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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes clean, emotionally driven romance with slow-burn tension, tender courage, and characters who earn their happy ending through choices that matter. Each story blends heartfelt intimacy with page-turning relationship suspense, creating immersive worlds where love becomes the bravest kind of loyalty.
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For every heart that learned to feel safe again, one careful promise at a time.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Eveline Ashford is a royal court aide whose hands are always busy, whose voice is always measured, and whose secret is stitched into the very work she does.
Cassian Thorne is a newly appointed Crown Guard with a reputation that never tells the whole story and a discipline that looks like coldness until it turns into protection.
Queen Althea Wren is the steady face of the throne, ruling with patience, precision, and a private grief she keeps behind ceremony.
Lord Bramwell Kersey is the Chancellor who speaks in calm logic while counting favors like coins, always smiling when the room should not be.
Sorrel Lark is Eveline’s closest confidante at court, quick-eyed and warm, loyal enough to risk the truth but wise enough to fear it.
Master Ruvian Sable is the Keeper of Seals, guardian of royal oaths and objects, a man who never raises his voice because he never needs to.
Captain Halden Mercer leads the palace guard and watches Cassian like a man waiting for a slip, or an excuse.
Lady Miren Vale is the queen’s senior attendant, a quiet authority in silk, with a talent for hearing what people do not say.
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Eveline’s breath did not sound loud until the corridor went still.

The palace was never truly silent. Even at midnight, it carried its own living noise, the soft groan of old beams, the distant hiss of torches, the faint shuffle of a servant crossing a far gallery with a tray held steady. But there were moments when the air itself seemed to hold, as if the walls had leaned closer to listen.

This was one of those moments.

Eveline kept her steps small, measured, the way she had learned since her first season at court. She carried her lantern low, letting its light spread gently across the marble instead of throwing it up the tapestries where it could draw attention. Her other hand held a folded strip of velvet, dark as spilled ink, pressed flat against her palm like a secret she could keep by force.

If anyone asked, she would say she was checking the queen’s dressing chamber for a draft. If anyone insisted, she would say Lady Miren had instructed her to retrieve spare ribbons for the morning’s presentation.

No one would ask. People did not question a woman in a plain court gown moving with purpose after hours. They looked past her. They always looked past her.

That was how she had survived.

The velvet in her hand was warm in a way fabric should not be. It had been colder when she’d taken it from the coffer beneath the Queen’s Mirror, hidden behind the false panel only a court aide would know to press. Now it carried a faint pulse, a quiet response to what she had done.

To what she had dared.

Eveline turned into the narrow passage that led toward the back stairs, the servants’ route that never crossed the gilded halls where night patrols walked. She had nearly reached the shadowed bend when the lantern flame leaned sideways, not from a breeze, but as if the air had been pulled.

A figure stepped from the darkness with the smooth confidence of someone who belonged there.

Eveline stopped so quickly the lantern trembled. She steadied it with both hands, as if calm could be manufactured by control.

The man’s silhouette filled the corridor’s width. Broad shoulders, dark uniform, the faint edge of polished metal at his side. A guard.

Not a sleepy outer watchman, not a boy with more pride than practice. This man moved like the palace was an extension of his body, like he knew every stone and every hiding place.

His voice was low when he spoke, and it was not unkind. It was worse than unkind. It was composed.

“You are far from the servants’ wing for someone carrying a lantern like you do not want to be seen.”

Eveline’s throat tried to tighten. She refused it. She lifted her chin by a fraction, just enough to look trained rather than frightened. She had faced ministers who smiled while laying traps. She had faced ladies who could ruin a reputation with a laugh. She could face one guard.

“Yes,” she said, and heard how steady it sounded. She hated that the steadiness was practiced. “I am.”

He did not step closer, but the space between them felt smaller anyway, as if he had claimed it by standing still.

His face was partly in shadow, but she caught the pale gleam of his eyes when the lantern light shifted. Not predatory. Not soft either. A watchfulness that did not blink.

“What is your name?” he asked.

Eveline’s heart gave a single hard beat. Names were currency in the palace. Names were leveraged. Names were how people found the right thread to pull.

“Eveline,” she said, because refusing would be stranger than answering. “Eveline Ashford.”

The guard’s gaze held on her for a moment longer than politeness required. “You are in the queen’s household.”

It was not a question. Eveline felt the velvet in her hand pulse once, as if it had reacted to being noticed, to being near another oath-bound presence.

“How would you know that?” she asked before she could stop herself.

The guard’s mouth did not quite curve, but something in his expression shifted as if he appreciated the attempt at resistance. “Because you walk like someone who has learned to make herself small in important rooms,” he said, “and you carry your lantern like you have been told the palace belongs to other people.”

Eveline’s fingers tightened on the velvet. She forced her hand to relax. She could not afford to tear it, not when the stitched thread inside it was the entire reason she had slipped into the queen’s chamber after hours.

“You are observant,” she said.

“I am paid to be,” he replied. “And I am very newly appointed. That means I am watched, and so are the people I stop.”

The words should have made her safer. Instead they chilled her. Newly appointed guards worked hard to prove themselves. They were eager to be noticed by captains and councilmen. They were eager to earn trust through someone else’s mistake.

Eveline shifted her lantern slightly, angling it so its light fell more on his uniform. The Crown Guard insignia caught the flame, a small crest of metal worn over the heart.

Her stomach went cold. The Crown Guard did not patrol these passages without cause.

“You should not be here,” she said, meaning herself and him both, and hearing the foolishness of it.

He looked down at the crest as if he could feel her eyes on it. “That is true,” he said simply. “And yet here I am.”

Eveline calculated in heartbeats. If she turned and ran, she would confirm guilt even if she had none. If she lied too sharply, he would remember her voice. If she tried to charm him, she would insult his intelligence. There was only one path that worked in the palace. The one that looked ordinary.

“I was asked to fetch something for Lady Miren,” she said. “She is preparing the queen’s attire for the morning council. A clasp went missing.”

The guard watched her hands, not her face. He watched the velvet, even though it was mostly hidden by her palm.

“Show me what you are carrying,” he said.

The corridor narrowed around them. Eveline could almost hear the palace breathe again, interested now.

“I am carrying a ribbon,” she said, and the lie was too close to the truth to be comfortable.

“Then you will not mind showing me,” he replied.

Eveline did mind. Not because the velvet was illegal in itself, but because of what it contained. A thread of spellwork she had no right to touch, a quiet binding placed long ago by someone who understood the crown’s secrets better than the queen’s advisors did.

Eveline had found it by accident, and then she had not been able to let it go.

She had told herself she only wanted to prevent harm. She had told herself she was doing what court aides had always done, quietly fixing problems so the crown could shine uninterrupted.

But this was not a torn hem. This was not a missing clasp.

This was magic stitched into royal velvet, pulsing like a living promise.

Eveline forced her face into polite confusion. “Forgive me,” she said, “but I do not understand why a Crown Guard is concerned with a ribbon.”

The guard stepped forward at last, a single controlled stride. He did not reach for her. He did not touch her lantern. He only entered her space enough that she could smell cold leather and clean steel.

“I am concerned with anything taken from the queen’s private chambers,” he said softly. “And I am concerned with anyone who believes the palace has no eyes at midnight.”

Eveline’s lungs refused a full breath. She held the lantern steady through sheer will. “I did not take anything,” she said, and hated that her voice sounded like a plea even when she shaped it like a statement.

He tilted his head. “You have not been accused,” he said. “Not yet.”

Not yet.

The words landed like a door closing.

Eveline felt, in that instant, the full weight of the trap. The accusation did not need to be proven to ruin her. It only needed to exist. It only needed to be whispered at breakfast and nodded at by the wrong person.

She swallowed. She made her hand loosen slightly, just enough to reveal the edge of the velvet, as if compliance were her own idea.

The guard’s gaze sharpened. “That,” he said, and there was a new tension in his voice now, something that sounded like recognition or warning. “Where did you get it?”

Eveline’s mind raced toward all the safe answers, and found none. If she said Lady Miren, she dragged someone innocent into danger. If she said she found it, she sounded like a thief. If she said she was ordered, she sounded like a pawn, and pawns were the first to be sacrificed.

“I was trying to prevent something,” she said before she could stop herself, because the truth rose up in her panic. “I did not mean to keep it. I only needed to be sure.”

The guard’s eyes held hers at last, direct and unflinching. “Be sure of what?”

Eveline’s fingers trembled, and she hated them for it. The velvet pulsed once more, like a heartbeat shared between them.

She realized, too late, that it was reacting to him.

Not to his presence alone. To his crest. To the oath it represented.

Whatever was stitched into the fabric recognized the Crown Guard.

A binding. A command. A promise.

And if it recognized him, then it could be used against him.

Eveline’s chest tightened with a different fear now, sharp and sudden. This was bigger than her. Bigger than a missing clasp. Bigger than a careless whisper.

She had stepped into the crown’s hidden machinery, and now the machine had turned its attention toward the man standing in front of her.

The guard’s voice softened, and that softness felt dangerous. “Eveline,” he said, as if speaking her name could steady her, “you are holding something you should not even know exists.”

Eveline did not answer, because answering meant admitting she did know. She did know, and she had touched it anyway.

Footsteps sounded faintly from the far end of the passage, the measured pace of a patrol rounding the gallery beyond the bend.

The guard’s head turned a fraction, listening. His jaw tightened.

Then he looked back at Eveline, and in his eyes she saw a choice forming, swift and decisive.

He reached out, not toward the velvet, but toward her wrist, and his touch was firm without being rough, a grip that communicated command and protection in the same breath.

“You are coming with me,” he said.

Eveline’s pulse leaped. “Where?”

“To the only place in this palace where I can keep you from being seen with that,” he replied, voice low and urgent now. “And to the only place where I can figure out why the crown’s old magic just woke up in your hands.”

The footsteps grew closer.

Eveline stared at him, at the crest over his heart, at the calm discipline that had cracked just enough to reveal something fierce beneath it.

“What is your name?” she whispered, because she needed something solid to hold onto.

For the first time, his expression shifted into something like grim honesty. “Cassian,” he said. “Cassian Thorne.”

And then, before Eveline could decide whether to trust him, he pulled her into motion, guiding her down the narrow passage and through a concealed door in the tapestry seam that Eveline had never noticed in all her years of service.

The palace swallowed them whole.

Behind them, the patrol rounded the corner and found only empty stone, a lantern’s fading warmth, and a silence that felt newly watched.
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​Chapter 1: The Oathcloth Door
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Cassian did not drag Eveline so much as guide her with a grip that left no room for hesitation. His hand stayed on her wrist as the hidden door swallowed them, and the corridor behind the tapestry vanished like it had never existed at all. The air changed immediately, cooler and older, with the faint mineral scent of stone that had not seen torchlight in years. Eveline’s lantern dimmed as if the flame itself understood it was trespassing.

She stumbled once on uneven steps and would have hit the wall if Cassian had not steadied her with his other hand at her elbow. The touch was brief, controlled, yet it sent a rush of heat up her arm that felt ridiculous, out of place in the middle of fear. She hated that her body could betray her like that, and could react to closeness when her mind was still racing through consequences.

“Quiet,” Cassian murmured, not as a warning, but as if silence were a promise he could keep them inside.

Eveline swallowed the sharp, panicked words pressing at her tongue. She clamped them down the way she had clamped down every unwise truth in her life. She followed him instead, because the alternative was to run back into the corridor where the patrol would be, and she would be found with velvet in her hand that had no right to be warm.

The passage narrowed. A low arch forced Cassian to duck his head. He moved like he belonged in the darkness, like it had been built for him. Eveline had lived in the palace for years and had never known this path existed. That realization alone was a kind of terror. If there were passages she did not know, there were conversations she had never overheard. There were plans she had never sensed. There were secrets stitched into stone as neatly as any seam.

The velvet in her palm pulsed again, faint but insistent, a quiet insistence like a heartbeat searching for another. Eveline tried to shift it deeper into her sleeve, trying to make it nothing more than fabric. It refused her. It was alive with something older than fear, older than her own careful restraint.

Cassian stopped at a small iron-banded door that looked like it had been cut into the rock itself. No gilding, no crest, no ornament. A door for someone who did not want to be noticed. He pressed his hand to a dark plate beside it, and the plate warmed under his palm. Eveline felt the air change, as if something inside the door had awakened to him.

A lock clicked.

Cassian pushed the door open and ushered her through. The room beyond was narrow, more a watch recess than a chamber. A bench ran along one wall. A shelf held a half-burned candle, a tin cup, and an old cloak folded with the careful order of someone who still believed in readiness. Dust lay thin across the stone, disturbed only by footprints that looked recent enough to make Eveline’s stomach tighten. Someone used this place.

Cassian closed the door quietly. The click of the latch sounded louder than it should have.

Only then did he release her wrist.

Eveline stared at her arm as if his fingers had left a mark. Her skin did not ache, but something in her chest did, the aftershock of being moved without being asked. She stepped away from him by instinct, until the wall touched her back and she had no space left.

Cassian’s gaze flicked to the velvet in her hand. “Give it to me.”

“No,” Eveline said, and heard how raw it sounded.

He did not react as if offended. He reacted as if he expected it. “You don’t understand what you’re holding.”

“I understand enough,” she shot back, then hated herself because the words sounded like bravado. “I understand that you were going to take it from me in the corridor and call it duty.”

His eyes sharpened at the word duty, as if it scraped him. “If I wanted to call it duty, you would already be in a holding room with two guards and a report being written about you. You’re not.”

Eveline’s throat tightened again. She forced herself to breathe through it. “Then why am I here?”

Cassian’s jaw worked once, as if he were measuring how much truth she could handle. “Because the patrol was coming,” he said. “And because that cloth reacted to me.”

Eveline’s fingers curled around the velvet without her permission. “It reacted because it’s... wrong.”

“No,” Cassian said quietly. “It reacted because it’s bound.”

The word bound slid into the room and changed the air. Eveline had heard it before, in whispers between servants, in half-stories about old coronations and old pacts. Bound magic, the kind that lived in objects instead of in hands. The kind that did not need a spell spoken aloud to do damage.

She lifted her chin, refusing to look smaller than she already felt. “Then you should be taking it to the Keeper of Seals.”

Cassian’s gaze held hers. “And you think I won’t?”

Eveline did not answer. She could not afford to trust him just because he had pulled her into a hidden room instead of a public corridor.

Cassian exhaled slowly, as if patience were something he carried like a weapon. “Tell me the truth,” he said. “Why were you in the queen’s chambers after midnight?”

Eveline’s heart thudded once, heavy. The truth was a trap. The lie was a trap. Everything in the palace was a trap built out of etiquette and smiles. She could feel the walls closing in, not physically, but socially, politically, the invisible pressure that could crush someone without leaving a bruise.

“I was not in the queen’s chambers,” she said carefully. “Not tonight.”

Cassian’s expression did not change, but something in his eyes did, a flicker that said he had already counted that answer. “And the velvet climbed into your hand on its own.”

Eveline lifted the lantern slightly, letting its light touch his face fully for the first time. He looked younger than she had expected, not boyish, but not old enough to carry the kind of steadiness he carried without having earned it through pain. His features were carved in restraint. His eyes were the opposite of careless. There were shadows under them that did not belong to a man who slept well.

“You’re new,” Eveline said, and surprised herself by saying it. “You said you were newly appointed.”

Cassian did not look away. “Yes.”

“Then you want someone to catch,” Eveline said, because fear could turn into anger if she gave it something to bite. “You want to prove yourself.”

He watched her for a long moment, then shook his head once. “I want to survive my first month without becoming someone else’s tool,” he said. “Which is why I’m asking you here, in a room that does not exist in most of the palace.”

Eveline’s breath caught. The sentence was too honest. Too close to what she had always wanted to say about herself.

Cassian took a slow step toward the bench and sat, not because he was relaxed, but because he wanted to show he was not about to pounce. He leaned forward, forearms on his thighs, hands clasped loosely. He looked like a man trying to hold a storm inside his ribs.

“Talk,” he said. “If you don’t, I’m left to guess. And if I’m left to guess, I will be forced to do what the palace expects.”

Eveline stared at him, and for a heartbeat she saw not a guard, but a man with a thin line of exhaustion under his control. She hated that her empathy rose up even when she did not want it. Empathy was dangerous at court. It made you soft. It made you misjudge sharp edges.

Still, she spoke, because silence would not save her now.

“I noticed things,” Eveline began, and the words came with the careful cadence she used when speaking to anyone who could harm her. “Small things at first. A seal moved on a document. A ribbon changed. A clasp returned in the wrong drawer. Servants blamed each other and laughed it off, but it didn’t feel like clumsiness. It felt like someone wanted the household to look careless.”

Cassian’s gaze never left her face. “Why would that matter?”

“Because carelessness is the first excuse people use when they want to replace someone,” Eveline said. “If the queen looks careless, the council grows bold. If the queen’s household looks careless, they whisper that she is not in control of her own rooms.”

Cassian’s mouth tightened slightly. “And you thought you could fix it.”

Eveline flinched at the accuracy. “I thought I could notice it,” she corrected. “I thought I could keep watch. There is a difference.”

Cassian’s eyes dipped to her hand again. “And the velvet?”

Eveline hesitated, then drew in a breath that tasted like cold stone. “I found it weeks ago,” she admitted. “Not by searching. It was... as if it wanted to be found.”

Cassian’s shoulders went still, the way a man stills when he hears a sound that should not be there.

Eveline continued, because stopping now would be worse. “There is a panel behind the Queen’s Mirror. I know it exists because Lady Miren once asked me to polish the frame and warned me not to press too hard along one edge. I remembered. Tonight, I pressed it.”

Cassian’s gaze sharpened. “Why tonight?”

Eveline’s stomach turned. She could see the moment again, the way the palace had felt too quiet, the way she had passed the queen’s sitting room earlier and sensed something wrong without being able to name it. She had seen Lord Bramwell leaving the queen’s corridor after evening council, too late for comfort, too calm for innocence. She had seen Lady Miren’s face at supper, smiling while her fingers shook once beneath the tablecloth. And then she had heard the whisper in the servants’ stairwell, a single sentence that did not belong to any servant.

The oath will be renewed.

Eveline had not known what it meant. She only knew it had made her skin prickle.

“Because something is moving,” Eveline said slowly. “Not physically. Politically. Emotionally. The palace feels like it’s holding its breath, the way it does before a storm. And the queen... she has been tired. Not tired of late nights. I'm tired of carrying a weight that is not hers alone.”

Cassian’s face did not soften, but his attention deepened. “You care about her.”

Eveline’s jaw tightened. Caring was another dangerous thing to admit. “I serve her,” she said instead, and let that stand.

Cassian’s gaze drifted a fraction, as if he were thinking of the queen not as a symbol, but as a person. “Go on.”

Eveline lifted the velvet slightly, just enough to reveal its edge. It glimmered faintly in lantern light, not with shine, but with depth, as if something inside it drank the glow. “When I opened the coffer, this was folded inside,” she said. “It was cold at first. But when I touched it... it warmed. And not like cloth warmed by skin. Like it recognized me.”

Cassian’s eyes narrowed. “Recognize you how?”

Eveline’s mouth went dry. She had not planned to say this part. She had never said it out loud to anyone. She had never trusted anyone with it, not even Sorrel, because secrets spread like smoke at court. But now she was in a hidden room with a man who had already seen enough to suspect she was lying by omission.

“I can sense threadwork,” Eveline said. “Not ordinary stitching. Spell-stitching.”

Cassian went very still. “Spellwork is forbidden in the palace.”

“It is regulated,” Eveline corrected automatically, because precision mattered when survival was on the line. “Forbidden is what people say when they want to frighten servants into silence.”

Cassian’s eyes held hers. “How long have you known?”

Eveline’s fingers tightened around the velvet again. “All my life,” she admitted. “My mother taught me to sew. She used to tell me the best seams were the ones no one noticed. She didn’t call it magic. She called it skill. But there were days when a torn sleeve would mend too cleanly, too quickly, and she would look at me with fear in her eyes like she had just realized what she’d passed on.”

Cassian’s throat moved as he swallowed. “And you hid it.”

Eveline’s laugh came out thin. “In a palace? Of course I hid it.”

Cassian studied her, and Eveline hated how she felt, as if he were looking past her posture and her polite training and into the quiet panic she carried every day like a second heartbeat. She pressed herself harder against the wall, because it was the only way she knew to resist being pulled into someone else’s narrative.

“I didn’t take the velvet to use it,” she said quickly. “I took it because I needed to know what it was. It reacted to my touch, and that frightened me. I thought if I could understand it, I could put it back and forget it existed.”

Cassian’s mouth tightened. “And then it reacted to me.”

“Yes,” Eveline whispered. “And that frightened me more.”

Cassian looked down at his own hands, as if he expected to see the velvet’s pulse in his skin. “That cloth is not for any court aide,” he said. “Not even for the queen’s most trusted attendants. It’s older than this reign. It belongs to oathwork.”

Eveline’s stomach knotted. “Oathwork to do what?”

Cassian did not answer immediately. He leaned back slightly, and for the first time he looked less like a guard and more like a man deciding whether he could afford to tell the truth.

“Do you know why the Crown Guard was created?” he asked instead.

“To protect the monarch,” Eveline said, because that was the public story.

Cassian’s gaze flicked up. “And to obey,” he said quietly.

Eveline stared at him. “Guards obey orders. That’s not—”

“That’s not what I mean,” Cassian cut in, still controlled, but with something sharp beneath. “Not ordinary obedience. The Crown Guard oath is binding. It is not supposed to control thought. It is not supposed to steal will. It is supposed to anchor loyalty so the crown cannot be turned by bribery or blackmail.”

Eveline’s fingers went numb around the velvet. “That’s... a spell.”

“It is,” Cassian said. “And it is wrapped in ceremony so people can pretend it’s not.”

Eveline’s mouth went dry. She thought of the way the velvet had pulsed when Cassian touched her wrist. She thought of the warmth that had spread through her palm like recognition. “If it’s binding,” she whispered, “then why hide it behind the Queen’s Mirror?”

Cassian’s eyes darkened. “Because not everyone agrees it should exist,” he said. “And because some people would like to use it for purposes it was never meant for.”

The air in the tiny room felt too thick. Eveline could hear her own breath, small and treacherous. “You think someone is trying to use oathwork,” she said slowly, “and you think I’ve stumbled into it.”

Cassian’s gaze held hers. “I think you were holding a piece of it in a corridor at midnight,” he said. “And I think if anyone sees you with it, they will not ask questions first.”

Eveline’s fear turned to ice. “Then why not take it from me and hide it yourself?” she demanded. “Why not put it back?”

Cassian’s expression tightened. “Because it reacted to you,” he repeated. “And because when it reacted, it did not feel like a passive object. It felt like a key turning.”

Eveline’s pulse skipped. “A key to what?”

Cassian looked at the door as if he could hear the palace above them, the way power moved through halls like wind. “To a command,” he said. “To a clause in the oath that isn’t spoken in public.”

Eveline’s chest tightened. “You’re saying the oath has secrets.”

Cassian’s eyes did not blink. “Everything in this palace has secrets,” he said. “Including me.”

The last words landed like a stone dropped into a still pond. Eveline stared at him, and for a moment she forgot the velvet in her hand. She forgot the patrol. She forgot the politics. She saw only a man sitting in a hidden room, admitting vulnerability with the kind of restraint that made it heavier, not lighter.

“What do you mean?” she asked, softer than she intended.

Cassian’s jaw flexed once. “I was not chosen for this post because I am favored,” he said. “I was chosen because I am useful. There is a difference.”

Eveline felt something shift inside her, a reluctant recognition of that sentence. She knew what it was to be useful. Useful people were kept close until they became inconvenient.

Cassian’s voice dropped. “My appointment came fast,” he continued. “Faster than it should have. I arrived to find the guard captain watching me like he expects me to fail. I arrived to find certain council eyes on me that do not belong to a man in uniform. And tonight, I was told to patrol the servants’ passages instead of the royal galleries.”

Eveline’s stomach tightened. “Who told you?”

Cassian’s gaze slid away for a fraction, then returned. “Captain Halden,” he said. “He called it routine. He said there had been rumors of theft and that new guards should learn the palace’s backbones.”

Eveline swallowed. “That doesn’t sound like routine.”

“No,” Cassian agreed. “It sounds like bait.”

Eveline’s hand went cold around the velvet. “You think they wanted you to find someone.”

“I think they wanted me to find someone who could be blamed,” Cassian said. “And I think you were walking into that corridor at the exact moment they expected.”

The room felt smaller. Eveline’s mind raced through the weeks of tiny disruptions. She had thought she was noticing a pattern. Had she been part of it all along? Had someone known she would eventually press the edge of the Queen’s Mirror?

Her throat tightened with humiliation and fury. “I didn’t ask to be involved,” she whispered.

Cassian’s gaze held something like grim understanding. “Neither did I.”

For a moment, silence sat between them, heavy and intimate. Eveline realized how close they were, how the room had forced them into a kind of closeness she was not used to. In public, she could always step away, always shift behind someone else’s shoulder, always make herself smaller. Here, in a hidden chamber, there was nowhere to retreat without looking like she was retreating.

Cassian’s eyes flicked to the velvet again. “Let me see it,” he said, quieter now. “Not to take it. To understand.”

Eveline hesitated. Trust was not a switch she could flip. Trust was something built from a hundred small observations, and she had known him for minutes. But she also knew what would happen if she clung to secrecy until the palace snatched it from her with force.

Slowly, she stepped forward and held the velvet out, flat on her palm.

Cassian did not reach immediately. He studied it like a man watching a blade. Then, with careful control, he extended two fingers and brushed the edge of the cloth.

The velvet pulsed so sharply Eveline nearly dropped it. Cassian’s breath caught, and his fingers jerked back as if the fabric had burned him.

Eveline’s pulse slammed in her ears. “You felt that.”

Cassian’s eyes locked on the cloth. “Yes,” he said, and his voice was rougher than before. “And it felt like my oath answering.”

Eveline’s mouth went dry. “Answering what?”

Cassian stared at the velvet as if he could see the threadwork beneath the surface. “Something is written into it,” he said. “Not ink. Not an ordinary stitch. A clause. A command.”

Eveline’s fingers trembled. She still forced them. “Can you read it?”

Cassian shook his head once. “Not like that,” he said. “The Keeper of Seals might. If he’s awake. If he’s willing.”

Eveline’s stomach tightened. “Master Ruvian.”

Cassian’s gaze flicked up. “You know him.”

“I know of him,” Eveline said carefully. “He keeps the objects people pretend are only symbols. He keeps the kind of symbols that can ruin a life.”

Cassian’s mouth tightened. “Then you understand why we cannot walk into his chambers at midnight with this in your hand.”

Eveline’s fear flared. “So what do we do?”

Cassian’s eyes narrowed as he thought. The lantern light made his profile look carved from the same stone that surrounded them. When he spoke, his voice carried a decision.

“We wait,” he said. “For the patrol to pass. For dawn to come close enough that movement is ordinary. And then I take you to someone who can help without turning you into an example.”

Eveline stared at him. “And who is that?”

Cassian hesitated, and Eveline saw the battle behind his eyes. Saying a name meant involving someone else. Involving someone else meant risk. Cassian was not a man who took risks casually.

Finally, he said, “Sorrel.”

Eveline’s stomach dropped. “You know Sorrel?”

Cassian’s gaze sharpened. “I’ve seen her with you,” he said. “I’ve watched who you speak to. I’ve watched who watches you. Sorrel is close enough to you that if you disappear, she will notice quickly. And she is not the type to run to Bramwell with her worries.”

Eveline’s mouth went tight at the sound of Bramwell spoken so directly, so confidently, as if Cassian already suspected the Chancellor was involved. “You think Sorrel can help,” Eveline said.

“I think Sorrel can keep you from being alone,” Cassian replied. “And I think you need that more than you want to admit.”

Eveline’s throat tightened. She hated the truth of it. Alone was how people got swallowed at court. Alone was how rumors became facts.

She looked down at the velvet. “If we wait,” she said, voice barely above a whisper, “someone might come looking for this.”

Cassian’s gaze held hers. “That is why you are not leaving my sight,” he said.

The words should have sounded controlling. Instead, they sounded like a vow spoken in a room that did not allow lies. Eveline felt the strange twist of it, the way fear could make protection feel like a lifeline.

She forced herself to steady. “You could still turn me in,” she said. “At dawn. To the captain. To the council. To whoever you want to impress.”

Cassian’s expression hardened. “I’m not trying to impress anyone,” he said. “I’m trying to keep myself from being used. And I’m trying to keep you from being crushed.”

Eveline’s breath caught. “Why?”

Cassian’s eyes flicked down and back up, and Eveline saw something there that felt like old grief held under discipline. “Because I’ve watched people get crushed,” he said quietly. “And I told myself the next time I had the chance to stop it, I would.”

Eveline’s chest tightened. She did not ask what he meant. The palace had taught her that some questions were not invitations to closeness. They were invitations to pain. But the fact that he had said it at all, that he had let the edge of his past show, made her stomach twist in a way that was not only fear.

Outside the room, faint footsteps passed, slow and measured. The patrol. Eveline held her breath. Cassian’s gaze snapped to the door, his whole body going taut, ready to move if the latch rattled.

The footsteps paused directly outside.

Eveline’s heart slammed so hard she thought it might give her away.

Cassian rose silently from the bench. He moved to the door without a sound, placing his hand near the latch, not touching it, listening. Eveline stared at his back, at the controlled power of him, and felt the cruel irony of it. He had been trained to protect the crown. Tonight he was protecting her instead, from the crown’s own machinery.

The footsteps shifted. A voice murmured something muffled by stone. Another voice answered, low and bored. Then the steps moved on.

Only when they faded did Eveline realize she had been holding her breath so long her lungs ached. She let it out slowly, and the release felt like surrender.

Cassian turned back toward her. The lantern light caught his face again, and Eveline saw that his calm was not effortless. It was built. It was maintained. It cost him something.

“You’re shaking,” he said.

“I’m not,” Eveline lied automatically.

Cassian’s gaze dipped to her hand. The velvet trembled there, just slightly. “Your hand is,” he corrected.

Eveline clenched her fingers until her knuckles ached. “It’s cold down here.”

Cassian’s mouth tightened as if he could have argued but chose not to. He crossed to the shelf and took the folded cloak, shaking it once to loosen dust. He held it out toward her.

Eveline stared at it. “I don’t need—”

“Take it,” Cassian said, and there was no harshness, only that same steady command he had used when pulling her through the tapestry. “If you keep shivering, you’ll drop the cloth. If you drop the cloth, it might react in ways neither of us understands.”

Eveline hesitated, then stepped forward and took the cloak. It was heavier than she expected. It smelled faintly of smoke and leather, as if it had been worn in guardrooms and corridors and forgotten. She draped it around her shoulders, and warmth spread through her, not only physical. She hated that she felt it. She hated that a simple act of care could undo her defenses faster than any threat.

Cassian watched her wrap it tighter. “You should sit,” he said.

Eveline’s pride flared. “I can stand.”

Cassian’s gaze held hers. “You can,” he agreed. “But you’re exhausted, and exhaustion makes mistakes. Sit.”

Eveline swallowed. Then, because she was not foolish, she sat on the bench, leaving space between them like a boundary she could control. The stone was cold through her gown. The cloak softened it slightly.

Cassian remained standing for a moment, then sat at the far end of the bench, angled toward the door as if he refused to relax. His presence filled the small room anyway. Eveline felt it like a pressure, like his awareness had its own weight.

“You said the cloth recognized you,” Cassian said after a moment. “How?”

Eveline stared at the velvet on her lap. “It warmed,” she said. “And I felt... a pull. Like thread catching on thread.”

Cassian’s gaze narrowed. “You’ve touched other spell-stitching.”

“Yes,” Eveline admitted. “Small things. Protective charms sewn into nursery blankets. A stitch that keeps moths away from an archive. Nothing tied to the crown.”

Cassian’s voice lowered. “And nothing that pulsed like that.”

“No,” Eveline whispered.

Cassian sat back slightly, as if trying to put the pieces into an order that made sense. “If it responded to you,” he said slowly, “it might respond because it recognizes your kind of skill. Or because it was meant to be activated by someone like you.”

Eveline’s stomach tightened. “You think someone left it for me.”

Cassian’s eyes held hers. “I think someone expected someone to touch it,” he said. “And I think that someone didn’t intend for you to be able to walk away from it.”

Eveline’s throat closed. She looked down at the velvet as if it had become a trap in her lap. “I never should have pressed the mirror,” she whispered.

Cassian’s voice softened just slightly. “No,” he said. “You shouldn’t have had to live in a palace where pressing the wrong edge of a frame can destroy you.”

Eveline stared at him, startled by the sentence. It was too kind. Kindness at court was usually performative, a ribbon tied around a knife. This sounded like real anger on her behalf, quiet but genuine.

Eveline tightened the cloak around her shoulders. “If someone is moving oathwork,” she said, “then it’s not about me. It’s about the queen.”

Cassian’s jaw tightened. “Yes.”

Eveline’s voice came out sharp with fear. “Then the queen is in danger.”

Cassian’s gaze held hers. “The queen is always in danger,” he said. “The palace simply prefers danger that can be managed. Quiet danger. Respectable danger.”

Eveline’s stomach churned. “And you,” she said, because she could not help it, “you’re bound to protect her.”

Cassian’s mouth tightened. “Yes,” he said, and the word sounded heavier than it should have.

Eveline watched him, and a realization slid in like cold water. “If this cloth can awaken a clause in your oath,” she said slowly, “then someone could use it to force you.”

Cassian’s eyes sharpened. “Yes.”

“To make you do something against her,” Eveline whispered.

Cassian’s gaze did not flinch. “Or to make me fail to protect her,” he said. “Sometimes the easiest way to take a crown is not to strike it. It’s to remove the hands meant to shield it.”

Eveline’s breath caught. The room felt smaller again, but now it was not only fear. It was the strange, intense awareness of what it meant to be sitting beside a man whose loyalty could be turned into a weapon.

Eveline swallowed hard. “Then you shouldn’t be near me,” she said, because it was the logical conclusion. “If I’m holding the cloth and it reacts to you—”

Cassian’s voice cut in, low and firm. “I should be exactly where I am,” he said. “Because if it reacts to me, it will react to any Crown Guard. And I would rather it react here, where we can see it, than in a corridor where someone else controls the story.”

Eveline stared at him. “You’re taking a risk.”

Cassian’s expression did not soften. “So are you,” he said.

A silence settled again, and Eveline felt something else beneath it. A tension that was not only fear. Cassian’s presence made her feel safer, and that safety made her angry because it meant she was relying on him. It meant she was letting him into a space she had never let anyone into, the space where she admitted she was frightened.

She forced herself to speak, to anchor herself in something practical. “What happens at dawn?” she asked.

Cassian’s gaze flicked to the door as if he could see light beyond stone. “At dawn, the palace wakes,” he said. “Servants move. Attendants gather. The queen prepares for council. And I will be expected at the guard hall for the morning briefing.”

Eveline’s stomach tightened. “You can’t take me through public halls.”

“No,” Cassian agreed. “Not if I want you to remain invisible.”

Eveline’s throat tightened with bitter irony. Invisible had always been her survival. Tonight invisibility felt like a cage.

Cassian continued, “I can get you back to your wing before anyone notes you’re gone. But you’ll have to act normal.”

Eveline’s laugh was soft and humorless. “Normal,” she repeated. “As if I didn’t just get pulled through a tapestry into a room that doesn’t exist.”

Cassian’s gaze held something like reluctant sympathy. “Normal is a mask,” he said. “You wear it well.”

Eveline’s chest tightened. Praise at court was rarely safe. Coming from him, it felt unsettlingly real.

She looked down at the velvet. “And this,” she whispered. “Where do we put it?”

Cassian’s eyes narrowed. “Not back behind the mirror,” he said. “If someone expects it to be moved, returning it could trigger whatever plan they’ve set.”

Eveline’s stomach twisted. “Then where?”

Cassian’s gaze held hers, steady and intent. “With you,” he said.

Eveline went still. “With me?”

Cassian’s voice was low. “If they are baiting you, then they want to control where the cloth goes. If it stays with you, we control its movement. We control when it is revealed, and to whom.”

Eveline’s fear flared. “You want me to carry oathwork through the palace.”

“I want you to carry it hidden,” Cassian corrected. “Under your ordinary work. Under your ordinary hands. No one looks twice at the ribbon and cloth in an aide’s possession.”

Eveline stared at him, horrified and impressed and furious all at once. “That’s madness.”

Cassian’s eyes did not blink. “It’s strategy,” he said. “And it may be the only way to keep you alive if someone intends to blame you.”

Eveline’s hands trembled again, and she hated them. “You keep talking about blame,” she said. “You keep talking like you already know how this ends.”

Cassian’s jaw tightened. “I know how palaces end things,” he said quietly. “They end them quietly. They end them cleanly. They end them in ways the public can applaud.”

Eveline swallowed. “And you,” she said softly, because curiosity anchored itself inside her no matter how she tried to shake it, “what did you see before you came here? Before you were appointed. Before you learned how palaces end things.”

Cassian’s gaze held hers for a long moment. Eveline could see him considering whether to answer, whether to let her in. Then his eyes dipped away, not in avoidance, but in restraint.

“I saw what happens when someone decides a person is expendable,” he said. “And I saw how easy it is for everyone else to pretend they didn’t.”

The words were simple. The pain behind them was not.

Eveline’s chest tightened. “Was it someone you cared about?” she asked before she could stop herself.

Cassian’s gaze snapped back to hers, and for a heartbeat she thought she had crossed a line. Then his expression shifted, not to softness, but to something like truth unwillingly revealed.

“It was someone I was supposed to protect,” he said. “And I failed.”

Eveline’s throat tightened. She could feel her own empathy rising, and she tried to crush it because empathy made you reach for someone’s hand when you should keep your fingers to yourself.

But then Cassian added, quieter, “I will not fail again.”

The sentence was not romantic. It was not a promise meant to charm. It was a vow spoken like a weapon against fate.

Eveline looked down at the velvet again and realized she believed him. Not because he was a guard. Because he sounded like a man who had already paid for failure and did not intend to pay again.

Outside the room, faint movement sounded again. Not footsteps this time, but a soft scrape, as if someone had brushed the tapestry seam above without finding it.

Cassian’s head lifted instantly. His whole body went still.

Eveline’s breath caught. “What is that?”

Cassian’s voice dropped. “Someone is searching,” he said. “Not patrol. Patrol doesn’t touch walls.”

Eveline’s skin prickled. She clutched the velvet so hard it creased. “They’re looking for me.”

Cassian’s gaze held hers. “Or for the cloth,” he said.

Eveline’s throat tightened. “Then they know it’s gone.”

Cassian did not answer. He rose soundlessly and moved to the door, pressing his ear near the stone. Eveline watched him, heart hammering, and felt the strange, intimate terror of being trapped in a hidden room with a man who was now the only reason she hadn’t been caught.

The scraping outside stopped. Silence returned.

Cassian’s shoulders eased by a fraction, but his eyes stayed sharp. He turned back toward Eveline.

“Listen to me,” he said, voice low and urgent. “When we leave this room, you will do exactly what you always do. You will look like nothing can touch you. You will walk like you belong. And you will not let anyone see you flinch.”

Eveline stared at him. “You sound like you know me.”

Cassian’s mouth tightened. “I know how people survive here,” he said. “And I know you’ve been surviving longer than you’ve been living.”

Eveline’s chest tightened so sharply it hurt. The words were too accurate, too invasive, as if he had watched her through invisible cracks in the palace.

She forced herself to steady. “And you,” she said. “What will you do?”

Cassian’s gaze held hers. “I’ll be your shadow,” he said. “Close enough to guard you. Far enough to look ordinary.”

Eveline’s breath caught. The idea of Cassian near her in public, watching, guarding, felt like safety and exposure all at once.

“And if someone stops you?” she asked.

Cassian’s eyes narrowed. “Then I’ll handle it,” he said. “That’s my work.”

Eveline swallowed. “And if someone stops me?”

Cassian’s gaze sharpened. “Then you do not answer alone,” he said. “You find Sorrel. You find Miren if you have to. You do not let yourself be isolated.”

The mention of Miren made Eveline’s stomach twist. “Lady Miren might be part of this,” she said softly, because she could not keep the suspicion locked away.

Cassian studied her. “Why do you think that?” he asked.

Eveline hesitated, then admitted, “Because she knew about the mirror’s edge. Because she’s been tense. Because she has access.”

Cassian’s jaw tightened. “Access is not guilt,” he said, controlled. “But it is a reason to be cautious.”

Eveline’s throat tightened. “I don’t know who to trust.”

Cassian’s gaze held hers, steady as stone. “Then trust me with one thing,” he said. “Trust me with keeping you from being alone.”

Eveline stared at him, and something inside her shifted in a way she did not understand. Trusting someone was not in her nature. But Cassian had already chosen to protect her in a corridor where it would have been easier to arrest her. He had brought her somewhere hidden. He had offered her warmth. He had spoken of failure like it still burned.

Slowly, Eveline nodded once.

Cassian’s gaze did not soften, but his shoulders eased by a fraction, as if he had been holding tension in them and the nod allowed him to set it down.

“Good,” he said quietly.

Eveline’s voice came out rough. “If I do this,” she said, “if I carry this cloth and pretend everything is normal, what do I get in return?”

Cassian’s eyes held hers. “The chance to choose your own story,” he said.

The words landed in Eveline like a blow. She had never been offered that, not truly. At court, stories were written about you and then used against you. You did not choose them. You survived them.

Eveline looked down at the velvet and then up at Cassian. “And what do you get?” she asked.

Cassian’s mouth tightened. “The chance to do my job the way it’s supposed to be done,” he said. “Not the way people twist it.”

Eveline’s chest tightened again, and she hated the quiet pull she felt toward him, the sense that beneath his discipline there was something fiercely principled. Principle was rare. Principle was dangerous. Principle was the kind of thing that got people hurt if they didn’t have someone watching their back.

A faint, almost imperceptible tremor ran through the velvet. Eveline froze.

Cassian saw it. His gaze snapped to her lap. “It’s reacting again.”

Eveline’s fingers trembled. “I’m not touching it differently,” she whispered.

Cassian leaned closer without thinking, his attention narrowing. The space between them shrank. Eveline could smell leather again, clean and sharp. She could feel the heat of him, and the closeness made her breath catch even as fear clawed at her.

Cassian’s hand hovered over the velvet, not touching. “It’s not reacting to your touch,” he murmured. “It’s reacting to something else.”

Eveline’s voice came out thin. “To what?”

Cassian’s eyes flicked up to the ceiling stone as if he could sense vibrations through it. “To move above,” he said. “To someone near the queen’s chambers.”

Eveline’s stomach dropped. “You can feel that?”

Cassian’s jaw tightened. “Not feel,” he said. “Guess. But the cloth is reacting like it’s being called.”

Eveline’s throat tightened. “Called by whom?”

Cassian’s gaze met hers, and for a heartbeat the room felt too small for the answer. “By whoever knows how to wake it,” he said.

Eveline’s pulse slammed. “Then they’re already doing it.”

Cassian’s face hardened. “Yes,” he said. “And that means we don’t have as much time as I wanted.”

Eveline’s breath caught, panic rising. “Cassian—”

Cassian reached out and, this time, he did touch the velvet, just the edge, with the caution of a man handling a live spark. The cloth pulsed, hard.

Cassian’s fingers curled reflexively, not grabbing, but steadying. “Listen to me,” he said, voice low and urgent. “If this cloth is being called, it may try to pull toward its source. You cannot let it slip. You cannot let it lead someone to you.”

Eveline’s eyes burned. “How do I stop it?”

Cassian’s gaze flicked to her face, then to her hands, then back. “You said you can sense spell-stitching,” he said. “Can you quiet it?”

Eveline’s throat tightened. She had quieted small charms before, smoothed them like frayed thread. She had never tried to quiet something bound to the crown.

“I don’t know,” she whispered.

Cassian’s gaze sharpened. “Try,” he said. “Right now.”

Eveline’s hands shook. She still forced them. She closed her eyes for a heartbeat and did what her mother had taught her without naming it. She imagined the velvet’s pulse as thread under her fingers. She imagined loosening tension. She imagined smoothing a knot so it lay flat.

She breathed in. She breathed out.

The velvet pulsed again, then softened, like a heartbeat settling after a fright.

Eveline opened her eyes, startled. “It worked,” she whispered.

Cassian’s gaze held hers, something fierce and impressed flashing there before he crushed it back into control. “You’re not just sensing,” he said quietly. “You’re influencing.”

Eveline’s throat tightened. “I never meant to.”

Cassian’s voice dropped. “Someone else might mean you to,” he said.

The sentence slid into Eveline like ice. Someone might have expected this. Someone might have been waiting for a court aide with hidden skill to touch an oathcloth and become a lever in a political machine.

Cassian rose in a smooth motion. “We leave soon,” he said. “Before whoever is calling it decides to call harder.”

Eveline’s chest tightened. “Where do we go?”

Cassian’s gaze held hers. “Back into the palace,” he said. “Into the light. Into the ordinary.”

Eveline’s stomach turned. The ordinary had never felt so dangerous.

Cassian moved to the door again, listening. The corridor beyond stayed silent. He turned back, his gaze sharp and intent.

“One more thing,” he said.

Eveline’s throat tightened. “What?”

Cassian’s voice dropped lower, and the intensity of it made the room feel suddenly intimate in a way Eveline was not prepared for. “If anyone asks,” he said, “you did not see me tonight. You did not speak to me. You were never pulled through a tapestry. You were in your room, asleep.”

Eveline’s eyes narrowed. “And you?”

Cassian’s mouth tightened. “I was on patrol,” he said. “Where I was ordered to be.”

Eveline swallowed. “That’s a lie.”

Cassian’s gaze held hers. “It’s a lie that keeps you alive,” he replied. “And it keeps me in position to protect you.”

Eveline’s chest tightened. Protect you. The words should have felt presumptuous. Instead, they felt like an anchor.

She pulled the velvet into the cloak, folding it tight against her body so it looked like nothing more than fabric tucked for warmth. “All right,” she said, voice low.

Cassian’s gaze flicked to her hands, then to her face. “Eveline,” he said, and the way he said her name made her feel seen again, painfully. “If this turns ugly, they will try to isolate you. They will make you feel
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