t,” Marenne says sharply.

Silas makes a small, pleased sound. “Oh...”

I lift the boy’s hand above his heart. “You’ll stop bleeding faster,” I tell him. My voice is even. My teeth are not.

A shadow breaks from the tunnel bend—a man with a knife and a face wrapped in cloth. He charges low for the boy’s back. I move before the torch flame can flare. My blade meets his wrist with a crack and a scream. The knife clatters and skids. The guards flood the gap behind him. Another shape tries to go for the boy’s throat with a garrote. Marenne catches it on her forearm and drives her elbow into ribs. Bone pops. Air leaves a lung in a grunt. She pins him and wrenches the cord away.

“Human hunters,” she says between teeth.

“Not ours,” I answer.

“No,” Silas says, amused. “But they serve someone who knows how to place them.”

The boy hasn’t flinched. He watches my hands. He watches my mouth. He’s measuring how far he can trust something that shouldn’t save him.

“Who sent you?” I ask the man on the ground.

He spits blood and laughs. “The city,” he says. “It wants meat.”

“Name.”

“Pick one,” he says.

I give him a choice he doesn’t like. “Take them,” I tell the guards. “Hang them at the lower gate. No knives. Rope.”

“Majesty,” Marenne says, approval flat in her tone.

Silas watches me instead of the prisoners. “You’re shaking.”

“Hold your breath,” I say.

“Always.”

The guards drag the hunters away. The culvert’s echoes fade. The boy finally lowers his hands. His cut stops brightening under the clot, but the scent lingers as if the air learned it by heart and refuses to forget.

“Where do I put him?” Marenne asks.

I don’t answer right away. The sensible thing is a cell with a window and a bucket, a guard who obeys too literally, a lock that wants to be a throat. But the mark hammers against my ribs like fists on a sealed door.

“What are you?” I ask the boy.

He tips his chin up. “Hungry. Tired. Useful.”

“You lied about your name.”

“So did you,” he says, looking past me to the glove where the mark beats. “I heard it in the hall.”

Silas laughs out loud at that. “Marry him.”

“Leave,” I tell Silas.

He bows as if I said please and steps back into shadow. He doesn’t go far. He never does.

I turn to the boy. “You’ll come out of the drains now.”

“That depends on what waits above,” he says.

“Me.”

His throat moves when he swallows. He holds my gaze too long again. “All right.”

We walk back through the tunnel, past the scratched stone and the bent nails, through the potting shed where the half-erased rose waits in wood. The light hits him harder here. He squints and lifts a hand to block the glare. His fingers smell like the soil I buried a hundred enemies in. My blood stumbles.

At the glasshouse threshold, I stop him with a hand on his sleeve. “If you run, they’ll shoot you,” I say.

“I know.”

“If you lie, they’ll cut your tongue.”

“I know.”

“If you bleed,” I say, and hear the rough edge in my own voice, “they’ll notice.”

He looks down at the edge of his bandage and then up at me. “And you?”

“I already noticed.”

He takes a quick breath. It lands in my mouth like a word I can almost speak. Behind us, Silas hums that thin thread of melody again, a lullaby for monsters. Marenne shifts to block him without looking as if she meant to. Hal reappears and pretends he didn’t.

I tilt my head to the guard at the door. “Assign him to the west garden,” I say. “Under Hal. He leaves the grounds only with my permission.”

“Majesty,” Marenne says, sharp.

“Do you doubt my control?” I ask.

“No,” she says. She doesn’t lie to me about that.

The boy studies my face. He must see the fracture lines. He steps through the door with the soldier, shoulders tight, mouth set. When he passes me, the cut on his thumb whispers to the air. The garden answers. A vine on the nearest trellis lifts one leaf and turns toward him without wind.

Hal sees it. He looks away because he isn’t stupid.

Silas’s voice curls into my ear, not touching me, touching everything. “You don’t remember his name.”

“Not yet,” I say.

“But your heart does,” he says, almost kind.

I watch the boy cross into the west garden with a rope in his hand and a lie on his tongue. The law stings under my sternum; the mark punches that double rhythm like a drum that remembers a song I don’t. I press my gloved fingers into it and feel heat answer.

He stops at the bed with the new vine, kneels, and sets both hands to the soil—careful, precise, too careful for a thief alone. He looks back once, only once, as if to check whether the trap is closing. It is. And I’m the teeth.

I turn away before I commit any crime I can’t forgive.

Marenne falls in step. “This is dangerous.”

“So am I.”

“You don’t know who he is.”

“No,” I say, and let the truth sit a breath. “But my blood does.”

Silas’s chuckle follows me like a promise of trouble. “Careful, Highness. You may find the thing you forgot doesn’t want you to remember it.”

I don’t look back. The corridor swallows the light, and my steps drag as if I’m walking through a memory I can’t touch. Behind me, the garden moves the way a chest moves when a sleeper turns toward a warm voice.

I speak to the empty hall, to the altar in the throne room, to the ghost in my ribs. “I may have forgotten you,” I say, “but my blood never did.”
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Chapter 2: The Fractured Dream
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They give me a shovel, a rope, and a name that isn’t mine.

Hal grunts instructions I already know—mix loam with ash, cut runners, keep the west bed clear of pests. His hands dwarf the trowel. His gaze flicks to the guard at my shoulder and back as if measuring the trouble I bring against the weather.

“Do the work,” he says. “Don’t bleed.”

He doesn’t have to tell me twice. The cut on my thumb still throbs, small and loud. The garden leans toward it like a dog to a whistle. When I press it to my mouth, damp earth wakes under the trellis. Hal pretends not to notice. The guard pretends to be bored.

I pretend to be Eren.

The west garden holds lines like a map: trimmed box, low trellis, a half-dead rose biting at the wire. I kneel and set my hands to soil. Under the top layer, roots knit in a tight fist. I slide the trowel and tease them apart until the plant releases. A breath I didn’t mean to hold leaves my chest. My body remembers doing this with a voice above me, dry and arrogant, saying, “You hold a thing until it is ready to go, not until you are ready to let it.”

I cut the runner clean.

By noon my shoulders burn, my hands ache, and every time I glance toward the palace a shape anchors in the doorway and refuses to be anyone but him. Tall. Severe. Knew I was lying and let me keep the lie anyway. He set me to dirt like I hadn’t come here with a blade in my boot and a book in my bag.

Lucien.

I can’t say his real name out loud. If I do, the law on his chest will wake and bite him. They told me that in a room with a barred window and a bowl I kept refilling with my own blood until the edges of the world went soft. Every vow leaves a bruise, they said. You made one. You erased it. If you press the bruise, it will answer.

I press the bruise.

At dusk, Hal claps mud from his hands. “Enough. Eat,” he says, which I translate as I see you leaning, boy; stop before you fall. He gestures to a bench and a tin bowl. The soup tastes like salt and roots. The guard drinks from the same ladle and wipes his mouth on his sleeve. He asks nothing, which says he was told to hear nothing.

I stretch my back. The trellis throws shadow bars over my knees. A footstep ticks on stone. I don’t look up. It doesn’t matter whether I look; my body already knows where he is.

“Hal,” Lucien says, voice level, thread pulled taut. “Leave us.”

Hal stands, slow enough to make a point about disapproval, and sinks into the dark beyond the glasshouse hinge. The guard pretends he has somewhere else to be. He doesn’t. He goes anyway.

Only us.

Lucien doesn’t come inside. He stays at the threshold as if crossing it would admit something neither of us is ready to name. He wears the same white gloves, the same high collar, the same control. The mark under his glove beats a rhythm I could pick out of a war.

“How’s the work,” he says, making work sound like a test.

“Clean,” I say.

He looks at the rose I freed. “You cut too deep.”

“You bind too tight,” I counter, then shove the words back into my teeth because I can feel the pressure building behind his eyes like a bad storm. Not yet.

He steps in, one pace, then another. Torchlight scratches over his cheekbone. He doesn’t look at me when he speaks, the way he didn’t look at me by the drain until he needed to. “You’re not a farmer.”

“I can be what you pay me to be.”

“I’m paying you to be obvious,” he says. “It saves me time.”

The back of my neck heats. “I came to return something you lost.”

His head turns. His pupils narrow, then slowly slip wide again like a man who just smelled fire. I stand and wipe my hands on my coat. Dirt streaks dark across stolen wool. If he wants me to flinch, he’ll have to make me.

“What,” he says.

“Me.”

There—no control for a beat. His jaw tightens. The glove jumps under his palm. He inhales through his nose like a man at a door he intends to leave closed.

“Don’t,” he says.

“You knew me,” I say simply. “Before.”

He holds still. The stillness hurts more than if he’d drawn a blade. I push one step closer. The trellis scratches my shoulder. “You touched me,” I say. “You fed on me. You made a vow over my heart and called me—”

Pain hits him like a thrown stone.

He exhales and puts two fingers to his temple. It’s not a dramatic collapse. It’s worse. He grits his teeth against a headache he refuses to let rule him, and the mark under his glove kicks back, vicious and intimate, like something alive.

“Stop,” he says.

I swallow the name. “I can guide you.”

“Guide me where? Backward?” His tone cuts. He looks past me at the rose, at the wire, at the tight knot of root I loosened. “You want me weak.”

“I want you true.”

He laughs without humor. “Truth is soft. I can’t afford it.”

“You can’t afford the lie,” I say, and the air shifts the way it does before a fight.

Marenne arrives without sound and then refuses to leave. Her eyes travel from my hands to his face to the glove and back. “Highness?”

“Hold,” he says.

She holds, hands open, blade sheathed. I can feel her coiling to intervene if I take one wrong breath. She loves him like a wolf loves a throat it won’t bite. I respect that. I also ignore it.

“Silas taught you that song to keep you quiet,” I say.

Lucien’s head snaps, which tells me I struck near bone. “Silas teaches me what I ask him to teach.”

“He taught you to sleep without dreaming.” I step in until I’m close enough to see the stitch at his glove seam. “He taught you to survive the law by letting it eat what it wanted first.”

“Watch your tongue,” Marenne says, because she hears the bit of hatred I let bleed into my voice.

“It wants your past,” I say to Lucien, fast enough that he can’t lift a wall in time. “It wants me erased. It wants the night on the bridge, and the candle in the chapel, and the word you used when you thought I was dying. It wants the rope burn you kissed from my wrist and the way your hands shook anyway.”

He flinches. The pain slams him so hard his knees loosen. He catches the trellis with a gloved hand. The wood creaks. The mark under his glove beats a staggered double—then a third. He sucks air like a struck man.

Marenne moves and I throw my hand up. “Don’t touch him,” I say.

“Who are you to give orders?”

“The one who woke him,” I say.

Lucien straightens with ugly control. Sweat needles at his hairline. If he were anyone else, I would ease off. He is not. He is a locked door. I came to break it.

“What do you want,” he asks, voice flat.

“I want you to remember why it will be easier to kill me than to keep me.”

He stares. The glove curls and uncurls. The garden holds its breath. Hal shifts in the shadow and decides we all deserve what’s coming.

“Enough,” Lucien says.

“No,” I say, and take the step that crosses the line.

I catch his wrist. I feel him tense to wrench free. I tighten until I hold him. Not to trap. To anchor. He could tear me apart. He doesn’t. That is the first memory he shares without knowing.

“Your body remembers,” I say, and slide my fingers with careful precision to the seam of leather over the mark, “even if your mind forgets.”

I press my fingertips to the black-rose mark through the glove.

Heat slams my bones. Not mine—his, mine, ours, the residual throb of a pact spoken into his chest and sealed with my throat. The glove smokes. The leather stinks. Marenne swears and draws; the blade flashes; the guard returns at a run; Hal takes one step and stops because he is not stupid and he has lived near magic long enough to know not to put a hand on a live wire.

Lucien’s head thunks back against the trellis and stays there. His eyes close. His jaw locks. Not from pleasure. From pain. The law pushes back. A wave climbs his body and breaks behind his eyes. His breath shudders. A crack crawls through a pane of glass with a noise that makes the hair at my wrist prickle.

“Stop,” he forces out.

“I will if you say my name,” I tell him, ruthless because I brought myself here to be hated if hate is the price of getting him back.

His lashes lift. His gaze hits mine like a thrown knife. Inside that, an answer I almost catch before the backlash folds him.

The rose at my shoulder lunges. Not wind. Not accident. The cane snakes and binds my wrist. Thorns break skin. The garden drinks. The law uses it like a mouth. It tries to pull me off him and feed the mark what it wants: my absence.

I let it pierce. Pain clears my head. I use my free hand to rip the glove seam with my teeth. He curses me in a language he never uses with anyone else. It’s almost my name.

The leather tears. The black-rose mark lifts like ink waking. It burns my lips. I press two fingers to the bare skin. The jolt spears the length of me. A sound breaks out of him—neither word nor cry, the kind of noise a man makes when he drowns and finds a ladder anyway.

“Elias,” he says.

My name splits the garden.

The backlash hits like a hammer. He doubles, strikes my shoulder with his forehead, shoves me so hard my back hits the potting bench. Earthenware explodes. Soil sprays. The trellis jerks and drops a shower of dead leaves. Marenne steps between us with a blade and a command and then stops because Lucien drags air back into his lungs and lifts a hand.

“I’m fine,” he says, lying with practice.

Blood trickles from my wrist into my palm. The rose in the bed under the trellis bows its head toward it. Hal kicks the stalk. It goes still like a scolded dog.

Silas’s voice drifts through the glass like smoke. He doesn’t enter. He doesn’t have to. “How was your evening constitutional?” he asks lightly.

Lucien doesn’t look at him. He watches me. Sweat slicks his temple. The mark on his chest throbs under open leather. A bruise is already forming where my fingers pressed.

“Get out,” he says to everyone else.

Marenne weighs obedience against fear, nods once, and her boots cross the flagstones. Hal melts. The guard vanishes in the direction of his orders. Only Silas hovers.

“Now,” Lucien says, and even Silas goes.

The door closes. Night edges the glass. I rest my bleeding wrist against my chest to keep from dripping on the tile. He doesn’t tell me to stop. He watches the blood and swallows in a way that makes my heart hit the wrong rhythm.

“You’re going to kill me,” I say conversationally because I need the control of something that isn’t shaking.

“Not yet,” he says, which is as close as he can get to mercy.

“You said my name.”

“I said a sound.” He lifts his chin as if to look down at me even though we are the same height here. “It hurt.”

“It will keep hurting until you finish the thing you started.”

“What thing.”

“Me,” I say again, and don’t blink.

He comes closer, not soft, not kind. He comes like a man pushing through a crowd to reach a fire. He stops a hand’s length away. I feel his breath. I taste iron. He smells like frost and choir smoke and the first bite of an apple I stole from a window when I was twelve.

“Why do I know you,” he asks, quiet like a knife on cloth.

“Because you chose me when you didn’t have to.”

“That sounds like sentiment,” he says, and the mark stutters because he knows that is a lie.

“It’s law,” I say. “And I am what your law won’t let you forget.”

He lifts his hand. He doesn’t touch me. He holds it in the air between us and makes a fist like he’s trying to throttle a phantom. “Every time you speak about ‘before,’ my skull splits and something inside me tries to claw you out.”

“Then hold on to me,” I say. “Hold harder.”

He laughs, a sound without mirth. “What kind of man asks a monster to hold him.”

“The kind who already taught him how.”

We stand in the glasshouse while the garden leans toward our heat and the windows fog. It is not tender. It is not safe. It’s a test of which will breaks first.

He says, “Say something true.”

“You loved me.” My voice doesn’t shake. “You didn’t want to. You did anyway.”

Pain chokes him. He flinches but he doesn’t fold. He doesn’t run. He plants his feet and takes it. A vein in his forehead rises like a wire. His fingers tremble. He grabs the trellis again and the wood groans.

I step under his hand and set my palm flat over the bare black rose, steady, no pressure. His chest rises once, hard. The heat blooms through my bones. I feel the old vow as if it were a chain and a crown and a mouth on my throat all at once.

“You loved me,” I say, one more turn of the screw. “And you chose me again.”

His eyes blaze and narrow and go black with something I shouldn’t be proud to want. He grabs my wrist. Not to pry. To hold. The bruises will match his glove seam. I will wear them like a pact.

He leans in until his forehead touches mine. The terrible, stupid tenderness of that knocks me off my feet without moving me an inch.

“Stop,” he whispers.

“Not unless you ask me by name,” I whisper back.

He inhales. He starts to say it. The backlash surges and tears it out of his mouth. He snarls, turns his face away, and barks a laugh that isn’t sane. “Get out.”

I go because I will lose more than skin if I keep pushing on an open nerve. I back three steps and feel the garden ease as if the pressure dropped. He watches me go with the bright, furious focus of a man cataloging a threat and a want in the same breath.

At the door, I turn. He wants me to turn. He’s already waiting for it with his jaw set and his hands empty. The black rose stands out on his chest like a brand. He looks at my hand where blood has dried in a crooked line.

“You’ll come back,” he says, accusing.

“Every night,” I say.

“Then I’ll be ready.”

“You never are,” I say, and smile because I earned that hit.

Outside, the cold eats my ears. The guard appears out of shadow and pretends he was always there. I nod. He doesn’t nod back. The path crunches under my boots. In the bed by the door, the vine tips a leaf toward me. I don’t touch it. I’m not here to charm plants. I’m here to break a spell.

I reach the corner of the wall and lean hard against the stone until my ribs stop heaving. I flex my fingers and make a fist. Dirt falls. Skin stings. My thumb stops throbbing. The cut closed when he said my name.

Good.

I look up at the palace windows, counting. Two left from the spire, third row—his chambers. A light moves. I feel it like a hand on my neck.

“Tomorrow,” I tell it.

Then I pitch my voice low and flat and vow into the cold until it carries into every trouble I intend to make. “I will make you remember that love again.”
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Chapter 3: The Council’s Messenger
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The lower gate clanks. Chains drag. The captain reads the writ three times, mouthing each seal like a prayer he doesn’t believe. When he hesitates, I step forward, take his wrist, and press his hand to the parchment as if his pulse could add another signature. He jerks back and waves me through with a gesture that says if anything goes wrong he intends to blame his mother, his gods, and me in that order.

The courtyard teems—barrels, brooms, brine. I cut a line through it. People do that when you move like water that intends to drown them. I don’t look left or right. Looking invites petition. Petitions invite promises. Promises cost. I am here to deliver, not to bargain.

Marenne meets me at the service stair because she likes to start fights where walls can help. She carries her authority in her shoulders and her doubt in the set of her jaw. She shifts her weight when she sees me, and the motion makes the blade at her hip whisper against leather.

“Turn around,” she says.

“The writ says I go up.”

“The writ says you think you do.”

I hold it out. She doesn’t take it. She reads fast. Her mouth tightens at the third seal. She lifts her gaze and lets me see the part of her that wants to crack my skull against the stone. I nod, as if we’ve reached consensus.

“You can stand in the hall,” she says. “You don’t step within arm’s reach.”

“Of you?” I ask, innocent.

“Of him.”

Footsteps, cold air, the smear of torch soot on my sleeve because I don’t bother to avoid it—small petty marks keep the world honest. We climb. The stair drinks sound. The palace sweats winter from its stones. Halfway up, faint and familiar, I hear the law beat under the King’s ribs like a kettle drum. The blood says, not in words but in rhythm: remember, then pay. Tonight it plays a ragged march. Elias’s name—no, the sound of it—scratched the pattern. Good. I prefer a stage warm.

At the landing, two guards cross halberds. I raise a brow. Marenne clicks her tongue. They uncross. I don’t need to glance at her to taste her annoyance. It’s a small sourness at the back of the throat. Useful.

We enter the antechamber. A fire stabs at the grate. A table holds three carafes and a bowl of apples slick with wax. A man in the corner pretends to arrange parchment and instead listens too hard. He has a scribe’s posture and a thief’s attention. I smile at him like a dull knife. He flushes and leaves.

“Wait,” Marenne says. She slips through the inner door. A low exchange. Then: “Come.”

Lucien stands with his back to the window, shirt open, glove off. The black rose stains his chest like a wound that forgot how to scab. My own pulse stutters, as if the mark were trying to answer a name I can no longer form. The skin around it reddens in the shape of a hand. Elias’s hand. My mouth remembers the taste of jealousy and pretends it’s wine.

He doesn’t look at me. He buttons one fastener, then another, jaw tight enough to crack enamel. He reaches for his glove, thinks better, sets it aside. It’s a small surrender; he pretends it’s a choice.

“You’re late,” he says.

“I came as soon as I finished enjoying your court failing without you.”

He does not bite. He never bites my bait in front of witnesses. This is one of his better habits. A king who bites anything that isn’t a throat loses teeth early.

Marenne takes up a position at his shoulder. She wants to be the wall he leans on. He refuses to lean. The space between them bristles.

“Why are you here,” he asks.

“To bring you a gift.” I hold up the writ. “And a knife.”

Marenne shifts. Lucien doesn’t. I keep my tone light while I arrange my next step in my head. Edicts are instruments; you tune them to the room, not to the note ink thought it wrote.

“Read,” I say, and hand him the writ.

He does. I watch the tendons in his wrist. He flicks the parchment with one finger when he reaches the clause he doesn’t like and then reads it again, slower, as if his blood can rewrite it by disapproving harder.

“Authority to sever,” he says. He lifts his gaze. The word sever sits in his mouth like a blade he can’t spit out. “On what grounds.”

“On the grounds that the Council finds your condition”—I gesture deliberately at the rose—“a liability.”

“My condition.” He laughs once, no humor, just air shaped like contempt. “And what are you, Silas? An asset?”

“I am leverage,” I say. “It’s what you keep me for.”

Marenne folds her arms. “If this is another Council game—”

“It’s always a game,” I say. “The question is whether you know which board.”

Lucien taps the writ with two fingers. “They authorized you to remove my bond.”

“They authorized me to try,” I correct, and very mildly because it rankles him more. “With your consent, of course.”

“You think I’ll give it?”

“I think you’ll pretend choice is the same as power until it consoles you.”

He studies me. I let him. I keep my posture loose and my eyes soft, the way I do when people want to believe I am less dangerous than my teeth. The trick with kings is never to be truthful and never to be caught lying. I tilt my head, and the motion makes him inhale. He doesn’t know how to read me? That used to be his favorite thing.

“I have other authority,” I say.

“Show me.”

I lift my sleeve. Marked into my forearm—a line of council script newly inked, scabbed at the edges—sits the ritual sanction. Even Marenne takes a step closer for that. Lucien doesn’t. The letters shine faint wet. They itch. I do not scratch. Skin should remember orders before mind agrees. I cannot recall who taught me that law—only the taste of their blood when they swore it.

“What does it buy you,” he asks.

“Access to your altar, to your blood choir, to an hour of your night with your guard at the door and not at my neck.”

“And after?” he asks.

“After, you walk without that rhythm sawing your bones,” I say, and let my voice go low because lies work better when you give them a pulse.

Marenne cuts in. “And the cost?”

“Memory,” I say. “Entropy. The relief of a man who can breathe.” I shrug. “Pick one.”

Lucien turns to the window as if the city might provide a better answer. Lamps burn along the river road, bobbing like small stubborn hearts. He hates to show hesitation where anyone can turn it into policy. He lets himself hesitate because he can weaponize that too.

“Do it,” he says at last, not to me, to the room, to the thing in his chest that claws when it hears a forbidden name.

“Tonight,” I say. I slip the writ into his hand again. He folds it without looking. It disappears into his coat. “Your altar,” I add, “and your... gardener.”

Marenne’s focus pins me. “No.”

“Yes,” I say, pleasant. “The bond doesn’t end at your skin. The subject must stand within the circle that made him a subject. Consent binds. Consent releases. Or did you forget the catechism when you learned to cut throats in the dark?”

“Silas,” Lucien says, warning in the name.

I bow as if the warning were a kiss. “Bring him.”

Marenne leaves walking like a man who already knows which beam he plans to hang me from. Good. She’ll keep Elias safe even when I won’t.

When the door shuts, Lucien and I breathe the same air for the first time in months without the court between us. He looks like himself and not like himself. Tighter. Sharper. The cruelty is the same; the direction shifted. It points inward now. That is a waste. Cruelty is a resource. Use it on your enemies or on your bed. Don’t burn it like kindling to warm your shame.

“You think I don’t know what you’re doing,” he says.

“I think you know and will let me do it anyway,” I answer. “Because you want three nights of sleep more than you want to be right about me.”

He laughs under his breath, a small cracked thing. He goes to the shelf and reaches for a decanter with a hand that should be steady and isn’t. He pours. He drinks. He pours another and doesn’t
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