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Chapter One — The Man in the Ashen Garden
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The storms over Valebriar did not howl—they whispered.
Low, shivering murmurs that curled through the skeletal trees and slithered across the abandoned iron gates of the Ashen Garden. The once-beautiful grounds of the ruined manor had long surrendered to shadow. Roses grew there still, but their petals were the color of dried blood, and their thorns seemed hungry for touch.
It was here, among crumbling arches and wilted stone statues, that Adrian first saw the stranger.

Not Lucien.
Not a demon of the House.
Something else entirely.
A figure stood at the far edge of the garden, where the broken fountain bled rust into the blackened water. Cloaked in tattered velvet, silver hair drifting like ghostlight, he did not move when Adrian approached. He simply stared at the shattered stone cherub at his feet, its head severed, its wings broken.

Adrian felt the pull immediately—sharp, magnetic, wrong in a way that sang to the most delicate parts of him.
A cold beauty.
A ruin made flesh.
And yet... heartbreakingly human.
“Can you hear them?” the man asked without turning. His voice was soft, but carried the weight of centuries—as if spoken through dust and sorrow. “The roses. They remember every sin ever committed on these grounds.”

Adrian’s breath caught, frost pinching his lungs.

He stepped closer, shadows curling protectively around his legs, reacting to his tension. “Who are you?” he whispered.

The man finally lifted his head.

His eyes—silver and fractured like shattered moonlight—met Adrian’s. In them was grief so bright it felt like a bruise. A grief that did not simply wound; it consumed. Devoured.

“I am no one,” the stranger replied. “A remnant. A ruin. A man who once knelt before the wrong kind of love.”

He smiled then—a broken, elegant curve of lips that felt like a razor dragged gently across skin. Adrian shivered.

Because under that smile... something moved. Something ancient. Something cursed.

Lucien had warned him that the world beyond the House held dangers of a different breed—dangers that wore beauty like a weapon.

Before Adrian could speak again, the stranger stepped closer.
Close enough that the cold of him seeped into Adrian’s bones.
“You should leave,” the man murmured. “Before I remember how lovely it feels to destroy something gentle.”

Adrian’s heart clenched—fear, fascination, and desire tangling into a knot.

“Tell me your name,” Adrian said, voice shaking but steady.

“I do not deserve one.”
The stranger’s hand lifted—not touching, but hovering just near Adrian’s cheek, trembling with restraint.
“But once... a long time ago... I was called Erevan.”
The wind moaned through the dead branches overhead. Shadows stirred at Adrian’s feet, uneasy. Something ancient in the air had awakened.

Erevan’s silver eyes softened, almost pleading.

“Turn back, shadow-touched one,” he whispered.
“For I am the ruin of every man who ever loved me.”
And the roses rustled, their blood-dark petals unfolding as if hungry.

Adrian knew then that nothing about Erevan was coincidence.

He was a warning.

A temptation.

And the beginning of the next great danger.
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Chapter Two — A Ruin with a Pulse
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Adrian dreamt of silver.

Silver eyes.
Silver hair drifting like smoke.
Silver hands reaching for him through crumbling stone and dead roses.
But beneath the silver, he felt something else—
a pulse.
Faint, fragile, trembling like a wounded bird struggling to breathe.
When he woke, shadows clung to him like sweat, whispering warnings in broken syllables. The House of Crimson Silk was miles away, yet its power still curled through his veins, tugging at him with uneasy insistence.

Beware the ruin. Beware the man of moonlit sorrow.

Adrian pushed the voices aside and rose from his bed in the small tavern room he’d taken for the night. The window rattled with bitter wind. Dawn broke faintly over Valebriar—a washed-out, grey light that made the world look half-forgotten.

He could not stop thinking of Erevan.

No one should carry that much beauty and grief in a single breath.
No one should look so haunted by their own existence.
No one should look at Adrian as if he were both salvation and danger incarnate.
And yet... Erevan had.

Driven by that magnetic pull, Adrian stepped outside into the frost-bitten morning. Shadows slithered at his heels—not menacing, but restless, as if sensing what awaited.

The Ashen Garden loomed at the edge of town like a forgotten scar. Even in daylight it felt wrong—too quiet, too still, as though the world itself refused to breathe here.

And there he was.

Erevan stood where Adrian had left him, at the rusted fountain, hands clasped behind his back, head bowed. Frost clung to his hair like shattered starlight. He did not move, not even when Adrian approached. He only spoke once Adrian stood within arm’s reach:

“You returned.”

His voice was soft... and terrified.

Adrian swallowed. “I—yes.”

“Foolish,” Erevan whispered. “Brave. Or perhaps you simply don’t yet fear the right things.”

Adrian stepped closer. “Then teach me what I should fear.”

Erevan’s head lifted sharply. His silver eyes glittered with something fierce, almost pained.

“I should not.”
He took a single step back, as if the air itself burned.
“I should not teach you anything. I should not let you stand so close. I should not speak to you.”
Adrian’s heartbeat throbbed painfully. “Then why do you?”

Silence.

Then, in a voice barely louder than a breath:

“Because when I saw you... I remembered what a heartbeat feels like.”

Adrian froze.

Erevan’s eyes softened with shame, with hunger, with a kind of yearning that felt too deep, too old, too dangerous.

“Do not misunderstand,” Erevan murmured. “I do not want to feel anything. I do not deserve to. But you...”
His trembling hand rose again—hovering, never touching.
“...you awakened something I thought long dead.”
The wind stirred, slicing cold through the garden. Adrian felt the shadows behind him tense, as if preparing to intervene.

“What happened to you, Erevan?” Adrian whispered.

The ruined man shut his eyes.

“Once, I loved someone who wore darkness with pride. Someone who promised devotion. Someone who kissed me like I was the only light in his world.”
He opened his eyes—shattered moonlight reflecting pain too heavy to carry.
“And when he left... he took everything with him. My name. My magic. My future. And the pieces of my soul he did not want... were left to rot here.”
Adrian’s breath caught.

A lover.
A betrayal.
A curse.
“Who was he?” Adrian asked softly.

Erevan’s answer was a knife sliding between ribs:

“His name was Lucien.”

Adrian staggered.

The shadows recoiled violently, the garden seemed to gasp, and Erevan stepped back as if expecting Adrian to strike him.

“I told you,” he whispered. “I am the ruin of every man who ever loved me.”

Adrian’s pulse thundered.

Lucien—his Lucien—
had destroyed this beautiful, broken man?
No.
It couldn’t be that simple.
Lucien was no saint, but this—this grief was too deep, too old, too consuming.
“Erevan,” Adrian breathed, voice shaking. “There must be more to the story.”

“There always is,” Erevan said bitterly. “But the ending is the same—I am left in ruins. And now you...”
His gaze softened again, unbearably tender.
“...you stand on the edge of becoming my next.”
The wind moaned through the dead roses.

And Adrian realized something cold:

Erevan wasn’t just a man.
He was a warning.
A wound.
A prophecy.
A ruin with a pulse.

And Adrian—gods help him—was already falling.
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Chapter Three — The Thorns of the Forgotten Heart
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Adrian walked among the ruined arches of the Ashen Garden, every step echoing against the cracked stone and frost-bitten grass. The roses—blackened, blood-dark petals curled inward—seemed to shiver as he passed. He could feel Erevan’s presence nearby, like a shadow woven through the very air, and he knew instinctively that to approach him was to court danger.

Yet Adrian could not turn away. Something in the way Erevan moved, in the quiet ache of his gaze, drew him closer with a gravity that was both terrifying and intoxicating.

“I warned you,” Erevan’s voice cut through the chill, low and rough, carrying centuries of pain and restraint. He stepped from the shadows, silver hair glinting in the pale morning light. His cloak trailed like smoke behind him, and his eyes—pale, fractured moonlight—were fixed on Adrian. “I am a ruin. I bring nothing but pain. Do not mistake my beauty for salvation.”

Adrian swallowed, shadows curling protectively around him, restless and alive. “I do not fear you,” he whispered, though the truth trembled in his voice. “I... I want to understand you.”

Erevan’s lips twitched, half-smile, half-snarl. “Curiosity is a dangerous thing in this garden,” he said. “Every rose has a thorn. Every ruin has a wound. And every heart that dares approach... risks being pierced.”

Adrian stepped closer, ignoring the pull of instinct that urged him to retreat. “I am already pierced,” he said softly. “By shadows, by danger, by the truth that you exist and you matter. You do not have to hurt me—I am already willing.”

For a heartbeat, Erevan’s composure faltered. The ruin in him—the grief, the longing, the pain—showed in a flicker of silver in his eyes. He shook his head slowly, a shadow of a smile crossing his lips. “You are foolish. Brave. Perhaps both.”

The wind stirred, scattering frost across the shattered stone paths. The roses seemed to lean toward Adrian, petals quivering as though sensing the tension coiling between the two men. “Fools and brave ones,” Erevan murmured, “often end in ruin. And yet... I do not want to destroy you. Not yet.”

Adrian reached out a trembling hand, brushing a petal from one of the black roses. Its surface was cold, almost bleeding, but the thorns that surrounded it gleamed sharply in the dim light. “Then teach me,” he whispered. “Teach me to walk among the thorns without losing myself. Teach me... how to reach you without falling.”

Erevan’s silver eyes softened, haunted and vulnerable. He took a step closer, so close that their breaths mingled, warm against the biting cold of the garden. “It is not simple,” he murmured. “The heart is fragile, and I am... dangerous. Shadows cling to me. Desire is a weapon I wield recklessly. Love—love is the ruin I carry. If you reach for me, you may not survive unscathed.”

Adrian’s pulse thundered. “Then let it pierce me,” he said, voice firm despite the
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