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There are stories the empire refuses to record. They are too quiet, too human, and too dangerous. This one begins not with a throne or a sword, but with a vow — a silence that outlived kings, priests, and the faith that crowned them.

The Empire of Aureth was built on law and prayer. Its towers sang with bells from the dawn, and every echo reminded its people that devotion was order, and order was safety. The Faith governed the soul; the Throne governed the body. Between them stood the Eunuchs of the Inner Court — those who were neither of the world nor free from it. They served unseen, voiceless, and essential. Their silence was the scaffolding of power. And among them was Aeren, who learned to survive by being invisible.

When the story begins, he has no right to want, no right even to be remembered. He is a servant trained to exist between breaths. Yet in that narrow space he meets Irenus, the heir to the empire — a man born into brilliance, chained by the same faith that made Aeren mute. One was shaped by obedience, the other by destiny. Both lived in cages polished bright enough to hide their bars.

What grows between them begins as duty: a prince’s curiosity, a servant’s fear. But attention is its own heresy in a world ruled by ritual. Their glances become questions the Faith cannot answer, their silences something the law cannot name. Theirs is not a romance of defiance, but of endurance — the kind that begins in restraint and deepens with every unspoken word.

When the priests uncover traces of disobedience within the palace walls, the whispers start: purification, inspection, confession. The Laws of Purity demand that no heir may touch what the Faith has rendered untouchable. To love, even wordlessly, becomes treason. Still, neither Aeren nor Irenus retreats. Each chooses the other in ways no decree can forbid — through care disguised as command, through stillness that says what speech cannot.

But love, in Aureth, is never private. The walls have prayers carved into their stone. The incense carries memory. When punishment comes, it wears the face of sanctity. Aeren disappears, Irenus ascends, and silence becomes the only language they can still share.

This book — The Vow of Silence — is not about rebellion in the loud sense. It is about what remains when every word is forbidden. It asks how devotion becomes cruelty, how power mimics mercy, and how two people can find each other in the space between faith and truth.

Their story moves through halls of gold and chambers of ash, through touches that never land and words that never leave the mouth. It ends where all great loves must — not in victory, but in the echo of a name remembered by the heart when the world insists it never existed.

In Aureth, silence is law. But silence, once chosen, can also be freedom. This is the record of those who dared to make it both.
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Chapter 1: The Taking
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They made him bleed before they asked for his name.

The stone was older than the palace—black with the memory of rain, pale at the edges where a thousand hands had worried it smooth. Aeren watched the boy ahead press his fingers to the ritual blade. A clean cut. The blood struck the altar in neat beads that hissed when they touched the cold surface, as if the stone preferred silence too.

Incense crawled through the hall in slow spirals that stung the nose and clung to the back of the throat. The monks had opened every braziers’ vent; heat gathered just enough to soften the lines of the room without offering comfort. Boots rasped, fabric whispered, and above everything the bells hummed their patient circle of notes. Bronze speaking where human tongues would not. The Faith of the Thorned Crown disliked noise. It liked order.

Aeren set his jaw and eased the tension in his shoulders. Ordinary, he reminded himself. Not brave, not afraid. He had spent two seasons learning that expression in a mirror: the resting stillness of a servant who expected nothing. Today it had to hold.

He kept his gaze on the stone. He did not look at the veiled dais where a translucent curtain made a drowned moon of the figure behind it. The Crown Prince did not attend common rites, people said. They said the coronation would come before winter—quiet, ordained, inevitable. Even devotion had a schedule in Aureth. The Crown Prince had better things to do than watch boys become less than men. And yet a shadow stood there—the height of command, the narrowness of patience. Aeren refused to reach for it with his eyes.

The line moved. Aeren stepped. Sand rasped under his sandals. A flicker of air touched the sweat at his nape—someone opening a side door, or the slow draft of the braziers’ breath. He tasted resin and iron through it. His hands were clean, but he swore he could smell blood on his skin.

A monk in gray took his wrist. The man’s fingers were dry, papery, surprisingly firm. “Palm,” the monk murmured. Bells replied from the gallery with a soft strike that made the words unnecessary.

Aeren gave his hand. The ritual blade gleamed—a thin crescent of dull steel polished to a restrained shine. It wasn’t meant to frighten. It was meant to be efficient. He did not flinch when the edge kissed the pad of his finger. A cool sting; a bloom of heat; then the first drop fell.

The stone drank.

He focused on the feeling of pressure, on the controlled pulse in his fingertip, on the slow ascent of breath up his ribs. He did not think of the courtyard outside, where the sun sat white and indifferent over the city. He did not think of the word that would be pinned to him if he passed. He thought only of making each movement clean and unremarkable. The priests loved neatness almost as much as they loved obedience.

“Eyes,” said another monk.

Aeren lifted his head.

The monk wore the low black hood of the order, face open beneath it. The man’s irises were sharp as flint. He held a strip of white linen and the iron stylus used to write names in ash for the record. He studied Aeren’s face the way one studies a blade for hairline cracks. The incense made the monk’s eyelashes gleam with fine oil. The bells answered another unspoken instruction, three measured strokes that pressed a rhythm into Aeren’s sternum.

“Look at me,” the monk said.

Aeren did. He let the air cool his tongue. He did not blink too long. He did not show the instinct to drop his gaze like a servant begging a blow. He met the monk’s stare with the trained stillness of a man who had learned to be furniture.

Something tightened around the monk’s mouth.

“Too still,” he murmured.

Heat prickled in Aeren’s neck. He softened his focus a fraction—let the monk’s features blur at the edges. It felt like releasing a clenched hand. It felt false. The bells beat once, twice, as if marking the seconds his expression had shifted. The monk waited, considering. Aeren felt the weight of watching multiply across the hall. Nobles in their shaded balcony. Servants pressed to the walls. Officials with tally-ledgers. And behind the veil on the dais, that figure who did not move, who seemed to make the air itself hold its breath.

The monk looked down long enough to smear Aeren’s blood across the linen in a careful stroke. Iron-threaded incense smoke drifted through the light. Another monk touched Aeren’s shoulder and guided him aside.

“Name,” the first monk said at last.

“Aeren,” he answered. His voice felt like a borrowed thing.

“Aeren,” the monk repeated to the bells, which rang the syllables back as pure tones. Names did not belong to people here; they belonged to the record.

He stepped away and the next boy moved into place. The press of bodies folded and unfolded as the line emptied. Aeren felt sweat knit his shirt to his spine. The hall’s high windows were arrow-narrow slits; light entered like thin knives, more chill than warm. The stone breathed the old cold of catacombs. He stopped himself from rubbing his fingers together where the cut had sealed into a tacky seam. Blood dried fast on days when incense was heavy.

A robed herald paced the dais like a patient crow, measuring silence. There were no whispering courtiers, no cluck of tongues, no pity. The Faith taught the city to fear desire. The palace taught it to fear disorder. Between the two, the hall kept its deep, obedient quiet—the kind that left every breath exposed.

Aeren stared at the altar and thought of nothing. Thinking was dangerous when the air was packed with listening.

Someone coughed. Bells answered, and the cough stopped.

The last boy bled on stone. The last name rose and fell. Smoke wound itself into another slow braid and slid upward toward the carved ceiling where thorned crowns encircled stone saints. The monk with flint eyes conferred with two others before turning to the dais. He knelt. Even from the floor, the shadow behind the veil had gravity; even without seeing a face, Aeren knew when attention clicked in his direction. It felt like a hand closing around a thread that ran straight through his chest.

He didn’t look.

The monk stood and lifted his hands. The bells sang a short phrase—five notes that meant gather, hear, submit. Feet scuffed into squared stances. Heads bowed. Even the robed officials in the side gallery set down their ledgers. Aeren’s own nod was a bare angle, enough to show obedience without offering more of himself than necessary.

“The Faith speaks,” the monk intoned, vocal cords carved to the thinness of a reed by years of disciplined speech. “The Crown listens.”

The hall did not answer, exactly. It breathed as one creature, and that was answer enough.

“These are chosen,” the monk said, and read names. The bells repeated each one as a clean, almost beautiful ring. Chosen meant saved from the fields, saved from the gangs, saved from the hunger that stood behind city doors in winter. Chosen also meant given to the machinery that made emperors appear more than human.

Aeren waited through twelve names. The cut on his finger throbbed once, as if reminding him that the body kept count even when the mind did not. He didn’t pray. He had done that once, as a child, and nothing answered but the cold.

“Aeren.”

His name passed through the monk’s mouth into bronze and back into air—a pure note that felt colder than it sounded. The hall’s attention rolled, subtle as a tide, until it rested on the place where he stood. It wasn’t hostile. It was measuring.

He stepped forward.

The monk touched a ring of oil to Aeren’s brow. The scent rose—bitter, herb-dense, smoke climbing through leaves. Heat found his skin. He kept his hands loose. He kept his breath steady. Ten steps carried him to the altar again. The stone darkened in a crescent where today’s blood had spread and thinned.

“Face the veil,” the monk said.

Aeren obeyed.

The curtain was woven of pale silk, thin enough to show the outline behind it. A figure stood absolutely still—no fidgeting of fingers, no tilt of head. Power was a kind of stillness, he thought, and immediately corrected himself for thinking at all. The incense hid detail and offered shape: the straightness of a spine, the slope of a folded arm, the precise angle of a head listening. He kept his eyes on a point just below where he gauged the crown of the figure’s head might be. Respectful. Distant. Anonymous.

“Look up,” the monk said softly.

The command brushed the air across the back of Aeren’s neck. He lifted his gaze without lifting his head.

Eyes found him through silk.

He couldn’t have said what color they were—not through that weave—but he knew the sensation of being seen. It struck clean. It did not stop at his face; it weighed the posture he had chosen, sifted the quiet he wore like a cloak, took stock of the way he’d tamped down the instinctive tremor of the cut finger. It reached for him with nothing so crude as desire. It reached like a question balanced on a blade.

Aeren let himself be seen. Not more, not less. His chest tightened—not pain, not fear, something like the startled awareness of the exact space he occupied in the world. Smoke narrowed the light to a single pale plane between them. He did not look away. He could not tell if that refusal was strength or carelessness.

The bells rang a single tone. The veil did not stir. The figure made a slight motion—too brief to translate, but the air responded the way a room responds when the person in it has authority. Aeren knew halls; he knew how stone learned its masters. He held himself steady until the monk’s hand’s weight registered again at the crest of his shoulder.

“Turn,” the monk said.

He turned back to the altar. Blood stained the edges of the bowl set there—a darker thread winding around a carved channel that led to a deeper basin. It was an old trick to make sacrifice look clean: let the first red vanish into the second hollow where no one had to watch it spread. The future would take its share quietly. He breathed in, and incense pooled on his tongue with the taste of metal.

The monk took his hand again and, with a strip of linen, bound the cut finger. The fabric’s pull was tight enough to remind the body of obedience. The binding was not for healing; it was for the record. He could feel his pulse–gentle, regular—push against the cloth, then settle.

“Present your hands,” the monk said.

Aeren held them out, palms up. A deacon stepped forward with a shallow dish of ash, touched two thumbprints to the inside of his wrists, and blew once to set the ash. The air brushed cool. Aeren’s skin prickled as if the body recognized a brand even when there was none.

“Witness,” the monk called.

The bells gave a four-note answer, and a scribe read off the measure of Aeren’s height and the mark on his cheekbone left by a childhood fall. No one asked about its story. Stories were for people. Records were for the Faith.

The monk’s attention returned to Aeren’s face. The flint in the man’s eyes warmed by a degree—not kindness, exactly, but the interest of someone who had found what he came for. “You didn’t flinch,” he said, pitched for Aeren alone.

“Was I meant to?” Aeren asked, keeping his tone flat.

The monk’s mouth almost made a line that might have been humor on another man. “Some do for the sake of being noticed.”

He did not say you were noticed anyway. He did not have to. The back of Aeren’s neck still knew the weight of that gaze through silk.

A rustle moved through the robed officials. The herald stepped to the front of the dais. Bells sounded the longer phrase that meant attend the pronouncement. All at once the quiet grew a skin—anticipation strung across it, delicate and keen.

“By the Thorned Crown,” the herald cried in that thin trained voice that carried through stone, “by the authority granted the Faith above the throne, and by the will of the palace, let the chosen be recorded into service. Let the chosen lose their old names and keep their given names only by permission of the record. Let the chosen be made useful.”

The bells spoke usefulness back to them in bright strokes. Aeren felt the words like the first touch of winter water on ankles. They climbed and they did not stop.

The herald unrolled a strip of black-lacquered wood inscribed with silver. The light caught on each character as if the hall were a river moving over stone. “Among those chosen,” he continued, and Aeren noticed the brief, deferent angle of the herald’s head toward the silk, “one is assigned at once.”

Incense thickened. Heat pressed his chest. His body knew the shape his life was about to take before his mind accepted it.

“Aeren,” said the herald, and the bells gave the note back, clean and unanswerable. “By decree of the High Priest and assent of the Crown, you are appointed to the Silent Court, to serve the person of the Crown Prince as eunuch of his household and hand at his command.”

The words landed with the soft absolute of snowfall. No drumroll, no gasp. Only that statement, and the way the hall’s attention shifted from judging him to slotting him into place.

Aeren kept his breath even and let the heat of the braziers slide across his skin. He did not look for the curtain. He felt it anyway, a pale presence at the edge of vision, and the unmistakable pause of the shadow behind it. He bowed from the waist. The stone’s cold reached through the soles of his sandals. When he straightened, the monk’s hand was there again, not heavy, not light.

“Useful,” the monk said softly, almost like a benediction, almost like a warning.

Aeren nodded once. He closed his cut finger inside his palm, felt the tack of drying blood against skin, and tasted incense as if it were iron. He was an appointment now, a note struck on bells, a record written in ash.

On the dais, the veil hardly moved. Still, he knew when the figure behind it turned away. Not by sight. By the way the room exhaled.

The herald began to read the lesser placements. Paper rustled. Sand shifted. Aeren stepped back into the line of chosen and did not change his face. Oil cooled on his brow. The ash on his wrists itched and would itch until he learned to forget it.

He kept his gaze on the altar. He heard every bell.

When the rite ended, the hall released its silence like a bird allowed to fold its wings. People began to move with purpose again. The monks lifted the bowls and washed the stone with water tinged with herbs that smelled of bitter green. The water ran down the carved channel and vanished into the hidden basin. The stain disappeared, leaving the surface clean, ready for the next petition, the next oath, the next boy.

Aeren stood until he was pointed at and moved as directed. A youth with a novice’s shaved crown handed him a narrow band of iron. It was cool even in the warmth of the room, a simple circle large enough to slide over a man’s wrist but too rigid to bend.

“For the Silent Court,” the novice said, not meeting his eyes. “You’ll wear it until your service is complete.”

It was not yet the steel that locked a voice behind obedience. That would come later. This was the first ring. The reminder.

Aeren slid it over his hand. It settled at the base of his wrist with a soft finality, weightless until he noticed it, heavy once he did. The metal cooled his pulse. He flexed his fingers and the ring pressed skin to bone. It learned his pulse and answered it, a second rhythm colder than his own—an obedience that would not forget him. He didn’t try to hide the wince; no one was looking, and besides, pain belonged to him for now.

“Come,” said the monk with flint eyes.

Aeren followed through a side corridor where the air thinned and the incense loosened its hold. The walls were close; his shoulder brushed stone once and came away dusted with fine powder. Far above them, the bells had begun their slow, closing measure—the vow’s last punctuation. He tried not to listen. He listened anyway.

At the corridor’s end, the monk stopped and faced him. “The palace will call you sooner than you expect,” he said. “Crown matters need hands that do not tremble.”

“My hands don’t tremble,” Aeren said.

“They will,” the monk answered, almost gently. “And you will learn not to show it.” He studied Aeren a moment longer, then inclined his head by a finger’s width—approval or curiosity, Aeren could not tell. “Wait here.”

The monk stepped away. The corridor breathed cool. Distant voices moved like shadows at the edges of hearing. Sand ticked somewhere, a trickle through a glass the size of a man’s palm. Aeren pressed his cut finger against the iron band, smearing the faintest trace of red there. The metal did not drink; it only carried the mark.

Footsteps returned—a different weight, a different rhythm. Aeren lifted his head, prepared for another monk, a clerk with papers, a servant with a basin.

The herald turned the corner instead, veil-quiet even without silk between them. He carried a roll of parchment bound with dark string and sealed with black wax. Incense clung to him as if he had walked through a cloud and brought part of it along.

“For the appointed,” the herald said, offering the scroll.

Aeren accepted it, heat rising where his fingers brushed wax. The seal bore the thorned circlet of the Faith pressed over the smaller sigil of the royal house—religion sitting on the crown without apology. He felt the order of the world in the texture of it. He felt the exactness of his future in the ridges.

He didn’t break the seal. The bells answered in the distance—one last measured note.

“Read,” the herald said.

Aeren loosened the string and unrolled the parchment. The letters were crisp, spare, beautiful in their lack of adornment.

By decree of the High Priest Althar, keeper of the Faith of the Thorned Crown; by assent of His Highness the Crown Prince Irenus, heir apparent to the throne; by the need of the palace and the virtue of silence: let Aeren be taken into the Silent Court and assigned henceforth as eunuch in personal service to the Crown Prince, to attend his person, his chambers, and his commands, until the Faith releases him or death does.

Aeren read the words twice. His heartbeat stayed even. The iron band cooled one notch further.

He looked up.

The herald watched him without expression. But over the man’s shoulder, the corridor’s end opened on the long axis of the hall again, and the veil on the dais remained. Aeren did not know why he looked—he only knew that he did, as if there were gravity in silk. For an instant the curtain shifted under some minor current. Aeren saw nothing more than a cleaner line of shadow, a more precise suggestion of profile.

His breath changed, small, real.

He lowered his eyes to the parchment. The wax seal swung at the edge of the scroll and tapped against the iron at his wrist with a soft, truthful click.

“Do you accept?” the herald asked.

Aeren’s mouth was dry. He swallowed and tasted incense and iron and the faintest trace of blood where his teeth had caught his tongue. Acceptance was not the kind of choice that involved yes or no. It was the kind that involved standing up and walking where you were told. It was the kind the world recognized as consent when what it meant was survival.

He folded the decree and held it against his palm until the paper warmed.

“I accept,” he said, and the bells did not answer this time.

Somewhere beyond the veil, a shadow paused as if listening. Aeren did not look. He held his breath for the space of a heartbeat and let it go without a sound.
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Chapter 2: The First Silence
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The palace swallowed names and gave instructions instead. Aeren learned the first before dawn: follow the man with the red cord at his waist. The man did not offer a name. He paced like a metronome down corridors that pinched sound and stretched light into long, obedient lanes. The air was cooler here than in the temple hall. Incense thinned but never disappeared. It clung to the stone like old smoke.

“Keep to the left of pillars,” the man said, not turning. “Never center yourself in a doorway. A shadow must not frame a prince.”

Aeren adjusted by a hand’s width. The red-corded man glanced back once to see if the correction stuck. It did. They moved on.

Chanting breathed from a side chapel as they passed—low vowels, disciplined, barely rising above the scrape of sandals. The cadence worked under the skin. It made the body want to match it. Aeren slowed half a step without meaning to. The red cord flared in irritation and then settled.

“You’ll hear that everywhere,” the man said. “The Faith keeps time so the palace doesn’t forget whose clock it follows.”

Althar set that clock—his calendar of prayers braided into the corridors until even footsteps learned it.

Aeren filed the thought behind the ones he needed to keep closer: left of pillars, never center a doorway, matching pace without being seen to match. He watched how servants dipped their heads only enough to acknowledge rank. He noted where the guards kept their hands on their spears, not at the ready but not resting either. Every small stance expressed a rule. His task was to become the kind of man who already knew them.

They reached a courtyard open to the narrow sky. The day had not decided itself yet; the light was all edges. The faint smell of wet earth lifted from a channel carved along the stones. Last night’s rain had rinsed the dust into it. The sound of water was a clean thread among the muttered prayers.

The red-corded man stopped under an arcade. “Here,” he said. “Look.”

He pointed without pointing, a flick of fingers that directed Aeren’s eye to the far side of the courtyard where three youths in plain gray stood with their backs to a wall. Each held the hilt of a sheathed sword with both hands, palms up, blade flat across. Slim ceremonial weapons—symbols rather than tools. Their elbows shook.

“They’re learning weight,” the man said. “Not of steel. Of being watched.”

Across from the youths, two monks sat on a low bench, hoods down, faces turned toward the courtyard. Their cords were tied in the narrow braid of Althar’s order, the kind that turned attention into a rule. They were not speaking. They did not have to. The murmur of other voices from the cloisters carried constant background prayer. It stitched the moment into the greater fabric. Aeren felt it catch.

“You’ll do the same,” the man said. He glanced at Aeren’s right hand. The cut from yesterday had sealed; the skin showed a thin, darker seam. “Your finger can handle it. The point is not pain.”

“What is the point?” Aeren asked, careful to keep curiosity level, not sharp.

“To see whether the silence you wore in the hall was a moment, or a habit.” The man’s mouth made something that wasn’t a smile. “You’re appointed, not finished. Come.”

They crossed the courtyard. The water channel clicked softly as a drip found stone. The youths kept their eyes forward. Sweat beaded at the corner of one boy’s mouth and hung there. The monks watched the bodies in the way a swordsmith watches metal cool—measuring, predicting.

The red-corded man stopped two paces before the bench and bowed the exact bow of a functionary who knew the scale of things. “Master of the Inner Court,” he said to the left monk, “the appointed one.”

The monk’s gaze slid to Aeren and anchored. Calm as a basin full to the lip. The air felt one degree heavier. “Present him,” the monk said.

The red-corded man moved aside.

Aeren stepped into the measured space as if it were a line drawn for him. He did not look at the youths. He did not look at the sky. He met the monk’s eyes long enough to show he understood being seen, and then he lowered his focus to the monk’s hands. The hands were still. The monk nodded.

“You’ll hold,” the monk said. “No speaking. No expression. The sword will be passed to you. You will keep it level. You will keep breath quiet and shoulders unremarkable. Provocation will be offered. You will not answer it.” The smallest pause. “A shadow does not argue. It allows the light to pass.”

Aeren let the words settle to the bottom of him. The chant from the cloister found a slower segment, a phrase that rolled and returned. He held still.

The second monk rose with the ceremonial sword. The scabbard was lacquered deep brown, matte, the guard a simple oval of dull metal. No glitter. He brought it close enough for Aeren to feel the cooled weight of it in the air before it touched his palms.

“Hands,” the monk said.

Aeren raised them. The scabbard lay across them with the solid silence of a tool built for meaning. It wasn’t heavy, not truly. It was exact. Aeren set his elbows a little out from his sides so the muscle could hold without shaking. The iron band at his wrist—the first ring given after the appointment—brushed the lacquer and cooled further.

“Begin,” the seated monk said.

The standing monk moved behind him. Aeren kept his gaze forward, on the corner where wall met pillar and a sliver of morning cut down the stone. The chanting thickened, more voices adding threads. Someone somewhere struck a bell with a padded hammer. The tone slid through the courtyard and dissolved among the prayers.

Footsteps entered the arcade to his right. Measured, soft. A pause. Another set followed, heavier, the boot-sound of a guard who knew he could plant his feet where he liked. The red-corded man did not turn. No one moved except the youths, whose elbows had begun to tremble.

The monk behind Aeren began with small things. The brush of a sleeve near Aeren’s ear. The drag of a fingertip across the iron band at his wrist. Breath cast toward his cheek, not touching, carrying a hint of resin. A person-shaped pressure without contact.

“Do you know why they cut you yesterday?” the monk asked, voice low enough to be meant for Aeren alone.

Aeren kept the sword level. He breathed in through his nose, slow. Out through his mouth, quieter. The chanting gave him a pace. The rule was simple: no speaking.

“They say, to mark you,” the monk went on. “To write you into the record. To make you useful. But there’s a better reason. Blood tells the truth. When it comes, the body answers. It does not pretend. That’s why we like it.”

The sword did not dip. Aeren let the words pass him. He thought of the altar’s stone and the way it drank. He thought of how the hall had watched the monk announce usefulness as if it were a virtue. He thought nothing else.

The monk waited, listening not just for speech but for the noise the body makes when it wants to speak. Aeren gave him breath and stillness.

The monk stepped closer. The heat of a human presence pressed along Aeren’s back without touching. “What did you leave behind to come here?” he asked. “Who will go hungry now that you are gone? Who will be relieved?”

Silence held. The sword made its own straight horizon at the height of Aeren’s ribs. His cut finger prickled where scar tissue had formed. The iron band sat like a cool thumb on his wrist.

“Maybe there was no one,” the monk said. “Maybe you were already the sort of man nobody misses.”

Aeren felt the first real urge to answer. It rose like a small tide against teeth and tongue. He caged it with a breath. The chanting found a brighter phrase and then returned to low. Water in the channel clicked. The monk’s soft laugh slid against the back of Aeren’s neck like a draft.

“Or perhaps you think yourself exceptional,” the monk murmured. “Because someone watched you from behind a veil.”

Aeren’s pulse beat once too close to the surface. He let his eyes relax, not out of weakness but to keep that tell from sharpening his face. The sword stayed level. The monk’s voice rested at his ear now.

“He was there,” the monk said. “I felt him watch you. You felt it too. Those chosen for proximity often do. It makes them mistake attention for favor.”

Heat gathered under Aeren’s skin where restraint lay. He held it. He let the chanting cover the place where his body wanted to answer. The air from the arcade shifted.

Footsteps again. Quieter than the guard’s. Slower than the red-corded man’s. Soft enough to be anyone’s, except the courtyard did not move for anyone. The youths on the far wall blinked too often at once. The red-corded man tipped his head the width of a coin toward the new sound and then leveled it. He did not look.

The monk behind Aeren eased away by a finger’s width. The space cooled. “Do you know,” he said conversationally, “that the first thing a prince learns is to make his silences say more than other men’s speeches?”

Aeren did not turn. The sword’s weight became distinct. Not heavy. Present. A pressure like carried water.

“Answer me,” the monk said, quick and quiet.

No speaking. Aeren centered the blade again by a hair. He could hear the footsteps close behind the thin screen hung along the arcade’s pillars, the fabric meant to soften glare at this hour. They halted where the screen met stone. Aeren couldn’t see through, only sense shadow. He kept breathing even. He felt how the body wanted to go still the wrong way—rigid instead of ready. He kept it ready.

The monk moved to stand before him, hands folded. He studied Aeren’s face for cracks, for the small twitch that gives the game away. Aeren met the study with the trained stillness of a man who had decided his pride was not the important thing here. The chanting turned another page. The bell struck a short pattern that meant the half-hour.

“Very well,” the monk said. “Let’s make it simple. If I say his name, what happens to your mouth?”

He let the name hang unspoken a full breath, then: “Irenus.”

Aeren’s jaw did not tighten. He kept his lips neutral. He let the tongue rest behind his teeth as if it had never intended to move. He did not look at the screen. He looked at the monk. The monk’s eyes registered the lack of response the way a blade registers light. The corner of his mouth agreed. Barely.

“You will be called to carry what he does not want to carry,” the monk said. “If you cannot carry this, you will break on the rest.”

The sword wanted to tremble now—not from weight, but from the concentration it demanded. Aeren gave it one more steadying fraction.

Behind the screen, the soft steps did not retreat. They waited, the way a sensitive listener waits for the exact note. Aeren couldn’t hear breath. That was its own information.

The monk nodded to the red-corded man. “Long enough.”

The sword was lifted from Aeren’s hands. His muscles spoke relief in a whisper and then fell quiet. He did not flex his fingers. He let the calm continue through the gesture of lowering his arms.

“Again,” the monk said.

They ran the exercise twice more with different pressures. A second monk flicked a drop of cold water at Aeren’s cheek. A guard coughed behind him, too loud, meant to startle. The chanting shifted to a minor mode. That mode always felt like a question. Aeren made himself into a lack of answer. By the third round his shoulders burned, then learned to burn without complaint.

The screen held its listener. The soft steps did not announce themselves. They were an attention more than a presence. When at last the monk closed his hand, the sword left Aeren’s palms and did not return.

“Enough,” the monk said. “He doesn’t speak.”

The monks conferred in a language of nods. The red-corded man allowed himself the smallest exhale. The youths along the far wall were dismissed with a flap of the monk’s fingers. One boy nearly dropped his blade in relief. The guard snorted. The chanting did not care.

“Rules,” the monk said to Aeren. “Repeat them back with actions.”

Aeren stepped to the left of the nearest pillar and stood in the line of its shadow, not in the center where it would frame him. The monk inclined his head.

“Doorways,” the monk said.

Aeren approached the arch and paused before the threshold. He waited. He looked left. He looked down for the bevel in the stone that marked where royal feet had passed most often. He did not step onto it.

“Eyes,” the monk said.

Aeren raised his gaze to the line just below a man’s brow, not to the eyes themselves. He held it long enough to prove he could, then dropped it to the mouth, then to the collarbone, then back to the just-below mark. A listener’s gaze. An absorber’s.

The monk’s voice softened by a degree. “When he speaks?”

Aeren opened his hands at his sides and did not answer with words. He set his stance to say: I will hear and hold.

“When you are insulted?” the monk asked.

Aeren breathed in. He let it go. He kept still.

The monk’s lips made the ghost of approval. “Good. You’re not proud.”

Aeren didn’t disagree. Pride was for people with choices that changed the ground beneath them. He had something else, not noble but useful: the ability to endure a moment without offering it the satisfaction of his voice.

The red-corded man stepped forward then, a small lacquered box in both hands. He lifted the lid. Inside, on dark velvet, lay a band of iron broader than the first ring Aeren wore. Engraved at its inner curve, a narrow line of characters Aeren didn’t try to read while someone watched him read them.

“Hold out your arm,” the monk said.

Aeren extended his left wrist. The air felt cooler without the sword. The chanting slipped quieter and then swelled, not because of him, because time moves even when a man is deciding whether to become more of what he already is.

“This is the Silence,” the monk said. “You will wear it always in service. It is not removed until the Faith declares your vow fulfilled or broken. Do you understand its function?”

Aeren looked once at the mechanism: an inner clasp of tempered steel with a keyway as fine as a needle’s eye. No hinge. No seam a man could pry with fingernails. Even without a lock, iron knew how to stay. With one, it became a law.

“It tells everyone what I am,” Aeren said.

“It tells you,” the monk corrected, tone mild. “Everyone else already knows.”

The monk fit the iron over Aeren’s knuckles and guided it down. The band met the first ring and pushed it up against the swell of bone. The iron swallowed sound where it touched skin. The clasp rotated in the monk’s practiced fingers until it found home with a soft click like a door closing somewhere far away.

Weight settled. Not heavy. Present. Cool at first, then not. Aeren felt his pulse locate itself under metal and adjust. He imagined sleeping with it, bathing with it, learning its temperature the way a man learns the difference between day and night air without needing to think.

“Open your hand,” the monk said.

Aeren spread his fingers. The band did not bite. It announced. If a man gripped too hard, it would cut. If a man lifted what wasn’t his to lift, it would remind. It did not care if the reminder hurt.

“Raise it,” the monk said.

Aeren lifted his wrist to eye level. The inner engraving caught a slice of morning. He didn’t try again to read the characters. He didn’t have to. He could feel them. They were for permanence.

From behind the screen, the soft steps shifted a half pace and stopped. The fabric did not move. Aeren kept his wrist steady. He did not offer the band to the unseen gaze and he did not hide it. He let it be apparent exactly as the rule demanded.

“Put it down,” the monk said.

He did. A drop of last night’s rain slid along the edge of the courtyard channel and fell. The sound was clear for something so small. The chanting pressed on. The bell answered a distant call with a short, calm tone.

The monk looked him over one last time, the way a master of a craft does when deciding whether a tool is ready for use. “You will report to the Silent Court at twilight,” he said. “You will be shown the prince’s antechambers. You will speak to no one unless asked. If asked, you will answer only what was asked. If someone tries to make you interesting, refuse it.”

Aeren nodded once.

“Do you have questions?” the monk asked.

He did. They were the wrong kind. He let them pass. “No,” he said.

The monk tilted his head as if that were the right answer. “Then begin your useful day.” A gesture to the red-corded man. “Take him.”

They left the courtyard to its water and prayer. The corridor back into the palace was cooler again. The iron band warmed to his skin until he no longer noticed it moment to moment, only when he flexed. The red-corded man set an efficient pace and filled it with rules without pausing, like a man laying bricks.

“Never sit with your back to any door,” he said. “Announce your presence with the smallest noise possible—enough to avert surprise, not enough to demand attention. Learn the floorboards that complain. Tape them in your head. Count stair steps. If you must look at the prince, prefer the line of his collar or the hem of his sleeve. You will be told when to look higher.”

They passed a narrow window where a slit of sky showed soft cloud. The stone there was damp. Aeren could smell the thin, clean scent rain leaves when it has done its work and gone ahead of you. He touched the iron band with his right hand, not thinking, and felt how cold metal could hold the memory of water even when dry.

“Rain means the courtyards are slick,” the red-corded man added without looking. “No haste on stone. Never run unless you intend to bleed on it.”

Aeren absorbed instruction until the words filled him edge to edge. He recognized the feeling from work in past lives: the right kind of exhaustion, the kind that leaves no room for fear because attention is busy surviving detail. They reached a storage hall in the Silent Court where linens sat in imperious stacks. The air smelled of soap and old wood. A narrow table held practical tools—brushes, cloths, a small blade for trimming wicks.

The red-corded man pointed to a basin. “Wash. Then carry these to the antechamber,” he said, indicating folded cloths and a tray with tea implements. “If anyone speaks to you in the corridor, keep walking. If a monk stops you, stop. If a noble stops you, wait for a monk.”

He watched Aeren wash his hands, thumbs across knuckles, wrists under water. The iron band darkened when wet, then returned to its ordinary shade. Aeren felt the chill creep up his forearm and fade.

“Why the tea?” Aeren asked, drying his hands.

“Because the prince takes it at the same time each day even if he does not drink it,” the man said, then, after a beat that acknowledged something like humor, “Because function is a language and you will learn to speak it fluently.”

They started again, this time with Aeren carrying the tray. The weight centered him at the sternum. The cups chimed once against their saucers when the corridor turned and he corrected quickly enough to pretend it was nothing. The chanting here was softer, a ghost through walls, the way tide-sound travels into streets from the sea.

They reached a screen of pale fabric drawn across a short hall. A guard stood to one side, spear upright, attention set wide rather than narrow. The red-corded man stopped before the screen and gave the smallest nod, a request that wasn’t a request. The guard let them pass with a shift of spear and the movement of a foot. The fabric brushed Aeren’s shoulder and whispered as it fell back.

He stepped into a cool antechamber lit by a single high window. The air smelled of worn leather and clean paper. On a table near the inner door, a lamp waited with a trimmed wick; someone had already done that work. Aeren set the tray down, straightened the cups, and aligned the spout of the pot with the seam in the table wood because order feeds order.

The red-corded man watched his hands and did not correct him. “Good,” he said, which was praise enough to be remembered.

“Here,” he added, and he took a thin cord of black thread from his sleeve. He wrapped it twice around Aeren’s iron band and tied it flat. “Until the smith seals the second lock, this reminds you. It snags on cloth. It scratches. You’ll learn not to forget.”

Aeren nodded. The thread lay against the metal, a quiet line.

Someone approached the inner door. The tread was calm, even. Aeren stepped back to the wall and lowered his gaze to the place that says: I exist at the edges. The red-corded man did the same in the opposite corner and became part of the room rather than a person.

The door opened. It wasn’t a monk. Not a guard. A secretary in pale robes, carrying a slate. He paused when he saw the tea and the aligned spout and the tray placed a hand’s breadth from the table’s edge.

“Who placed this?” the secretary asked, bored but not unkind.

Aeren did not speak. He let the question hang where it belonged—unanswered unless asked again on purpose.

The red-corded man inclined his head toward Aeren with the smallest betrayal because the script required it. The secretary looked, measured, and nodded as if a tick-box in his mind had been marked.

“Leave it,” he said. “He may have a visitor.”

The secretary disappeared inside. The door stayed ajar a width wider than courtesy demanded. Voices did not arrive. Silence did, but not empty. The kind that belongs to a person thinking.

The red-corded man’s mouth moved: Now we go. But before he could shape the gesture into steps, something faint changed on the other side of the screen out in the corridor—the echoed softness of a boot sole that did not need to prove its right to be there. Aeren felt it more than heard it. He kept his head angled down and did not turn, because the rule had been given and because his body understood that the person making that sound was not for him.

The steps halted just beyond the fabric. They lingered. Aeren’s breath wanted to shorten. He made it lengthen. The chanting far away went to a brighter phrase and then fell back the way tide does. The iron band cooled, reminding his skin to listen.

No voice came. Only the quiet of someone waiting to see if stillness was an act or the shape of a man.

Aeren let the moment pass through him without closing around it. He heard, from the inner room, the secretary’s slate click against the table. The door moved half an inch more and then stopped. The steps beyond the screen did not resume. They were a question pressed against fabric.

The red-corded man made the leaving gesture again. This time Aeren obeyed. He crossed to the screen without letting it brush the tray table or his shoulder. The fabric breathed against his arm and then fell. The corridor on the other side held only the guard and no one else. If anyone had stood there, he had moved without sound when Aeren moved. Or he had not been there at all. The mind makes footsteps when it wants them.

“Good,” the red-corded man said as they walked. “You didn’t look.”

Aeren did not ask whom. Questions that announce what you do not know are a kind of luxury. He had other work.

By midafternoon, he knew the count of steps in each stair between the Silent Court and the eastern gallery. He knew which floorboards clicked under the blue runner and which under the red. He knew the order of cups in the scullery shelves and the kind of patience the linen room demanded when it gave up what it wanted to keep. He learned the small nod that opens a door from a monk and the larger bow that keeps a noble useful without letting him feel used. The chanting never stopped. It thickened at the hour of prayer and thinned when meals were carried through the halls. It threaded the day the way rain threads the city’s gutters—always present, not always loud.

Toward evening, the red-corded man led him down a turning passage where the air smelled of iron worked hot and then cooled. A low fire lived somewhere behind the wall. Aeren felt its warmth on his left side. They entered a small chamber where a smith sat at a narrow bench with a set of keys finer than sewing needles laid out in order. On the case that held them, a thorned seal—Althar’s office—had been pressed so clean it made the wood behave.

The smith did not wear an apron. He wore a monk’s gray with the sleeves pushed back. His hands were clean. He looked at Aeren’s band and at the black thread knotted over it.

“Silent Court?” the smith asked.

The red-corded man answered. “Appointed to the prince.”

The smith held out his hand. Aeren gave him his wrist. The smith did not touch more skin than he had to. He slid a key thin as a hair into the small lock Aeren had studied earlier and turned it once, twice. The click was soft but final, less like a door closing than like a lid finding its exact fit.

“Speak,” the smith said.

Aeren looked at him.

The smith’s mouth curved, a habit of humor. “Not with words,” he said. “With your arm. Tell me if it pinches. We can adjust now. We won’t later.”

Aeren flexed. The band shifted along tendon and lay back down. It did not bite. It announced more clearly: you belong to this silence. He rolled his shoulder. The weight registered and then became part of the body’s grammar.

“It’s right,” he said.

The smith nodded and burned the thread from the band with a quick touch of an iron so hot it didn’t smoke. The scent of singed fiber lifted and was gone. “There,” the smith said. “Now it’s honest.”

The red-corded man inclined his head by way of thanks and turned away. Aeren lingered half a heartbeat longer, then followed. The corridor outside felt cooler. The bells somewhere above them struck a brief, clean pattern. The hour pulled the palace toward twilight.

“Report at the second bell of dusk,” the red-corded man said. “You’ll wait in the antechamber until he leaves or tells you to leave. If he passes you without speaking, that is also instruction.”

Aeren nodded. The iron band cooled and warmed with his blood. The chanting hummed through the stone as if the palace itself had a throat.

Outside, clouds thickened, and light softened until the courtyards turned the color of old silver. The smell that comes before rain lifted from the gardens—the faint green that says the world is about to be rinsed. Aeren paused under an arcade to let a line of servants pass with covered dishes. He did not look at what they carried. He looked at how they carried it.

A first drop hit stone. Clean sound. Then another. The bells marked the hour between day and night. The rain began.

It made a quiet on the roofs that the chanting folded into itself. Water pooled along the channels and poured where the stone wished it. The air cooled; the incense in the far chapels lifted and thinned and came back sharper. Aeren stood where he was supposed to stand and let the world wash the day clean without trying to read meaning into it. Rain was rain. Later, perhaps, someone would call it a sign. For now it removed dust.
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