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CHAPTER 1 – The Night the Garden Would Not Sleep

	The white roses were still blooming when the night refused to settle.

	The garden beneath the manor had always been a creature with its own breath, its own pulse, its own quiet predatory hunger. Tonight, it exhaled in uneven rhythms, as though something inside it struggled to wake—or to die. The petals that Elena had awakened, the ones that had glowed with a cold, incorruptible flame hours ago, now trembled under a wind that did not touch the rest of the world.

	The sky was still. The trees were still. Everything beyond the garden was asleep.

	Only the garden dreamed.

	Elena stood at the cracked stone archway, where shadow met moonlight, one hand resting lightly against the iron gate. Her posture was steady. Her breathing measured. But the air around her was altered—subtly charged, like the electricity lingering after a lightning strike.

	The power she had woken in the ritual still clung to her. Not visible. But real.The roses bent toward her, as if remembering the moment she had rewritten their purpose.

	“Julian,” she murmured without turning, “the garden is… listening.”

	“It has been listening since the first rose bloomed,” I said.

	I stepped beside her, the night air colder here than anywhere else on the estate. The white roses glowed faintly in the darkness, pale as bone. But beneath their beauty, something else stirred: the remnant of a ritual that had refused to die cleanly.

	The Gentleman never left without planting something behind.Elena’s gaze lingered on the nearest bloom. “Do you feel it?”

	“Yes.”

	“What is it?”

	I exhaled slowly. “The residue of a design that’s trying to find a new shape.”

	She didn’t move. She didn’t flinch. She only nodded once—a small gesture, but honed with the precision of someone who understood how weapons were drawn in silence before they were drawn in blood.

	The garden rustled.Not from wind.Not from movement.From awareness.A whisper brushed the back of her neck, too faint to be words. She straightened slightly.“It wasn’t like this after the Gentleman retreated,” she said. “The roses were calm. Still.”

	“They were obedient,” I corrected. “Tonight, they’re something else.”

	“What?”

	“Alive.”

	A petal detached itself from the nearest bloom.It floated downward.And landed facing upward—a perfect white surface marred by a thin black crack running through the center.Elena inhaled sharply. “What is that?”

	“A fracture,” I murmured. “In the ritual. In the bond. Possibly in him.”

	I crouched, reaching for the petal, but Elena’s hand shot out in warning—not fear, but instinct.

	“Don’t,” she said. “It feels wrong.”

	She was right.

	The petal pulsed once, a faint tremor of light—white, then black, then gone. As if it had breathed out and died in the same moment.

	“That didn’t come from the roses,” Elena whispered. “It came from something underneath them.”

	I didn’t answer.Because the garden did.

	A low vibration shuddered through the soil, subtle but unmistakable. The earth beneath the roses shifted—not breaking, not opening, just… adjusting. As if making room for something that wanted to rise but wasn’t ready yet.

	Elena’s pulse quickened. “Julian. Something is wrong.”

	“Yes.”

	“With the garden?”

	“No,” I said softly.

	“With the design.”

	The air tightened around us.

	Shapes flickered in the corner of my vision—shadows bending in ways shadows had no right to bend. The lanterns along the inner path glowed faintly, then dimmed again, as though struggling to decide whose command they would follow.

	Elena turned to me, her voice low and steady. “This is him, isn’t it?”

	“No. This is what he left behind.”

	“Like a seed.”

	“Like a warning.”

	A sharp, crystalline sound cracked behind us.Elena spun. I followed.There, in the archway where stone met night, something lay on the ground. Small. Oval. Pale.She stepped closer. Her brow tightened.

	“A mask fragment,” she whispered.

	The shape was unmistakable—curved porcelain, smooth and faintly luminous, the edge fractured like broken bone. It pulsed once, weakly, then stilled.I reached for it. The fragment twitched beneath my fingers.

	“Elena,” I said quietly, “this didn’t break here.”

	“Then where did it break?”

	Her voice was calm. Controlled. But I heard the undertone.The implication.The fragment was from his mask.And wherever a mask breaks…

	The lie beneath it tries to escape.Elena kneeled beside it, staring. “Julian… this isn’t just broken.”

	She touched the fractured edge lightly.

	“It’s shedding.”

	And she was right.

	This wasn’t a fragment of a mask.This was a piece of a lie.Elena rose slowly, her breath steadying into the ritual cadence that had become her anchor. She looked at me with dark, unwavering certainty.

	“He’s not coming back,” she said. “He’s already here. Just not with a body.”

	I met her gaze.

	“No,” I said. “Not with a body. With a face.”

	The garden exhaled again—slow, deliberate, patient.Waiting.Elena straightened.

	“Julian,” she whispered, “something is waking under the roses.”

	A soft vibration trembled through the soil.I reached for her hand.And the moment our fingers touched—The white roses snapped upright, every bloom facing us like a field of silent witnesses. Elena inhaled sharply.

	“What are they looking at?”

	I didn’t answer.Because I already knew.Not at us. At what was standing behind us. But when we turned—The space was empty. Except for a single whisper drifting through the garden:

	“Do you remember my face?”

	Elena froze.

	She didn’t recognize the voice.

	But I did.

	Because it wasn’t his voice.

	Not the Gentleman.

	Not entirely.

	It was someone wearing him.

	Or trying to.

	The fragment at our feet pulsed once more, a single heartbeat of borrowed life—and cracked down the middle.

	Elena stepped back. “Julian…?”

	I lifted the broken mask piece and felt the truth in the cold porcelain.

	“He lost something in this garden,” I whispered. “And now it wants to return.”

	Elena swallowed. “What does it want us to do?”

	I raised my head, listening to the roses, the soil, the silence beneath silence.

	“It wants us to remember a lie.”

	A final tremor traveled through the garden.

	The roses bowed.

	And the night that had refused to sleep finally opened its eyes.

	 


CHAPTER 2 – The Lie That Wore Her Face

	The broken mask fragment lay between us like a discarded truth—pale, curved, and trembling with a faint pulse that did not belong to anything living. The vibration traveled through the stone archway, through the soil, through the air itself. The roses bent toward it as though paying respect to a forgotten monarch.

	Elena didn’t move at first. Her breath steadied, her posture perfect as the garden fell into a silence dense enough to crush thought.

	Then the fragment exhaled.

	A thin ribbon of white mist curled upward, twisting like a living tendril. It hovered for a heartbeat before forming something almost recognizable: the curve of a cheek, the outline of an eyelid, the ghost of a mouth that had never belonged to her—but could have.
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