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In a kingdom balanced on the blade’s edge between man and monster, peace is not a birthright—it is a debt paid in blood. Once every century, the Blood Covenant must be renewed: a ritual binding the human realm and the vampire courts, forged in trust and terror, and overseen by the one being who remembers both sides of the wound.

That being is Lucien D’Arcel, the immortal Sovereign of the vampires—a king bound by duty, haunted by memory, and rotting from the inside out. His magic, once boundless, now turns on him. Each spell he casts devours a fragment of his past, leaving gaps where faces and names should be. His body remains unaged, but his mind is a battlefield of fading lights. Yet as the hour of the new Covenant draws near, Lucien must perform the ancient rite once more—or watch his fragile peace collapse into war.

From the far reaches of the human territories comes Elias Vale, a scholar turned spy disguised as a palace gardener. His mission is as dangerous as it is foolish: infiltrate the vampire court to uncover the truth behind a legend—a story of a mortal once saved by a creature of the dark. But the legend has roots in his own childhood, in a night smothered by blood and snow, and a pair of eyes that promised him life when death had already arrived.

When Elias’s blood spills onto the royal garden’s soil, roses long dormant awaken, trembling like living veins. The scent calls to Lucien, igniting hunger he has buried for a century—and something far older: recognition. In that single breath of crimson perfume, the king remembers a boy he swore he had forgotten.

The two are drawn together by fate, by magic, and by lies. Around them, the Council plots to unseat the weakening Sovereign. Beneath them, the garden stirs with ancient hunger. Between them, the Blood Pact tightens its invisible thread—each pulse a reminder that what ties them together could destroy them both.

But love, in a kingdom like this, is just another kind of war.

As truth bleeds into myth, and memory begins to unravel, Lucien must decide what he is willing to lose to protect the human who should have been his enemy. And Elias must choose whether the monster he fears is truly the one before him—or the shadow he’s carried all his life.

The Thorned Pact is a tale of ruin and devotion; of two souls bound by blood, betrayal, and a curse that dares to call itself love. It is the story of a king learning to remember, and a man learning to be remembered.

And when their names are finally written in blood—one will forget, and one will never be able to.
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Chapter 1: The Thorned Pact
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The throne room breathed in unison with the choir.

I stood beneath the ribs of the vaulted ceiling while the cantors traced circles in ash. Their voices cut the air clean. Every note pressed on my skull and called the blood in my veins to answer. I kept my spine straight. Weakness invited knives.

“Begin,” I said.

Priests knelt. Guards sealed the doors. The Council watched from a half-moon of iron chairs, faces still as coins. Silas stood among them in white, a small smile tucked into the corner of his mouth. He enjoyed crowds. I endured them.

The altar waited—stone polished by twelve reigns, cracked by eleven wars. I stepped to it and ungloved my right hand. The mark over my heart beat slow and sour. A servant carried a silver bowl forward and held it with both hands. He trembled. I did not.

The pact required three things: the ruler’s blood, the choir’s oath, and the world’s memory to pay the cost.

I pulled a knife from the slit behind my belt and cut my palm. Blood fell into the bowl and steamed. The smell pulled at the creatures in the rafters. I met their eyes and they shrank into shadow again.

“Record,” I told the chief cantor.

He dipped a reed into the red and wrote the new year’s clause on the stone: No vampire shall take human blood into the mouth, save by royal writ in mortal peril. No vampire shall coerce oath or union. The Council shall enforce, the Choir shall witness, the Sovereign shall bear.

I placed my palm on the lines. The words burned through skin to bone. The law entered me and became a chain I would carry so others didn’t. It had always been this way.

“Payment,” the chief cantor said.

I tasted iron. “Take it.”

The cost was always a piece of mind. Not thought—memory. It kept power clean. It kept kings honest, or dead.

The choir rose. Sound spun into a spiral and drilled through me. The spiral found a shelf in my head, chose something, and broke it with quiet hands.

A courtyard in winter. Candlelight on frost. A laugh at my shoulder—

Gone. The space closed over like ice.

The bowl shook in the servant’s grip. I curled my fingers once, hard, to keep the tremor out of my hand. Breath in. Breath out. The mark over my heart beat steady again.

“Witness,” Silas said. He moved through the priests with his usual grace, mouth soft, eyes black enough to drown a city. He wore white for purity and raised one gloved hand as if to bless me. “The Sovereign renews the law for the peace of two realms.”

He wasn’t Council, not truly. He could pass as anything he wished.

“Proceed,” I said.

The councilors stood in turn to swear. Some spoke clear, some ground their teeth on the words. Humans had sent no envoys this cycle; they never did. The pact had saved them and made them hate us. That was its trick.

From the doors, a draft crept in. Cold slid past my collar and drew a line down my spine. The draft carried a scent that cut through the sweet rot of incense and the wet iron of my own blood.

Honey in rain. Warm skin after late harvest. The first breath at dawn.

My body moved before my mind. I turned toward the sealed doors. The guards stiffened, hands on hilts. Silence entered the silence.

“Your Majesty?” the chief cantor asked.

“Continue,” I said. I didn’t look at Silas, but I could feel his attention turn like a blade in a sleeve.

The choir resumed. The scent faded, then hit harder, as if the wind had turned and shoved it through the keyholes at once. Not incense. Not wine. Human. Human blood. Not spilled in fear. Not spiced with terror. Clean. Bright. It slid under my tongue and woke nerves I had nailed shut years ago.

My jaw locked. I forced my palm onto the last line of law and sealed it. The stone bit back. Sparks scattered.

Outside, somewhere close, metal scraped stone. A bucket? A spade? The soft thud of someone setting a crate on the flagstones. The garden lay beyond the western doors. Gardeners worked there at all hours despite my orders. They refused to let the roses die. They said the city needed hope. As if hope bloomed on command.

“Final vow,” the chief cantor said.

I faced the altar again. “By Vaelmir’s blood and night, I uphold the pact. I contain it. I pay its cost. Let any who break it answer to me first.”

The choir struck the last note. The laws etched into the throne behind me, crawling in fresh red lines over the old.

Silas started the clapping. Others followed because they had to. I raised my hand once to accept it and lowered it. The wound in my palm had already closed. The ache in my head would not.

“Majesty,” Lady Marenne said from the Council chairs. “The humans report a cluster of disappearances near Eirvale. They blame our kind and threaten to break trade again.”

“They always threaten,” I said. “And they always return when their granaries fail.”

She looked away. “They ask for proof of enforcement.”

I wanted a bed in a dark room and an hour without sound, but kings don’t get small wishes. “Then they shall have it. Double patrols along the river road. The first vampire caught hunting dies by my hand. The second loses their tongue and goes south in chains.”

“And if the hunters are human?” Silas asked.

“Humans don’t hunt us anymore,” Marenne snapped.

Silas smiled at her and then at me. “No. They don’t. They hire us to hunt each other. This city eats itself to please a law it does not love. Perhaps it is time the law learned to love the city.”

“The law binds me,” I said. “Not the city.”

“Of course,” he said. “And what binds you, Highness, makes the rest of us free.”

He had always been good at sounding like a gift while laying a trap. I let the smile pass without answer.

A bell chimed once in the western hall. Someone had opened the garden doors. The scent hit like the first time a sword finds bone. I didn’t move. I couldn’t afford to.

“We are finished,” I said. “Choir, you’re dismissed. Council, remain.”

The priests filed out on soft soles. Guards shifted. Marenne began to list names and dates. I listened with half my attention and burnt the other half on the strange sweetness riding the air. It threaded the noise of the room and landed in the back of my throat. The mark over my heart beat harder. My fangs slid without permission, like an old habit coming back the moment an old song plays.

I tasted restraint. I swallowed it whole.

“...the granaries near the Lower Gate,” Marenne was saying. “Three missing. Two found dead. No punctures. Throats cut with a blade, not teeth.”

“Then it’s not ours,” a councilor muttered.

“Humans still call it ours,” she said.

“Post bounties,” I said. “For human brigands and for any vampire caught hiding them.”

Silas tilted his head. “Bounties mean hunters. Hunters mean blood.”

“They can collect with rope,” I said. “No blades.”

“Rope burns,” he said.

I turned to him. “So do I.”

He laughed, soft and private. “I missed your humor.”

I didn’t answer that either. Humor made men think you were safe.

The bell chimed again. A guard at the door lifted his hand. “Your Majesty,” he called, cautious. “The head gardener begs leave to bring a replacement for the blackrose vine. He swears it must be planted before nightfall or it won’t take.”

“Not now,” Marenne snapped. “We meet—”

“Let him in,” I said.

Silas’s smile deepened. He leaned back as if to watch a play.

The doors opened a hand’s width. The scent spilled in with the cold. For a beat I felt nothing else. It ran across my skin and left heat behind. I heard, very clearly, the sound of breath catching in a human chest just beyond sight. Not the head gardener. Younger. Undisciplined. New.

The head gardener stepped through and bowed, hat in hand. Dirt rimmed his nails. He kept his eyes on the floor. “Forgive us, Highness. The vine’s roots split. We brought another.”

“We?” I said.

He licked his lips. “My new assistant. He’s strong. He can carry it. We’ll be no trouble. Quick in, quick out.”

A shadow stood just beyond the door, half-hidden behind the vines lashed to a handcart. Boots scuffed stone. Fingers tightened on rope. I did not see a face. I heard a heart. It beat fast but not in fear. It beat like a drum calling troops to muster.

“You brought him through a sealed corridor,” Marenne said. “During Council.”

“The west gate guard allowed it,” the gardener said. “Said the plant will die if—”

“Enough,” I said. I didn’t raise my voice. I didn’t need to. The room stilled because it knew how far my patience stretched and where it ended.

I walked down from the dais. The nobles flinched at my approach out of habit. I passed them without looking. The wound in my palm had left a smear on my glove; I flexed my fingers to keep the stiffness out.

The door guard stepped back. The head gardener bowed deeper. The shadow beyond the vines didn’t move.

“Bring it,” I said.

The gardener wheeled the cart forward. New soil, wet and dark, slumped over the edges of the pots. The vines bled sap where the rope had bruised them. The smell of earth hit first, then the sweetness again, concentrated now, as if it had soaked into the clay and then lifted in steam.

The assistant pushed from behind. The cart thudded over the threshold. One of the pots rocked. A thorn snagged rope. The assistant’s hand darted out to steady it.

He was quick. Fine. Efficient. The motion put a small cut across the pad of his thumb. The drop of blood that rose shone bright in the shadow.

The choir was gone. The Council stared. Silas leaned forward with his chin balanced on his knuckles.

I stopped an arm’s length from the cart. The scent rolled up and filled my head until the throbbing behind my eyes eased and then returned sharper. My fangs pressed against my lip. I breathed through my nose and tasted the shape of a name I did not have. The wound in my palm pulsed once in answer.

“Your name,” I said, and hated how rough it sounded.

The head gardener spoke quickly, eager to cover the breach. “His name is—”

“I asked him.”

The assistant didn’t lift his face. He set the pot down with both hands, careful not to jostle the roots. The cut on his thumb welled and broke. The single drop slid down to the edge of his nail and fell onto the soil. Every leaf on the nearest vine turned toward him by a fraction.

“E—” he said, and stopped, as if the syllable had burned. He swallowed and tried again. “Eren, Highness.”

He lied. The lie landed light as ash. I had always known when humans lied. This one felt almost right anyway, as if the truth stood behind it and reached through.

“Look at me,” I said.

He raised his head.

I had the sudden, irrational expectation of recognition pulling the corners of his mouth. Nothing. Just a clean face, too pale for a field hand, hair the color of wet brick under the hood, eyes a brown so bright it punched a hole through the gloom. He looked at me like men look at cages: not with fear, but with calculation.

A second drop of blood slid from his wound and sank into the blacksoil. The vine shivered. I heard Silas shift his weight, just a whisper of cloth, the sound he made when a plan aligned.

“Wrap it,” I said to the gardener. “Plant it before nightfall. If it dies, I replace you.”

“Yes, Majesty,” the gardener said, already tying fresh cloth around the pot.

The assistant still watched me. His breath came quick and regular. He hadn’t flinched at my teeth or my voice. He smelled like early rain and warm glass.

“Bandage that,” I said, and turned my back on him before I stepped closer than an arm’s length.

Marenne fell into stride beside me. “Allowing servants in Council undermines—”

“Then don’t allow it next time,” I said. “You command that door.”

She shut her mouth on the next words. She knew when not to push.

Silas met me at the foot of the dais. He glanced toward the cart and then at my hand. “Old cravings, Highness?”

“I keep old things,” I said.

He laughed under his breath. “We all do.”

I climbed the steps and took my place beneath the throne again. The choir’s spiral still spun in my skull, slow and steady, shaving off thoughts and polishing them into something I couldn’t use. The scent from the corridor thinned as the doors closed. It didn’t leave. It lived in the air now, a trace etched on stone.

Marenne resumed her report. The names and numbers slid past me without hooks. I watched the gardener and his assistant cross the floor, heads down, bodies angled to make themselves small. The vine leaves moved as if stirred by breath. The cart bumped the threshold and vanished into the west.

I flexed my hand. The glove creaked. The ache in my chest surged once, then settled into a pace I knew too well. Control returned in layers.

Silas’s voice arrived at my shoulder, soft enough only I heard. “You smelled it too.”

I didn’t look at him. “What I smell and what I do are not the same.”

“No,” he said. “They never were with you.” A small pause. “Does it taste familiar?”

I rolled my shoulders and faced the Council. “Read the next petition.”

Marenne cleared her throat and obeyed. The others followed her gaze and forgot the gardeners after-power, the way men always forget the hand that sets the table. The law held. The city breathed. The throne room went back to its usual, suffocating rhythm.

But the taste remained—thin, persistent, unmerciful.

I touched the edge of the altar as if I could press the ache into stone and trap it there. The blood I had given still glistened in the carved lines of the pact.

“That blood,” I said, too low for anyone but the throne to hear, “I’ve touched it before.”
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They took my name at the outer gate and gave me a new one that didn’t fit.

“Eren,” the steward said, rolling the syllable as if he could smooth it by sound alone. “From the lower farms. Hired yesterday to replace a man with a ruined hand. You know spades, pruning hooks, and how to keep your head down.”

“I do,” I said.

He searched my face for insolence. I kept the corners of my mouth soft, my eyes on the ledger in his hand, my breath slow. The copper token he’d given me pressed against my collarbone on its rawhide cord. It burned less than the thought of the story I’d come for: a king who did not age, a rival who smiled like a knife, a betrothal inked by blood before I was born.

The steward snapped the ledger shut. “You answer to Master Hal. He runs the west garden. If he says dig, you dig. If he says run, you run. If he says bite your tongue, you swallow it.”

“I understand.”

We crossed the shadow of the high wall and stepped into a corridor lined with slate. The air cooled and thinned, as if the stones had been cut from night. Two guards at the far door turned their heads in unison, nostrils lifting, eyes narrowing. I set my jaw against the instinct to bare my throat like a village boy caught stealing apples. The pact kept me alive here. Not manners. Not fate. Law written in a ruler’s blood.

The steward pushed the door and brought me into the light.

The west garden climbed a shallow slope toward a long glasshouse that caught the pale day and broke it into sheets. Beds of black earth spread in parcels, each rimmed with brick and numbered in chalk. At the center, a fountain made of old bone-white stone lifted a dry bowl to the sky. Roses hammered this place into order—trellised, trained, caged, braided. The smell hung low, green and metallic, like a storm pressed to the ground.

A man with thick arms and ruined fingernails stood at the closest bed, boot heel braced against a shovel. He squinted at me and spit to the side. “So you’re the strong back they promised.”

“I can pull, carry, and stay quiet,” I said.

“Good. I’m Hal.” He jerked his chin toward the glasshouse. “We lost the blackrose vine when the last frost broke the rootball. Today we fix that. We plant before nightfall or it dies, and then I take the blame. You don’t want me taking blame.”

“I don’t.”

“Gloves,” he said, tossing me a pair that had seen worse days than mine. “And don’t bleed on the vines. They learn bad habits quick.”

I caught the gloves, tugged them on, and fell in behind him. My gaze crept to the palace proper—dark windows, a long balcony, a crown of ironwork. I’d imagined walking into this place for years, imagined some sign when I crossed under its shadow, some shiver of recognition that said yes, this is where your answers live. What I felt instead was the steady drum of duty. One step, then the next.

Hal led me into the glasshouse. Warmth hit my cheeks. Condensation beaded along the iron ribs and ran in thin lines down the panes. A rope was looped around a handcart stacked with clay pots. Vines lay coiled on the soil like snakes too tired to strike, thorns dulled by old cloth. Hal set his shoulder to the cart. I pushed from behind. The rope burned my palm even through the glove.

We heaved the cart through the door, across the flagstones, and into the garden. A pair of maids crossed our path and stopped so suddenly their skirts swung. One lifted a hand to her mouth. The other grabbed her wrist and dragged her on. A boy with a broom froze in place and watched us with the dull focus of a rabbit that’s learned stillness. Hal ignored all of them. I matched his pace and kept my breath even.

“That bed,” Hal said, pointing to a circle of earth near the dry fountain. “Center the root. Don’t tear the feeder hairs. They sulk if you shake them.”

I knelt and braced the pot between my boots. The twine had sunk deep into the vine from the last binding. The knot had turned to stone. I hooked a thumbnail under it and worried at it until it came loose by degrees. The vine shifted with a dry creak. I slid my hands down, found the place where the clay had stuck to the roots, and rocked it free.

“Wait,” Hal said. “Let me—”

“I’ve got it.” I lifted, slow, careful, teeth clenched. The weight surprised me. The root mass held tight to the pot lip, then gave all at once. The vine slid, twisted, and the cloth fell back from a wedge of thorns that caught my wrist before I could pull away.

Pain snapped bright. I hissed and set the rootball into the hole.

“Damn it,” Hal said. He reached for me and stopped with his hands open in the air. His eyes cut to the walkway. “Don’t—”

Blood rose in a bead, then a thin line, then a curve that broke and fell. It hit the black soil and didn’t sink. The surface seemed to tighten under it. Every leaf on the vine turned toward my hand in a small, undeniable motion.

Footsteps scraped stone behind me. The boy with the broom dropped it. It clattered. A guard’s boot struck it to the side without looking. A hum spread along the path like insects waking.

“Keep your hands where I can see them,” a guard said. Not to me. To the garden.

“I’m fine,” I said, and curled my fingers into a fist to slow the blood. The cut burned. I tasted copper I hadn’t put in my mouth.

Hal shoved a strip of linen into my palm. “Wrap it,” he muttered. “Now. Quick. Before—”

He didn’t finish because silence hit the garden like a thrown net.

It didn’t come from the guards or the servants or the wind dying. It came from attention. It came from a presence that didn't belong to plants or men. The path opened, bodies shifting and edging away without anyone daring to step aside first.

He walked into the gap they made for him.

King, I thought, and the word wasn’t a title so much as a weight. Tall, black hair cut clean, coat buttoned up to the throat, gloves the color of old bone. His face held that particular stillness you only learn by burying your first mercy and living past it. He moved without hurry. He didn’t need to hurry. The world arranged itself for him.

He stopped two arm-lengths away, eyes on my hand. They were the red everyone whispered about and nothing like their whispers. Too clear. Too steady. He didn’t bare teeth. He didn’t step closer. He watched the way a predator watches a stream it intends to drink from without scaring the deer.

“Majesty,” Hal said, bowing so fast the handcart creaked.

The King didn’t answer. A small pulse beat under his left glove, where his coat strained a fraction against the skin. His gaze flicked once to the vine, then back to me. I wrapped the linen, which had already darkened. My fingers didn’t want the knot. They wanted to open. They wanted to release heat into the air.

“Apologies,” I said, and hated how thin my voice sounded. “I was careless.”

One of the guards stepped forward. “We’ll remove the human—”

The King lifted two fingers. The guard stopped as if a rope had snapped tight around his throat. I held still because stillness was safer than speech. The King’s control sat heavy on the air. Even the leaves quieted.

“You’re new,” he said.

“Yesterday,” I said.

“Name.”

“Eren,” I said, and kept my eyes down.

“Look at me.”

I obeyed before I told myself to obey. His gaze struck and held. Cold swept my neck, then heat. I couldn’t count the beats of my heart with him watching. I could only feel them.

The tiniest quiver went through his jaw. He breathed in, thin and quiet, and the muscles at his throat tightened. His fangs didn’t show, but the expression around his mouth changed in a way I recognized from wolves near chicken coops: restraint with teeth under it.

Hal cleared his throat and fumbled at the cart rope. His hands shook. “We’ll finish the planting, Highness.”

“You’ll finish,” the King said. To Hal. To the guards. To the watching servants. He didn’t look away from me when he said it.

The steward from the gate arrived at a hurry that looked like calm. He stopped three paces back and bowed low. “Majesty, the Council waits in the east wing.”

“They can wait,” the King said.

The steward’s throat worked. “They will fear offense.”

“They can fear me instead.”

The guard who had wanted me removed concentrated very hard on the fountain. A maid held a hand over her mouth, eyes wide, breath hitching. Her gaze stuck to the white of my linen wrap. I tucked my hand close to my chest to hide it and the King’s head turned a fraction with me, as if pulled by wire.

“Do you know what happens when blood falls here?” he asked.

I thought of the pamphlets passed under tables in taverns—about the Communion of Red, about bodies found without color, about kings who drank prayers. I thought of a story older than those whispers, one my grandmother had told me when I was too young to know anything except how to listen: a boy saved by a man with a mark like a black rose on his chest. I sheltered that memory under everything I wore and everything I had cut from myself to get here.

“No,” I said.

“Good,” he said.

He stepped closer. Not enough to touch. Enough to own the space between us. The mark under his glove beat once, visible as a shadow through leather. He studied the knot I’d tied. He reached out—slowly, deliberately—and set two fingers on the edge of the linen to test its hold. Heat shivered up my arm. I didn’t flinch. He let go.

Hal found his voice. “Highness, with permission—we should water the root. The sun drops.”

The King didn’t turn. “Water.”

Hal scrambled for the bucket. The guard who had been a rope a moment ago moved to take it and passed it down without looking at me. Hal poured. The soil took the water in a single swallow. The vine flexed. A bud at shoulder height twitched, as if a hand had pushed it from inside.

The King watched the motion and spoke as if to himself. “Of course.”

Someone ran along the path toward us. The steward made a small, strangled noise. A woman in black with a book clutched to her chest skidded to a stop, bowed to her knees, and rose in a spill of words. “Forgive the intrusion—Your Majesty—the Choir requests confirmation on the final clause—there’s a discrepancy in the transcript—”

The King’s attention cut to her, sharp as a thrown knife. She went dead silent, pen still hanging in the air above the page.

He looked back at me and something in his eyes shifted, not softer, just more precise. He had measured what he needed to measure. He had completed whatever math kings do with strangers and blood and risk.

“Finish,” he told Hal again, and then to me, “What farm did you say?”

“Lower,” I said, because that was the lie stamped on my token and I needed to hold one story steady while the ground tilted under me.

His mouth moved as if he were tasting the word. He nodded once and stepped back. The garden exhaled. The whispering around us started again—servants breathing, guards shifting, Hal muttering numbers to himself because numbers made his world hold.

The King turned away, coat moving at his calves. He walked three paces and stopped without turning his head.

“Keep your hand above your heart,” he said.

“I will,” I said.

He didn’t leave. He half-turned, as if some part of him had misheard a command and refused to obey. His eyes fell on the cut again. A red thread had escaped the edge of the linen and made a narrow line toward my thumb. The vine nearest my shoulder lifted a hair’s breadth. The bud swelled.

He saw it. Of course he saw it. He looked at the bud, the soil, the tremor in the leaves. He drew breath and set it down as if it had weight.

His voice hit the quiet with no effort at all. “You’re waking my garden with your blood.”
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Hal sent me to the sheds after the planting, as if distance could cauterize the moment the King’s eyes found me. I walked fast, shoulders square, head low. The west path cut along the glasshouse and sloped behind the kitchen blocks to a yard of barrels and broken frames. A pump creaked. Someone swore at a jammed hinge. I kept going until the voices thinned and the stones ground under my boots alone.

I wasn’t running. Running drew attention. I counted steps: forty to the sheds, three to the latch, six to the shelf where Hal kept twine, canvas, a tin of linseed. I told my breath to match the numbers and not the pounding in my throat.

Inside, the wooden smell cut clean through the rose-sour left in my head. I braced my wrapped hand on the worktable, unwrapped it, and checked the cut. The linen had stuck to the clot. I peeled slow. It bled again, bright and neat, as if the skin wanted to remember what it had learned.

A jar of water sat by the window. I dipped my fingers and rinsed the line. Wind nudged the warped pane. Light slid across the table and caught a shallow carving in the wood: a black rose, half-sanded, as if someone had tried to erase it and then given up.

Heat climbed my spine. The mark belonged in a memory I never trusted—rain, a doorway, a hand on my chest, a voice like flint and wine. I pressed the heel of my uninjured hand against my sternum until the phantom ache broke.

The latch lifted behind me with a soft snick.

I turned and reached for the first thing my fingers found—coil of twine, not a weapon—and faced a man at the threshold who did not belong to this shed or the world that fed it.

He wore white like a priest or a lie. The color should have blazed against the grime; it didn’t. It settled on him the way snow settles—quiet, inevitable, hiding edges. No insignia showed, nothing to declare rank, but the guards who ghosted behind him stopped outside and pretended the door had shut.

He took in the table, my hand, the coil of twine tight enough between my fingers to cut grooves. His mouth softened at the corners, a private expression aimed only at me.

“You handled the root well,” he said. The voice matched the white—unmarked, smooth, trained to slide into rooms. “Hal never admits it, but he likes a pair of steady hands.”

I didn’t answer. Words risked more than silence.

“May I?” he asked, and pointed at my bleeding knuckle.

I should have said no. The pact was a law; it wasn’t a shield against choices. But my body didn’t hear the order I gave it. I held my hand out, palm up, the way camp boys do when the healer comes with boiled water and salt.

He stepped in and the door clicked shut behind him. The shed quieted to just our breathing and the distant drag of the pump. He took a square of linen from his sleeve, clean, finer than anything on Hal’s shelf, and slid it under my hand to catch the drip before it hit the table.

“Hold still,” he said softly.

He touched the cut with his thumb. Not a press—just a weight to stop the edges from opening more. His skin ran cold, then warm. He folded the linen once, twice, into a tight strip and bound it with quick, neat turns. His fingers were clever and light. He never tugged, never made me wince, never gave me anything to push against.

“You’ll scar if you keep working it,” he murmured. “Hal demands more muscle than care.”

“I can manage,” I said.

“Of course you can.” He tied the knot, sat back on his heels, and looked up without letting go. “What’s your name?”

“Eren.”

A smile touched his mouth, as if my lie entertained him without offending him. “Eren. I’m Calen. I assist the Crown.” He said it with the practiced boredom of a man used to rooms bending for him. He released my hand and stood, white brushing dust, no dust daring to cling.

I pulled my hand away and set the coil of twine down where I could grab it again with dignity. “If you’re looking for Hal—”

“I’m not.” He glanced once at the carved rose on the table and then back to my face. “I’m looking for you.”

The skin on the back of my neck tightened. “Why?”

“Because you’re new,” he said, almost lightly. “Because you bled in the garden. Because every leaf turned when you did. Because the King stopped walking, and kings do not stop walking unless something stops them.”

My mouth dried. “I apologized for the mess.”

“You apologized to Hal,” he said, as if reminding me of the rules written under the rules. “Not to the part that matters.” His gaze dropped to my hand again. “Where did you learn to cradle a rootball like that?”

“Farm,” I said.

He tilted his head. “Lower farms don’t train touch. They train speed.” He stepped closer by a bare inch. “You grew roses before?”

“I had a garden,” I said, because denying everything made a different kind of mark.

“Where?”

“In a town that doesn’t matter here,” I said.

He considered that. He could have pressed. He didn’t. He moved his attention like a blade slipping between ribs, never hacking, only finding the seam.

“Do you believe in omens, Eren?” he asked.

“I believe in work.”

He smiled again. It slid into something warmer and wrong. “Work is a kind of omen. It shows you what you worship.” He nodded at my hand. “You protect your palms. You measure. You hate waste. You’re not a thief, but you know how to take a thing that isn’t offered and make it yours.”

“Do you watch all the servants like this?”

“I watch anyone who changes the air when they breathe.”

I laughed once, dry, despite the line of cold in my chest. “Then you must watch the King a great deal.”

His eyes held mine. Black, I thought; then I saw the color inside the black, a dark that ate red and gave it back sweeter. “I help him breathe,” he said. “He forgets how.”

A heartbeat missed. The shed seemed smaller.

He reached past me and picked up the jar. “Let me clean that properly.” He rinsed the edge of the bandage with care, took out a small vial from the inside of his cuff, and tapped a clear drop onto the cloth. The sting went cool. The cut numbed.

“You carry healer’s oil,” I said.

“I carry what people need,” he said. “Sometimes it’s oil. Sometimes it’s mercy.” His gaze flicked to the door as if it could hear him. “Sometimes it’s a way out.”

A way out of what? I wanted to ask. The garden? The palace? Myself? A boy’s oath? I swallowed the questions and kept to the one I could afford.

“Why help me?”

“Because I like things that wake when they should be sleeping.” He set the jar down and traced the edge of the carved rose with one fingertip, casual and intimate at once. “And because it’s hard to bleed alone in a place that smells like other people’s hunger.”

He said it like he’d bled here before. The thought landed hard.

“What do you remember,” he asked quietly, still looking at the mark, “of winter storms?”

Water on my face. A roof shaking. Hands yanking me under a table. A door thrown wide. I forced a shrug. “Snow is snow.”

“Not the same snow everywhere,” he said. “Sometimes it whistles. Sometimes it suffocates. Sometimes it buries a village and leaves one boy alive because someone carried him out.”

The room tilted an inch. “You ask too much.”

“I give answers for payment,” he said easily. “It’s a fair trade.”

“What payment?”

“Truth,” he said. “A small one. A word. A name.” He reached into his sleeve again and produced a handkerchief with fine black stitching at the corner—a rosebud. He pressed it into my free hand. “Here. Keep this. When you decide what you want to know, bring that to the east colonnade at dusk. I’ll be there.”

I shouldn’t take things from men like him. I closed my fingers around the cloth anyway. The thread bit my skin, anchor and invitation.

“You act like you know me,” I said.

“I know how to know people. That’s my trade.”

“And your price is truth.”

“For now.”

He stepped back and the shed breathed. Voices swelled outside and thinned again, the way a current swells around a rock. He listened to them like a man listens for his name in a crowd.

“Tell me one thing,” I said, before caution could strangle it. “The King—” The word found a ridge in my throat and caught. I worked past it. “What kind of man is he when there’s no room watching?”

He looked at me as if I’d placed a blade between us and asked him to lean on it. “He is a door that remembers every hand that has tried to open it,” he said. “And he is tired of being a door.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one you can use without dying,” he said simply.

I waited. He didn’t elaborate.

“You speak like a priest,” I said, and let irritation prick because fear had been eating too much of the room.

“I speak like a man who has seen what words do,” he said. “And I’ve seen what they fail to do.”

He moved toward the door and paused with his hand on the latch. “Be careful with Hal. He’s loyal until he’s frightened. Then he’s loyal to whoever stands closest.”

“Are you warning me or threatening me?”

“Warnings and threats are siblings,” he said, almost amused. He opened the door a few inches, enough for light to edge his sleeve. He didn’t step through.

“Calen,” I said, before he could go. “If I bring you truth, will you give me a name in return?”

He weighed
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