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There are stories where love is mercy.
This is not one of them.
In the kingdom of Elaris, faith and blood share the same pulse. The Church rules through relics and miracles that smell faintly of iron, buying devotion with sacrifice. Every blessing demands a price. Centuries ago, two houses sealed their peace with a vow written in blood—a covenant so absolute it outlived its makers. The curse learned devotion better than men did.

Cael was born beneath that vow. The orphaned survivor of a forgotten war, he carries a sickness the priests call divine punishment: blood that answers to another’s heartbeat. To the world, he is a relic thief, a rumor that walks in shadow. To himself, he is a vessel cracked by faith, surviving only by silence. His curse is not death—it is belonging to someone he has not yet met.

Adrien Valeon, crown prince of Elaris, was raised to worship duty instead of gods. The throne has been his altar since birth, his obedience the only offering he knows. When the Church begins its hunt for the cursed, Adrien obeys—until the boy they call blasphemy steals both a relic and his certainty. Cael’s existence dismantles the faith that built Adrien’s world; his blood speaks in a language older than scripture, and his defiance burns like prayer turned inside out.

Their story begins with deception—a wedding that should have united kingdoms and instead binds a lie to a crown. One man hides behind a veil that was meant for the dead; the other swears a vow he does not believe in. Between them stands a curse that breathes like a living thing, hungering for truth as much as for blood.

What grows between Cael and Adrien is neither faith nor rebellion, but something that ruins both. Through betrayal and devotion, they learn that the holiest acts are often the ones condemned as sin. Love does not save them—it sanctifies their ruin.

This tale is not about redemption through grace. It is about redemption that crawls through ash. It follows two men who share a curse they did not choose and a vow they cannot break. It is a chronicle of sacred ruin: where faith rots into tenderness, where blood becomes covenant, and mercy wears the face of sin.

At its heart, The Blood Marriage asks a single question:
When love and damnation share the same heartbeat, how do you tell them apart?
Every chapter answers one breath of that question—from the shadowed altar where they first meet, through the cathedrals that hunt them, to the dawn that dares to forgive them both. They fail, they fall, they rise. And when the last candle burns to silence, when the vow turns to truth, only one thing remains:

A heartbeat that refuses to stop.
That is where their faith begins.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: The Empty Veil
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The candles burned too quietly for a wedding.
Their thin flames bent, hesitant; wax stalled on silver, cooling before the altar.
It should have been a room of vows, but everything smelled of iron and cold stone—the scent of a tomb disguised in silk.
Cael stood beneath the arch of the sanctum, the veil falling over his head like a shroud. The veil was light, but it sat like judgment. Beneath it, his breath fogged the space in faint tremors, vanishing as quickly as it formed. No one must see that the veil was empty. No one must hear the wrong name beating under his skin. No one must see that the man beneath it was not the brother promised to the crown.

He adjusted the silver clasp at his throat. It was Cassian’s clasp, the one engraved with the Renvar crest—a blade through a rose. He had scrubbed the hinge clean; rust still remembered.

The priest’s voice unfurled across the marble like smoke: “By blood we bind, by light we endure.”

Every syllable struck against Cael’s ribs. The words woke the mark; his pulse slipped out of time. His curse stirred, sluggish at first, then insistent. Blood responded to words like these. It remembered too well the night it was marked. The pulse beneath his skin began to tremble, a rhythm out of time with his heart.

He inhaled once—slowly, as he had practiced—counting each breath as if counting the beats of a dying drum.
The curse obeyed, retreating to its cage inside his veins. For now.
Silk whispered; masks watched; to him, the aisle was a corridor to a grave.
When the doors opened, light spilled in from the corridor—a narrow, bladed light that cut through the haze of candles.
Prince Adrien entered first, clad in pale armor polished to mirror the sanctuary’s glow. Armor took the light; his eyes took the room. His steps made no echo. Even sound bowed to him.
Cael’s throat tightened. He had seen the prince only in portraits—cold renderings that captured the sharpness of cheek and crown but none of the silence that followed him. In life, Adrien was colder. His eyes, blue as tempered steel, found Cael through the veil as though glass were nothing. It was not the look of a man meeting his betrothed. It was the look of someone measuring a weapon.

He bowed. The motion felt mechanical. The air around Adrien bent faintly, as if chilled by the absence of warmth itself. Cael’s curse recoiled at that cold, unsure whether to flee or feed.

“Your Highness,” he managed, the voice beneath the veil lower than Cassian’s had ever been. The title scraped his tongue.

Adrien’s gaze lingered, a hesitation too brief to name. Then he extended a gloved hand toward the altar. “Let us begin,” he said.

The choir’s chant began again, a measured rhythm of faith. Cael moved beside him, the hem of the ceremonial robe brushing the marble like falling snow. He could feel every pair of eyes fixed upon them, the way their silence sharpened whenever he breathed.

The priest motioned for their hands. Two silver chalices waited on the altar—one filled with clear water, one with a liquid darker than wine. In the scriptures, it was called the water of light. Everyone knew it was blood.

“Join your hands,” the priest intoned.

Cael’s hand trembled once before finding Adrien’s. Through the thin glove, the prince’s skin was colder than the stone floor. The contact struck something in him—an instinct older than the curse, a reflex carved by battle and survival. His pulse leapt, wild and traitorous. Beneath his sleeve, the veins shimmered faintly red.

Control it. Now.

He forced the breath out through his teeth. The world narrowed to the meeting of their palms. He imagined ice—Cassian’s laughter, gone; the northern snows swallowing names. He imagined the weight of command again, the certainty of death. Anything to drown the warmth rising under his skin.

Adrien’s voice broke the chant. “Your hand is trembling.”

Cael’s lips barely moved. “It’s the cold.”

A pause. The faintest curve of skepticism touched the prince’s mouth. “Then I hope this vow warms you.”

The priest lifted the chalice. “Drink, that your hearts may bear the same truth.”

Cael lowered his head. The veil slipped forward, shadowing his face. He took the cup in both hands and brought it to his lips. Iron climbed his tongue; the curse answered like a struck vein. A pulse, sudden and sharp, ran down his throat. He nearly choked. He could feel the blood inside him answer—boiling, clawing, begging. His fingertips went white from the effort of holding the chalice steady.

He dared not look at Adrien, but he felt the prince’s attention—cool, unwavering. The room seemed to tilt. If his blood betrayed him now, if the curse surfaced, the entire rite would turn to chaos. The law of the vow was clear: false blood meant false union. False union meant death.

He drew breath through clenched teeth. Not now.

The curse hissed back, the heartbeat under his skin growing louder, faster, until it seemed the whole room must hear.

Adrien stepped forward. The priest faltered, startled by the sudden movement.
The prince reached across the altar and steadied Cael’s wrist.
The pressure was command without cruelty—cold enough to cool the blood.
“Enough,” Adrien said quietly. To the priest, not to him.
But the pressure of that hand sent the blood retreating, like waves drawn back by the moon. The heat broke. The chalice lowered.

Cael blinked once, steadying his breath.

Adrien’s eyes met his again. In them was no kindness, only a kind of mercy colder than judgment.

The vow continued. The choir resumed its chant, though the rhythm had fractured. Candles guttered in the sudden draft that swept the room.

When the final blessing was spoken, the priest raised the joined hands high. “Before the Light and the Blood, you are now bound as one.”

Bound. A word too familiar. A word that had once been a sentence.

Cael bowed his head, letting the veil fall forward. Beneath it, his mouth tasted of metal and ash.

Applause rippled faintly among the courtiers—polite, hollow, already forgetting the moment they had witnessed. The ceremony was ending. The air should have eased, but it thickened instead. His pulse had not slowed. The curse still stirred, a whisper under his ribs: You lied.

The lie would hold. It had to.

He followed Adrien down the steps of the altar. Their shadows stretched across the marble—two elongated shapes joined by the faint glimmer of blood that had dripped from the cup.

Outside the sanctum doors, the corridor waited with its endless banners and waiting servants. Beyond that, the palace. Beyond the palace, a kingdom that would not forgive deceit.

But within the chamber, silence remained. It clung to him even as the doors closed, sealing the vow in stone.

Adrien turned slightly. For the first time, he spoke without the ritual tone. “You did not flinch when the blood burned.”

Cael hesitated. “Should I have?”

A faint breath escaped the prince—something between a sigh and disbelief. “Most do.”

Their eyes met again, veil to flesh, faith to lie. The moment was brief, but it struck him like confession.

The priest extinguished the last candle. The smoke rose between them, soft, gray, and thin as fading prayer.
Silence thickened until it felt like law.
Cael inclined his head, the motion a practiced grace. “Your Highness.”

Adrien’s answer was delayed. “We are bound by vow now,” he said, and though his voice was composed, something in it trembled like glass. “There is no need for titles.”

Cael bowed lower to hide his face. The weight of the veil pressed harder, though no one touched it. “As you wish.”

He turned before the silence could stretch further. The marble floor reflected his movement—a ghost walking away from its own grave.

Behind him, Adrien did not move.

The echo of footsteps followed him out into the corridor. Every step he took seemed to bleed sound, the leather of his boots whispering against the cold. The hall’s torches flared as he passed, reacting to the curse that stirred beneath his skin. He slowed his breathing until each inhale sounded like a prayer swallowed before it could reach heaven.

He reached the antechamber where the servants waited. One of them—the oldest, with eyes dimmed by years of service—lifted the edge of his veil as if to assist. Cael stepped back sharply. “Don’t.”

The servant bowed, murmuring apologies. He couldn’t risk anyone seeing the truth: Cassian’s face was not beneath the veil. The light in this hall was too cruel for secrets.

He dismissed them with a gesture and continued alone. The further he walked, the quieter the world became, until only the pulse in his ears remained. The curse was restless. It spoke in the small tremors of his fingers, the heat at the base of his throat, the memory of blood not yet forgotten.

Control. Silence. Obey.

He reached his chamber and closed the door. Darkness welcomed him like kin. He tore the veil away at last. The air struck cold against his damp skin. He touched his throat, feeling the faint throb beneath—steady, still human.

In the mirror opposite, his reflection wavered in the half-light. The candle he lit offered no comfort. The face looking back was both his and not his: Cassian’s features reshaped by grief, softened by the lie that had replaced him.

“Forgive me,” Cael whispered. The words were too soft for the walls to carry.

The blood in his veins pulsed once, acknowledging. The curse understood confession better than prayer.

From the courtyard below came the muffled sound of celebration—bells, distant laughter, the hollow applause of those who had witnessed the union of peace.

Peace built on deception. Peace sealed by a dead man’s name.

He exhaled slowly, each breath drawn through the ache of restraint. The air tasted faintly of iron.

In the reflection, the veil lay across the table, light as dust. Empty. Waiting.

He stared at it until the flame guttered low, until his pulse steadied enough to trust again. Tomorrow, he would have to stand beside the prince and pretend that the lie was alive.

Tonight, he was still only a man keeping his blood from confessing.

The candle died. Darkness closed in.

And as the silence grew deep enough to breathe in, Cael finally let the thought surface—the one truth sharper than fear, quieter than prayer:

If I breathe too loud, he will hear the lie inside my chest.
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Chapter 2: The Silver Crown
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The crown found his head before the candles knew whom they burned for. Silver teeth bit the rim of his skullcap and steadied there, cool as a wintered blade. He did not touch it. He let the weight find him and draw his posture higher than habit, so the court would see a prince who carried metal without flinching. The crown’s shadow fell down the bridge of his nose and lined his mouth into something firmer than doubt.

He had risen before dawn to polish the armor to a pale sheen. Control was a ritual he understood better than faith; it kept his hands steady when the heart refused obedience. Not for vanity. For control. Light on steel was predictable. It moved where he chose to set his shoulders, where he angled his jaw. People, less so. The sanctuary opened ahead like a throat of stone swallowing fire; rows of candles narrowed the world to an aisle and an altar. The smoke tasted faintly of iron, the way old prayers did when blood had warmed their edges.

“Your Highness,” said a chamberlain a half step behind. “The vow waits.”

Adrien nodded. He had rehearsed the steps until they lived in his bones: walk, stand, offer the hand, speak the words. The body would know what to do even if the mind tried to undo it. He took the first stride. Sound did not return his footfalls, as if the floor refused to echo him in a room that belonged to older names.

Faces rose in tiers—courtiers, bishops, soldiers with their gloved fists at their hilts—each expression made smaller by the masks proper to holy ceremonies. He did not search for his father, though he knew where the king sat. The weight of that gaze pressed between his shoulder blades, an old bruise made of expectation. He could feel that gaze like a measure of winter tracking his shoulders. He kept his attention forward, on the thin pane of air above the altar that shimmered with heat from votives.

The betrothed stood beneath the arch, veiled. The fabric hung as if it had forgotten the face it meant to guard, as if emptiness sculpted its fall more than bone. He had seen sketches of his intended: soft jaw, quick smile, eyes that did not quite meet others. The court had described a fragile creature, an ornament for alliance. Adrien had believed half, distrusted the rest.

He stopped three paces away and felt cold spill through the gap like water from a broken basin. Not the draft of doors. A colder thing, without wind. The veil dimmed the candle-glow that attempted to reach the person beneath it. The hands were still. The shoulders steady. Fragile was not the word.

The priest intoned the first sentence. Adrien let the sound wash over him, part of the architecture. The cadence had an edge today—uneven, as if the old man could hear a second pulse behind his own voice. Adrien kept his face composed, but his palms grew damp inside the gloves. He flexed his fingers once. The blood ring on his right hand pressed into the knuckle, a steady circle of metal with a thin garnet vein caught in it like a line of fire. It had belonged to his grandfather; the stone had darkened in a war chapel, or so he’d been told. It glinted now. It glinted like a warning.

“By blood we bind, by light we endure,” the priest said.

Adrien’s breath caught, a small hitch he buried under stillness. He tasted iron. His gaze slipped, an involuntary glance at the chalices waiting on the altar—one with clear liquid, one with dark. The rule had been taught to him in childhood as legend, then in adolescence as law: a vow that curdled under a lie would burn the liar’s mouth. He had never seen it happen. He had never wished to. Yet the thought stayed, a tiny ember behind his teeth — what if the flame found him false?

He drew in air slowly. The crown pressed its logic into the top of his skull. Stand tall. Speak clean. Reveal nothing.

“Join your hands,” the priest commanded.

The veiled figure lifted a palm. The movement was measured, careful, the way one handled a blade that had been honed too fine. Adrien extended his own hand. The first contact surprised him. Not the pressure of fingers, not the shape. The temperature. The skin was colder than his helm. The cold ran from palm to wrist like a line drawn under a sentence that could not be unsaid.

“Join your hands,” the priest commanded.
The veiled figure lifted a palm. The movement was measured, careful, the way one handled a blade that had been honed too fine. Adrien extended his own hand.
He did not flinch. The court watched for tremors.
His hand did not betray him, but his pulse pushed hard against the ring, a single thud loud enough to feel.
Under the veil, a breath sounded—measured, deliberate, almost even. Almost. Something beneath that breath did not rest.
He had expected the fear of an untried spouse, the flutter of nerves, a damp tremble. He felt steadiness instead, and the kind of restraint he had learned at thirteen in the yard when a commander spoke of death as if it were mathematics. He let his eyes search what the veil would give: the line of a jaw, the tension at the throat clasp—silver, engraved with a blade through a rose—and, when the light struck from a low angle, a faint scar along the neck’s side, pale and narrow, the kind left by teeth or war. He should not have been able to see it. He saw it anyway. The rumor had not mentioned scars.

He opened his mouth for the response, and his tongue felt too large. “Let the Light witness,” he said. The words left him in segments, controlled. His throat tightened for a beat. He hid it in a swallow. The priest did not notice. His father might have. He kept his face in the crown’s shadow. If they saw the tremor in his jaw, they would call it faith. It was fear wearing polish.

The priest coughed softly, then lifted the silver blade required by rite: a shallow cut on each palm, the blood to mix in the cup. Adrien uncurled his fingers. He did not watch the knife; he watched the other hand. No tremor. The blade touched his skin. Pain was efficient. He had been cut in fields and halls. Blood rose cleanly and beaded along the line, a dark, dutiful bloom.

The priest waited for the other. Under the veil, the spouse’s hand turned. The knife passed. A bead formed and held, red as a vowel. Adrien’s attention sharpened. The droplet did not fall at once. It clung, then slid slow, as if the skin refused to give it up. When it dropped into the cup, the sound seemed louder than stone should allow.

“Drink,” the priest said.

Adrien took the chalice first, as custom granted. Metal met teeth. The blood tasted like every other time: iron and ceremony. Yet there was a faint after-echo that did not belong to memory, a heat that traveled a moment longer down the back of his tongue before vanishing, as if it knew the path and paused to mark a wall. He did not let the hesitation show. The heat that followed was not pain but recognition — as if something in the blood had waited for this moment to wake. He returned the cup, and the veil dipped. Through the gauze he saw the outline of a mouth, firm, unsmiling. The chalice hid the rest.

A breath hitched across from him. Small. Contained. He saw a tremor in the wrist, then a correction, almost military. The cup tilted. The candle near the altar guttered as if a draft had turned. He did not feel wind. He felt the air thin.

The priest waited for the vows. Adrien knew the lines. He had said them in lessons until they dulled to shape-less syllables that only meant duty. Now, with the crown heavy, with the ring whispering around his finger, he said them again, each word picking up a faint edge he had not given it. “By this blood I shield, by this light I swear.”

He would not look toward the king. He looked at the veil. And for a heartbeat, he forgot which of them was supposed to be the ghost. He listened to the answer that came: the same words, lower, steadier than rumor. The voice did not fit the portrait in his memory. It was not fragile. It had a gravity he recognized from men who gave orders without raising their volume.

The last line required his name and the other’s. He spoke his own easily. When his tongue shaped the partner’s, something inside him recoiled a fraction, as if truth had dragged its nails over a polished floor. He pushed through the syllables. He hoped the pause had been as brief as it felt.

“Now,” the priest said softly, “seal by flame.”

He stepped with his spouse to the small brazier where two thin candles leaned toward one another and refused to touch. Together they lowered their wicks, coaxed the tips into a shared fire, and withdrew. One flame grew where there had been two. It shivered and steadied. Adrien watched the way light climbed the veil and made an outline of the face beneath it without granting details. An absence took shape and looked back.

Applause murmured up like a polite storm starting in the rafters. A bishop’s ring tapped a staff. The court breathed again. The ritual permitted relief. Adrien did not take it. The after-heat of the blood still traced his throat, and his hand remembered the cold that had entered it through another palm.

He turned to lead the step down from the altar. The veil followed. His father stood enough in shadow that Adrien could pretend he had not seen the brief nod, the crown’s permission to continue living. He ignored it. The air near the floor had a chill in it, the kind that rose in crypts or under the stones of north roads. He was not the kind of man to imagine. He had learned to audit what the body felt.

Halfway down, the court parted. General Margrave’s stare struck his shoulder like a thrown stone. Adrien did not meet it. A novice priest stumbled and corrected himself with an embarrassed clatter of chains. The blood ring winked in the light. His palm throbbed once, then calmed.

A servant approached with the silver basin where water waited to catch what the vow had not already taken. Adrien dipped his fingers. The water cooled the cut in a way that felt less holy than useful. When he glanced up, the veil’s wearer had not moved to wash. A tiny smear of red marked the glove—neat, contained, as if the body had been trained to keep its evidence close.

“Does it pain you?” Adrien asked, low, to the space that held a face.

A breath, then: “It’s nothing.”

Lie or truth, he could not tell. Curiosity came, cool and unwelcome. He put it behind his teeth and locked it there.

The procession shifted toward the sacristy where they would sign the book that owned their names. He disliked that room. It smelled of salt and damp leather, and the walls were crowded with the history of those who had sworn the same sentences and tried to live with them. He would not wince in a room of ghosts.

Inside, the light changed. The candles were fewer, the air less stirred. The desk bore the old registry with its red-threaded binding. Adrien set the pen to the page. The ink was dark and heavy, cut with something the scribes refused to explain. He wrote in a hand he could hold in court, not the looser script he used alone. It steadied him. The crown shadow moved when he bent. The garnet in his ring made a thin line of color on the page when it caught the candle’s stubborn flame.

He stood aside. The spouse took the pen. The veil bowed, and the hand that signed belonged to a soldier, not an ornament. The pressure was exact. Each letter found its corner as if measured. He watched the knuckles whiten the slightest degree and then release. He watched for tremor again. There was none. When the pen lifted, his chest lightened and then tightened without reason he could name.

“Your father will be pleased,” the registrar said as if it were a benediction.

Adrien inclined his head in agreement he did not feel. His father would be satisfied that the treaty had not collapsed at the altar. Pleased was not a word that attached to the king with any honesty.

They stepped back into the larger room. The choir had ceased. The candles seemed lower now, as if the vow had eaten some of their height. He faced the court with the veil at his side and let his features settle into the arrangement they expected from him: polite ice, measured welcome.

A baroness approached with a bowl of crushed herbs for luck. He allowed a pinch to fall on the brazier. The scent rose sharp then disappeared. Another noble extended the ceremonial cord that would bind their wrists for the passage to the feast. Adrien offered his arm. The cord tightened. Beneath the cloth, the pulse in the other wrist faltered once then smoothed.

“You don’t like crowds,” he said without turning his head.

“No,” came the answer.

“Nor do I.”

“Then we agree on one thing,” the voice replied, and if there was humor, it was dry as flint.

He did not chase it. He did not want warmth here. He wanted clarity.

The doors opened. They faced the corridor again, the banners latticed with emblems of past vows. The torchlight put a thin red on the silver crown where it passed through the glass windows, as if blood had climbed the metal to find a home. Unwilling bond. Inevitable bond. The thought came uninvited. He pushed it away and counted steps.

As they moved, he tried to reconcile the accounts he had been given with the person at his side. The court had spoken of a gentle younger son, bookish, fond of gardens, with a smile that flattered everyone. The posture here was wrong for those lines. It held weight. The silence had intent. And the eyes—under the veil, when light angled just so—had not darted or begged. They had held him, not for favor, but as a man tracks distance to a wall that might hide an enemy.

He felt the tug at his wrist as the cord caught on a buckle. He paused, freed it. Their hands brushed again by necessity. The cold there had not warmed. It went into his bones in a line and drew itself precise across his attention.

At the threshold of the great hall, he slowed. He should not. The ritual wanted smoothness. He could not help it. On the left, set within a niche, stood the old mirror framed in ironwork that told the story of the first vow—two crowns facing one another over a river of red glass. He had always disliked it. Today the mirror threw back a pale specter: himself, tall and controlled, metal at the brow, ring at the hand. When the veil entered the edge of the glass, the reflection shook, then settled. For an instant, he thought the glass had shown a different height, a different angle of jaw. He dismissed it. The mind tried to save him from facts by giving him phantoms.

The feast waited, noisy already even under religion’s restraint. He would endure the toasts, the speeches, the watching. He would pour one goblet into the other and let the nobles believe they had seen intimacy. He would do what the day demanded. But a line of unease had already drawn itself through his chest and did not fade with wine.

They stopped just inside the doors while the herald announced titles. Adrien did not listen to the cascade of names. He watched the nearest candle’s flame tilt, recover, then tilt again in a motion without wind. He turned his head a fraction. Under the veil, a profile appeared for a breath. A scar along the neck, slight but undeniable, took the light and refused to let it go. The blood ring on Adrien’s hand clenched without moving. Curiosity opened one eye wider. Doubt took a seat at the table and folded its napkin.

“Do you bleed easily?” he asked under the noise, half a test, half a bridge.

“No,” the answer came.

“Nor do I,” he said, and let silence be their pact.

He moved through the crowd and felt the old patterns resume—small bow to the bishop, measured acknowledgment to the general, a word for the ambassadors with letters yet sealed in their sleeves. All the while, he kept a portion of his mind fixed on the figure at his side. Not desire. The body knew what that was and labeled it with a different ink. This was assessment with a pulse it did not usually have.

He caught his father’s gaze then, briefly, across the length of the table. The king lifted a single finger from the armrest, the smallest command to proceed. Adrien looked away first. He distrusted the relief that breathed through him. He distrusted any feeling the king might have authored.

When it came time for the first shared cup, someone had changed the order of service. The goblet presented bore a notch along its rim where another’s teeth had once marked it. Tradition, they would say. Continuity. He lifted, drank, felt the iron again, returned it. The veil tilted. A swallow. The same pause. The same correction. The candle beside them guttered just once, as if it had held its breath for too long.

He leaned closer by the breadth of a finger’s width. “Are you unwell?” he asked, maintaining the shape of courtesy.

“I am well enough,” the voice said. A beat of quiet followed. Then, as if to acknowledge the rules of a duel, “Are you?”

He allowed the smallest exhale to be heard. “Well enough.”

They survived the remainder, if endurance could be called survival. When the hall loosed them, he did not steer toward the galleries where nobles would wait with questions polished as knives. He angled left, toward the quieter corridor that led to the private chapel where newly bound could sit a moment between the roar of duty and the whisper of bedchambers. He did not want the bedchambers yet. He wanted a door that closed.

The chapel’s door yielded with a small sigh. Inside, the light was gentler. The stone held the day’s cold but not its scrutiny. He did not remove the crown. He rested his hand on the back of the bench and listened to his own breathing slow to something that did not show. The veil stood a pace away. He did not ask to see the face. He surprised himself with the restraint. Curiosity pressed its forehead to the door like a petitioner. He did not open.

“You spoke the vow without stammer,” he said at last. “Most don’t.”

“So I’ve heard,” came the answer.

“Did you rehearse?”

“Enough,” the voice said, and it was the kind of answer soldiers gave when a blade had already done its speaking.

He faced the altar. The candles here were new, the wicks short, the flames steady. He could hear the faint tick of cooling iron somewhere, perhaps a hinge. He waited for his hands to stop feeling the memory of cold. They did not. He shook them once at his sides and called it adjustment.

He drew breath to say something that would keep the ground level between them and heard his own voice slip on the first syllable. Not a crack. A catch. He corrected at once. “If there is anything you require to keep peace with this house, ask,” he said, each clause measured.

“I will,” the voice replied. No gratitude. No plea. Only an agreement to a rule that had always been implied.

He nodded to the air. The crown did not move.

He had thought this day would end a hunger he did not choose—his father’s hunger for treaty, the court’s hunger for proof, the church’s hunger for spectacle. Instead, another appetite had taken a seat in him, leaner and more private: the need to know why the portrait had lied, why the veil felt like a sword, why the hand had been winter.

A bell tolled somewhere deeper in the palace. He lifted his head. Duty called them outward again. He stepped to the door and held it. The veil moved past him with a sound like silk over stone. The air cooled as it went. He did not name the sensation. He did not trust names.

They walked side by side through the silence that followed a bell’s last echo. He opened his mouth once more and let the question he had not meant to ask escape, soft as breath.

“Who taught you to stand like that?”

The figure paused a fraction. “War,” the voice said. Nothing added. Nothing softened.

He did not ask which war. He did not ask how a garden son learned command. He kept the questions where a prince kept knives he was not yet ready to draw.

They reached the turning where their paths would divide for an hour—the prince to answer the council’s inquiries, the spouse to be handled by attendants who would adjust veils and stories. Adrien stopped. He looked at the shape facing him, at the line of throat under the clasp, at the suggestion of a scar.

“You will be watched,” he said.

“I know.”

“I cannot protect you from what I don’t understand.”

“I know that too.”

A simple exchange. Nothing tender. The words locked together like the teeth of gears. He inclined his head the smallest degree that courtesy required. The veil did not bow, exactly. It acknowledged.

He turned first. He hated himself for doing it. He walked away and let the crown reassert its claim on his balance. The ring was heavy now, heavier than the metal said it should be. He flexed his fingers once. They did not tremble, but when he exhaled, there was a small shiver in it he hoped the stones could not hear.

He did not look back. He did not need to. The sensation of a gaze followed—a precise attention, weightless and sharp. It did not feel like devotion or plea. It measured him, the way a seasoned fighter measured a blade before deciding which part of it would break first.

He braced the door to the council chamber with his palm. The cut in his hand sang very softly, a whisper of the vow reminding him of blood’s vocabulary. He lifted his eyes to the panel where his father’s crest burned in thin gold, and the crown shifted on his head, catching the torchlight in a line that ran red. The silver had learned the color of duty.

When he entered, the noise tightened to a wire. Questions would come. The night would keep its ledger. He rolled his shoulders once under armor and sharpened what he wore on his face.

Only when the door closed and the room fell to the hush of anticipating men did the thought he had been holding find its sentence. It did not soothe. It cut clean, and because it cut, he trusted it.

He looked at his memory of the veil, at the gloved hand cold as stone, at the scar that held the light. He listened to the echo of a breath that had matched his for a heartbeat and then refused to.

He understood nothing he wanted to understand. He understood enough to be wary. ut beneath the wariness lay a pulse he refused to name — one that beat to the same uneven rhythm he had heard beneath the veil.

He looked at him like a blade— not a lover.
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Chapter 3: Blood at the Altar
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The candles had burned low, their wicks blackened to threads of smoke that coiled like breath too heavy for air. The chamber smelled of iron and incense, of stone rubbed smooth by centuries of vows. Each step Cael took toward the altar pressed against silence until even his heartbeat seemed indecent. The air was a vessel of waiting. He could hear its pulse—slow, deliberate, the rhythm of a kingdom watching.

His gloved hand hid the tremor at his side. Beneath the silk, the curse stirred like something waking beneath skin. It had been quiet through the vows, through the crown and the joining of names. Now, as the chalice waited on the altar, it began to whisper again. The sound was not a voice but a vibration: blood remembering itself.

He bowed his head. The veil slipped forward and shadowed his face. His breath condensed against it, forming small patches of mist that dissolved before anyone could see. The priest’s chant rolled through the chamber—low, rhythmic, each word a blade turned in holy hands.

“By blood we bind the spirit to truth. By truth we free it from sin.”

The curse answered. A pulse struck through his ribs, sudden and hot, enough to rattle the breath from his chest. He tightened his jaw. He could not allow the reaction to surface. Not here, not before Adrien, not before the court that would burn him for what lived in his veins.

He glanced once toward the prince. Adrien stood on the other side of the altar, posture flawless, eyes steady beneath the silver crown. Cold light touched his hair, making it almost white. He looked like devotion carved from stone, unbending and untouchable. Cael envied him for that control, even as his own frayed with each pulse.

The priest raised the chalice. The liquid within caught the light—dark red, nearly black. It was meant to symbolize faith and unity. For Cael, it was hunger disguised as holiness. His throat ached at the scent.

He tried to breathe slowly, to match the rhythm of the bells outside the chapel. But the curse moved faster than patience. It clawed through him in waves. His skin prickled. His teeth hurt. Beneath his sleeve, the veins glimmered faintly red before he forced them still.

Adrien’s gaze flicked to him, brief but precise. Cael felt it the way one feels the shift of a blade’s edge—immediate, unspoken, understood. The prince said nothing, yet the silence between them deepened until the priest’s words were only noise against the tension stretching thin as thread.

“Drink,” the priest commanded.

Cael’s fingers curled around the chalice. The metal was cold enough to sting. He raised it to his mouth, the veil brushing against his lips. He tilted the cup. The first drop touched his tongue—and the world narrowed to sound.

His heartbeat. The toll of the bell. The hiss of blood remembering its curse.

It burned through him, not as pain but revelation. Every heartbeat became a confession he could not speak. His vision blurred at the edges. He steadied the cup before anyone noticed, but his body betrayed him: the faint tremor of fingers, the hitch of a breath that turned sharp halfway through.

He needed to stop it. The curse would not.

His tongue pressed against his teeth until it drew blood. He swallowed the taste quickly, hoping the act would fool the hunger. It wasn’t enough. Heat surged down his arm, into his wrist, and the pulse there turned frantic.

He bowed his head lower, feigning reverence, and bit into the flesh of his own palm through the glove. The fabric tore under his teeth. The small wound was shallow—enough to draw a taste, enough to silence the thing inside. His blood met air. The curse quieted, satisfied by the offering.

A single drop fell from his hand onto the white stone of the altar. It struck with a sound louder than it should have been, a sound that folded the room into stillness. The priest faltered. The choir’s hum broke.

Cael froze. The world held its breath.

Then Adrien moved.

He reached across the altar with deliberate calm and caught Cael’s wrist before another drop could fall. The grip was firm, command wrapped in composure. Their gloves met—black against white—and for an instant the contact felt like the center of the world.

Adrien’s voice cut through the silence, steady, composed. “The blood mingled too quickly,” he said to the priest. “It is a sign of favor, not error.”

The explanation was impossible, yet the authority in his tone left no space for question. The priest bowed, uncertain but obedient, and resumed his chant. The choir followed. The ceremony breathed again.

Cael’s breath did not. He stared at the prince’s hand still holding his, at the pulse beneath the glove that matched his own. Their hands rested over the stain on the altar, concealing it from sight.

The skin beneath Adrien’s glove was cold, but his grip was alive—steady, certain, not born of pity. Cael recognized it for what it was: instinct, not compassion. The reflex of someone trained to stop a wound before it worsened.

Still, the contact anchored him. The curse recoiled fully, retreating to the place where it belonged—silent, contained.

The priest’s voice rose, chanting the final line of the vow. “By this blood, the bond is sealed.”

Adrien released him only then. His touch lingered a fraction too long, as if confirming that the tremor had stopped. The faintest pressure of his thumb brushed the torn glove before he withdrew. Cael lowered his head to hide the flush of warmth that followed.

He focused on the altar instead. The drop of blood they had hidden was drying, darkening into a mark no one would notice unless they searched for it. A single stain in a room built on purity. It seemed fitting.

The final bell tolled. The sound vibrated through his chest, matching the beat of his heart—steady now, but fragile. The ritual was over. The lie had survived another hour.

He should have felt relief. He did not.

The room exhaled as the courtiers began to move, their murmurs rising like rustling leaves. The candles flickered from the sudden draft. The ceremony was meant to end with light, yet the air felt dimmer than before.

Adrien stepped down first, turning briefly toward him. “Are you hurt?” he asked, voice pitched low enough that only Cael could hear.

“No,” Cael said. His voice came rough, almost a whisper.

The prince’s eyes lingered on the glove, on the faint dark patch spreading near the seam. His expression did not change, but the silence that followed was heavy enough to feel.

“You should have said if you were,” Adrien murmured.

“It’s nothing,” Cael replied.

The prince looked as if he might answer, then didn’t. He turned away, his armor catching the candlelight as he descended the steps. The silver crown glimmered red where it met the glow—blood reflected in metal.

Cael followed. The crowd parted for them. Whispers trailed in their wake, soft and harmless on the surface. The kind of sound that could still draw blood if ignored long enough.

When they reached the end of the aisle, Cael’s vision blurred again for a moment. He blamed the incense. The scent was heavy now, clinging to the lungs, almost sweet. He steadied himself on the edge of the altar rail.

Adrien’s hand appeared again—light, precise—steadying him before anyone else could notice. “Too much smoke,” the prince said, as if offering an excuse to anyone who might be watching.

Cael nodded once. “Yes, Your Highness.”

“Breathe slowly,” Adrien said, not unkindly, before withdrawing again.

Cael obeyed. The air cooled in his throat. The curse stayed still.

He let the noise of the court fade behind him as they left the sanctum. The corridor outside was dim, lined with torches that hissed as they burned. The stone beneath his boots held a trace of warmth from the ceremony, but the rest of the palace remained cold.

He glanced once at the prince walking beside him. The crown caught the torchlight, a thin halo of silver fire above a face unreadable as glass. Adrien’s jaw was tight, his posture exact. No sign of the man who had just lied for him in front of an entire congregation.

Cael wondered what instinct had driven him to do it. Faith, perhaps. Duty. Or something quieter that neither of them had words for yet.

They reached the junction where the corridor split toward the hall of feasts and the royal apartments. The noise of celebration echoed faintly from the left. Adrien stopped.

“Go with the attendants,” he said. “They’ll tend to your hand.”

Cael looked down. Blood had seeped through the glove again, a small dark bloom. He hadn’t even felt it. “It’s fine.”

Adrien’s gaze was steady. “If the priests see it, they’ll ask questions.”

Cael hesitated. Then, quietly, “You covered for me once already.”

The prince’s expression did not change, but his next words carried the weight of warning. “Don’t ask me to do it again.”

He turned before Cael could answer and strode down the corridor toward the feast hall. His cloak swept the floor in a soft line of motion, the sound of authority without indulgence.

Cael watched him go. The space between them filled with echoes—the bell’s fading toll, the murmur of the court, the faint drip of his own blood through torn fabric. He pressed the wound to his chest, feeling the slow pulse beneath.

The attendants approached. He waved them away. He needed a moment without eyes.

He moved to the nearest column, leaning against its cold surface. The stone smelled faintly of wax and ash. His hand throbbed, dull and rhythmic, echoing the bells again. Each beat felt like an unfinished word.

He remembered the way Adrien’s hand had closed over his wrist—firm, precise, unhesitating. Not mercy born of pity. Something purer.

He looked at his palm. The torn glove revealed the wound, a shallow crescent where his own teeth had marked skin. Blood pooled in the shape of a vow he had never spoken.

He exhaled slowly. The corridor’s chill slid across his skin like penance.
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