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There are stories whispered in the marble halls of kingdoms, where every oath carries a shadow and every crown weighs more than gold. Crown of Blood and Vows begins in such a place—a throne room lit by torches, where an assassin bows not out of loyalty, but out of disguise.

Eiran Veyr enters the palace of Solareth wearing the mask of a loyal guard, yet beneath his armor lies a blade sharpened for betrayal. He was raised in darkness, molded by a master who taught him to kneel to hunger and call it devotion. His mission is simple: serve long enough to stand close to the king, then strike when commanded. But simplicity shatters the moment King Kaelith speaks his name with a voice like fire and sees him not as a weapon, but as fate.

Kaelith is no ordinary monarch. Steel-crowned and unyielding, he rules not only with command but with a dangerous kind of trust. He sees the fracture lines in the assassin’s oath and refuses to look away. Where others see a blade, he sees a man. Where others sense treachery, he dares to imagine loyalty. From the first meeting, Kaelith binds Eiran not with chains, but with recognition—a recognition that will demand everything Eiran thought he was willing to sacrifice.

This is a tale of enemies who circle each other in silence and fire, of loyalty tested in blood, and of love forged where it should never have been born. Each chapter pulls you deeper into a world where betrayal and devotion are two edges of the same sword. Shadows stalk the court: a false regent who writes scripture in ashes, a Huntress who looses arrows at psalms, and an Oracle who speaks of curses bound not to flesh, but to love itself. Against them all stand a king who will not yield and the assassin who must decide whom his heart truly serves.

What begins as a mission of murder becomes a crucible of choice. To follow his master’s command is to sever the fragile bond that has taken root between assassin and king. To betray that command is to make himself a traitor not only to the shadows that raised him, but to the part of himself that has only ever known obedience.

And yet, love has a way of breaking even the strongest vows of ruin. Between the clash of steel and the whisper of chains, Eiran must decide if he is only the shadow of another man’s will—or if he can stand, at last, in the light of his king.

In the pages ahead you will find blood and betrayal, yes, but also tenderness in the quietest moments: a hand withheld when it could have struck, a name spoken when silence would have been safer, a vow remade not by force but by choice. Crown of Blood and Vows is a story of how love can rise from ruin and how two men, against every order written in blood, can choose each other anyway.
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Chapter 1: The Assassin in the Throne Room
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His first breath was my name, and I raised my blade instead of bowing.

The marble of Solareth’s throne room gleamed like a frozen river beneath the torchlight, cold and merciless. My boots echoed as I crossed it, rehearsed in obeisance, though every muscle in my body carried a hidden command: strike when told.

“Eiran Veyr,” King Kaelith said, his voice steady as the steel crown upon his brow. It was not a summons but a claiming, as though he had always known me, as though fate had whispered of me long before my shadow touched his hall.

Around us, the council lords stiffened. Guards’ hands shot to their swords, steel rasping against scabbards. But Kaelith did not flinch. He looked at me with golden eyes bright as flame—curiosity, not fear.

And then he lifted his hand.

“Leave us.”

The general barked his protest. “Your Majesty, he draws steel—”

“Leave us,” Kaelith repeated, calm but thunderous. The kind of command that made obedience a truth carved into bone.

The hall emptied, though not without glances sharp enough to cut. Iron doors slammed shut, their echoes leaving only the two of us. King and would-be assassin.

I tightened my grip on the dagger. One thrust, and the throne would be empty. One life, and the balance of kingdoms would shift.

But Kaelith descended the dais with the poise of a predator, not a man about to die. His armor whispered against itself, steel and leather, until he stopped so near that the warmth of him seeped into my skin.

“Your loyalty,” he murmured, his gaze burning into mine, “is a mask.”

The words pierced deeper than any sword.

How much did he know? He should not have known anything. My oath as bodyguard had been sworn in blood before the sacred altar, perfect as any lie crafted by Malrik’s hand. Yet this king looked at me as though he had already seen the fracture lines in my heart.

“You raise your blade,” Kaelith said softly, “but you have not struck.”

“Perhaps I am waiting for the right moment.”

“Or perhaps you are waiting for a reason not to.”

The throne room seemed to shrink around us, every carved lion and painted banner fading into shadow. I should have ended him then. Instead, I lowered my blade a fraction, betraying the mission branded into my blood.

He saw it. He knew. And he smiled—not with triumph, but recognition.

“You will stand by me,” he said, not as plea but decree. “You will guard me, as the oath demands.”

Guard him. The irony was poison. I was his shield, yes, but forged for another hand. And yet I bowed—not to obey, not to yield, but to hide the storm tearing through my chest.

The days that followed should have been simple: earn his trust, learn his patterns, and wait for Malrik’s signal. But King Kaelith made simplicity impossible.

He carried himself with the weight of kingdoms, yet when he spoke to me, it was not as ruler to servant. It was as though my silence mattered. His gaze lingered not on the steel of my armor but on the shadows I tried to bury in my eyes.

And he touched. Gods, he touched. A hand on my shoulder during council. A brush of fingers as he passed me a goblet at feast. Each contact seared hotter than any dagger hidden in my sleeve.

The general’s suspicion was constant, his stare a blade across my back. The council whispered. And at night, alone in the chamber granted to me within the White Fortress, I reread Malrik’s letters until the ink bled into my skull.

Kill him before he kills you.

But Kaelith did not seek my death. He sought... me.

One evening, after council dismissed, he told me to stay. The torches guttered low, shadows crawling up the lions carved into the walls.

He poured two cups of wine and handed me one, his fingers lingering against mine.

“You were not born to serve,” he said. “I see it in the way you walk, the way you watch.”

“And what do you see, Your Majesty?”

His smile was faint, almost sad. “A man searching for where to belong.”

I drank the wine in silence, its bitterness sharp as guilt.

That night, I dreamt of two thrones. One wreathed in fire and shadow, Malrik’s hand chaining me in place. The other shining gold, Kaelith’s gaze steady as he reached for me. My heart knelt to both. Blood was the tithe.

I woke with my dagger in hand, Kaelith’s phantom touch still burning on my skin.

At dawn, the throne room lay empty but for him. He studied the great tapestry of Ardyn’s founding, his back to me, unguarded.

My breath slowed. My feet moved soundlessly across the marble. Dagger raised.

This time there was no hesitation—until he spoke, without turning.

“If you mean to kill me, Eiran,” he said, voice calm, “then look into my eyes as you do it.”

He faced me, unarmed, golden eyes unwavering.

And the dagger faltered.

For the first time in years, I felt the weight of my betrayal—not to him, not even to Malrik, but to myself.

I sheathed the blade, slow as treason.

Kaelith’s gaze softened. Not relief. Something more dangerous.

“You will stay,” he said.

And gods help me... I wanted to.
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​Chapter 2: The King’s Gaze
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To guard him was my mission. To fall for him was the first betrayal.

At sunrise, Solareth bled gold across the White Fortress, turning the ramparts into a blaze and the city below into a sea of embered roofs. Bells tolled for council, a measured chime thrumming through stone like a steadying heartbeat. I stood to the king’s left, half a pace behind—close enough to intercept, far enough to disappear. My post had been chosen by him, not by the general or the master of guard. His decree had fallen like a blade the night before: You will stay.

I had wanted to laugh at the neatness of it. The assassin placed with exquisite efficiency where he could trace every breath the king drew. But the laugh went nowhere. It stuck in the rise and fall of my chest, where something bruised and treacherous had begun to throb.

We entered the council chamber to a snarl of voices. Lords in sable and scarlet stood circling the long table of white marble veined with black—like frost fissured by lightning. Golden lions watched from the carved pillars. The general—Lord Talan—stood rigid near the map wall with arms crossed, granite in human form. His eyes slashed to me, quick and cutting.

“Majesty,” Talan said, “you cannot place a new man at your side without vetting. The oaths were yesterday. A month at least before—”

“A month,” Kaelith said, “is what a coward buys when he is afraid to decide.”

The lords shifted. Some hid smiles; others bristled. The king moved to the head of the table, and I followed that half-step behind, the tether of duty pulling tight between us. He did not sit immediately. He placed his hands on the table as if steadying the realm with his palms.

“Eiran Veyr will remain within arm’s reach at court, in the yard, and on the road,” he said. “He will have the seal of the King’s Hand for access where necessary.”

The words landed like arrows. Murmurs erupted; someone swore softly. The title was not literal—no formal posting, no ring of office—but it could open doors smoother than any lockpick, and I had learned to open many.

Talan’s jaw worked as if he chewed iron. “Your Majesty, the bodyguard’s place has protocol. We have men who have proven themselves over years.”

“You have men who have proven themselves to you,” Kaelith said, and looked at me. The room slipped, reoriented around his gaze. “I require what proves itself to me.”

My fingers tightened around nothing. His attention struck with the precision of a weapon—direct, unswerving, courtly only in that it never missed. It should have put me at ease; it pinned me instead.

A lord in blue brocade cleared his throat, bored of the dance. “What do we discuss that requires this... proximity?”

Kaelith lifted his eyes, the color of coins held to a flame. “We discuss ash at the gates of the eastern granaries, wagons gone missing on the north road, and priests of the Shadow God whispering in markets where my people should be buying fruit, not fear.” His mouth sharpened. “We discuss treason.”

The word rang. I felt it in my wrist, where the old scar of a failed mission tugged under skin like a string being plucked. Malrik fed on words like that—treason and destiny—drawing them up from the world as if they were wine.

Kaelith seated himself. I took my place at his shoulder. Talan made a mark on the map, dragging a carved obsidian token shaped like a rose. It looked like a stain.

“The Shadow Court is testing the roads,” the general said. “Thieves with better weapons than a miller’s son can afford. Two caravans last week. A priestess vanished from the Sunlight Abbey. Rumors say she was seen on the Black Market stairs.”

A lord snorted. “And rumors also say a black stag runs the forest and speaks.”

“There is a difference,” Kaelith said, “between rumor and pattern.”

He waved to a scribe; the man slid a parchment toward him. Kaelith scanned, then handed it back without comment. He did not need to perform thought for them; he did not need their approval to own it.

“Double the riders on the eastern roads,” he said. “I want eyes on the granaries and blades we pay for, not feed. Talan, send your second to the abbey, quietly. If the priestess is missing, I will find her. If she is dead, I will bury the man who made her so.”

The lords froze. It was the sort of vow that made legends. It was also the sort that ignited war.

“And the young bodyguard?” someone asked lightly, as if the word young were a knife concealed in velvet. “Will he bury your enemies as well?”

Kaelith did not smile. “He will prevent them from burying me.” He leaned back, turning the ring on his index finger. It was the only ornament he wore, a band etched with a lion’s mane; it caught in the morning light and scattered it. “Council is dismissed.”

Protest coiled, thin and sharp, but the king’s gaze told them the conversation had finished speaking even if their mouths had not. One by one, the lords bowed out with rustle and clack of heel, their whispers trailing like smoke. The chamber emptied until only Talan remained, arms still crossed, the mountain refusing erosion.

“Majesty,” he said when the door thudded shut, “I do not ask to be your shadow. I ask to temper it. Trust must be tested.”

Kaelith’s expression did not change. “Then test it.”

Talan’s glance flicked to me. “In the yard. Now.”

I welcomed the shift, the way an addict welcomes pain to drown a greater ache. We walked through colonnades where sunlight fell in clean lines, through a courtyard chalked with circles and scarred with boot marks, to the training yard where soldiers hammered against posts and against each other. Sound rose in a steady rhythm: wood, breath, shouted count.

The men looked up. Some had seen me in the throne room; most had only heard of the king’s new shadow, and rumor runs faster than any horse. Talan stripped off his cloak and took a blunted sword from the rack.

“Not to the death,” he said to me. “To the draw.”

I took the twin knives I favored, even blunted, feeling their weight settle like truth into my hands. Kaelith stood at the edge of the chalked ring, arms folded, posture relaxed in a way that a lesser man might mistake for ease. He was watching without blinking.

“Begin,” he said.

Talan moved like a fortress deciding to walk—deliberate, implacable. He aimed to crowd, to bully space until the knives had no place to sing. It was sound strategy—against anyone who had learned to fight in courtyards.

I had learned in alleys.

I pivoted three inches left, ducked under the first sweep of the blade, felt the gust of it kiss my hair. Steel met steel, dull-on-dull, noise a thunderclap. I caught his wrist, slid past his shoulder, struck his ribs with the back of my knife. A touch, a warning. Not a victory.

Talan grunted, adjusted. He was stronger than me three times over; he understood angles like he understood war. The next exchange drove me back two steps; the third had me wrong-footed at the edge of the circle, dust scuffing my boots. He kept his breath even, his mouth a harsh line of concentration. The watching men were very quiet.

“Eiran,” Kaelith said—not loud, not soft, simply present. His voice touched the back of my neck like a hand. “Breathe.”

I obeyed that more easily than I had obeyed Malrik in years.

On the fourth pass, I gave Talan exactly what he wanted: a straight clash, knife against sword, the sort of arrogance that gets young men buried. He committed—and the moment he did, I vanished from where he expected me to be. A slipped foot, a pivot, a sweep behind his ankle. He stumbled. I tapped the dull edge of my blade to the hollow under his jaw. He froze.

A draw.

I stepped back, bowing to the general. He answered with a very small nod, which was more than many men had ever earned from him. Around us, the yard exhaled.

Kaelith’s mouth curved—not amusement. Approval. It struck harder than Talan’s hilt had.

“Test concluded,” the king said. “Eiran stays.”

The yard returned to its rhythm. Talan reclaimed his cloak with a flick. As I replaced my knives on the rack, Kaelith moved to me, close enough that I felt his shadow cool my skin.

“You fight like smoke,” he said.

“Smoke only matters if there is fire, Your Majesty.” I kept my eyes down. “And if it does not choke the wrong man.”

“Look at me when you call me the wrong man.” His voice held laughter that was not light. “I prefer honesty even when it costs.”

I looked. His gaze held me like a gauntleted hand, not squeezing, merely reminding me of the bones it could crush. “I call no king wrong,” I said. “Only dangerous.”

He stepped closer. My breath caught, traitor breath. He reached to my collar and fastened a mislaid clasp, fingers deft and precise. It was a domestic gesture, tender, intimate only because no one had ever done it for me and because it came from a man who could command armies with the same hands.

“Stay close today,” he murmured, the words for me alone. “The lords are restless. Restless men break things, and I have too few that I cannot rebuild.”

I nodded, unable to shape anything better. He left first, and the space he vacated felt colder.

By noon the court buzzed with the festival of Sun-Spiral to be held in three nights—lanterns braided like constellations hung to dry on ropes, musicians testing reed and string, bakers arguing when bread best rose under a late autumn sky. This was the kingdom people saw: light, noise, the rhythm of ordinary joys. Beneath it, letters moved in sleeves and hands were shaken in corners dark as wells.

I took the perimeter of the great hall by quiet habit. I mapped the windows, the blind spots behind pillars, the places a bolt could fly from and the angles at which it would bite. The marble smelled faintly like rain though it had not rained; the torches smoked gently, as if gossiping. Twice, I felt the general’s gaze and bore it like weight for the penance it was.

At the third bell, Kaelith summoned his personal scribes to the solar. I accompanied him through the inner doors, through the small antechamber where a basin of sun-warmed water steamed. The solar was a nest of light: windows on three sides, shelves of rolled maps, a writing desk scarred with use, and a lion pelt on the floor that had not been killed by his hand—he considered it hubris to scatter his own face beneath his feet.

He dismissed the scribes after signing two orders. When we were alone, he crossed to the window and leaned his shoulder to the mullion, looking out at the city. His profile cut the sun in two.

“You know what they say of me,” he said. “That I was born with a blade in my hand and a sermon on my tongue. That I will be the king who burns the old and builds the new, or burns the new and dies in the old.”

“What do you say of you?” The question escaped before I could leash it. It wasn’t my place to ask. It wasn’t my right to want the answer.

He glanced back. “I say I am a man who wishes to keep his people fed and his enemies tired. The rest is for poets when I am dead.”

I should have laughed. It should have broke the spell. It did not.

A rap sounded at the door—quick, coded. I stilled. Kaelith’s eyebrows tilted. “Enter.”

A kitchen boy slipped in, the sort of child who survives because he is forgettable. He carried a tray with a plain covered dish and a folded cloth. He bowed and set it on the desk. “For Your Majesty,” he said, voice quavering. “From the abbey.”

“The abbey?” Kaelith approached. “The Sunlight Abbey?”

“Yes, Your—Your Majesty. They say the honey-cakes are made with the first press of the season. For your strength.” He swallowed and fled the way he’d come when Kaelith nodded dismissal.

The king lifted the cloth. There were cakes, golden, kissed with spice. And resting atop them—a black rose, perfectly formed, its petal edges silvered as if dusted with frost.

In my bones, something cold woke.

Kaelith looked at it, and I watched the shift that passed over his face: not fear, but the catalog a soldier makes when the game changes. He waited for my move without needing to ask for it.

I took the rose. Beneath, a slip of parchment lay folded twice and sealed with wax the color of blood.

I do not remember breaking seals anymore; they shatter themselves in my hands, eager.

You are closer than I hoped, Eiran, the letter read in ink as black as the rose. Good. Tonight, the king prays alone in the Hall of Light. The god will forgive you anything if you kneel quickly. Open his throat while he bows. If you falter, I take his crown and your heart. —M.

My pulse steadied. It always steadied at the cliff’s edge, as if part of me found peace where I could fall.

I handed the letter to Kaelith. Our fingers brushed. He felt warm to the touch; I felt nothing where he touched me and everything where he did not.

He read. When he finished, he did not look up. He set the parchment down with meticulous care, the way a man sets down an object that can explode if jarred.

“How long have you been his?” he asked.

Light turned the gold in his eyes into bright fire. They were not cruel. They were very, very clear.

I should have lied. I could have thrown the letter in the brazier and said I had never seen a wax seal in my life. I could have laughed. I could have drawn the blade and ended the question.

Instead, I said, “Long enough to believe I owe him everything.”

“Do you?”

The city hummed beyond the windows: vendors, hoofbeats, the endless breath of a kingdom refusing to die. I did not answer.

Kaelith turned to the window again, one hand braced on the stone as if it might carry some of the weight he bore. “The Hall of Light,” he said. “At dusk.”

“You cannot go,” I said, the words edged before I could blunt them. “Not alone.”

His mouth tilted. “Who said I would be alone?”

Silence pooled. Outside, clouds drew thin veils across the sun; the room softened.

He looked over his shoulder. “Stay with me tonight, Eiran.”

The request was simple. It sounded like surrender, but it was not. It was a king staking ground—and offering me the ground beneath his feet.

I heard Malrik’s voice like a prayer backwards. Open his throat while he bows.

I heard my own voice whispering the first betrayal.

I bowed my head, because it was the only movement I trusted.

“I will be close enough,” I said, “that if you fall, I fall before you do.”

“Good,” Kaelith said softly. “Then fall only if I ask it.”

He smiled once, quick and fierce, and the sun returned in a blaze, turning the dust in the solar into a galaxy. I wanted to be smoke and wanted to be stone and did not know how to be either.

By evening, the palace would empty the Hall of Light for the king’s prayer, as custom demanded—no shoes on its sanctified floor, no voices to break its quiet. He would kneel before the god’s compass rose and lay his crown on the marble. I knew where the hidden doors were. I knew the angle at which a blade could slide beneath a jaw and miss the windpipe by a width of hair.

I left the solar to set the guards exactly where they should be for a safe king. I also marked the shadows where an assassin would pass unremarked. The same marks. The same man.

To guard him was my mission. To fall for him was the first betrayal.

And in the hour before dusk, as the bells changed their tone and the palace exhaled in preparation for prayer, a second letter slid under my door like a knife under ribs.

If you cannot do it, it said in the same black script, I will. I will make you watch.
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My oath rang louder than steel, though I swore to two masters.

Dawn scissored the city into light and shadow as the bells called Solareth to witness. The Hall of Light opened its ribs to the morning, a cathedral of white stone and glass where the floor was a compass rose and the ceiling held a firmament of gold-leaf stars. Smoke from sanctified oil curled up in slow ribbons. Priests in pale linen moved like water. Courtiers amassed at the edges—the Council of Lords, the general with his scarred jaw set, the captains of the garrison, scribes ready to snare every syllable that might one day be called history.

And at the center, beneath a spill of sunlight shaped like a blade, the king waited.

Kaelith wore armor black as an eclipse and a cloak that fell like a river the color of ravens. The steel at his shoulders was chased with gold that caught and broke the light into fragments. He did not need a crown to be recognized; it was the way space had learned to move for him. Golden eyes, steady. A mouth made for judgment and mercy both.

I walked toward him through the parted crowd, each step deliberate, each heartbeat counted like coins paid to the god. Sweat prickled under my collar despite the early chill. Beneath my gloves, the lines on my palms stung where I had hidden a slower, crueler oath—ink dark as blood, words that would not wash.

On the third bell, the High Priestess came with the knife and the bowl. She was smaller than rumor, older than fear, and her eyes were as clear as a winter lake that knew every drowned secret. The knife she carried was ceremonial only by courtesy; it had killed as often as it had consecrated. The bowl was carved from the heart of a laurel tree; it smelled faintly of green and thunder.

The lords shifted when I reached the center of the compass. Lord Talan stood at Kaelith’s right, his hands clasped behind his back so tightly the knuckles whitened. On the left, a gap—the space Kaelith had commanded for me.

“Eiran Veyr,” the High Priestess intoned, her voice ringing from stone to glass to polished marble. “Kneel, and make your oath.”

I knelt. The marble was cold even through the leather at my knees, a chill that traveled intact to my heart.

Kaelith took one step forward, then another, until he was a breath away. He did not speak yet, and for that I was grateful. If he had said my name the way he had said it first, the fault lines in me might have shown for all to see.

The High Priestess offered me the knife. Its hilt was wrapped in white; its edge hissed when the light kissed it. “The old words,” she said, more for the gathered ears than for mine. “As sworn by the first guard of the first king.”

I took the blade.

“And the king?” she asked.

“I hear him,” Kaelith said.

His voice was not loud, but the Hall arranged itself around it. He did not look away from me. It felt like standing on the edge of a cliff while the sea breathed below, and knowing the drop would kill you and wanting it anyway.

“Repeat after me,” the priestess instructed.

“I guard this life,” I said, the words ancient, shaped by the mouths of men who had died long before I was born. “I stand between crown and blade, between breath and silence. I am steel when steel fails, shadow when shadow falls. My blood seals this vow, and may the god break every bone in me if I betray it.”

“His blood seals this vow,” the Hall murmured, the echo not quite human.

The High Priestess inclined her head toward my hand holding the knife. Tradition demanded the cut be made across the palm, a wound that would ache under any future grip—a reminder.

I should have hesitated. I did not. I turned the blade and drew it cleanly through skin. Blood welled bright, surprising as always, proof that the body still held more color than the world had taught it to.

Kaelith did not blink.

I tilted my hand over the laurel bowl. The first drop hit the wood and splashed as if eager. The second fell slower. My blood pooled like a dark petal in water.

“Rise,” the priestess said softly. “Place your blood in his hand.”

A hush traveled through the lords. This part was not doctrine; it was Kaelith’s invention—half symbol, half defiance of the old distance that kept kings and their shields apart. It had scandalized the Council the first time he had asked it. He had not cared. He rarely did.

I stood. With my left hand—the uncut one—I unlatched my glove. With my right—the bleeding one—I reached for the king.

He lifted his hand, palm up, and held it steady for me. A thin line on his own palm said that he had done this before, sworn the inverse oath with men who now lay under earth. He did not flinch when my blood touched his skin. The sight of it—a smear of red across callused gold—should have been grotesque. It wasn’t. It was a binding as clean as a well-made knot.

“Your Majesty?” I said, the title the only shield I had left.

He leaned in just enough that only I could hear. “You and I both know what else you swear today.”

The knife in my hand felt suddenly heavier. For a sliver of a moment the world narrowed to our hands and the warm tack of shared blood.

I let the priestess take the knife. She wiped it on white cloth that drank color like thirst. She lifted my hand and pressed the laurel bowl to my palm to catch the last of the pledge.

“Witnessed,” she said to the Hall. “Witnessed by the god and by men.”

A murmur moved through the crowd, the sound of a court adjusting to a new shape, the way a body breathes a different way once a bruise blooms. Talan’s jaw tightened by a degree only men who watched for degrees would see.

“Speak the king’s words,” the priestess prompted, turning toward Kaelith.

He did not look at her. He kept his gaze on me and said, “I accept your shield and your shadow. I give you my trust and my life. Fail me, and I will forgive you once. Betray me, and I will judge you like any man.” He paused, then added in a lower tone that didn’t travel far, “Succeed, and I will see you.”

It was not part of the ritual. It struck me like a thrown coin that hit bone. To be seen is to be endangered. It is also to be spared.

The priestess lifted her hands for blessing. “Let the oath bind what fear cannot,” she said. “Let it hold when iron breaks. Let it keep the night from the throat.”

We should have been finished then. We should have bowed, and the Hall should have released us into a day of duties and petty arguments dressed in silk. But Malrik’s oaths do not share space; they consume it.

A figure moved at the back of the Hall, small and easy to miss, until the black of his cloak caught the light with a peculiar sheen like oil on water. He did not approach. He stood beneath the choir loft and watched. When my eyes met his, he smiled with only half his face.

A courier. Shadow Court. I knew the way they stood: weight on the ball of one foot, the tell of a knife kept low, the expectation of closed doors opening for them. He wore a ring like a thorn encircling the little finger—the mark of those given errands in blood.

I looked down in time to see the priestess’s sleeve brush the laurel bowl. The blood inside rippled as if a wind had gone through it, though no wind dared cross that floor. For a heartbeat the stain bloomed into the shape of a rose—black, the edges silvered as frost. The priestess’s eyes flashed to mine, quick and sharp, as if to say: I saw it too.

When I looked back toward the loft, the courier was gone.

The Hall exhaled. The lords stepped forward in careful order to murmur the rote phrases: May your blade be quicker than treason. May the god keep you steady. May your attention never tire. I nodded where I should. In my chest, the two oaths struck against each other like flints and made sparks.

Talan came last of the men who mattered to the king’s body. He did not offer platitudes.

“You have made the oath,” he said. “Good. Now keep it.”

“I will,” I said.

He held my gaze a fraction longer than courtesy allowed. “The test is not today,” he said, turning to go. “It is when no one is watching.”

Or when everyone is, I thought, feeling the weight of eyes already straining to find where I would fail.

The court dispersed into the corridors, taking with them the heat of anticipation and the cool of disappointment. Only Kaelith, the priestess, and I remained. The silence that followed was not empty; it rang like the inside of a bell still trembling from the strike.

“Take care with what follows,” the priestess told Kaelith. “A man who swears two oaths must either become two men or tear.”

“Men tear,” Kaelith said, not looking away from me. “And yet they hold.”

The priestess’s gaze flicked between us, then to the compass rose under our feet, then back to me. “You carry a mark with you,” she said. “Not my business to say whose.”

“My lady,” I murmured, not denying it.

She nodded, which in her language meant: Then you already know what it costs.

When she had gone, Kaelith lifted my cut hand again, as if measuring the depth. His thumb passed close to the wound but did not touch it. The restraint shook me more than contact could have.

“Can you stand at my left in the Hall of Light this evening?” he asked, straightforward as a blade laid on a table. “There are prayers I must make and men who may object to my living long enough to finish them.”

“I can stand,” I said. “And if you fall, I will fall first.”

“That is not the oath,” he said, though his mouth softened. “But it will do.”

He released my hand last, slow, as if reacquainting himself with letting go. He drew on his gloves, and the king returned to his bones like a man pulling on armor carved to fit.

“Eiran,” he said, and my name in his mouth tightened the cords in my chest. “Do not bleed for me more than the god requires.”

“The god requires much,” I said, because honesty had begun to feel like the only luxury I could afford.

“So do I.” He turned away before I could answer, cloak breaking against the air. “At dusk.”

He left me with the compass rose and the laurel bowl and a smear of my blood drying on his palm. I went to the basin at the side of the Hall and washed my hand while the water turned pink and then clear. The cut would sting under a sword pommel and under the hilt of a knife; it would teach me the oath every time I held what I was made to hold.

When I stepped into the portico, the city rushed up at me—vendors calling, a baker passing with trays of sugared rings for the coming festival, a pair of novices laughing as if laughter were a prayer the god preferred. The White Fortress breathed; its stones held wars and weddings in equal measure.

A boy brushed past me, light as a moth, and palmed something into my gloved hand with a deftness that had not been learned on temple floors. His eyes never met mine; he vanished into a clot of courtiers with the fluid certainty of a drop of ink parceling itself into water.

I did not have to look. I knew the size and shape of what I held as surely as I knew the length of my favorite blade.

A wax seal, black as a night with no god in it. Pressed with a rose.

I broke it with my thumbnail and unfolded the paper. The script was neat and precise, as if written with a hand that never trembled, even while it strangled.

Your first oath pleases them, it read. They clap for blood if it shines in the right bowl. Tonight, swear the second properly. He will kneel to the god. Cut his prayer short. If you falter—if you dare to forget who owns you—I will send you the head of the priestess in a laurel bowl to remind you. Do not make me teach you obedience where he can see. —M.

Wind lifted the edge of the letter; it fluttered like a bird trying to escape a net. I folded it and slid it into the seam under my cuirass, where the heat of my body would keep the wax from cracking. My mouth felt dry with a thirst nothing sweet could cure.

My oath rang louder than steel; the Hall had heard it. But the shadow’s oath had been carved deeper and long before this morning. Two masters. Two hands extended. Two altars.

By evening, I would stand in the Hall of Light at the king’s left hand with the knife that had tasted my blood. I would watch him set down his crown.

And when the bells tolled pause between daylight and dusk, I would choose which god I served.
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​Chapter 4: A Whispered Blade
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His blood was supposed to stain the marble. Instead, it stained my hands.

Morning poured itself thin over the White Fortress, an anointing of light on stone and banners, as if the god meant to purify every surface before night made its own claim. Courtiers moved in bright schools through the colonnades; petitioners queued along the Lion Gallery, parchment clutched like hopes that would not live past noon. Somewhere, a flute practiced a festival hymn and kept finding the same wrong note.

I had planned the mistake for it.

The corridor to the Hall of Petitions was a throat of carved white, ribbed with slender columns and dressed in tapestries: harvests, coronations, a lion stitched from gold thread that had dulled under too much sunlight. I had counted guards, mapped their sightlines, timed the bells. Two turns before the king’s seat, I had made certain a guard with a weak ankle would be posted and that he would be grateful for a rest when the weight on it pulsed. Three minutes after the third bell, a boy I had trained to be forgettable would step forward with a rolled petition and a reed pen, and the pen’s nib would be a sliver of ground steel honed to a whisper.

The cut would be shallow—enough to graze, to paint a narrow line across a royal palm and send the court into the panic I needed. After that, the changes would come naturally: more eyes on the king, yes


















































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Enemies-to-Lovers BL Romantasy
‘s'jas/sin x King

o

% i.fucién Reef





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





