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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes emotionally grounded, closed-door romances with vivid settings, strong character arcs, and clean, compliant storytelling that keeps the focus on connection, choice, and the kind of love that changes how people live.
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For every heart that learned rules to stay safe, and every heart that learned wildness to stay whole.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Anwen Kestrel, Royal Protocol Scribe, raised on rules and silence, trusted to teach the court how to look unshakable even when it is not.
Caius Thornwell, Wild Mage from the stormline borderlands, recruited by the crown and watched like a threat that learned to breathe.
Queen Maereth Valemor, ruler of a delicate peace, brilliant at smiling while moving pieces no one else can see.
Lord Alaric Fen, Chancellor of Seals, keeper of treaties and consequences, a man who treats manners like chains because chains work.
Lady Sorelle Dain, court favorite and master of social traps, certain the wild mage will make the court look foolish unless she makes him hers first.
Captain Brannic Holt, head of palace guard, loyal to the crown but wary of magic that refuses to be measured.
Edda Mire, Anwen’s quiet ally in the archives, the only person who knows how heavy “proper” can feel when it becomes a cage.
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The summons arrived on paper so thick it felt like a verdict, carried by a footman whose face did not change when he said her name. Anwen took it with both hands anyway, because it was easier to steady parchment than it was to steady her breath. The wax seal held the crest of Valemor in precise relief, crown and quill crossed like a promise and a warning at once.

She did not break it in the corridor. She did not let curiosity rush her, because curiosity was how people slipped, and slipping was how people became stories the court repeated with a smile. She walked the long gallery at the same measured pace she used when teaching noble heirs how to descend a staircase without revealing fear. She passed windows where winter light turned the palace gardens into a silver map. She passed the portrait alcove where past queens watched as if they still had votes.

Only when she reached the Protocol Office, only when the door latched behind her, did she press her thumbnail into the wax and fold the paper open.

Royal Protocol Directive. Effective immediately.
Ten days until Concordat Week.
Assigned: Anwen Kestrel.
Objective: Prepare the Crown’s appointed Wild Mage to appear, speak, and endure court ceremony without incident.
Without incident.

Anwen read that line twice, because her mind did not like the way it sounded, like a lie you were expected to believe. The palace did not write “without incident” unless it expected the opposite. The palace did not call anyone a wild mage unless it feared what happened when magic refused to behave.

A soft knock came at the inner door before she could set the directive down. Captain Brannic Holt stepped in, his uniform neat, his eyes less neat. “Mistress Kestrel,” he said, and there was a stiffness in his voice that did not belong to him. “Her Majesty requests you in the north practice hall. Now.”

Anwen kept her face calm. She had learned that calm was no emotion here. Calm was a language. “The north hall is for formal rehearsals,” she said, because sometimes the safest way to ask a question was to state a fact.

Brannic’s mouth tightened. “It is a rehearsal.”

“For what,” Anwen asked, and hated how the words turned thin at the edges.

“For meeting the man,” he said, and then he corrected himself as if the correction might save them. “For meeting the mage.”

Anwen placed the directive on her desk as carefully as if it could shatter. Her fingers felt cold, though the office was warm. “Has he arrived,” she asked.

Brannic’s pause was brief. It was not brief enough. “He arrived at dawn,” he said, “and the kitchens are still arguing about whether the air smelled like lightning or smoke.”

Anwen did not allow herself a flinch. She reached for her cloak, the plain one she wore when she needed to be underestimated. “Take me to Her Majesty.”

They walked through corridors that had been built to swallow sound. The palace had always been a lesson in what could not be spoken. Here, laughter could be currency, and silence could be a blade. The nearer they got to the north practice hall, the more guards she saw, placed not for ceremony but for containment. That alone told her the truth of the assignment.

This was not about making a man polite. This was about making a man safe enough to display.

The doors to the hall stood open. Light from the high windows fell in pale sheets over the polished floor, bright enough to show every footprint, every scuff, every tiny failure to glide. Anwen’s eyes went first to the dais where the crown usually held rehearsals for oaths and announcements. Queen Maereth stood there in a gown the color of ash roses, her posture effortless, her gaze fixed on the center of the room.

Anwen followed that gaze.

A man stood alone beneath the tallest window, as if the ceiling had grown him out of shadow. He wore no court colors. His coat was dark, practical, cut for movement instead of display. His hair was not bound in the neat styles expected of anyone invited into this hall. It fell back from his face like he had dragged his fingers through it after a long night and decided not to apologize. He looked too still for someone labeled wild, and that was what made Anwen’s throat tighten.

Stillness could be a warning.

Her Majesty turned as Anwen approached, the queen’s smile steady, as if this were a simple introduction between two useful people. “Anwen,” Maereth said, and the way she spoke her name felt almost kind. Almost.

Anwen lowered into a perfect curtsy, because you could not control what was coming, but you could control how you met it. “Your Majesty.”

Maereth raised a hand for her to rise. “Thank you for coming quickly. We have very little time. Concordat Week begins in ten days, and our guests must believe Valemor is stable.”

Anwen’s mouth wanted to say, We are not. She did not let it. “I understand,” she said instead, because that was what the palace required of her, understanding without questions.

Maereth’s gaze flicked toward the man again. “This is Caius Thornwell,” she said, clearly, publicly, as if names themselves were part of the ritual. “He will serve as the Crown’s Mage of Accord.”

Mage of Accord. Not a court sorcerer. Not a royal mage. A title designed to sound peaceful, to imply harmony. Anwen felt the cleverness of it like a pinch.

The man’s eyes moved to her, and in that first moment she saw something that did not belong in the hall. Not arrogance. Not fear. Recognition, sharp and private, like a thread pulled tight.

He gave the smallest bow she had ever seen in this palace, barely more than a tilt of his head. It was not disrespectful. It was deliberate, as if he refused to play any part he had not agreed to. “Mistress Kestrel,” he said, and his voice did not soften the title. It was placed there. I tested it.

Anwen kept her expression smooth, but her pulse had already begun to misbehave. “Lord Thornwell,” she replied, because that was the matching piece in the court’s script.

His mouth twitched, almost a smile, almost not. “Not a lord,” he said. “Just a man the court is hoping won’t embarrass it.”

The queen’s smile did not falter, but Anwen felt the air change. Words could be sparks in a hall like this. “Caius,” Maereth said, gentle, warning. “We agreed.”

“We agreed I would stand here,” he said. “We did not agree. I would pretend.”

Anwen’s training pushed her forward before the moment could fracture. “Your Majesty,” she said, “if my task is to prepare him, I need clarity on what he is expected to do, and what he is forbidden to do.”

Caius’s gaze slid back to her, and the recognition sharpened. “Forbidden,” he repeated quietly, like the word tasted familiar.

Maereth descended one step from the dais, close enough for Anwen to see the faint tension beneath the queen’s calm. “He is expected to be seen,” the queen said. “He is expected to speak the oath of accord. He is expected to sit at the treaty table without... incidents. He is forbidden to draw wild magic inside the treaty chamber, or anywhere that might be witnessed as a threat.”

Anwen’s mind already built a lesson plan like a shield. Posture. Address. The order of greetings. The angle of a handshake. The pauses between titles. The way to step back from a noble without turning your back. “And if he fails,” she asked, because she needed the shape of the cliff to know where not to stand.

Maereth’s eyes held hers. “If he fails,” she said, “the visiting courts will demand a binding.”

A binding. Anwen’s fingers tightened inside her sleeves. Bindings were polite words for cages. “A magical one,” she said, keeping her voice even.

“Yes,” the queen said. “One we will not be able to refuse.”

Caius laughed, once, without humor. “So that is why now,” he said, and his eyes did not leave Anwen’s face. “Teach me to look harmless, or they’ll chain me with pretty ink.”

Anwen did not like how he said ink, as if he knew something about her, as if he knew the private terror she kept buried under rules and tidy handwriting. “I will teach you what the court expects,” she said. “Harmless is not a word I would use.”

His gaze dipped, quick, to her hands, and the pulse in her throat jumped. “No,” he said softly. “You would not.”

Anwen forced her attention back to the queen. “Where do we begin,” she asked, because beginning was better than thinking.

Maereth exhaled. “Now,” she said, and gestured to the center of the hall. “With a greeting. The simplest ritual in the world. Caius must greet the Chancellor of Seals in one hour without provoking him. The Chancellor will test him. The visiting envoys will hear of it either way.”

Anwen turned toward Caius, because turning away would have been a weakness. “Then we begin with the bow,” she said. “Not the one you gave me. The one you will give the Chancellor. The angle matters.”

Caius stepped closer, and the air around him felt charged, like a storm deciding whether to break. “You are the protocol scribe,” he said. “The rules in your head are thicker than palace walls.”

“They keep people alive,” Anwen said, and surprised herself with the honesty.

His eyes narrowed, not unkindly. “And do they keep you alive,” he asked, as if it mattered.

Anwen did not answer, because answering would open a door she had spent years holding shut. “Stand here,” she said instead, and placed him at the exact distance required for a formal bow. “Feet aligned. Shoulders still. Eyes down for the count of one breath, then up. You do not hold a gaze too long unless you are challenging yourself.”

“Challenging is what I do,” he said.

“Then do it in a way that looks like respect,” Anwen replied, and she saw the queen’s almost-smile return, the kind reserved for watching someone else dance on a knife.

Caius inhaled, and for the first time she saw the effort it took for him to be still. He dipped into the bow she demonstrated, imperfect, too fast, too sharp at the end.

Anwen stepped in without thinking and touched his sleeve, guiding his arm back by half an inch. The moment her fingers brushed the cloth, warmth flared under her skin, bright and wrong, like her own blood had remembered a different rhythm.

Caius froze.

Anwen froze too, because the air between them changed from charged to connected, as if a thread had snapped into place.

Something dark and fine appeared along the edge of her cuff, a line of ink she had not drawn. It crawled like a living script, curving toward her wrist in a pattern that made her stomach drop. She knew that pattern. She had copied seals and vows and bindings for years. She had watched ink become law.

This was not her ink.

Caius stared at her wrist as if he had been waiting to see it. “There you are,” he murmured, voice low enough that only she could hear. “I wondered when the court would stop lying and show me the real reason they dragged me here.”

Anwen’s mouth went dry. “What is this,” she whispered, and hated how small the words sounded.

Caius lifted his gaze to hers, and in his eyes she saw the first true wildness, not chaos, but truth without polish. “A tether,” he said. “A lesson,” he added, and his voice hardened like a vow. “And it looks like, Mistress Kestrel, the court just tied my fate to yours.”

From the dais, Queen Maereth said, very softly, “Anwen,” as if the queen had known all along, as if this was the part of the ritual no one had named.

Anwen’s heart slammed once, hard enough to hurt. Ten days until Concordat Week. One hour until the Chancellor arrived. A living line of vow-ink curling under her skin. And a wild mage watching her like she was the only honest thing in the room.

She swallowed, lifted her chin, and forced herself to speak like the woman the court believed she was. “Then,” she said to Caius, steadying her voice even as her pulse betrayed her, “we will begin with the bow.”

Caius’s mouth curved, slow and dangerous, like a promise he hadn’t decided whether to keep. “Teach me,” he said, “and I’ll try not to burn your palace down by accident.”

Anwen met his gaze for one breath longer than was proper.

“Try,” she said.

And the vow-ink on her wrist tightened, as if it approved of the word.
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Anwen did not move her wrist again, not even to pull her sleeve down, because she could feel the new line like a heartbeat that didn’t belong to her. It sat beneath her skin with the steady confidence of something that had been waiting. The curve of it was too precise to be an accident, too familiar to be harmless. Vow-ink was not a decoration. Vow-ink was law made visible.

She let her fingers fall away from Caius’s sleeve as if she had simply finished correcting his posture. She kept her face smooth, the way she had kept it smooth the day a duke’s son tried to corner a serving girl in a corridor and called it flirtation, the day the queen’s cousin sobbed through an annulment rehearsal and still had to smile for the gallery. The court taught you to behave as if your insides were not part of the room.

Caius watched her with a stillness that felt like restraint, not calm. His eyes went from her wrist to her mouth as if he expected her to speak the truth, and he looked slightly surprised when she didn’t.

From the dais, Queen Maereth’s voice reached them like silk laid over steel. “Anwen. Come to me.”

It was not a request. It was a rescue that would cost her later.

Anwen took one measured step back from Caius, the correct distance for protocol, and another. She didn’t glance down at her wrist again until she was at the foot of the dais. Even then, she only checked the edge of her cuff with the smallest shift of her gaze. The ink had not faded. If anything, it looked darker, as if it grew bolder when she tried to ignore it.

Maereth descended until she stood close enough that her perfume replaced the sharper scent in the air around Caius, close enough that Anwen could read the queen’s expression without the court’s distance distorting it. Maereth’s eyes were calm, but there was urgency inside that calm, the kind Anwen saw only in moments when the palace had already chosen a path and needed others to walk it.

“You felt it,” Maereth murmured.

Anwen kept her hands folded, wrist hidden. “I saw it.”

Maereth’s gaze flicked to the guards at the hall’s edges, then to Captain Brannic, who stood near the door with his jaw clenched as if he were holding back words. “No one speaks of it here,” the queen said, still quiet. “Not today. Not until I decide who needs to know.”

Anwen’s throat tightened. “Then you did know.”

Maereth’s smile was small and tired. “I knew there was a chance. I did not know it would show itself on first touch.”

Anwen inhaled carefully, because anger was a heat that did not belong to her in this room, and fear was worse. “What is it,” she asked, and hated that she had to ask at all. She had copied vows and charters and treaties. She had watched ink become binding. She should not be standing here ignorant of ink on her own skin.

Maereth held her gaze as if she were granting a private audience instead of a confession. “A tether from an older accord,” she said. “A royal safeguard that predates my mother’s mother. It is meant to prevent wild magic from tearing open the court during Concordat Week.”

Anwen’s mouth went dry. “By tying it to me.”

Maereth did not flinch. “By tying it to the only person in this palace who has spent her life learning how vows behave,” she said. “By tying it to someone whose mind will not panic when ink moves.”

Anwen felt the sting under her ribs, sharp and personal. Someone. Not a person. Not her. A tool with a spine.

Her voice stayed even anyway. “You chose me without consent.”

“I chose you before someone else could choose you,” Maereth said, and there was a crack in the queen’s composure for the first time, a glimpse of something like regret. “Because if the visiting courts demand a binding and we have no tether already in place, they will bind him to the treaty itself. They will make him property of the accord. He will never be free again.”

Anwen’s eyes flicked toward Caius without her permission. He stood where she had placed him, still and alone in the light, as if he were an exhibit. He was not watching the queen. He was watching her, as if her reaction mattered more than any crown.

Anwen looked back at Maereth. “And now,” she said, “if he loses control, the ink will pull through me.”

Maereth’s expression tightened. “The tether was designed to share strain, not to sacrifice,” she said. “It will hurt you if he breaks protocol with magic. It will hurt him if you attempt to use it to bind him. It is meant to force cooperation.”

Force. That word landed like the ink itself.

Anwen’s fingers curled once inside her sleeves. “Then you have made me his leash,” she said, very softly.

Maereth’s eyes sharpened. “I have made you his anchor,” she countered. “And I have made you the only person in this palace who can protect him from being caged by strangers. You can resent me later. Right now, I need you to succeed.”

Anwen’s breath caught on the word succeed, because she heard what it meant in court language. It meant to survive. It means do not embarrass us. It means if you fail, we will never forgive you.

Behind them, Caius’s voice drifted over, low and edged. “Is this where you tell her what you told me,” he said.

Maereth turned her head slightly, the smile returning as if she could switch it on and off. “Caius,” she called, sweetly. “Come.”

He did not hurry. He crossed the floor at a pace that made the guards stiffen, at a pace that suggested he had learned long ago not to run for anyone. Anwen watched his hands as he approached. They looked like hands that had done real work, not just held goblets and quills. There was a faint tremor in his fingers that he hid by keeping them loose. A tremor like a storm held back.

When he stopped before the dais, he did not look at Maereth. He looked at Anwen’s cuff, and his gaze sharpened as if he could see through cloth.

“You didn’t warn her,” he told Maereth, but the complaint sounded more like a diagnosis.

Maereth’s posture remained perfectly royal. “I summoned her to do her work,” she said. “The tether appeared. That is all.”

Caius’s attention slid up to Anwen’s face. “Does it hurt,” he asked her.

The directness startled her. In this palace, questions were traps. In this palace, men did not ask women whether something hurt unless they wanted to see the answer.

“It isn’t pain,” Anwen said, because she would not give him panic. “It’s pressure.”

Caius’s mouth tightened as if he understood pressure better than anyone. “And it will get worse,” he said, not as a guess. “If I slip.”

Anwen lifted her chin. “Then don’t slip.”

Something flickered in his eyes at that, something like amusement that had nowhere safe to go. “You speak like the court,” he said.

“I speak like someone who wants you to stay unbound,” Anwen replied, and it came out sharper than she intended.

The queen watched them as if she were watching a rehearsal for a play she had already seen. “Anwen,” Maereth said, “you will take him to the smaller practice room. Not the treaty hall. Not any room with witnesses. Work with him privately. I will send Lord Alaric to test the greeting in one hour. He will be harsh because he believes harshness prevents disaster. You must keep Caius steady.”

Anwen’s stomach knotted at the name Alaric. The Chancellor of Seals was not loud or cruel in the way some men were. He was worse. He was meticulous. He could cut a person down with a mild tone and a correct word, and afterward he would look puzzled that they bled.

Caius’s gaze narrowed. “Lord Alaric,” he repeated. “The one with the hands stained by treaties.”

Anwen’s eyes flashed to him. “You’ve met him.”

“I’ve been in rooms where his voice decided my life,” Caius said, and the steady restraint in him looked suddenly like anger carefully folded. “Not face-to-face. Through doors. Through guards. Through papers.”

Anwen felt the tether tighten beneath her cuff, a pulse like warning. She glanced down before she could stop herself. The ink did not move, but it felt awake, as if it noticed anger like a scent.

Maereth noticed her glance. “You feel it,” she said.

Anwen forced herself to nod once. “It reacts.”

“The tether listens,” Maereth said. “To him. To you. To whatever is between you. Keep whatever is between you from becoming a storm.”

Caius gave a soft, humorless exhale. “That is a fine thing to ask in a palace built from storms,” he said.

Maereth’s smile held. “We are not discussing architecture,” she said, and then she looked at Anwen with something like a plea tucked beneath command. “Take him,” she said. “Now.”

Anwen turned, because turning was safer than staying under the queen’s gaze. “This way,” she told Caius, and she did not add please.

He followed, and the guards moved like a flock of watchful birds.

They crossed a narrow corridor behind the practice hall, a passage used for rehearsals when the public rooms needed to remain immaculate. The air here smelled of chalk and old incense, and the sound of their steps echoed slightly as if the palace itself were eavesdropping. Anwen led him into a smaller chamber lined with mirrored panels that could be covered by curtains. In one corner stood a rack of rehearsal cloaks and ceremonial gloves. A single table held a decanter of water, a bowl of salt, and a stack of blank parchment.

Caius paused in the doorway, scanning the room as if he were judging whether it was a cage. “Mirrors,” he said.

“For posture,” Anwen replied. “And for lies. The court loves both.”

He stepped inside and closed the door behind him with a softness that made her skin prickle. She suddenly felt too aware of the fact that they were alone. Not alone in feeling safe. Alone in the sense of being unobserved, which in this palace was its own kind of danger.

Anwen moved to the table, because movement gave her mind something to hold. She poured two glasses of water with steady hands. Her wrist ached under the cuff like a bruise deciding whether to bloom.

Caius did not take the offered glass at first. “You’re shaking,” he said.

Anwen’s fingers tightened around the rim. “I’m not.”

He watched her for a long moment, and she could feel the tether like a thread pulled between them. “You lie well,” he said. “Better than most.”

Anwen lowered the glass and met his eyes. “If you want honesty,” she said, “then understand this. I did not ask for you. I did not ask for this tether. I did not ask to be used as the palace’s safeguard.”

Caius’s gaze softened a fraction, as if he recognized the shape of that sentence. “Neither did I,” he said.

Words settled between them as a truce.

Anwen swallowed. “Then we share a problem,” she said. “And we are expected to solve it in ten days.”

Caius reached for the glass, finally. His fingers wrapped around it, and for a moment his touch on the glass looked too careful, as if he feared breaking even that. “I was told you would teach me how to behave,” he said. “I wasn’t told you’d become part of the spell.”

Anwen’s wrist pulsed again beneath her sleeve, like a heartbeat answering him. She hated that her body reacted like it was listening.

“What were you told,” she asked, because the question slipped out before she could turn it into a safer statement.

Caius took a sip of water and then lowered the glass. “I was told,” he said slowly, “that if I came willingly, no one would be hunted.”

Anwen’s breath caught. “Hunted.”

His jaw tightened. “My people,” he said. “The ones who can’t hide their magic in polite smiles. Those born with storms in their hands. When the courts panic, they call it safety and send soldiers to take what they fear.”

Anwen’s throat tightened another way. This was not just a man. This was a wound the palace had given a name and hoped to manage.

“And you believed them,” she said.

Caius’s mouth twitched. “I believed the queen,” he said. “Or I believed she believed she could keep her word. That is what we do when we have no better choice.”

Anwen felt a sudden, sharp kinship she did not want. She had spent her life believing in rules because the alternative was chaos. He had spent his life believing in chaos because the alternative was captivity. Two different prayers, aimed at the same god.

“Then you came to keep others safe,” Anwen said.

“I came,” Caius corrected softly, “because I’m tired of watching children learn to flinch at footsteps.”

The words hit her deeper than she expected. She looked down at the table, at the parchment, at the blankness waiting to become law. Her fingers brushed the edge of the stack, and she felt the familiar comfort of paper beneath skin. Paper did not bite. Paper did not trap you unless someone wrote the wrong thing on it.

“What about you,” Caius asked, and his voice was quieter now. “Why does the word binding make you look like you swallowed glass?”

Anwen’s spine went rigid. “It doesn’t,” she said.

Caius did not push, but he did not retreat. “You didn’t answer,” he said.

Anwen forced herself to take a breath that tasted like chalk. “Because I’ve seen what binding does,” she said. “Because I’ve written the words that made it legal.”

Caius’s gaze sharpened. “You’ve bound someone.”

Anwen’s stomach turned. “I was ordered to,” she said. “I was a junior scribe. My hand shook so badly I thought the ink would blot. The person I bound was smiling the whole time. She kept telling me she was grateful. She kept saying it was for peace. Later, I heard she never slept without gloves again, because she couldn’t stand seeing the lines.”

Caius’s expression changed. The anger in him did not flare. It folded inward, becoming something steadier and more dangerous, like resolve. “And you stayed,” he said, not a question, but an attempt to understand.

“I stayed,” Anwen said, and her voice almost broke and she hated herself for it, “because leaving doesn’t erase what you’ve done.”

Caius stared at her wrist again as if he could see the ink through the cuff, as if he could see what it meant to her. “So the court chose the one person who knows what cages feel like,” he murmured. “To keep me from being caged.”

Anwen’s chest ached. “They chose the one person who will do the job,” she said, because that was the truth that hurt most.

Caius set his glass down with a carefulness that looked like restraint. “Then let’s do the job,” he said. “And then let’s make sure neither of us ends up in chains.”

The bluntness of it steadied her more than she expected. Anwen nodded once. She moved to the mirrored wall and pulled one of the curtains aside, revealing her reflection and his beside it. They looked wrong together in the glass. She looked like the court’s idea of control. He looked like the court’s idea of threat. Side by side, they looked like the court’s problem.

“We start with the greeting,” Anwen said. “Lord Alaric will want you to fail because it proves his fear correct. You cannot give him that satisfaction.”

Caius’s eyes narrowed at the mirror. “He’ll try to provoke me.”

“Yes,” Anwen said. “He will do it politely. That is what makes it hard. He will use correct words to make you feel like an animal in a room of humans.”

Caius’s jaw flexed. The tether pulsed, a faint pressure on Anwen’s wrist. She lifted her gaze from the mirror to his face.

“Breathe,” she said immediately, and her voice turned into command because it had to. “Now.”

Caius’s nostrils flared. For half a second, Anwen saw the edge of something in him, a shift in the air like the room itself leaned closer. Then he inhaled, slowly, and the pressure on her wrist eased.

He glanced at her. “It listens to you,” he said.

“It listens to us,” Anwen corrected, and did not like how true it sounded.

She positioned him before the mirror again. “The bow,” she said. “Not too deep. Deep implies submission. Too shallow implies contempt. This court does not forgive contempt.”

Caius lifted one brow. “And submission.”

“It forgives submission,” Anwen said. “I prefer it. But you cannot look like you’re being broken. The visiting courts will smell weakness and demand more.”

Caius tried the bow again. Better this time. Still too sharp at the end.

Anwen circled him the way she circled students in the etiquette hall. “Your shoulders,” she said. “Loose. You bow with your spine, not your anger.”

He huffed a small laugh. “You speak like you’ve practiced on angry men.”

“I’ve practiced on frightened ones,” Anwen replied, and the truth came out without ceremony.

Caius’s gaze flicked to her, held for a beat too long. Something quiet passed between them, not romance, not yet, but recognition. Fear and anger were cousins. They were both ways of being hurt.

“Again,” Anwen said.

He repeated the bow until it looked effortless. Then she moved on. The greeting phrase, the placement of hands, the correct distance to stand so Alaric couldn’t invade his space without making himself look rude. The timing of when to speak and when to allow silence to stretch just enough to be dignified.

“Silence is a weapon here,” Caius said after the third repetition.

“Yes,” Anwen said. “And you must learn to hold it without filling it with magic.”

Caius’s eyes went distant for a moment, as if he were listening to something she couldn’t hear. “Magic fills when I don’t,” he said quietly. “That’s the problem.”

Anwen’s chest tightened. “Then we will give it something else to do,” she said. “We will give it a script.”

Caius’s mouth curved slightly, but the expression didn’t reach his eyes. “You think a script can hold a storm.”

“I think,” Anwen said, and surprised herself with the steadiness in her voice, “that you can.”

His gaze snapped to hers. The tether tightened, not painfully, but insistently, like a knot being tested.

Anwen forced herself to look away first. “Now,” she said, “titles. The Chancellor prefers to be addressed as Lord Alaric. Do not call him Chancellor in greeting. That implies you see his power more than his person. He likes to pretend he is only a servant of the crown.”

Caius’s mouth flattened. “And he isn’t.”

“No,” Anwen said. “He is a servant of paper.”

They worked until the hour shrank. Anwen watched the light shift on the floor, watched the thin line of sweat appear at Caius’s temple and then disappear as he forced his body to stillness. She watched him fight his own instincts with a discipline the court did not deserve to witness.

At one point, she reached for a glove on the rack without thinking. The ceremonial gloves were pale, delicate, stitched with faint thread meant to signify purity. She held one up, and her reflection looked strange with it in hand.

Caius watched her. “You’re going to cover it,” he said.

Anwen’s fingers tightened around the glove. “I have to,” she said. “If anyone sees ink on my skin, they will know the queen has already chosen a safeguard. They will ask why. They will decide it’s weakness, or worse, they will decide it’s leverage.”

Caius stepped closer, slow. “And if they see it on you,” he said, “they’ll use you to control me.”

Anwen’s throat tightened. “Yes.”

Caius’s gaze dropped to her cuff. “Does it react when you lie,” he asked softly.

Anwen’s wrist pulsed as if offended. She swallowed. “It reacts when we feel,” she said. “It reacts when something inside us tries to shift.”

Caius’s eyes rose to hers. “Then don’t feel,” he said, and it sounded like a joke until it didn’t.

Anwen let out a breath that trembled. “That isn’t an option,” she said.

For a moment, he looked at her as if he wanted to say something that didn’t belong in a palace. Then a knock sounded at the door, crisp and precise, like punctuation.

Anwen’s spine straightened instantly. “That will be Lord Alaric,” she said.

Caius’s posture changed in the mirror, the way a person’s posture changed when they stepped into battle without weapons. Anwen felt the tether tighten beneath her glove as she slid it on, the fabric whispering over her skin. It dulled the visibility of the ink, but not its presence. If anything, it made her more aware of it, like hiding a wound and feeling it throb.

She opened the door.

Lord Alaric entered with the calm of a man who believed doors existed for him. He wore deep, sober colors, and his hair was bound back with the kind of ribbon that signaled dignity without waste. His eyes flicked over the room in a single glance, assessing the mirrors, the gloves, the table, the water. Then they landed on Caius.

He smiled politely, which was the court’s version of showing teeth.

“Mistress Anwen,” he said, as if he were pleased to see her. “Thank you for your speed. Her Majesty speaks highly of your... steadiness.”

Anwen inclined her head. “Lord Alaric.”

His gaze slid to her gloved hand, then away, as if he had already noticed something he would mention later. “And you,” he said, addressing Caius. “You are the Crown’s solution.”

Caius did not move. He did not smile. He bowed, exactly as Anwen had taught him, and the movement was smooth enough that even Alaric’s eyes paused a fraction too long on the perfection of it.

“Lord Alaric,” Caius said, voice controlled, “thank you for receiving me.”

Alaric’s brows lifted slightly. “Receiving you,” he echoed, as if amused by the phrase. “As if you are a guest.”

Caius held the silence the way Anwen had trained him. One breath. Two. Then he lifted his gaze with just enough humility to look respectful, just enough spine to look unbroken. “As if I am here by the Crown’s invitation,” he said.

Anwen’s wrist pulsed beneath the glove, a small surge of pressure that told her Caius was doing something hard. She could almost feel his restraint through the tether, like the strain of a rope pulled taut.

Alaric’s smile sharpened. “You are here,” he said, “because we cannot afford accidents.”

Anwen watched Caius’s jaw tighten. The air in the room shifted, faint and electric. The tether tightened again, a warning that pricked at her skin.

Anwen stepped forward a fraction, not interrupting, just present, just within Caius’s peripheral vision. She met his eyes, brief, and gave the smallest nod she could manage. Breathe. Hold. Choose.

Caius inhaled, slowly, and the air settled.

Alaric noticed the exchange. His gaze moved between them like a measuring instrument. “Interesting,” he said mildly. “You respond quickly to instruction.”

Caius did not take the bait. “I respond to necessity,” he said.

Alaric’s smile widened by a thread. “Necessity,” he repeated, and his tone made it sound like a leash. “Then let us speak of what will be necessary during Concordat Week.”

He stepped deeper into the room, turning so the mirrors caught his reflection behind him, multiplying him until it looked like the room was full of his calm authority. “You will stand beside Her Majesty,” he told Caius. “You will not speak unless spoken to. You will not move unless directed. You will not perform magic unless commanded by the Crown.”

Caius’s eyes narrowed slightly, but he kept his face composed. “And if I am commanded by the Crown,” he said, “then I am not wild.”

Alaric’s gaze remained polite. “The Crown has a way of making the wild useful,” he said.

Anwen felt the word useful scrape something inside her. The tether answered with a small, sharp pulse. Her fingers tightened unconsciously around the edge of her glove.

Alaric’s eyes flicked to her hand again. “Manners,” he said, as if commenting on the subject of a lecture, “are the first magic this court learned. You, Caius, will learn them now. And you, Mistress Anwen, will ensure he does.”

Anwen kept her voice neutral. “He is learning,” she said.

Alaric’s smile softened, almost kind. “Then demonstrate,” he said. “Caius. Greet me again. This time, as if you understand what you risk.”

The test was not in the bow. The test was in the insult hidden inside the phrasing. Caius’s shoulders tensed. The room’s air pricked again with that faint storm-sense. Anwen felt it as pressure under her glove, building.

She moved one step closer to Caius, close enough that the edge of her sleeve brushed the edge of his coat. The contact was accidental, small, but it sent a strange warmth through her wrist, as if the tether tightened and soothed at the same time.

Caius glanced at her, and in that glance she saw something raw, a flash of the person beneath the “wild mage” label. He wasn’t angry because Alaric challenged him. He was angry because Alaric enjoyed it.

Anwen’s voice remained soft, meant only for him. “Look at his left shoulder,” she murmured, “not his eyes. It will keep your rage from answering him.”

Caius’s mouth tightened, and then he shifted his gaze exactly as she said.

He bowed again, perfect. “Lord Alaric,” he said, “thank you for your guidance.”

Alaric’s eyes lingered on him, searching for tremor, searching for the moment the storm would break. He did not find it. His smile tightened as if he disliked being denied.

“Better,” Alaric said. “Now speak the phrase of accord.”

Anwen’s stomach dropped. The agreement phrase was no simple greeting. It was a ritual line spoken at the treaty table, meant to bind the speaker to restraint. It wasn’t a full binding, but it carried old weight. It was the kind of line that sat in the air after it was spoken, as if the room remembered it.

Caius’s gaze flicked to Anwen. “That wasn’t in our rehearsal,” he said quietly.

“No,” Anwen murmured back, because her mind was already racing. Alaric was pushing early. He was trying to force Caius into sacred language before Caius understood how it could hook him.

Alaric tilted his head. “Do you object,” he asked, and the politeness of it was a knife. “Or do you simply not know your lines?”

Caius’s jaw tightened. The tether surged under Anwen’s glove, a stronger pulse that made her wrist ache. Anwen tasted iron at the back of her throat as if her body wanted to bleed out tension instead of holding it.

She stepped forward, fully now, and addressed Alaric with the calm she used when correcting royalty. “Lord Alaric,” she said, “the phrase of accord is traditionally introduced after the rehearsal of table placement. Otherwise, it risks sounding rehearsed rather than sincere.”

Alaric’s brows lifted. “And you believe sincerity matters to treaties,” he said, tone almost amused.

“I believe,” Anwen replied evenly, “that the visiting courts will interpret an early recitation as fear. They will demand more safeguards. We cannot afford that.”

For the first time, Alaric’s gaze sharpened at her, truly looking. “We,” he repeated. “You speak as if you are sitting at the table.”

Anwen did not lower her eyes. “I speak as if I understand what the table costs,” she said.

Silence stretched. Anwen’s wrist pulsed again beneath the glove, not pain, but insistence, like the tether tightened in approval of her choice. She hated that she could feel it approving. She hated that her body had become part of a court strategy.

Alaric’s smile returned, slower now. “Very well,” he said. “We will not force the phrase today.”

Caius’s shoulders eased by a fraction. Anwen felt the tether ease too, like a rope loosened slightly after strain.

Alaric turned his attention back to Caius. “Instead,” he said, “we will discuss something else. The Crown’s safeguards.”

Anwen’s pulse stuttered. Caius’s gaze sharpened.

Alaric approached the table and picked up one of the blank parchments. He held it as if it were a weapon, which, in this palace, it was. “During Concordat Week,” he said, “the visiting courts will request assurances. They will want evidence that the Crown’s mage will not become... unpredictable.”

Caius’s mouth flattened. “And you will offer them evidence,” he said.

Alaric’s smile remained polite. “I will offer them a demonstration,” he said. “A private one.”

Anwen’s stomach clenched. Demonstrations were how the court turned people into objects.

Caius’s voice stayed controlled, but there was a tightness in it now. “You mean you want to provoke me,” he said. “And then claim the provocation is my nature.”

Alaric’s eyes gleamed with mild interest. “You are quick,” he said. “Yes. Something like that.”

The air in the room pricked again. Anwen felt the tether tighten sharply, a spike of pressure that made her breath catch.

She stepped closer to Caius without thinking, not touching him, but near enough that the space between them felt like a shared shield. “He will not be provoked,” she said, and her voice came out firmer than she expected.

Alaric’s gaze flicked to her gloved hand again. “You sound confident,” he said.

“I am prepared,” Anwen replied.

Alaric held the parchment up, then set it back down with deliberate care. “Good,” he said. “Because I will return tomorrow with language for assurance." Not a binding,” he added, and his tone implied he could choose otherwise. “An assurance that will satisfy the visiting courts.”

Anwen’s throat tightened. “Language,” she echoed.

“Yes,” Alaric said. “And you will write it, Mistress Anwen. In your hand. Because your hand is trusted.”

Caius’s gaze snapped to her. “No,” he said instantly.

Anwen felt the tether surge so sharply that she flinched. The ink beneath her glove did not show, but she could feel it like heat. She steadied herself, forcing her shoulders down, forcing her face calm. She could not allow Alaric to see her react.

Alaric smiled at Caius with gentle patience. “You misunderstand,” he said. “This is not a request. If you are to be the Crown’s mage, you will sign something. The question is whether you sign an assurance written by Mistress Anwen, or whether you sign a binding written by a visiting court.”

Caius’s hands curled at his sides. The air around him tasted suddenly like rain on stone. Anwen’s wrist ached beneath her glove, the tether tightening as if it braced for impact.

Anwen turned her head slightly toward Caius, keeping her voice low. “Not here,” she murmured. “Not now.”

Caius’s eyes burned. “He’s using you,” he said, quiet and furious. “He’s turning your ink into my cage.”

Anwen’s throat tightened with something she refused to name. “I know,” she whispered. “But if we fight him openly, he wins faster.”

Alaric watched the exchange like a man listening to music. “I will leave you to your rehearsals,” he said pleasantly. “Manners, Caius. They are not optional. If you want freedom, you will learn how to look like you deserve it.”

He inclined his head toward Anwen, as if she were his colleague. “Mistress Anwen,” he said, “you have done well today. Do not forget who gave you your position.”

Anwen’s mouth tasted bitter. “I will never forget,” she said.

Alaric’s smile widened a fraction, satisfied. Then he left the room with the same calm he arrived with, as if he had not just threatened someone’s future with a piece of paper.

The door latched softly behind him.

For a beat, silence felt like breathing.

Then Caius moved.

He paced once, two steps, then stopped near the mirror and stared at his reflection as if he didn’t trust the person looking back. His hands trembled now, no longer hidden, the tremor of restraint pushed past its limit.

Anwen watched him, heart pounding. She did not move toward him immediately. She knew how men looked when they were about to break something. She also knew how men looked when they were about to break themselves.

“I came willingly,” Caius said, voice low, rough. “I walked into their palace like a fool because I believed the queen’s words. And now he wants my signature on something written by the one person in this court who has a conscience.”

Anwen’s wrist pulsed beneath her glove, aching, as if the tether recognized the truth of that and tightened around it.

“You don’t know me,” Anwen said softly.

Caius turned his head slightly. “I know enough,” he said. “You stopped him. You didn’t have to.”

Anwen swallowed. “I had to,” she said. “Because if he makes you speak sacred lines too early, they will claim you agreed to restraint you didn’t understand.”

Caius’s eyes narrowed. “And the assurance,” he said. “What is it?”

Anwen’s throat tightened. “It will be polite,” she said. “It will sound reasonable. It will be written as if it protects the court. It will be written as if it protects you. But it will be built to become a binding if you fail.”

Caius’s gaze snapped to hers. “And if you refuse to write it,” he said.

Anwen’s voice went quiet. “Then Alaric will say I am unstable. He will say I am compromised. He will say the tether has made me unreliable. And then someone else will write it,” she said, and the words tasted like defeat. “Someone who will not care where the words lead.”

Caius stared at her as if he could not decide whether to be angry at her or the palace. “So what do we do,” he asked.

Anwen’s wrist pulsed again, and she felt the tether like a weight and a connection at once. She moved to the table and pulled a fresh sheet of parchment toward her, not to write an assurance, but because her hands needed something to do that wasn’t shaking.

“We do what the court never expects,” she said slowly. “We choose the words before they choose them for us.”

Caius stepped closer. “You’ll write it,” he said, and the anger in his voice wasn't an accusation now. It was fear.

“I will not write your cage,” Anwen said, and the steadiness of her own voice surprised her. “But I might write a shield,” she said. “If I can craft language that satisfies them while giving you room to breathe.”

Caius’s eyes searched her face. “And if they refuse,” he said.

Anwen met his gaze. “Then we make sure you don’t fail,” she said. “Not because you owe them obedience,” she added, and her voice sharpened with something like conviction, “but because you refuse to let them own you.”

The air in the room shifted. Caius’s shoulders lowered slightly, as if the words gave him something to hold on to. Anwen’s wrist eased, the tether loosening as if it approved of their alignment.

Caius’s voice softened, almost unwilling. “You speak like you’re on my side,” he said.

Anwen’s chest tightened, and she hated the way the tether pulsed at that, like a living thing responding to intimacy that wasn’t even touched. “I am on the side of not destroying people to make the court comfortable,” she said. “If that puts me near your side, so be it.”

Caius stared at her for a long moment. Then he looked at her gloved hand. “Take it off,” he said quietly.

Anwen’s stomach flipped. “No,” she said.

Caius lifted his gaze to hers, steady now. “I’m not asking to see it because I want leverage,” he said. “I’m asking because I need to understand what I’m doing to you.”

Anwen’s throat tightened. She could have refused. She should have refused. But something in his tone was not court. It was human.

Slowly, she tugged the glove off and set it on the table. Her cuff had shifted slightly during the rehearsal, and now the edge of the ink showed a dark curve at the inside of her wrist like a secret trying to become a sentence.

Caius stepped closer, careful, as if he feared startling her. He did not touch her. He simply looked, and his expression changed in a way that made Anwen’s throat ache.

“It’s real,” he murmured.

Anwen forced herself to hold still. “Yes.”

Caius’s eyes raised to hers. “If I lose control,” he said, voice rough, “it hurts you.”

“Yes,” Anwen said again, and the simplicity of the word felt too heavy.

Caius’s jaw tightened, and for the first time she saw something in him that looked like guilt. “Then I will not lose control,” he said, and it was no boast. It was a vow spoken without ink.

Anwen’s wrist pulsed sharply, as if the tether heard vow-shaped words and leaned toward them. She sucked in a breath.

Caius noticed. “It reacts to that,” he said.

“It reacts to the truth,” Anwen whispered.

He stared at her wrist, then at her eyes, and something in his face softened as if he wanted to say something dangerous. Instead, he stepped back a fraction, giving her space, respecting a boundary the palace never did.

Anwen pulled her cuff down and put the glove back on with hands that were only slightly unsteady.

“We continue,” she said, because stopping would let fear grow teeth. “Tomorrow he brings language. We prepare for that. We prepare you to face the visiting courts. We prepare you to stand at a table built to swallow people.”

Caius nodded once. “And you,” he said quietly. “We will prepare you too.”

Anwen blinked. “I don’t need—”

“You do,” Caius cut in, not harsh, just certain. “Because they’re going to use you. And you’ve been used so long you call it duty.”

The words hit too close. Anwen’s chest tightened. For a second, she wanted to hate him for seeing it. Then she realized she didn’t hate him at all. She feared what it meant that someone finally saw her clearly.

The chamber felt smaller, like the mirrors closed in.

Anwen turned to the table and picked up her quill, not to write an assurance, but to ground herself in the familiar scratch of nib against paper. She drew a simple line, then another, shaping a practice signature, testing the ink’s flow as if she could test fate the same way.

Caius watched her hand. “You’re going to fight him with words,” he said.

“I’m going to fight him with rules,” Anwen replied. “Because rules are the only weapons this palace respects.”

Caius’s mouth curved slightly, a hint of something that might one day be a smile. “Then teach me,” he said, “how to hold a weapon that looks like manners.”

Anwen lifted her gaze. “I will,” she said, and something in her voice sounded like a promise.

Outside the practice chamber, the palace bells began to ring the hour, slow and measured, as if time itself was wearing court clothing. Anwen felt the tether tighten beneath her glove, not with pain, but with urgency. Tomorrow, Lord Alaric would bring paper that could become a cage. Tomorrow, the court will test them again.

And somewhere deep in Anwen’s bones, beneath all her training, a quieter fear stirred.

Not that Caius would fail.

But that he would succeed, and the court would still find a way to claim him.

She set the quill down and faced him fully. “One more rehearsal,” she said. “Then you will rest. You will not pace in your room. You will not let your thoughts spiral into storms.”

Caius’s eyes held hers. “And you,” he said.

Anwen’s throat tightened. “And I,” she agreed, though she didn’t know how.

Caius stepped closer, just enough that she could feel the warmth of him, the steady presence of a person who refused to be a symbol. “If they try to bind me with your ink,” he said softly, “I won’t let them make you the villain.”

Anwen swallowed. “This palace doesn’t need villains,” she whispered. “It makes them.”

Caius’s gaze sharpened with something like fierce clarity. “Then we don’t give it one,” he said.

The tether pulsed beneath Anwen’s glove as if it heard the defiance and tightened in answer.

And Anwen realized, with a sudden, unsettling certainty, that the most dangerous thing in this palace might not be wild magic at all.

It might be the moment a person decided they deserved to be free.
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​Chapter 2: The Words That Pretend To Be Kind
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Morning in the palace never arrived like a sunrise. It arrived like a decision.

Anwen woke before the bells, before the kitchens began their steady clatter, before the corridors filled with the soft rustle of servants moving like shadows. She lay still for a moment and listened to the quiet, because quiet was the only honest thing the palace ever offered. Then she lifted her gloved hand into the gray light and stared at it the way a person might stare at a bandage they didn’t remember applying.

Under the glove, the tether felt awake.

It didn’t hurt yet, not the way pain announced itself when you burned a finger or twisted an ankle. It was more intimate than that, like pressure behind the eyes when you refuse to cry. It pressed with purpose, as if it was not simply ink under skin but a presence waiting for her to choose a direction.

Anwen sat up, drew a slow breath, and forced her mind into order. Today, Lord Alaric would return with language for an assurance. Today, the court would try to transform words into a cage. Today, she would need every ounce of steadiness she’d ever practiced in front of mirrors.

She dressed in the plainest gown she owned, the one with no embroidery to catch attention. She fastened her hair with pins that did not shine. She pulled the glove on last, each finger sliding into place with a soft, final whisper. When the fabric covered her wrist, the pressure underneath seemed to tighten, as if the tether disliked being hidden.

“Get used to it,” she murmured to herself. Her voice sounded too small in the room.

By the time she reached the Protocol Office, the palace had begun to breathe. A servant passed with folded linens. A scribe hurried down the corridor with ink on his sleeve, eyes fixed ahead as if looking at anyone would invite conversation. Anwen entered her office and closed the door. The quiet returned like a cloak.

She went straight to her desk and unfolded a fresh sheet of parchment. The sight of it steadied her. Blank paper did not judge. Blank paper didn’t smile politely while sharpening a knife.

She dipped her quill and wrote the first words that came, not because she wanted them, but because she needed to see them.

Assurance.

The ink looked too dark. Everything has happened lately.

She paused, then crossed it out and wrote instead:

Promise.

That word felt softer, and that was the problem. The palace loved softness when it could use it to hide something hard underneath.

A knock sounded, gentle and familiar. Before Anwen could answer, the door opened and Edda slipped inside with a covered cup in one hand and a small bundle of papers in the other. Edda’s hair was pinned in a loose knot, her sleeves rolled slightly as if she’d already fought with a stack of records and won. She had the kind of face that disappeared in crowds, which meant she survived.

“I brought you something warm,” Edda said, setting the cup on the desk as if it belonged there. “And I brought you something colder.”

Anwen’s eyes flicked to the papers. “If it’s from Lord Alaric, I don’t want to touch it.”

Edda’s mouth twitched. “It isn’t from him,” she said. “Not directly. It’s from the records room. I saw your name on a retrieval slip. Someone asked for old Concordat documents. Older than our queen. Older than the last three queens.”

Anwen’s spine tightened. “Who asked?”

Edda hesitated, then set the bundle down gently, as if the paper could bruise. “The Seal Office,” she said. “The request was signed by a clerk under Lord Alaric.”

Anwen’s fingers curled around her quill. “He’s digging for precedent.”

Edda watched her quietly for a moment, then reached toward Anwen’s gloved hand without touching it. “Are you... all right,” she asked, carefully, as if the wrong phrasing might crack something.

Anwen forced her hand to relax. “I am functioning,” she said.

Edda’s eyes narrowed with a kind of affection that had learned to survive in silence. “That isn’t an answer,” she said.

Anwen looked down at her glove. The tether pulsed once under the fabric, as if it heard the attention. For a heartbeat, Anwen considered telling Edda everything. Edda would not betray her. Edda would not use it. But the palace was built to make even loyal people dangerous, because loyalty could be threatened, bought, or twisted into “duty.”

“I’ve been assigned to prepare Caius for Concordat Week,” Anwen said instead, because it was true and it was safe enough.

Edda’s expression sharpened immediately. “That wild mage,” she said, and the words came out like a rumor she wished she didn’t believe. “They’re really going to put him in the treaty chamber.”

“Yes,” Anwen replied.

Edda’s gaze flicked toward Anwen’s wrist again. “And you’re really the one they chose,” she murmured.

Anwen’s throat tightened. “There wasn’t much choice,” she said.

Edda leaned forward, voice low. “There’s always a choice,” she said. “It’s just that the palace teaches you to forget you have it.”

Anwen held her gaze, and something in her chest ached. Edda could say things like that because she wasn’t visible enough to be punished for them. Anwen, unfortunately, had become visible.

Edda tapped the bundle of documents lightly. “If Alaric is looking for old language, you should look too,” she said. “Not because you want to copy him. Because you need to see how he thinks.”

Anwen nodded once. “Leave them,” she said.

Edda slid the papers closer. “One more thing,” she added. “People are talking.”

Anwen’s stomach tightened. “They always are.”

“Not about the treaty,” Edda said. “About you.”

Anwen kept her face composed. “What about me?”

Edda hesitated, then said it anyway. “They’re saying you were chosen because you’re... ink-touched.”

Anwen’s breath caught. The tether pulsed hard under her glove, sharp enough that her wrist ached. It felt like the ink had pricked itself awake at the word.

Edda noticed the change in Anwen’s posture. Her eyes widened slightly. “Is that—”

“No,” Anwen said too quickly. “It’s nothing. It’s nonsense. The palace needs myths when it doesn’t want to admit it uses people.”

Edda studied her for a long moment, then nodded slowly as if she accepted the lie for Anwen’s sake. “If it’s nonsense,” she said softly, “then don’t let it become a story. Stories are how they trap you.”

Anwen’s throat tightened. “Thank you,” she said, and meant it more than she wanted to show.

Edda reached for the cup again and nudged it toward her. “Drink,” she said. “If you’re going to fight a man made of paper, you’ll need something that isn’t.”

When Edda left, the office felt colder. Anwen sat very still for a moment, then peeled the glove off with careful fingers and stared at the edge of the ink now visible beneath her cuff. The line had darkened again. It looked more certain, as if the tether grew bolder each time it was named.

Ink-touched.

Anwen swallowed hard and forced herself back into motion. She opened Edda’s bundle and began to read.

Old Concordat documents were written in a script that assumed the reader would never question the crown’s authority. The language curled around itself, elegant and cruel, full of words like safeguard and stability and necessary. Anwen copied phrases onto a separate sheet, not to memorize them, but to understand their bones. Alaric would use those bones to build a trap that looked like protection.

Her quill scratched across the paper, and with each line she copied, her mind sharpened. If Alaric planned to bind Caius with an assurance, then she would build language that could not be turned into a chain without exposing its cruelty. She would craft clauses that sounded like manners but acted like shields. She would give Caius room to breathe without giving the visiting courts anything they could twist.

When the bells rang midmorning, Anwen stopped reading. The pressure under her wrist shifted, subtle but unmistakable, like a tug on a thread. She didn’t need to wonder why.

Caius.

The tether listened.

Anwen took off the glove and left her office.

The smaller practice chamber smelled faintly of chalk again, as if yesterday’s tension had settled into the walls. Caius stood near the mirrored panels, arms folded, his posture deceptively loose. He looked like a man who had spent the night awake and refused to admit it. When Anwen stepped inside, his gaze moved immediately to her gloved hand.

“You’re hiding it,” he said.

Anwen shut the door. “I’m managing it,” she replied.

Caius watched her for a beat
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