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Chapter1: A Dream of Broken Betrothal
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“Lady Elna Fairis.”

The music did not stop when Prince Leonhart called my name.

That was the first wrong thing.

At the Springtide Ball, every bow, every turn, every lifted glass moved according to rank. A prince did not raise his voice across the great hall unless the hall knew to fall silent first. A duke’s daughter did not hear her name cut through a waltz like a knife through silk.

Yet the violins kept playing.

The chandeliers burned with too many candles. Gold light spilled over the polished marble floor, over skirts embroidered with spring flowers, over jeweled hairpins and white gloves and painted smiles. The air smelled of lilies, wine, warm beeswax, and the faint sharpness of perfume worn by women who wanted to be noticed.

I stood beneath the central chandelier with my hand still resting above the place where Leonhart’s sleeve should have been.

He had stepped away from me.

Only a single pace.

It felt like a cliff.

“Your Highness?” I said.

My voice came out level. Thank heaven for years of lessons. A Fairis daughter did not tremble because a room had turned its eyes on her. A Fairis daughter did not clutch at a man’s sleeve. A Fairis daughter knew how to breathe through lace, pearls, and disaster.

Leonhart looked handsome in white and royal blue, the colors chosen for him by people who understood symbols better than hearts. His fair hair was brushed back from his brow. The sapphire at his throat caught the candlelight each time he moved. He looked every inch the crown prince of Arclia.

He also looked at me as if I were a document he wished someone else had prepared.

“Do not make this harder than it must be,” he said.

The waltz faltered then. One violin slid half a note too low. A lady near the refreshment table covered her mouth with her fan. Someone whispered my family name.

Fairis.

The sound traveled.

“Harder?” I repeated.

Leonhart’s jaw tightened. He did not meet my eyes at first. His gaze moved over my shoulder, toward the far side of the hall, where several courtiers stood gathered near a pillar wrapped in pale blue ribbons.

A young woman stood among them.

I did not know her face. Or perhaps I did, in the strange way one recognizes a name before hearing it spoken. Soft brown hair. A modest gown too fine for a lower court clerk, yet too plain for someone born to the inner circles. Hands clasped too tightly at her waist. Eyes wide with distress.

Leonhart’s expression changed when he looked at her.

Not softened. That would have been too easy a wound.

It eased.

As if the air around her did not require him to be a prince.

My fingers curled once inside my glove.

Leonhart turned back to me.

“Before the nobles of Arclia and before the witnesses of the Springtide Ball,” he said, and now his voice carried in that clear trained way he used for proclamations, “I, Leonhart Grace, Crown Prince of the Kingdom of Arclia, hereby dissolve my betrothal to Lady Elna Fairis of House Fairis.”

The last notes of the waltz broke apart.

No one moved.

My mind did.

It ran first to law.

A royal betrothal could not be dissolved by spoken declaration alone. Not fully. Not if registered by the Vow Office. Not if sealed by both houses and acknowledged before the royal magical seal. A public declaration could initiate proceedings, but it did not sever the binding clause. There had to be grounds. Written grounds. Witnessed grounds.

I drew in one careful breath.

“Your Highness,” I said, “this is not the proper forum.”

A laugh came from somewhere on my left.

Small. Sharp. Quickly smothered.

Leonhart flinched at the sound, but he did not stop.

“The propriety of this forum,” he said, “was forfeited by your conduct.”

My skin chilled beneath my necklace.

Conduct.

The word did not belong to disappointment. It belonged to accusation.

A royal aide stepped forward from behind Leonhart and unrolled a sheet of parchment. The seal at the bottom glimmered with red and gold magic. I knew the shape of official wording at a glance. I had studied it since I was old enough to hold a pen without smudging ink onto my sleeve.

That parchment had not been written in haste.

It was too clean.

Every charge had been aligned, trimmed, polished until no human hesitation remained.

Leonhart took it without looking at the aide.

His hand trembled once.

Then he read.

“Lady Elna Fairis has abused the dignity granted to her as my betrothed. She has used the influence of House Fairis to hinder the advancement of deserving servants of the crown. She has caused false rumors to be spread regarding Miss Linette Oram of the Royal Archives. She has attempted to isolate me from loyal counsel. She has treated the position of crown princess not as service to the realm, but as personal property.”

Each sentence struck the room before it struck me.

There was a skill in that wording. It sounded moral before it sounded legal. It gave those listening permission to judge before they understood.

My mouth dried.

“Those charges are false.”

A nobleman near the eastern arch murmured something to his wife. She gave me a look I had seen directed at fallen women, reckless widows, merchants who forgot their place.

Leonhart lowered the parchment.

“I wanted to believe that.”

“Then ask me,” I said.

A ripple passed through the hall.

Too direct. Too cold. Too Fairis.

I knew it the moment the words left my mouth, yet I could not pull them back. Heat gathered behind my ribs, hard and bright. I had stood beside Leonhart through council rehearsals, treaty lessons, provincial reports, petitions he did not want to read. I had corrected his figures before ministers saw them. I had softened his refusals, remembered names he forgot, reminded him which baron’s son had died of fever and which countess hated white roses.

Ask me.

Just once, ask me.

His eyes flickered.

For a breath, I saw the boy who had once spilled ink across a border treaty and looked at me in panic. I had passed him my own clean copy without a word. He had smiled then, grateful and embarrassed.

The man before me did not smile.

“Your answers have always been perfect, Elna.”

My name sounded wrong in his mouth.

The whispers grew.

Perfect. Cold. Proud.

Words did not need to be spoken loudly to draw blood.

“My answers have been accurate,” I said.

His expression tightened.

The woman by the pillar took one small step forward. Linette Oram. The name from his parchment settled around her like a borrowed cloak. She looked frightened. Not triumphant. Her lips parted as if she meant to speak, but an older man beside her touched her elbow.

She fell silent.

Leonhart raised the parchment again.

“In light of these offenses, and in recognition of my duty to choose a consort who loves this kingdom rather than her own standing, I renounce this betrothal and request the Vow Office to strike Lady Elna Fairis from all future royal marriage proceedings.”

A sound came from behind me.

Not loud.

Barely more than the breath leaving a man’s body.

I turned.

My father stood near the front line of guests, as protocol required of him. Duke Fairis did not sway. He had never swayed in public in his life. His silver-streaked dark hair remained immaculate, his shoulders square, his formal gloves unwrinkled.

But his face had lost all color.

For the first time in my life, I saw my father look old.

Not because his daughter had been rejected.

Because every person in that room had just watched the royal family place a blade against House Fairis.

Our trade agreements would be questioned by morning. Our allies would pause before answering letters. Vassal houses would wonder whether the Crown intended to withdraw favor from us entirely. Servants would hear rumors before sunrise. Clerks would hesitate over contracts. Creditors would become cautious. Enemies would become brave.

My shame had a ledger.

My humiliation wore the faces of everyone under our roof.

“Father,” I tried to say.

No sound came.

Leonhart stepped closer, lowering his voice enough that those nearest us strained to hear.

“I am sorry,” he said.

The apology was worse than the accusation.

I looked at him then. Truly looked.

There was guilt in him. There was also relief.

My throat tightened so hard it hurt.

“You are sorry,” I said, each word carefully placed, “after making this public.”

His brows drew together. “You left me no other choice.”

A laugh rose from the back of the hall. This one did not hide itself.

Then another.

Fans opened. Jewels flashed. The spring flowers painted onto the walls seemed too bright, too cheerful, too alive. I stood in the center of the great hall in a gown chosen to honor the Crown—ivory silk, gold thread, pearl buttons down the sleeves—and felt every stitch turn into evidence against me.

A lady I had helped last winter looked away.

A lord who had praised my grasp of land tax reform smiled into his cup.

Someone said, “Poor prince.”

Someone else said, “House Fairis pushed too far.”

The parchment in Leonhart’s hand gave a soft pulse of red light.

I saw it because I was staring at anything except his face.

A seal shimmered near the bottom.

Not the ordinary royal seal.

There was a crown, yes. The familiar crest of Grace. But within the lower curve of the crown, almost hidden in the ornament, a thin line moved like the hand of a clock.

Once.

Twice.

My pulse stumbled.

“Who drafted that?” I asked.

Leonhart blinked. “What?”

“That accusation. Who drafted it?”

His mouth opened.

For one instant, the answer stood between us.

Then his expression went blank.

Not confused. Emptied.

The parchment glowed again.

The clock hand inside the crown twitched.

Leonhart’s lips moved. “That is irrelevant.”

“No.” I reached for the parchment.

The aide stepped between us.

Several voices sharpened. My name passed from mouth to mouth, a warning now. I should have stopped. I should have folded my hands, lowered my eyes, preserved what scraps could be preserved.

I did neither.

“Show me the seal,” I said.

“Lady Elna,” Leonhart said, and now there was anger in him, thin and brittle. “Do not disgrace yourself further.”

Disgrace.

The word landed.

Something inside me went very still.

I had been trained to survive rooms like this. Smile. Bow. Correct gently. Bleed invisibly. Protect the house. Protect the role. Protect the future everyone had chosen before I was old enough to want one of my own.

But the future in that hall had teeth.

The doors at the far end opened.

No herald announced the newcomer.

Cold air slipped into the ballroom, carrying the scent of rain over stone.

The murmuring changed shape. Heads turned. A gap opened in the crowd, not out of respect, but confusion. A young man came through it quickly, his dark formal coat damp at the shoulders, one glove missing, his fair-brown hair disordered as if he had run through the palace corridors without caring who saw.

I did not know him.

I knew that before anything else.

I knew every family that mattered at court. I knew the sons who had been presented, the cousins who hovered near inheritance, the ambitious second-borns sent to serve in royal offices. This man belonged to House Astein, perhaps; there was a small silver clasp at his throat shaped like their house star. But I did not know his face.

Yet he looked at me as if my name had been carved into his bones.

He stopped three paces away.

His eyes were gray.

That was too simple a word for them, but my mind clung to it. Gray. Clear. Stricken.

He looked from me to Leonhart, to the parchment, to the watching hall. His breathing was uneven. His bare right hand hung at his side, fingers flexing once, then stilling.

There was a mark on the back of that hand.

A black line, thin as a clock hand.

It ran from his knuckle toward his wrist.

The aide moved to block him. “Sir, this is a royal—”

The man did not look at him.

“Elna,” he said.

My name in his voice did not sound like accusation.

It sounded like pain.

My chest tightened in a way I did not understand.

Leonhart’s face hardened. “Who are you to address Lady Fairis so familiarly?”

The stranger took another step.

The hall held its breath around us.

He seemed to want to reach for me. His hand lifted halfway, then stopped as if an invisible chain had caught his wrist. He closed his fingers slowly and let the hand fall.

“I was too late,” he said.

The words were low. I should not have heard them over the hundreds of people waiting for scandal to ripen.

I heard them clearly.

“What?” I whispered.

His mouth tightened. His eyes shone, not with tears that had fallen, but with tears he refused to allow.

“Not this time,” he said.

The candles above us flared.

Every flame bent toward him.

The red seal on the parchment flashed.

The clock hand inside the crown spun once, fast and silent.

Leonhart shouted something. My father moved. Someone screamed. The stranger lunged forward at last, not toward the prince, not toward the parchment, but toward me.

His hand reached my sleeve.

Heat burst through the ballroom floor.

The marble cracked beneath my shoes.

The chandeliers stretched upward, impossibly far away, their candles becoming stars, then gold eyes, then nothing at all.

The stranger’s fingers brushed my wrist.

“Elna,” he said, closer now, desperate. “This time, I will reach you.”

The ballroom vanished.

I woke with my own name trapped behind my teeth.

My room was dark except for the gray line of dawn at the curtains. I lay twisted in my sheets, one hand clenched against my chest, the other reaching toward empty air. My nightdress clung coldly to my back. My heart beat so hard it hurt.

For several seconds, I could still smell lilies and hot wax.

Then the familiar scent of my room returned piece by piece. Lavender in the linen press. Polished wood. The faint ash of last night’s hearth. Rain tapping softly against the window.

I sat up too quickly.

The world tilted.

My right hand shook. I stared at my wrist, half expecting to find the stranger’s fingers there. There was nothing. Only my own skin, pale in the early light, and the faint red crescent where my nails had dug into my palm.

A dream.

It had to be.

I pressed my fingers to my throat and forced myself to breathe in counts of four.

One.

Two.

Three.

The Springtide Ball was still two weeks away. Leonhart had been distant lately, yes. Tired. Irritable when I corrected his reports. Too quick to say I worried over nothing. But he would not humiliate House Fairis in public. Not like that. Not with a prepared accusation, not before every noble house that mattered.

He was weak in uncomfortable conversations, not cruel.

I lowered my hand.

My thumb had found my right ring finger.

It pressed against the base of it once, twice, an old habit I disliked noticing. I pulled my hands apart and swung my feet to the floor.

Cold boards met my soles.

Good.

Cold was real.

Dreams could leave sweat and panic, but they could not leave facts. They could not leave official parchment. They could not tell me the texture of gold wax on an invitation I had not yet received. They could not make me remember the exact measure of a waltz I had heard only in a nightmare.

A knock sounded at my door.

I froze.

“Lady Elna?” my maid called softly from the corridor. “Are you awake?”

My mouth felt dry. “Come in.”

The door opened, and pale morning widened across the rug. My maid entered with a breakfast tray, but she was not looking at the tea. Her eyes kept darting to the silver salver tucked beneath her arm.

A letter lay on it.

Heavy cream paper.

Royal edging.

Gold wax.

My fingers went cold before I touched it.

“It arrived at dawn,” she said. “From the palace. His Grace asked that it be brought to you at once.”

I stood.

My legs obeyed because they had been trained to obey.

The seal faced upward.

The crest of House Grace pressed deep into pale gold wax. A crown. Laurel. The royal motto in letters too small to read from where I stood.

And beneath the crown, hidden in the lower curve where ornament should have been only ornament, a thin line marked the wax like the hand of a clock.

Once, in the weak morning light, I thought it moved.

My maid gave a small gasp. “My lady?”

I took the salver from her before she could drop it.

The paper was real against my fingers. Too smooth. Too expensive. Too cold.

I broke the seal.

The invitation unfolded with a soft whisper.

By order of the royal household, Lady Elna Fairis of House Fairis was invited to attend the Springtide Ball on the eighteenth evening of the Flowering Month, to be held in the great hall of the royal palace.

My eyes stopped on the line naming the first dance.

The waltz from my dream.

A drop of melted wax clung to the paper near my thumb. I rubbed it away. It left a faint gold stain on my glove.

“My lady,” my maid said again, “shall I send your reply?”

I read the invitation once more.

The letters did not change.

Neither did the date.

Neither did the seal.

The stranger’s voice pressed against the inside of my skull.

This time, I will reach you.

I folded the invitation carefully along its original crease.

“No,” I said.

My maid blinked. “No?”

“Not yet.”

I crossed to my writing desk. The morning rain tapped the glass in quick, nervous strokes. My reflection looked back at me from the dark window between the curtains—pale, composed, hair loosened over one shoulder, eyes too awake.

I placed the invitation in the center of the desk.

Then I opened the lower drawer and drew out the blue-bound volume of Arclian betrothal law I had last studied three months ago, when Leonhart forgot the difference between ceremonial consent and binding consent during a council rehearsal.

The book fell open under my hand.

Royal betrothals. Dissolution petitions. Preemptive filings by the lesser party.

My pulse steadied.

Fear still sat beneath my ribs, sharp and alive. Humiliation burned there too, though the room was empty and no one had yet laughed. But fear was not a plan. Anger was not a shield.

Ink, law, timing, witnesses—those could be sharpened.

I turned to my maid.

“Have the carriage prepared,” I said. “And tell Father I will speak with him after I return.”

“Return from where, my lady?”

I looked down at the gold stain on my glove.

“The Vow Office.”
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Chapter2: In the Corridor of the Vow Office
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The Vow Office opened at the eighth bell.

I arrived at the seventh.

Rain still clung to the streets of the capital, silvering the stones beneath the carriage wheels and darkening the hems of the clerks who hurried along the government district with document cases pressed to their ribs. The Vow Office stood at the end of Oathmaker’s Lane, its pale stone front carved with entwined rings, inheritance branches, adoption cords, ducal seals, and the royal crown set above them all.

It looked peaceful from outside.

That was the first lie any state institution told.

“My lady,” my coachman said as he lowered the step, “shall I wait here?”

“Yes.”

He glanced at the closed doors. “The office has not opened yet.”

“Then I will be first in line.”

He had served House Fairis long enough not to argue when my voice took that shape. He bowed and stepped back.

I gathered my skirts and crossed the wet pavement. My gown was morning blue, modest enough for public offices, formal enough that no clerk could pretend not to know my rank. I had chosen a hat with a narrow brim and no unnecessary feathers. Feathers invited people to look at one’s head. Today, I wanted them looking at my documents.

The gold-stained glove from the invitation had been burned before breakfast.

I had watched the little curl of smoke rise from the grate until no trace of the stain remained. Then I had chosen new gloves. Ivory kid, tight at the wrist, pearl buttons. Proper. Calm. Unsullied.

My right thumb pressed once against my ring finger.

I stopped it.

The front doors of the Vow Office opened from within.

A junior clerk in a gray coat nearly stepped backward when he saw me waiting.

“Lady Fairis.”

His eyes dipped at once to my hands. People always looked for rings in this place, even when they knew the answer. My betrothal band was not a ring but a narrow ribbon of gold set into a bracelet, as royal engagements in Arclia demanded. The bracelet sat beneath my glove, hidden, but I felt it all the same. A warm line around my wrist.

Registered.

Witnessed.

Bound.

“Good morning,” I said. “I require an appointment with a senior oath clerk.”

“Of course, my lady. May I ask the matter?”

“No.”

His mouth opened, closed, then opened again with less confidence. “The office records are arranged by category. If you would permit me to—”

“I require a senior oath clerk.”

The rain tapped against the stone behind me. Somewhere inside the building, a clock chimed once, although it was not yet the hour. The clerk’s shoulders twitched.

“Yes, my lady.”

He stepped aside.

The entrance hall smelled of ink, wax, dust, and old magic. It was a dry, metallic scent that caught at the back of the throat if one breathed too deeply. Rows of dark benches lined the walls, already occupied by petitioners who must have entered through a side door—minor nobles with adoption requests, a merchant family seeking recognition for a marriage contract, two elderly brothers sitting as far apart as the bench allowed while their solicitor clutched a bundle of inheritance papers.

Every face turned toward me.

I felt the movement like the brush of cold fingers across my shoulders.

No one spoke.

That was worse than whispers.

I kept my chin level and followed the junior clerk across the hall. Beneath the polished floor, faint lines of silver magic traced channels from room to room. Each line ended beneath a door marked by category: Marriage, Betrothal, Adoption, Succession, Noble Obligation, Royal Oaths.

I looked longest at Royal Oaths.

The door was closed. Its handle was shaped like a crown.

“Lady Fairis,” the junior clerk said, too quickly, as if he had noticed where my eyes had gone. “This way, please.”

He led me to a chamber with green walls and high shelves crowded by ledgers. A narrow window admitted a washed-out band of morning light. The senior oath clerk waiting inside was a thin woman with iron-gray hair, a crisp collar, and a pen already in hand.

She rose only halfway.

“Lady Elna Fairis.”

“Senior Clerk.”

“Mereth Vale,” she said.

The name slid past me without sticking. I had seen it on several procedural notices. Her work was known for precision. That was useful.

She gestured to the chair across from her desk. “Please.”

I sat.

The junior clerk withdrew, closing the door with great care.

For one breath, neither of us spoke.

Mereth Vale studied me with the caution of someone looking at a candle placed too close to a curtain. “Your visit is unexpected.”

“That is why I came early.”

A very small pause.

“May I ask how the Vow Office may assist House Fairis?”

“Not House Fairis,” I said. “Me.”

Her pen stopped above the page.

I let the silence remain until she had to fill it.

“In what capacity?”

“As the registered betrothed of His Royal Highness Crown Prince Leonhart Grace.”

Her expression did not change.

Her fingers did.

They tightened around the pen.

“Royal betrothal matters,” she said, “are ordinarily conducted through palace channels.”

“Ordinarily.”

“Lady Fairis.”

“I wish to review the lawful means by which a royal betrothal may be dissolved before public scandal damages both parties.”

That made her blink.

Only once.

Then she set down the pen.

Outside the door, footsteps passed, slowed, then continued.

“May I ask whether His Royal Highness is aware of this inquiry?”

“No.”

“Does Duke Fairis support this inquiry?”

“He will be informed when I have something worth informing him of.”

Mereth Vale folded her hands on the desk. Her nails were short, ink-stained near the cuticles. A working clerk, then, not merely a decorative official set in a chair to guard forms. Good.

“You understand the gravity of your request.”

“I understand the gravity of waiting until the Springtide Ball to discover whether His Royal Highness intends to act with dignity.”

Her eyes sharpened.

There. Too sharp.

She had heard something.

A rumor, perhaps. A draft. A whisper from the palace side of the office.

I leaned back a fraction, as if her reaction had not told me anything.

“I do not accuse the Crown Prince of any dishonor,” I said. “I intend to prevent a misunderstanding from becoming one.”

“A prudent intention.”

Her voice had gone flatter.

“Prudence is a family habit.”

“In that case, the prudent answer is simple. A royal betrothal registered through the Vow Office cannot be dissolved by unilateral petition from the lesser house.”

“The lesser house,” I repeated.

Color touched her cheekbones. “The non-royal party.”

“Say what the law says, Senior Clerk. I did not come to be comforted.”

She held my gaze for a moment, then reached to a shelf behind her and drew out a red-bound volume. It was not the public edition. The spine bore the royal crest and the Vow Office knot seal.

She opened it with the ease of use, not ceremony.

“Royal betrothal. Registered eight years prior. Witnessed by King Alaric Grace, Duke Mathias Fairis, the Vow Office, and the royal oath seal.” She turned a page. “Clause fourteen. Dissolution may be initiated by mutual petition. Clause fifteen. Dissolution may be initiated by the royal party under exceptional moral or political grounds, pending review. Clause sixteen. Dissolution may be initiated by the non-royal party only if the royal party has breached protective obligations, endangered the house, or failed to uphold the ceremonial duties specified in the annex.”

“I know clause sixteen.”

“I assumed you did.”

“You said the answer was simple.”

“I said the prudent answer was simple.”

The rain thickened against the window.

I kept my hands still in my lap. “Clause sixteen requires evidence.”

“It does.”

“What qualifies?”

“Documented neglect of ceremonial duties. Witnessed mistreatment. Threat to the lesser house’s legal or financial standing. Evidence of coercion. Evidence of conduct that would make the continuation of the betrothal harmful to the dignity of either party.”

I thought of Leonhart looking toward the young woman by the pillar.

I thought of the accusation parchment.

I thought of my father’s face, drained of color beneath the chandeliers.

“Would a public intention to dissolve the betrothal at court qualify as threat to legal standing?”

Mereth Vale looked at me too carefully.

“If it had occurred, perhaps.”

“If it were likely to occur?”

“The Vow Office does not dissolve royal betrothals on intuition.”

“Good,” I said. “Neither do I.”

I opened the document case on my lap.

The papers inside were not proof. Not yet. They were fragments gathered before breakfast: copies of Leonhart’s canceled meetings with me, reports delayed through his office then blamed on mine, two invitations where my name had been placed apart from his in a way no protocol clerk would do by accident, and the Springtide Ball invitation itself.

I placed them on the desk one at a time.

Mereth Vale did not touch them.

She read upside down.

I knew she could, because her lips went thin at the third page.

“The palace seating office may claim error,” she said.

“They may.”

“His Royal Highness’s schedule may be explained by affairs of state.”

“It may.”

“The Springtide Ball invitation is not irregular in itself.”

“No,” I said. “It is not.”

That was the worst part. Everything looked innocent alone. A misplaced name. A delayed appointment. A prince too busy. A ball invitation sealed in gold.

A dream.

My hand moved toward the invitation before I stopped it.

Mereth Vale noticed.

“Lady Fairis,” she said quietly, “why are you here?”

The question was softer than before.

I disliked that.

Pity made people careless.

“I am here because if the Crown Prince wishes to dissolve our betrothal, I would prefer a clean legal severance before a ballroom full of witnesses decides what truth should be.”

A sound came from the hall.

A laugh, perhaps. Quickly stifled.

Mereth Vale’s gaze flicked to the door.

When she looked back at me, her expression had changed again. Less official. More guarded.

“There is one procedure,” she said.

My pulse struck once, hard.

I did not move.

She closed the red volume and drew a smaller ledger from the lower drawer. This one had no royal crest on the spine. Only the Vow Office knot.

“Preliminary protective filing. It does not dissolve the betrothal outright. It places notice on record that House Fairis seeks review of the royal party’s adherence to protective obligations. Once recorded, any later public dissolution initiated by the royal party must be reviewed alongside the prior filing.”

“In plain words,” I said, “if the Crown Prince casts me aside afterward, it will no longer appear to be the first act.”

“It will appear contested.”

“That is useful.”

“It is dangerous.”

“Everything useful in court is dangerous.”

Mereth Vale’s mouth pressed into a line that might, in another room, have become approval.

“The filing requires the seal of House Fairis.”

“I have authority to use it for protective legal action regarding my own registered betrothal.”

“Yes. Under your father’s education clause.” She tapped the ledger. “Duke Fairis gave you unusually broad authority.”

“He expected me to become crown princess.”

“Many fathers expect many things. Few put it in writing.”

“My father dislikes avoidable helplessness.”

“As do you, it seems.”

I did not answer.

She opened the ledger and withdrew a folded form from the back. The parchment was cream-colored, thinner than royal paper but woven through with silver threads that caught the light when she turned it.

A magic document.

Not unusual for the Vow Office.

Still, the skin between my shoulder blades prickled.

Mereth Vale placed it before me, then set a small black box beside it. Inside lay three seals: blank, house, and witness. The house seal waited for my signet impression. The witness seal would take hers.

The blank seal sat between them, round and pale.

“What is the third seal?” I asked.

“Office receipt.”

“It is unmarked.”

“It marks itself once the filing category is accepted.”

“By whom?”

“The office registry.”

“Not by a person?”

“The registry is older than most persons in this building.”

I looked at the blank seal.

No crown. No laurel. No visible clock hand.

Only smooth wax waiting to remember whatever touched it.

“Read the form aloud,” I said.

Mereth Vale arched one eyebrow. “You may read it yourself.”

“I will. Then you will read it aloud.”

“That is not required.”

“Then indulge me.”

The rain struck the window harder.

She let out a slow breath through her nose, then lifted the form.

“Preliminary Protective Filing. Submitted by the non-royal party of a registered royal betrothal, under clause sixteen of the Arclian Vow Articles. The petitioner requests formal review of protective obligations, ceremonial conduct, and harm prevention duties owed by the royal party prior to dissolution, amendment, or public declaration.”

So far, clean.

My eyes followed each line.

No accusation of treason. No insult. No statement that House Fairis rejected royal authority. Nothing that could be twisted too easily.

Yet the back of my neck would not stop prickling.

“Continue,” I said.

Mereth Vale did.

“The petitioner affirms that the filing is made for preservation of dignity, lawful clarity, and the protection of all parties bound by oath. The petitioner further affirms that this notice shall be attached to any subsequent dissolution record initiated by the royal party.”

My breath loosened.

If filed, it would give us a foothold.

Not victory.

A foothold was enough.

“Pen,” I said.

Mereth Vale set one beside the form.

I removed my right glove.

Her gaze dropped to my bare hand.

“Your left would smear less,” she said.

“I write with my right.”

“I know.”

The answer came too quickly.

I looked up.

Mereth Vale’s face remained composed.

“Your education records are in this office,” she said.

“Of course.”

I dipped the pen into ink.

The nib hovered above the signature line.

Elna Fairis.

The letters waited in the shape I had written thousands of times. School papers, condolence notes, financial approvals, dance cards, treaty copies, letters to Leonhart when he was ill and too restless to read reports.

My thumb moved toward my ring finger again.

Before it touched, Mereth Vale reached for the witness seal.

The blank wax seal on the form gave the faintest pulse.

I froze.

It was not red.

Not gold.

Only silver, a thread of light under the wax skin, like something turning in sleep.

“Is that normal?” I asked.

Mereth Vale looked down.

For the first time since I had entered, uncertainty crossed her face before she covered it.

“The registry is accepting the category.”

“I have not signed.”

“It may begin pre-reading when the form is prepared.”

“May?”

She did not answer.

A sound came from outside the chamber.

Footsteps.

Fast.

Then a voice in the corridor, low and sharp. “You cannot enter without appointment.”

Another voice answered. “Move.”

My pen lowered a fraction.

Mereth Vale stood. “Remain seated, Lady Fairis.”

The door opened before she reached it.

The young man from my nightmare stood in the threshold.

Not in a ballroom.

Not beneath chandeliers.

In the gray morning light of the Vow Office, with rain darkening the shoulders of his coat and one glove clenched in his left hand.

My hand went cold around the pen.

He was younger than he had seemed in the dream. Or perhaps the ballroom had made him look older with grief. His hair was damp at the temples. His breathing was controlled, but not calm. A silver clasp at his throat bore the star of House Astein.

He looked past Mereth Vale.

Straight at me.

“Elna Fairis.”

My name struck the room too softly for insult and too familiarly for propriety.

Mereth Vale stiffened. “Sir, you will address Lady Fairis with respect.”

He did not seem to hear her.

His eyes dropped to the form beneath my hand.

The color left his face.

“No.”

He crossed the room.

The senior oath clerk stepped between us. “Sir—”

“I said no.”

There was nothing loud in his voice.

It still stopped her.

He reached the desk before I could decide whether to rise. His bare right hand came down over the parchment, not touching my skin, but close enough that I felt the rush of air against my fingers.

A black mark lay across the back of that hand.

Thin.

Straight.

Like the hand of a clock.

My lungs forgot what to do.

The pen slipped in my grip, leaving a dark dot above the first line of my signature.

He saw it.

Pain crossed his face so quickly I might have missed it if I had blinked.

Then he looked at me.

Not at my rank. Not at my gown. Not at the bracelet hidden beneath my sleeve.

At me.

“You must not submit this.”

The room had gone very quiet.

Even the rain seemed farther away.

I stood slowly, because remaining seated while a strange man leaned over my legal papers was not an option I cared to entertain.

“Who are you?”

His hand tightened on the edge of the desk. Not on me. Not even on the pen. The desk.

“Julius Astein,” he said.

House Astein. A loyal but lesser noble house tied to military administration and border service. Useful. Respectable. Not intimate with House Fairis. Certainly not close enough to burst into a private Vow Office chamber and use my name as if it hurt him.

“I do not know you,” I said.

“I know.”

That answer made no sense.

It also sounded unbearably honest.

Mereth Vale found her voice. “Lord Astein, this is a sealed consultation.”

“The seal is already compromised.”

Her face changed.

My gaze snapped to the parchment.

The blank wax seal no longer looked blank.

A line had appeared in its center, so fine I had mistaken it for a flaw in the wax. As I watched, the line shifted.

Not much.

Enough.

A clock hand moving toward the hour.

I stepped back from the desk.

Julius’s hand moved as if he meant to steady me.

He stopped before touching me.

The restraint was so abrupt that it drew my eye more sharply than contact would have.

His fingers curled inward.

I hated that I noticed.

“What is wrong with the filing?” I asked.

He looked at the form, then at Mereth Vale, then at the seal box.

“You chose the protective petition,” he said.

Mereth Vale’s expression hardened. “It is the lawful procedure available to Lady Fairis.”

“It is the bait.”

The word fell flat and ugly.

My pulse quickened.

“Explain,” I said.

Julius looked at me.

For one instant, the room seemed to narrow around his face. Gray eyes. Damp lashes. A controlled mouth that looked as if it had forgotten how to smile a long time ago.

Then his gaze dropped to my right hand.

“To stop yourself from trembling,” he said quietly, “you press your thumb against your ring finger. You were doing it before you signed.”

My skin went cold in a different way.

Mereth Vale looked at my hand.

I closed my fingers.

“That is not an explanation.”

“No,” Julius said. “It is why I know I reached the right moment.”

My heartbeat stumbled.

The right moment.

The dream pressed against my waking eyes. The great hall. Gold wax. The stranger’s hand brushing my wrist.

This time, I will reach you.

I lifted my chin.

“You have ten seconds before I call the guards.”

“Then listen quickly.”

His voice sharpened, not with anger, but fear held too tightly.

“If you sign and submit that petition, the registry seal will attach a secondary interpretation. Not visible at first. Not to you. Not to the clerk unless she knows where to look. By the time House Fairis receives acknowledgment, the filing will read as a formal claim that the royal betrothal endangered your house because the Crown itself is unworthy of oath.”

Mereth Vale went still.

I did not look away from Julius.

“That would be absurd.”

“Yes.”

“The Vow Office would reject it.”

“No. It would receive it.”

“My father would appeal.”

“He would be accused of confirming it.”

My fingers tightened until the pen shaft bit into my skin.

Julius’s eyes flicked down again. He noticed the pressure. He said nothing.

I wished he had not noticed.

Mereth Vale reached for the parchment. “This is impossible.”

“Do not touch the blank seal,” Julius said.

She stopped with her fingers an inch from it.

Silence.

The silver line in the wax moved again.

A faint red thread appeared beneath it.

My stomach turned.

Mereth Vale whispered, “That is not the office registry.”

“No,” Julius said.

“Then what is it?”

He opened his mouth.

No sound came.

His jaw tightened.

He tried again. “It is tied to—”

The air around his throat seemed to fold.

The candle on the desk guttered hard, though no wind had entered.

Julius flinched.

His right hand jerked, and the black mark across it darkened from ink-thin to bruised.

I stared.

“What happened to your hand?”

He pulled it back at once.

“Nothing.”

“Do not insult me.”

That almost drew a smile from him.

Almost.

It vanished before it formed.

“My hand is not the danger in this room.”

“Lord Astein,” Mereth Vale said, her voice careful now, “if what you claim is true, this chamber is compromised.”

“It is.”

“By whom?”

Julius looked toward the closed door.

Footsteps had gathered outside.

Not the ordinary shuffle of clerks.

He turned back to me.

“If that petition enters the record, House Fairis ends.”

The words should have sounded dramatic.

They did not.

They sounded like a man stating the hour.

My throat tightened around the answer I wanted to give. Who are you? How do you know? Why were you in my dream? Why do you look at me as if you have already watched me die?

I asked none of them.

The door handle moved.

Mereth Vale’s eyes widened.

Julius reached across the desk and, still without touching my skin, placed two fingers on the pen in my hand.

Not enough to take it.

Enough to stop it from lowering.

His voice dropped.

“Lady Elna,” he said, and the formality came late, like a bandage pressed over a wound, “do not sign.”
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The door handle turned.

Julius Astein did not look away from me.

“Do not sign,” he said again.

The door opened half an inch before the senior oath clerk snapped, “This chamber is occupied.”

A man’s voice answered from the hall. “By order of the registry, we require—”

“The registry can wait.”

Mereth Vale moved faster than I expected. She crossed the room, pressed her palm to the inside seal plate, and the door shut with a clean metallic click. Silver lines flared briefly along the frame.

A sealing ward.

Not a strong one. Enough to buy minutes. Not enough to stop anyone with authority.

Julius’s fingers still rested on the pen in my hand.

I looked down.

He noticed at once and drew back.

“Forgive me.”

The apology came too quickly, as if he had spent years training himself to remove his hand from mine.

That thought had no place in the room.

I crushed it.

“Stand away from my desk,” I said.

“It is not your desk.”

“My document, then.”

“That document is a knife.”

“And you are a stranger who burst into a sealed consultation, addressed me without permission, claimed knowledge of a royal filing, and interfered with my legal affairs.”

“I know.”

He looked unbearably relieved that I was angry.

That annoyed me more.

Mereth Vale stayed by the door, one hand still on the seal plate. Her gaze moved between us, sharp and calculating. “Lord Astein, you will explain yourself now.”

Julius glanced at the parchment.

The blank seal twitched again.

The red thread beneath the wax deepened.

He reached for the form.

I put my hand over it first.

“Do not.”

His eyes met mine.

For a moment, neither of us moved.

Then he lowered his hand to his side.

“You should not touch the seal,” he said.

“I am not touching the seal.”

“You are too close to it.”

“I will decide what is too close.”

His mouth tightened. Not irritation. Restraint.

I hated that I could tell the difference.

The knocking at the door began. Three firm strikes.

“Senior Clerk Vale,” the man outside said, no longer pretending courtesy. “Open the chamber.”

Mereth Vale’s voice stayed even. “One moment.”

“We have instruction to retrieve an irregular filing.”

“There is no filing.”

“Then there will be no difficulty.”

Julius went still.

I saw it from the corner of my eye. The way his shoulders settled. The way his bare right hand shifted nearer to his coat, where a gentleman might keep a dagger if he expected to need one in a government office.

“Lord Astein,” I said coldly, “if you draw a weapon in the Vow Office, I will have you arrested myself.”

His eyes flicked to me.

For the first time, something like warmth broke through the strain on his face.

“Still strict about civic order,” he murmured.

My skin prickled.

“Still?”

The warmth vanished.

Mereth Vale turned her head sharply. She had heard it too.

Julius said nothing.

The men outside struck the door again.

“Senior Clerk.”

I picked up the unsigned filing, careful to avoid the seal, and held it toward Mereth Vale. “Can it be destroyed?”

She crossed back, but Julius stepped in front of her path.

“No fire,” he said.

Mereth Vale’s brows lifted. “You intend to give orders in my chamber?”

“If flame touches that seal, the filing completes as emergency submission.”

The senior clerk stopped.

I looked at the wax.

The red thread pulsed.

My mouth went dry.

“How do you know that?” I asked.

Julius did not answer quickly enough.

I folded the form once, keeping the seal outward, and slid it beneath the heavy red-bound volume of royal betrothal law. The wax pressed against the desk with a faint sound, almost like a sigh.

The knocking stopped.

Silence came.

Not peace.

Waiting.

Then the footsteps outside retreated.

Mereth Vale did not relax. Neither did Julius.

I reached for my glove and pulled it back on, each pearl button fastened with care. My fingers wanted to tremble. I refused them.

“Senior Clerk,” I said, “I require a private corridor.”

“There is a records passage.”

“Good. Lord Astein will follow. At a distance.”

Julius’s expression changed. “Lady Elna—”

“You will not use my name like that.”

He lowered his eyes.

The obedience was immediate.

Too immediate.

Something in my chest tightened, and I disliked that as well.

“Lady Fairis,” he said, quieter. “The corridor may not be safe.”

“The chamber is no longer safe. Remaining here is not an improvement.”

Mereth Vale studied me for a heartbeat, then gave a short nod. She went to the shelves behind her desk, pulled down two ledgers at once, and pressed the panel behind them. Wood clicked. A narrow door opened into a dim passage smelling of dust and sealing wax.

I took the unsigned form from beneath the book.

Julius stiffened.

“I am not leaving evidence in this room,” I said.

“Let me carry it.”

“No.”

“Please.”

That word did not belong to the sharp, controlled man who had stopped my hand. It came rougher. Lower.

I paused.

His right hand was curled at his side, the black mark across it darker than before. He looked at the parchment as if it were alive.

“You are afraid of it,” I said.

“Yes.”

An honest answer.

Too honest.

“What happens if I carry it?”

“I do not know.”

“You expect me to accept that?”

“No.” His eyes lifted. “I expect you to hate every answer I give.”

Mereth Vale made a small impatient sound. “Move. Both of you.”

That, at least, was sensible.

I entered the passage first.

The records passage was barely wide enough for two people to pass if neither wore court skirts. Shelves pressed close on both sides behind iron mesh. The only light came from small blue lamps set into the floor, their flames sealed in glass. Every step woke old dust. My skirts brushed the wall no matter how carefully I held them.

Julius followed three paces behind.

Not two. Not four.

Three.

A careful distance.

Mereth Vale closed the hidden door after us and took the lead with a key ring in hand. “This passage exits near the public archive stairs. From there, you may leave by the east hall.”

“Will those men follow?” I asked.

“If they know the passage exists, yes. If not, they will spend several minutes arguing with the door.”

“Useful.”

“For now.”

My grip tightened on the folded filing.

The wax seal had grown warm.

Not hot. Warm enough that I could feel it through the parchment and glove.

Julius’s voice came from behind me. “Lady Fairis.”

“No.”

“You do not know what it may do.”

“I know what evidence does when it disappears.”

He inhaled.

Then said nothing.

Good.

The passage bent left. At the turn, Mereth Vale stopped so abruptly I nearly touched her back.

Ahead, the blue floor lamps flickered.

One by one, they dimmed.

A thin red line appeared along the floor.

It ran between the stones like ink finding a crack.

Mereth Vale whispered a curse no senior clerk should have known.

Julius moved.

He passed me without touching my sleeve and crouched before the red line. The blue light threw the shape of his profile against the shelves. He held his right hand above the floor, palm down.

The black mark on his skin answered.

A red spark crawled along it.

His jaw clenched.

“What is it?” I asked.

“A claim line.”

Mereth Vale stared at him. “That is old binding terminology.”

“It is an old trap.”

“From what office?”

Julius looked at the red line.

His lips parted.

The air thickened.

The word he tried to say did not come.

His throat moved once. Twice.

Nothing.

The red spark on his hand burned brighter.

He made a sound under his breath, not quite pain, not quite anger.

I stepped closer before I meant to.

“Stop.”

His eyes lifted to mine.

“Stop trying to say it,” I said.

He looked at me as if I had done something dangerous.

Then he obeyed.

The spark faded, leaving the black mark wider than before.

Mereth Vale looked between us. “This is no ordinary interference.”

“No,” I said.

My own voice sounded calmer than I felt.

I knelt beside Julius, keeping my skirts gathered away from the red line. The folded filing warmed in my hand. I placed it on the stone floor short of the line.

The red light stretched toward it.

Julius grabbed the air above my wrist.

Not me.

The air.

His fingers stopped close enough that I felt the heat of him.

“Do not let it cross,” he said.

“I can see that.”

“There should be a cancellation phrase on the form.”

I unfolded the parchment.

The seal throbbed.

The text remained the same at first. Preliminary Protective Filing. Clause sixteen. Preservation of dignity. Lawful clarity.

Then, beneath the signature line, new letters bled slowly through the paper.

House Fairis asserts royal breach.

My stomach tightened.

Another line appeared.

House Fairis challenges the Crown’s oath-worthiness.

Mereth Vale went pale.

“That was not there.”

“I know.”

The ink kept forming.

House Fairis rejects—

I pressed my thumb over the line before it finished.

The parchment bucked under my hand.

Julius hissed through his teeth.

The mark on his hand darkened.

“Do not absorb it for me,” I snapped.

His eyes widened slightly.

Mereth Vale stared. “Absorb?”

Julius did not answer.

I looked down at the form. Legal language had edges. If a document could be twisted, it still needed a grammatical path. Magic fed on structure. Vow Office seals did not invent meaning from nothing; they amplified hidden clauses, misdirected references, reclassified intent.

The cancellation phrase would not be in the obvious text.

It would be in the receipt mechanism.

“Senior Clerk,” I said, “office receipt seals require category confirmation.”

“Yes.”

“Can category be denied before submission?”

“If the petitioner withdraws prior to acknowledgment.”

“Phrase?”

She swallowed. “I deny category and withdraw intent before witness.”

“Must a witness affirm?”

“Yes.”

I lifted my hand from the bleeding line.

The unfinished words crawled forward again.

I held the parchment flat and spoke before my voice could shake.

“I deny category and withdraw intent before witness.”

The red line on the floor pulsed.

Mereth Vale answered at once. “Witnessed and affirmed by Senior Oath Clerk Mereth Vale.”

The parchment went rigid.

The wax seal cracked down the center.

A sound like a distant bell passed through the stones beneath us.

Then the red line vanished.

The blue lamps flared back to life.

For two breaths, none of us moved.

Then the parchment collapsed into harmless blank fibers. Not ash. Not burned. Just empty paper, limp beneath my fingers.

Mereth Vale touched the nearest shelf to steady herself.

“I did not authorize that clause,” she said.

“No,” Julius replied.

His voice was strained.

I turned to him.

He was still crouched beside me, his right hand pressed against his left wrist. Sweat stood at his temple. The black mark had lengthened.

I stared at it.

He tucked the hand close to his coat.

Too late.

“What are you?” I asked.

His expression tightened.

Not offended.

Hurt.

That was inconvenient.

“A man with bad timing,” he said.

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the safest one.”

“For whom?”

He looked at me.

“For you.”

I almost laughed.

It came out as one sharp breath.

“For me. You break into my consultation, accuse my legal filing of being bait, know my private habits, bleed black marks onto your hand, and expect me to accept that this is all for me?”

“I do not expect you to accept anything.”

“Excellent.”

“I need you to live.”

The passage seemed to close around us.

Mereth Vale drew in a slow breath.

I rose.

So did Julius, but not as steadily. He caught the mesh shelf for a moment before releasing it.

My anger should have had clean ground under it. It did not. There were too many cracks now. The moving seal. The changed text. The red claim line. His hand. The way the word he tried to say had vanished from his throat.

And before all of it, the dream.

His face beneath the chandeliers.

His voice.

This time, I will reach you.

I hated the tremor that ran through me.

“You will explain,” I said.

Julius looked toward Mereth Vale.

“She is involved now,” I said. “And if she wishes to remain alive, employed, and unaccused of conspiring with either of us, she will not repeat what she hears without deciding very carefully whom she trusts.”

Mereth Vale’s mouth opened, closed, then curved in a humorless line. “How generous of you, Lady Fairis.”

“You may complain after we leave the passage.”

“I may complain now.”

“Quietly.”

Julius made the mistake of almost smiling again.

I pointed at him.

“You do not get to smile.”

The almost-smile died.

Good.

Mereth Vale led us onward. We emerged through a narrow door behind a rack of old marriage indexes in a small archive room. No one waited there. No red lines crossed the floor. A single high window showed rain sliding down the glass.

Mereth Vale locked the passage door and turned on Julius.

“Speak.”

He stood near the archive table, careful not to lean though he clearly wanted to. His missing glove was still clenched in his left hand. The right remained bare, marked, and half-hidden.

He looked at me first.

“I am Julius Astein.”

“We have established that.”

“House Astein serves in border administration and royal document escort.”

“I know your house.”

“You know my house. Not me.”

“Correct.”

His throat moved.

“I was assigned to court service this spring.”

“Also verifiable.”

“Yes.”

“Then begin with the part that is not.”

The rain tapped the window in quick uneven beats.

Julius’s gaze lowered to my covered wrist, where the royal betrothal bracelet lay hidden beneath glove and sleeve.

“When you were six,” he said, “you climbed the western wall of Fairis Manor because your cousin told you duchesses were too delicate to scrape their knees.”

My breath stopped.

Mereth Vale turned toward me.

I kept my face still.

“A servant could have told you that.”

“You fell on the other side, cut your left knee on the broken fountain stone, and told everyone you had slipped in the rose walk because your cousin cried harder than you did.”

My hand moved to my skirt before I stopped it.

The scar was still there. Thin and pale, just above my knee. No one at court knew. Even my father had only heard the softened version.

Julius continued, quieter.

“You hate candied violets because Lady Marden forced you to eat six at your first children’s tea and you were sick in the blue guest room afterward.”

My mouth went dry.

“Many people dislike candied violets.”

“You like the scent of fresh lilies, but not lily perfume. The perfume makes your head ache. You never say so because Queen Marist favors it in spring.”

Mereth Vale looked at me again.

This time I could not stop my expression quickly enough.

Julius saw.

Pain moved through his eyes. He did not use it. He did not step closer.

“When you are nervous,” he said, “you press your right thumb against your ring finger. When you are furious, you stop blinking. When you are about to cry, you ask a practical question.”

“Enough.”

The word cracked through the little archive room.

Julius fell silent.

My hands had curled into fists. The gloves creaked at the seams.

“How?” I demanded.

His face went still in that same awful way Leonhart’s had in the dream, except Julius’s stillness was not emptiness. It was a man bracing for a blow he had chosen to take.

“I know because you told me.”

“I did not.”

“You have not.”

The rain struck the window.

Mereth Vale whispered, “Saints preserve us.”

Julius looked only at me.

“Three years from now,” he said, “you were my wife.”

For a moment, nothing in the room made sense.

The table. The shelves. The rain. My own breath. All of it stayed in place, yet the words struck so cleanly through them that I felt detached from my body.

Then heat rushed to my face.

“How dare you.”

He flinched.

Not enough.

I stepped toward him.

“How dare you stand there with a noble house clasp at your throat and speak filth in a government archive.”

“It is not filth.”

“It is madness.”

“Yes,” he said softly. “It sounds like madness.”

“Do not agree with me as if that makes you reasonable.”

“I am not asking you to believe me.”

“You just told me I marry you.”

“You did.”

“I am betrothed to the Crown Prince.”

“I know.”

“Then you understand why this is insulting.”

His jaw tightened.

“I understand more than you could possibly want me to.”

I turned to Mereth Vale. “Open the public door. I am calling the guards.”

Julius did not move.

No attempt to flee. No plea. No reach for my hand. He simply stood there, pale, rain-damp, marked by whatever dark magic had answered the trap in the passage.

That made it worse.

A liar should scramble when cornered.

A madman should protest.

He only watched me with those gray eyes, as if being dragged away in chains mattered less than whether I walked out alive.

Mereth Vale hesitated.

“Senior Clerk,” I said.

She reached for the door.

Julius spoke.

“If you avoid the Springtide Ball, you die.”

My hand froze halfway to the bell cord on the wall.

The words were plain. Too plain.

Slowly, I turned.

His mouth had gone white at the edges.

“Say that again,” I said.

He did.

Or tried to.

“If you avoid the Springtide Ball, you—”

The last word vanished.

Not softened. Not swallowed.

Gone.

The air took it.

The lamps flickered.

Julius’s right hand jerked open, and the black mark on it split into two fine lines. He drew a harsh breath through his teeth but did not bend.

Mereth Vale backed into the door.

I stared at his hand.

“What is doing that?”

Julius closed his fingers. “I cannot tell you directly.”

“Convenient.”

His eyes flashed then. For the first time, anger broke through.

“Do you think I would choose this?”

The force of it silenced me.

He took one step forward.

Only one.

“I know what you will try next. You will demand a private audience with the queen. You will speak to Prince Leonhart in the greenhouse and ask him to dissolve the betrothal with dignity. You will look for every lawful way out because that is what you do. You find the seam in the wall and make a door from it.”

My heartbeat thudded once.

“You know nothing about what I intend.”

“You are already planning three routes.”

I was.

I hated him for knowing.

He swallowed, and the anger drained out of him as quickly as it had come.

“Each route has been prepared for you. Every clean escape you see has teeth hidden in it.”

“By whom?”

He opened his mouth.

The lamps dimmed.

I saw the answer try to form.

His throat locked.

The black mark deepened.

“Stop,” I said.

He obeyed again.

Too quickly.

My chest felt tight.

“I am supposed to accept warnings from a man who cannot name the danger.”

“No.”

“Then what do you want from me?”

“For now?” His voice dropped. “Do not file anything. Do not go to the queen alone. Do not trust any royal document that reaches you without checking the seal twice.”

“And the Springtide Ball?”

He looked at me.

There it was again.

That grief.

Not pity. Not triumph. Not the satisfaction of a man who had won an argument.

Grief.

“You must attend.”

“No.”

“You must.”

“I will not walk willingly into public humiliation because a stranger with a marked hand tells me to.”

His fingers tightened around the glove in his left hand until the leather twisted.

“I know.”

“I will not allow Leonhart to discard me before the court.”

His face changed at Leonhart’s name, but he said nothing.

“I will not let House Fairis be dragged through a ballroom for the entertainment of every vulture in Arclia.”

“I know.”

“Stop saying that.”

“I know,” he said again, and this time his voice broke around the words. “Elna—”

“Lady Fairis.”

He closed his eyes.

When he opened them, the gray looked raw.

“Lady Fairis,” he said, each syllable carefully held apart, “at the Springtide Ball, Prince Leonhart must break the betrothal in public.”

The room went cold.

Mereth Vale made a small sound.

I stared at him.

The dream ballroom rose between us. Leonhart’s proclamation. The laughter. My father’s bloodless face. The accusation parchment glowing red and gold.

Julius stood on the other side of it, asking me to let it happen.

“You want him to do it,” I said.

“No.”

“You just said he must.”

“Yes.”

“Then you want it.”

His face twisted.

“No.”

The answer came too fast, too hard.

I stepped closer before I knew I meant to.

“Do you know what that would do to me?”

His eyes did not leave mine.

“Yes.”

“To my father?”

“Yes.”

“To my house?”

His mouth tightened.

“Yes.”

“And still you stand there and tell me to allow it.”

He looked down at his marked hand.

For a moment, I thought he would reach for me.

He did not.

“Yes,” he said.

My throat burned.

“Why?”

The lamps trembled.

Julius lifted his gaze.

The black lines on his hand pulsed once, dark against his skin.

“Because if Prince Leonhart does not discard you before witnesses,” he said, voice low and shaking with the effort of keeping every word whole, “something worse claims you where no one can see.”

I could not move.

He took one careful breath.

Then another.

“And if that happens,” he said, “you will never become my wife.”
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The word wife hung in the archive room like smoke from a candle just snuffed.

I did not answer at once.

If I spoke too quickly, my voice might betray something. Anger, yes. Fear, certainly. Worse than either, the small, shameful part of me that wanted to know why those words sounded less like seduction than grief.

I closed my hand around the bell cord.

Julius Astein watched the movement.

He did not step back.

He did not try to stop me.

That made pulling the cord harder than it should have been.

“Lady Fairis,” Senior Clerk Vale said from beside the door, “calling the guards while that trap remains active in the building may draw more attention than you want.”

“The trap collapsed,” I said.

“The visible portion collapsed.”

Julius looked at her.

She did not look pleased to agree with him. “The office registry should not have altered text before signature. It should not have formed a claim line in a records passage. It should not have responded to Lord Astein’s hand.” Her eyes moved to his right hand. “Whatever this is, it is already deeper than a single parchment.”

Julius tucked his marked hand behind his coat.

I noticed.

Of course I noticed.

I hated how quickly my eyes followed him.

“You said there was a lawful procedure,” I said to the senior clerk.

“There is.”

“Then prepare a different form.”

Julius went still.

“No,” he said.

I turned to him with every scrap of courtly calm I possessed. “You do not give me commands.”

“That is not what I meant.”

“It sounded very much like what you meant.”

“Any dissolution filing you attempt today will be watched.”

“Then I will watch it back.”

His jaw tightened. “That is not enough.”

“I have spent half my life reading clauses older than your house charter, Lord Astein. I know what a hostile document looks like.”

“You did not see the first trap until it moved.”

That struck cleanly.

My fingers tightened on the cord.

Senior Clerk Vale inhaled through her nose as if preparing to stand between us, then seemed to decide the shelves were safer.

Julius’s expression shifted the instant the words left his mouth. Regret, controlled too late.

“Forgive me,” he said. “That was not—”

“Incorrect?” I asked.

He said nothing.

A flush of heat climbed my throat.

The first filing had nearly taken my family’s name in its teeth. I had seen the ink change. I had pressed my own hand over words that were not there when the parchment was placed before me. No amount of pride could polish that away.

But if every road was blocked, then standing still only made me easier to strike.

“Senior Clerk,” I said, “is there a manual dissolution inquiry form that does not pass through the blank registry seal?”

Her eyes narrowed.

Julius turned fully toward me. “Lady Fairis.”

I ignored him.

“There is,” Vale said slowly. “An old procedure. Rarely used. It requires physical copying into the ledger by an oath clerk rather than seal registration.”

“Then use that.”

“It is slower. It has no immediate protective force.”

“It creates a dated inquiry?”

“Yes.”

“And a record that I came before any public incident.”

“Yes, but—”

“Prepare it.”

Julius moved one step closer, then stopped. Three paces remained between us. He kept that distance as if it hurt.

“If you write your name into any ledger here today,” he said, “they may twist it.”

“Then I will not write accusation. I will request procedural clarification.”

“They will still twist it.”

“Who?”

The lamps did not flicker this time.

Julius’s mouth opened.

No word came.

Only the black line on his hand darkened beneath his cuff.

I looked at it until he closed his fingers.

“There,” I said. “You cannot name them. You cannot show evidence. You cannot explain why I should accept the destruction of my reputation as a necessary step. Yet you expect obedience.”

“I expect nothing from you,” he said, too quietly. “That has been made very clear.”

For one heartbeat, his face was not the face of a stranger in a government office. It was the face from my dream, lit by chandeliers, wet-eyed and desperate.

My grip on the cord loosened.

I hated that too.

Senior Clerk Vale took the moment away from both of us. “There is a side copying room. No registry seal, no blank wax. Only ink and ledger. If we do this, we do it quickly.”

“Good,” I said.

“Not good,” Julius said.

I stepped toward the door.

He did not block me.

That was the only reason I continued.

***
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The side copying room had no windows.

It was narrow, lined with locked cabinets and lit by two blue glass lamps that made everyone look half-drowned. A single desk stood in the center. No seals lay upon it. No wax. No royal crest. Just a ledger bound in cracked brown leather, a sand tray, and a brass inkwell with a chained pen.

I examined the room before sitting.

Cabinets. Floor. Lamp bases. Door hinges. Ledger spine.

No crown.

No clock hand.

Julius remained near the wall, farther from the desk than before. Senior Clerk Vale unlocked the ledger with a key she wore beneath her collar.

“State your request in plain wording,” she said. “I will copy it.”

“Do not embellish.”

“I am an oath clerk.”

“I know what oath clerks call embellishment.”

Her mouth compressed. “Proceed.”

I folded my hands in my lap to keep them still.

“I, Elna Fairis of House Fairis, registered betrothed of His Royal Highness Crown Prince Leonhart Grace, request clarification of the lawful procedures available prior to any public declaration concerning the royal betrothal.”

Vale wrote in a firm, narrow hand.

The scratch of the pen sounded too loud.

I watched each word appear.

No shimmer.

No red thread.

Nothing moved beneath the page.

A breath slipped from me.

Julius did not relax.

I continued. “This inquiry does
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